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Prologue

September 1931, Upper Chaddington, England

Lily Williams turned around to wave to her mother who was standing in the front doorway of their small terraced house.

‘Have a lovely day,’ said Mrs Williams. ‘Take care and tell Mrs Johnson you’ve to be home by six p.m.’

‘Will do. See you later,’ was Lily’s only reply.

Mrs Williams watched as her eldest daughter skipped down the path, opened the painted wooden gate and ran down the street without looking back. She carried a small parcel under her arm, wrapped in plain paper that she herself had decorated with colourful flowers, carefully shading in the petals and choosing different shades of green for the leaves.

Lily had been looking forward to this day for the last week. Her best friend, Celia Johnson, had invited her to spend the day with her family to celebrate her birthday. Celia and Lily were in the same class at school and had been best friends for as long as either of them could remember. Celia would be ten years old tomorrow, but that was a school day, so a special outing was planned for today, a Sunday. Lily was very envious that her best friend would have reached double figures in just a few hours’ time, whereas she still had months to wait, until the 21st of February to be precise.

The families had already attended the morning service at church. Now the plan was for the Johnson family, with Lily, to take a picnic down to Pickney Lock on the canal where they could watch the gaily painted narrowboats cruising slowly along the murky water and entering the lock. All the children enjoyed the theatre of the lock filling up with water to allow boats to pass from the lower to the higher level of the canal and the same in reverse.

Lily hadn’t changed since returning from church and was dressed in her best outfit – a pale blue pinafore dress embroidered with tiny white flowers on top of a white shirt with a blue straw hat pressed firmly down onto her blonde curls, and flat blue shoes. She felt very smart and grown-up as she pushed open the gate into the small yard at the front of Celia’s house. It was a carbon copy of her own home, as most of the rows of terraced houses in the area were, and only a few streets away.

Celia was just as excited as Lily as she opened the door to her friend. The two girls held hands and skipped around in a circle like two jumping beans on a spinning top. They shrieked with delight and Lily sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to her friend, neither of them seeming to notice that she was out of tune, missing each of the high notes by at least a semitone.

‘Is that Lily?’ called a female voice from inside the house.

‘Yes, Mummy,’ replied Celia, pulling her friend inside and taking the parcel that Lily pushed towards her. ‘And look, she’s brought me a present.’ She was beaming as she tore open the parcel, dropping the paper to the floor. ‘Oh,’ she gasped. ‘The Secret of Red Gate Farm, the latest Nancy Drew mystery. Thank you so much. It’s just what I wanted.’

‘That’s really kind of you, Lily,’ said Celia’s mum. ‘Would you two help me pack all of this food into the hamper so we can be on our way, and pick that paper up please and put it in the waste bin? I’ll go and tell those boys we are nearly ready to go.’

‘No problem, Mrs J,’ said Lily. ‘And thank you so much for allowing me to come today. Oh, and my mum says I’ve to be home by six p.m.’

The boys were Celia’s brothers – Edward, who was two years older than Celia, Archie, who was just seven, and William, nearly five. Lily often thanked her lucky stars that she only had younger sisters when she watched the boisterous behaviour of the young Johnsons. Not only were they incredibly loud and full of mischief, they were usually also filthy dirty from playing games in the mud and climbing trees and were never happier than when dissecting insects or pulling the legs off daddy-long-legs. She heard them clattering down the stairs as she carefully placed sandwiches, pies, fruit, cheese, slices of cake and bottles of cherryade into the wicker picnic hamper. Archie tried to grab at a piece of cake as he rushed through the kitchen towards the back door, but Celia deftly swatted his hand away as it darted towards the hamper.

‘No you don’t,’ she scolded.

Archie dodged out of her reach and into the garden, laughing. Celia and Lily exchanged a look that feigned exasperation.

‘Brothers,’ Celia muttered.

By way of contrast, Edward was the subject of much admiration from Celia’s friends, Lily included. At twelve years old he was already as tall as his mother with very dark brown hair, which would curl if he didn’t keep it shortly cropped. He was good at sports, but he was also an intellectual boy who loved to read, found school work easy and was invariably top of the class. It was a constant source of pride to his parents that he had won a scholarship to the local grammar school. Mr Johnson wanted nothing more for his firstborn son than that he should be able to rise above the level of a manual labourer in the steel, coal mining or construction industries, the professions most young men of the neighbourhood found themselves in. He wanted Edward to get a good job in an office somewhere that would mean he didn’t have to get his hands dirty every day.

Finally, the hamper was packed, the boys had all found their shoes and the family was ready to set off. It was a fine autumn day, the sort that would be described as an Indian summer. If it wasn’t for the leaves on the trees, which were already turning from green to shades of red and bronze, it could easily be mistaken for a true summer’s day. The sun was beating down from a sky which was dotted with fine white clouds. The birds could be heard still tweeting cheerfully in the trees and a very slight breeze gently stirred the leaves, making them crackle like logs burning on a fire as the edges, turning brittle with age, rubbed together.

The group headed noisily along the canal towpath to Pickney Lock, Mr Johnson carrying the picnic hamper, the girls chattering non-stop and the younger boys running circles around each other, pushing and jostling for position with Mrs Johnson entreating them to be careful at the water’s edge. Edward brought up the rear, walking several paces behind the rest and clutching a well-worn copy of H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine.

When they reached the lock, Mrs Johnson spread out the picnic blanket along the grassy bank, which was a popular spot with people from the village, and opened up the hamper. Several other families had already claimed their own patch of grass and were relaxing, enjoying the warmth of the sun and the freedom of a leisurely Sunday afternoon. Archie and William headed for the nearby woods to find a tree to climb, Edward moved to a shady spot a little away from the family with his book and Celia and Lily spread themselves out on the blanket, kicking off their shoes and removing their stockings to wiggle their toes in the warm sunshine. Mr and Mrs Johnson took some sandwiches from the hamper and sat on a picnic bench nearby.

‘This is so lovely,’ sighed Lily. ‘When can we have cake?’

‘Mummy says we need to have some sensible food first,’ replied Celia. ‘And believe me, she will notice if we try to go straight for the cake. She’s got eyes everywhere.’

The two girls helped themselves to some sandwiches – made with tinned salmon as it was such a special day – and fruit and lay on their fronts, contentedly munching and watching boats passing along the canal, in and out of the lock. Lily had never been on a boat on the canal and thought the people who lived on them seemed so colourful and so much more interesting than ordinary people. How, she could not define, but it seemed as if they had turned their backs on the lifestyle that most people found normal in favour of something that gave them more freedom – freedom to move around and not have to look at the same view out of your bedroom window every day.

Celia produced several brightly coloured ribbons from her pocket. ‘Look what Edward gave me for my birthday,’ she said. ‘I know he shouldn’t have given them to me until tomorrow, but he said he thought I would like to have them today, since this is my birthday treat.’

Lily admired the ribbons. She chose one in a deep fuchsia pink. ‘Here, let me tie this in your hair,’ she said, beckoning Celia to tilt her head of brown, shoulder-length hair towards her. Lily selected a handful of the glossy strands and tied the ribbon around them in a neat bow close to her friend’s scalp.

‘My turn now,’ said Celia.

Lily removed her hat and shook her hair free. Celia chose a bright, sky-blue ribbon, which she tied to the end of a lock of Lily’s blonde curls.

Archie and William climbed down from their trees and helped themselves to pies and cherryade before running back into the woods. Edward seemed completely engrossed in his book, leaning casually against the trunk of a large oak tree, one hand idly twisting fronds of long grass at his side. Lily and Celia kept up their non-stop chatter. Mr and Mrs Johnson dozed in the sun. A distant woodpecker drummed rhythmically at the bark of a tree. Four more narrowboats crowded into the lock, the gates closing behind them.

‘Oh look,’ cried Lily. ‘There’s Betty and Sylvia on the other side of the canal. Let’s go and say hello.’ She scrambled to her feet and without bothering to put her shoes back on, ran down the bank towards the lock.

‘Wait,’ said Celia. ‘I have to put my shoes on. Mum will go mad if I don’t.’

Lily paid no attention and, reaching the lock into which the water was now rapidly gushing, opted to take a shortcut over the lock gate itself rather than using the bridge. Celia, rushing to fasten her shoelaces, heard a stranger’s voice shout, ‘Careful, love, that’s slippery wood,’ followed by a scream. When she looked up, Lily had vanished. The people on the boats and the side of the lock were peering into the water and Betty and Sylvia were standing shocked and motionless on the other side of the lock.

‘Can you see her?’ a voice shouted.

‘No,’ was the reply. ‘She’s slipped under the boats and there’s no room for her to get back.’

‘Empty the lock,’ urged another voice, but the lock keeper had already started rotating the handles that would open the gates and let the water flow back out into the canal.

To Celia, time passed as if in slow motion. She got to her feet and ran to the lock, one shoe on and one shoe off, then shouted, ‘Lily!’, the panic showing in her voice.

A stranger caught her at the side of the lock. ‘Steady on now, love. Is she your friend? Can she swim?’

Celia shook her head and turned towards the picnic benches, her eyes searching for her parents. Her father was already running across the grass. ‘Daddy!’ she shrieked. ‘It’s Lily. She’s fallen in.’ Celia turned back to the lock. The water was now gushing out back into the canal, but it was so slow. The people in the barges were leaning over, their arms skimming the water, trying to peer through the gloomy depths to catch a glimpse of a blue dress or a strand of blonde hair. The lock emptied, the gates opened, the barges slowly chugged out. Still nothing, except a sky-blue ribbon floating on the surface of the water. For a moment there was perfect silence, broken only by the persistent drumming of the woodpecker and then a high-pitched scream as Celia collapsed onto the ground.
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A Fond Farewell

June 2004, Lower Chaddington, England

Suzie looked up as she heard the sound of car tyres on the gravel drive.

‘They’re here,’ said her mother, Annie, from the other side of the room by the window where she had been anxiously keeping vigil for the past ten minutes. She looked pale but composed, her voice was steady but her hand shook slightly as she went to open the front door.

The funeral hearse plus two additional cars for mourners was parked outside. The drivers, dressed in formal black suits, had respectfully removed their black top hats and were holding the doors open to allow the family to climb in. Suzie, her husband, David, Annie and Great Aunt Emily got into the first car; Suzie’s younger sister, Marie, with her fiancé, Peter, and Emily’s son, Steven, into the second. Other members of the family and friends would meet them at the church.

As the funeral cortege pulled up outside the small, picturesque village church, which dated back to Anglo Saxon times, the bell started to toll. This wasn’t the cheerful cacophony of the church bells ringing for a joyful occasion, such as a wedding or Christmas, but the solitary toll of a single bell, marking the final journey of one of the members of this parish to his ultimate resting place. It was a sombre sound that Suzie found chilling in spite of the warmth of the day. She shivered and David put a comforting arm around her shoulders, and squeezed her hand. It was, in fact, a perfect summer’s day, warm and sunny with a slight breeze rippling the treetops in the churchyard. The roses along the wall were in full bloom, their delicate petals unfurled like the sails of a yacht, appearing to dance as they billowed in the breeze. The birds were twittering gaily. It was just the sort of day he would have loved. She could picture him, sitting outside in a garden chair with his binoculars in one hand and a cigar in the other. It seemed oddly appropriate to bid him a final farewell on such a day.

The coffin bearers easily took the weight onto their shoulders, the family stepped into place behind and the small procession made its way into the church. The two rows of pews on either side of the aisle were already crowded with friends and neighbours keen to pay their last respects, but the front row had been left empty, as was the custom, for the immediate family to occupy. Suzie noticed her father, Jack Yates, sitting a few rows back and gave him a half wave. Annie kept her eyes fixed firmly ahead of her at a point somewhere behind the altar. The church was simply decorated with fresh lilies, his favourite flower, their powerful, fragrant aroma permeating the air of the centuries-old building.

The service was simple and moving, featuring his favourite hymns and a tribute from Annie, as his only child. She struggled to keep control of her voice, which was trembling with suppressed emotion as she fought back the tears that threatened to spill out and overcome her. With a sheer effort of will, Annie won the battle and Suzie, Marie and Jack all breathed a silent whisper of thanks and relief as she returned to her place in the front pew.

Then the service was over and the pallbearers once again hoisted the coffin into the air and carried it into the graveyard and across to the freshly dug hole in the ground that filled Suzie with dread. The thought of having worms and bugs as your companions in your final resting place made her shudder. She made a mental note to remember to leave instructions that she should be cremated when her time came.

The coffin was carefully lowered into the grave and the vicar started the final prayers. ‘We commend unto thy hands of mercy, most merciful Father, the soul of this our brother departed, and we commit his body to the ground, earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.’

One by one the family members tossed a single rose on top of the coffin and it was time to go.

Annie had insisted on a traditional wake at the house. ‘It’s what he would have wanted,’ she said. ‘He was always the life and soul of any party and he would be really cross if we didn’t give him a good send-off.’

The rest of the village would appear to agree. It seemed to Suzie as if the entire population of Lower Chaddington had been crammed inside the church and had opted to return to the house, spilling out onto the terrace and into the garden.

The caterers had done a great job with large platters of sandwiches, smoked salmon rolls and quiches, and Suzie and Marie ensured glasses were kept well topped up while Annie circulated and thanked family and friends for coming. Suzie watched her mother and sister capably looking after their guests. Annie looked composed and elegant in a simple black suit with a dark-purple, silk blouse underneath. Her neat, fair hair was cut short these days in a sort of bob and any hint of grey was carefully tended to at the local hairdresser’s at a regular, monthly appointment. Only someone who knew her really well would notice that her smile wasn’t as spontaneous as usual, as though it was requiring an effort to keep it there rather than a natural reflex. In contrast, Marie appeared quite relaxed and happy. Suzie envied her ability to take most things in life in her stride, with a ‘what will be, will be’ attitude. She didn’t dwell on what had happened or what might have been. She didn’t believe in wasting valuable time with regrets. To Marie, life was about the future, not the past. She looked immaculate as always, in a black dress, very high heels and a close-fitting, black jacket with a dark-green trim. Her long blonde hair was tied back with a matching dark-green ribbon. In contrast, Suzie felt dull and drab in her hastily thrown-on outfit of black trousers and long-sleeved T-shirt-style top with a wide leather belt. Her chestnut-brown hair badly needed the attention of a hairdresser but between looking after her family and working she never seemed to find the time – or maybe it just wasn’t top of her priorities, she thought, as, emptying the last of the bottle of white wine she was carrying into the vicar’s empty glass, she returned to the kitchen to collect a replacement. Closing the door of the refrigerator, Suzie turned and bumped straight into her father.

Jack Yates was tall and trim with wiry dark hair just slightly flecked with grey. He looked ill at ease in the dark suit that had replaced his usual denim jeans and casual work shirt as a mark of respect to the man who had been his father-inlaw. Jack and Annie had separated several years before, recognising that somehow, over the years, they had grown apart. They no longer had shared interests or shared visions and after Suzie and Marie left home, this drifting apart became acutely apparent as their lives appeared resolutely set on different tracks. They were still friendly, however, and met occasionally in the company of mutual friends or for family events. As the doting grandparents of Suzie’s son, Daniel, this usually involved birthdays, Christmases and helping out with childcare during school holidays.

‘You made me jump,’ Suzie said, hugging him. ‘Have you seen Mum? I’m sure she would be pleased to know you came.’

‘Not yet. I thought it best to give her some space. I’m not the first person she is going to turn to for emotional support any more. Frank was a kind man, strong and fair. I had a lot of respect for him. He always looked out for her, you know, and in many ways I never managed to live up to that. Who’s going to look out for her now?’

‘Mum’s tough; she doesn’t need looking after,’ Suzie laughed.

‘She’s going to take it very hard, love,’ said Jack. ‘They were very close.’

‘I know, but he was old and it wasn’t exactly unexpected. I know Mum’s a big softy underneath but she’s been on her own for years now. She’s already coped with Grandma’s illness and death and she’s been nursing Grandad for years, too. I know it’s not going to be easy, it never is, but once we get today over with and she can start to look forward and move on, she’ll be fine.’

‘We’ll see,’ replied Jack. ‘So, where’s your sister and my beautiful grandson?’

‘Marie’s over there,’ said Suzie, pointing to the orchard where she could see her sister in conversation with Aunt Emily. ‘And I think Daniel is too young to attend a funeral so he’s gone to Debbie’s overnight so David and I can stay here with Mum.’

‘Right, well, time to do the rounds, starting with your mum. See you next week.’

‘Bye, Dad,’ she said and arming herself with two new full bottles of wine, she continued to circulate, topping up glasses as she went. It’s funny how weddings and funerals bring people together but they still persist in huddling in their own little groups, she thought. His domino-playing companions from the local pub had set themselves up at a table on the far side of the patio. One of them had produced a set of dominoes and a serious competition was being held in Frank’s honour; they had intense looks of concentration on their faces. Former work colleagues – the few that had outlived him – were mostly indoors. Annie’s work friends were in deckchairs on the lawn and the few family members were standing around in the orchard. Close friends of the family were sharing memories and anecdotes from parties – mostly New Year and birthdays – over the years on the opposite side of the patio to the domino players. Neighbours and more casual acquaintances from the village stood around awkwardly, wondering how long it was decently necessary to stay before they could make their excuses and go home.

Several hours later, after all the guests had left, the house had been tidied up and Suzie and David had retired to bed, Annie sat at the kitchen table and fought back the tears. ‘He was the only man in my life who never let me down,’ she whispered. Her words were heard only by her large ginger cat, Marmaduke, who sat, purring contentedly, in her lap.
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A Battle Lost

February 1942, Singapore

Private Edward Johnson of the 6th Battalion of the Royal Norfolk Regiment, serving with the 53rd Brigade of the 18th Infantry Division had seen more than enough death and killing to last him a lifetime. He had only been involved in the war in the Pacific for a few weeks, sent as part of reinforcements and attached to the Indian 11th Infantry to help the effort in mainland Malaya against the Japanese. It had been a grim and bloody few weeks, during which the regiment – that once-proud unit of strong, young men – had been torn apart, pushed to the limits in the steaming jungle and outwitted by the enemy forces that were clearly more at home with jungle warfare than they were. Battalions were isolated, cut off and frequently lost in the physical geography of the jungle and the Japanese found it all too easy to pick them off, unit by unit. The jungle was like a hungry beast, remorselessly falling on its victims, trapping them, refusing to let them go and ultimately triumphing in their destruction.

The battle, Edward felt, had been lost before they even arrived. Now, having been forced to retreat into the stronghold of Singapore, the Allied Forces were facing defeat. The Japanese had entered Singapore, taking advantage of the Allies’ thinly spread defences along the 30-mile length of the island’s coastline where it was separated from the mainland by just 1 mile, crossing the straits, infiltrating through inlets and creeks, displaying once again their superiority over land and air in spite of being disadvantaged in numbers.

With the other surviving members of his brigade, Private Edward Johnson watched in disbelief as just days after the Japanese had landed in Singapore, General Percival surrendered the Union Jack. Waiting for further instructions, Edward’s thoughts turned to home and he wondered if he would ever see his family again as he prepared to face the remainder of the war, however long that would be, as a Japanese prisoner of war.
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Picking Up the Pieces and a Discovery

June 2004, Lower Chaddington, England

Annie was finding it difficult to adjust. The void left in her life by the death of her father felt like a black hole and she could not imagine how to cross it. The only child of Elsie and Frank Barratt, Annie’s childhood had been dominated by her strict and at times, overbearing father. Nevertheless, she adored him and he clearly took a great delight in his young daughter. They were a team and he loved to encourage her, from helping her to climb the old oak tree that dominated the small back garden for the first time, and her delight at discovering the tree house he had built for her, to walks to the bridge over the river to play Poohsticks, which she always seemed to win, to learning to ride her first ‘grownup’ bicycle without stabilisers on a long walk one Christmas Day morning.

‘We’ll not be back for lunch until she’s mastered it,’ her father cheerfully announced to Elsie, his wife and Annie’s mother, who was already busy in the kitchen peeling potatoes, wrapping sausages in bacon and preparing enough vegetables to feed a small army.

Sure enough, a few hours later, they returned, a smiling Annie proudly riding her ‘new’, faded pink bicycle that Frank had bought from a second hand shop, gaily ringing the bell to announce their arrival and taking a cautious look over her shoulder to make sure her father was still right behind her as the bicycle wobbled slightly beneath her.

It was Frank who had done extra overtime to find the money to buy the necessary uniform when she had won a scholarship to the grammar school, had cheered her on when she scored her first goals in the school’s hockey team and made sure she stuck to her work to get the best grades she could. It wasn’t that Elsie didn’t care, or couldn’t be bothered, but having lost both her parents she found herself, as the oldest of six children, suddenly responsible for the upbringing of her youngest siblings; Emily, Freddie and Joe were all under ten years old when they lost their parents and the youngest, Joe, was only 2 years older than Annie herself. To say Elsie had her hands full was an understatement, so she was delighted that Frank was happy to spend so much time with Annie.

Frank was also responsible for scaring off plenty of would-be boyfriends, Annie remembered. She had resented it at first, but Frank had reasoned with her, ‘If they are going to run a mile the moment I bark, they are not going to be strong enough for you, my girl.’ Annie knew she couldn’t argue with that, because she was strong and wilful, passionate in her beliefs and very sure of her brilliant future – doing what, she was not so certain, but she never doubted her future would be brilliant.

It wasn’t until Jack came along that anyone had been a match for her father. He was not fazed by Frank’s straight-talking and forthright manner, nor was he daunted by the loud, booming voice. His abruptness simply bounced off Jack who was also very confident and sure of his brilliant future. Unlike Annie, however, he did have some idea of how he was going to achieve his great ambitions. He was already two years into an apprenticeship to become a cabinet maker, working for a small firm where he could clearly see that a hard-working, gifted young man could carve out a successful career.

On their wedding day, Annie, dressed in a gown of pure white satin and lace, walked down the aisle at her father’s side. Frank felt as though his heart was both bursting with pride and breaking with the sure knowledge that he had lost his little girl. He then proceeded to get thoroughly drunk and no one who was at that wedding reception will ever forget him dancing on the tables before slumping down in a corner, singing ‘Danny Boy’ to himself in a flat and tuneless slur.

Frank soon discovered that he may have lost one little girl, but he quickly gained two more, as Annie had Suzie, followed a couple of years later by Marie. Frank became the doting grandfather. He was there when the first steps were taken and it was him and Jack on a subsequent Christmas Day morning taking both Suzie and Marie for a long walk on new bicycles, leaving Annie and Elsie in the kitchen preparing Christmas Day lunch.

Not only was he the doting grandfather, he became less of the hard taskmaster that he had been as Annie’s father and more the one who could easily be twisted around the finger of a pretty three-year-old granddaughter. As any grandparent knows, it is much easier to be a grandparent than a parent; you can enjoy all the good parts and fun of the children without having to worry about being responsible for their behaviour, education and moral development. But it didn’t end there because, of course, many years later, Daniel was born and Frank became a great grandfather. Although not as active as he once had been, he was still a much-adored and powerful figure in young Daniel’s life, always a willing conspirator in raiding the biscuit barrel, or illicitly watching Bob the Builder or Thomas the Tank Engine after Suzie had declared that was enough TV for one day.

And now he was gone.

For the last ten years, Annie had devoted much of her time to looking after one and then another elderly and infirm parent. When Elsie had been diagnosed with cancer and Frank’s weakening heart meant he could no longer look after her, they had sold their home. Annie, by then separated from Jack and with both her daughters having left home, had found herself rattling around her too-large, five-bedroomed house alone and had converted three of the downstairs rooms into a self-contained annex with a simple kitchen, living room and bedroom with an en-suite bathroom. It had its own front door but also an inter-connecting door into the front hallway of Annie’s house. This arrangement meant she could look after them without having to travel, which made it easier to cope with her job as a PA to a very successful local entrepreneur who had built a considerable business empire importing cheap electrical goods from the Far East and supplying them to Britain’s high streets.

She often felt as though she had made a straight swap between children who needed constant attention and for whom she had to shop, wash, cook, clothe and provide a taxi service, to parents who were becoming increasingly childlike in their needs, their behaviour and their inability to provide for themselves. But Annie didn’t mind; after the break-up of her marriage to Jack, it helped fill the gap left in the empty house when Suzie and then Marie left. She was used to being constantly busy, always needing to do something for someone; there was always food to prepare, beds to change, clothes to wash and iron, cleaning to do and check-ups at the surgery and hospital to attend. There was always someone there to go and have a coffee and a biscuit with, play cards with on a long winter’s evening or talk about what vegetables to plant in the garden in spring. Life was busy and then overnight it all just stopped.

With just herself and Marmaduke to worry about, life was very quiet. Annie felt like a character in a horror film, stumbling into a room, obviously recently abandoned in a hurry by its inhabitants, leaving everything unfinished – half drunk mugs of coffee on the table, a fire burning in the grate, radio or TV playing to an empty room. She felt that sense of abandonment, of waiting to see what would happen next, waiting for the characters to return and normality to be restored and at the same time knowing that was not going to happen. She caught herself sitting alone in the evenings, staring into space, or drifting away into a dream world of her own memories during the day when she should have been managing her boss’s busy work schedule. She needed to keep busy. She needed to take hold of her life, give it a good shake, like she would when splitting bulbs in the garden, and get it back under her control.

Alone in the house, she wandered from room to room, looking for cushions to straighten, bed covers to smooth, old magazines to tidy or discard, but everywhere was immaculate. And then she was drawn to the annex and suddenly knew what she needed to do.

‘I think it would help me to start feeling better if we sort out your grandparents’ belongings,’ Annie explained to Suzie on the phone later that evening.

A little surprised, Suzie said, ‘Are you sure it’s not too soon for you yet, Mum?’

‘No.’ Annie was very definite and her tone was one that Suzie remembered well from childhood. It was the tone Annie reserved for occasions when she was not to be argued with. Like the time she had grounded a fifteen-year-old Suzie for a month after catching her adding vodka to a bottle of lemonade to take to a school disco.

‘I need to do it. Look, I am not about to fall to pieces. I’m sure your father thinks I am and I admit I am finding life a bit difficult at the moment. I’ve got a lot to adjust to. I’ve lost my father, but I can’t just sit around doing nothing. Work is good for me, but I’ve got to rebuild my own life, too, and making a start sorting out their stuff is the right thing to do. I would appreciate some help, though.’

Two days later, Annie and Suzie unlocked the door from the hallway of Annie’s house into the annex. It wasn’t just Grandad’s personal belongings that they needed to sort through, but all of the joint possessions of their married life. After Grandma died they had removed her clothes, shoes, handbags and other such personal items, but all the photographs, ornaments and paraphernalia of more than fifty years of shared lives remained.

The atmosphere in the annex was strange – cool, gloomy and unlived-in – quite unlike it had ever been before. Suzie looked around and among the framed photographs adorning the mantelpiece, one of her grandparents taken on their fiftieth wedding anniversary in November 1989 by the local newspaper, the Barminster Chronicle, caught her eye. She remembered that day well. They had all gone out for dinner in the evening, a rare occasion when the family had all been together, before Dad had moved out. Suzie, who was doing a year’s work experience at the Barminster Chronicle as part of her degree course, had organised the photograph and the special mention in that week’s edition.

In a glass-fronted display cabinet to the left of the fireplace, her grandmother’s collection of Royal Doulton Old Country Roses still stood proudly. Plates, cups and saucers, vases, a photo frame, bowls, decorative figurines; Suzie remembered contributing several items to that collection over the years and after her grandmother died her grandfather had refused to hear of any of it being removed. They might be pretty, but they were dust collectors as far as Suzie was concerned. Maybe they should all choose a memento from the collection for themselves and sell the rest. It seemed wrong, though, somehow. It had been her grandmother’s pride and joy and Suzie felt sure she would have wanted them to look after it intact. Annie seemed to follow her thoughts.

‘I think I’ll move the whole cabinet into the hallway,’ she said. ‘I would feel as if I was removing memories of your grandmother if I got rid of all those.’

Annie started sorting through the clothes, linen and towels, dividing everything into piles: one for the charity shop, one to keep and one for the bin. Gradually, the two of them emptied cupboards, drawers, cabinets and the contents of the wardrobe. At the back of the wardrobe, Annie found an old cardboard shoebox packed with paperwork and photographs. Reaching into the top of the shoebox, Suzie found a bundle of envelopes with her own handwriting on them. ‘That must be the letters I wrote to them while I was away at college,’ she said. ‘They kept them all!’ Swallowing a lump in her throat, she said, ‘I’m going to make some tea and get some biscuits. Have a sit down, Mum, and see if there’s anything important in there.’

Suzie brewed tea and found an unopened packet of bourbon biscuits in the back of a cupboard. She put them on a tray and carried them back through to the lounge where Annie was sitting on the sofa staring at a piece of paper in her hand. Her face was white and her hand was shaking as she looked up at Suzie with a confused expression on her face. Suzie put down the tray.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

Annie simply pushed the piece of paper towards her. Suzie looked at the aged, yellowing piece of paper. ‘It’s their marriage certificate,’ she realised. ‘But I don’t understand. What’s the problem?’

‘Look at the date,’ Annie whispered.

‘February fifth, 1943,’ Suzie read from the certificate, frowning. She reached for the fiftieth wedding anniversary photograph and double-checked the date that was set like a plaque at the base of the frame. It clearly said 1989, which would have meant they had married in 1939, but the marriage certificate could not be wrong, so they must have lied about the date they married. But why?

‘I was born in August 1940,’ Annie managed to say in a shaky voice.

‘Well, that’s not so much of a problem, surely. I bet there were a lot of couples who didn’t wait to walk down the aisle first during the war. They had to make the most of their time together and today nobody thinks anything of it. But why lie about it?’

‘No, you don’t understand,’ insisted Annie. ‘Your grandad did not go away to fight. He was a miner, which was a reserved occupation, so he was not conscripted. He joined the Home Guard, but there would have been no need for them to not be married when they knew she was pregnant; plus he was far too honourable. In those days nice girls just did not get pregnant without being married and he would never have let your gran go through that – all the neighbours whispering and the shame it would have brought on her. And why wait, just to get married four years later? It doesn’t make any sense. Unless…’ Annie’s voice faded, her thoughts left hanging in the air, as if by not giving them substance they could be untrue.

‘What are you thinking, Mum?’

‘He can’t have been my father.’

‘Wait a moment,’ said Suzie. ‘That’s quite a conclusion to jump to, isn’t it? There has to be another explanation.’

Annie and Suzie sat in silence for several minutes, trying to work out another possible interpretation of the discovery they had just made.

‘I’m sixty-three years old and I don’t know who I am,’ Annie said eventually. ‘It’s all been a lie. All those years when I thought I knew who I was and who my parents were, my secure childhood, everything, all lies.’

‘How can it be possible, though?’ Suzie wondered out loud. ‘What about your birth certificate, Mum? What does that say?’

Annie thought for a moment. ‘I’m sure it gives my name as Annie Barratt – your grandad’s surname,’ she said. ‘It’s a long time since I’ve looked at it. I’m not even sure where it is, to be honest, but if it had said anything other than that I would have questioned it years ago.’

Suzie thought for a moment, twisting a thick strand of hair around her index finger, a habit she’d had since childhood when concentrating, and then realised there was probably one person who would know the truth.

‘We have to talk to Aunt Emily,’ she said.

Emily Cooper was Elsie’s youngest sister. She was also the last surviving member of that generation of the family, which had once boasted five sisters and three brothers. She was now seventy years old but possessed the mental attitude and energy of someone much younger. Suzie picked up the phone and calmly dialled her number. Emily answered immediately.

‘Hi, Aunt Emily. It’s Suzie,’ she said.

‘Suzie, how lovely to hear from you. How are you all? I had coffee with your mum a few days ago. She seems to be coping okay.’

‘Well, she was,’ replied Suzie, looking across to Annie who was sitting with her arms wrapped tightly around herself, shaking slightly and staring into space, her tea untouched by her side. ‘But now I’m not so sure. We started sorting out the annex earlier and I’m afraid we’ve found something that has given us both a bit of a shock.’

There was silence on the other end of the line. Suzie could imagine Emily sitting in her comfortable lounge, a large and contented cat – one of several residents – no doubt curled up by her feet or on her lap.

‘Aunt Emily, who is my real grandad?’ Suzie eventually blurted out.

There was silence on the other end of the line. Suzie could imagine Aunt Emily’s mouth opening and closing as she tried to think of an answer.

‘We started to sort out Grandma and Grandad’s rooms,’ Suzie felt she needed to explain. ‘We found some paperwork –’

‘I think I had better come over to you,’ Emily said briskly. ‘I will be there within the hour.’

Suzie hung up and turned to Annie.

‘Come on, let’s leave this for today. Aunt Emily’s coming over here, so she obviously knows something. We’ll wait for her at home.’

Switching the lights off, the fifty-year wedding anniversary photo was the last thing Suzie noticed as she closed the door, locking it behind her.

‘David Henderson,’ said David, answering the phone on its third ring. Suzie pictured him leaning back in his worn and comfortable leather armchair, looking out of his small office window that provided a surprisingly good view over the river, with its picturesque bridge and beyond, the church spire. David was a solicitor with a small practice in the local market town of Barminster.

‘David, it’s me,’ said Suzie. ‘Can you collect Daniel from school this afternoon and then come over to Mum’s with him? We’ve got a bit of a family crisis going on.’ She explained what they had discovered and the conclusion Annie had immediately drawn.

‘Of course,’ David replied. ‘But I’m sure there will be a perfectly sensible explanation for it. All sorts of things happened during the war years and records may have been incomplete or just not registered properly.’

‘Maybe,’ said Suzie doubtfully. ‘Anyway, Aunt Emily’s on her way over and I’m hoping she may know something.’

‘My dears, first of all you have to remember that I was not very old,’ Emily began, looking uncomfortable in Annie’s immaculate living room with her hair untidy from the garden and her hastily scrubbed fingernails still bearing evidence of the flower beds they were until recently immersed in. ‘Your gran was ten years older than me. I was only seven when you were born; that’s why in some ways you and I were more like sisters than aunt and niece.’ Emily watched Annie carefully as she spoke, twisting her plain gold wedding band with the thumb and index finger of her right hand as she did. ‘Some of what I am about to tell you is my impression at the time and some is what I worked out later, when I was old enough to understand.

‘I think I was about five when I realised there was something different about Elsie. She had always been quite strict with me, more like a mother than a big sister in lots of ways – more so obviously after our parents died. But at the time, it suddenly seemed as if I could get away with a lot more around the house. She didn’t nag me to tidy my toys the way she normally did; she seemed to hardly notice them in fact. I would come in from playing in the garden and she would not insist I wash my hands before eating. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, just thought she was mellowing, but then Elizabeth and Edith started teasing her, saying she was courting. I did not know what that meant. Eventually, I worked out it involved a boy.

‘She was working in the factory at the time, doing her bit for the war effort. It used to make cutlery and domestic appliances from stainless steel, but it was quickly requisitioned for munitions. I think he used to meet her after work. She would be late getting home some afternoons and when she did get home she would be smiling to herself as if she had a secret joke that nobody else could understand. I didn’t realise at the time, but she was obviously in love. She was only fifteen. He must have been her first boyfriend.’

‘Did you know who he was?’ asked Suzie.

Emily shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t think any of us kids did. As far as I know he never came to the house or was introduced to Mum or Dad. She kept it all very secret. I’m not even sure they knew she had a boyfriend until much later. Dad was not well by then so Mum was struggling to cope with all of us plus him to look after. And of course we had just gone to war with Germany. We were all having to learn to live by new rules; the world was changing around us and we didn’t look at things or notice things the same. However, we did have an idea where he worked. Elizabeth had seen them together leaving the factory one day on her way home from school and he was in uniform – not a soldier’s uniform, but like a livery. We think he worked at the big house.’

‘The big house?’ repeated Suzie, frowning slightly.

‘Chaddington Manor at Upper Chaddington,’ Emily explained. ‘It was privately owned still in those days and lived in by the de Lacey family. They kept a large household of staff. We think he was a chauffeur.

‘Anyway, I do not know how long the relationship went on for. At that age you have no concept of time. Time is simply a measure of how long between meals, or how long you have to stay at school before you can return home. Weeks, months, years, mean nothing. Then, one day, just before Christmas, Elsie came home clearly very upset. Her eyes were red and she had obviously been crying. She went straight to her room and would not come out. I found out later from Edith that whoever the boyfriend was he had joined the army. He was going away to fight.’

Annie had remained silent throughout this account. Suzie glanced across at her, curled up on the sofa, her eyes fixed firmly on Emily. ‘What happened next?’ she asked.

‘I don’t think she saw him again. Letters kept arriving for her and she would take them up to her room or down to the river to read in private. Then I started to realise something else was wrong. I heard her in the mornings in the bathroom. Elizabeth and Edith were talking and even Freddie had noticed. She was withdrawn. Eventually, she went to Mum, told her she was pregnant. Dad was no use. He was bedridden by then and barely conscious most of the time. It was another problem for Mum to handle, but there was not much she could do. Elsie still kept her secrets. She either did not know or would not tell where he lived or who his family were. Even if she had told, Mum could hardly go marching around to their front door making demands – that was the man’s responsibility, but Dad was too ill and Freddie and Joe were too young.

‘Obviously the family stood by her and she was still receiving and presumably sending letters, although I never saw her writing any. I do not know if she ever told him she was pregnant or if she was waiting to give him the news that he was a father when he came back from the war, but he did not come back.’

Emily turned to Annie. ‘You were a beautiful baby. I know babies always are, but you truly were, head full of blonde curls and a very sweet temperament. And there were always plenty of us around willing to play with you and entertain you, so you never wanted for attention. Elsie went back to work as soon as she could – the family needed the money – and Mum looked after you during the day along with the rest of us. Then the letters stopped arriving. Every day, Elsie would watch for the post. It was impossible to predict when a letter would arrive, but as the days stretched into weeks and months and still no new letter, she was starting to get anxious. It was clear that she had fully expected him to return to her and they would get married and be a perfect little family, but it began to seem as if that might not happen. I think the not knowing was the worst. She was not his next of kin, she did not know his family and as far as we knew, his family did not know about her, so if he had been killed or was listed as missing in action, presumed dead, she had no way of knowing.

‘I’m a bit vague on the exact timings again at this point. We all settled down to our own routines. It may have been wartime, but life went on. We had to go to school or work; we had jobs to do around the house; we had to eat and sleep. Elsie was still agitated and alternated between being withdrawn and angry. She was not all that nice to have around. She gradually stopped watching for the post. She seemed resigned that he was not coming back – whether he was dead, missing or had just fallen out of love, I do not know.

‘Then I guess you must have been about two years old,’ Emily once again turned to Annie. ‘You were walking and into everything. We couldn’t take our eyes off you for even a few seconds without you getting into mischief of some sort. Elizabeth and Edith started talking about this new boy that was hanging around. We knew his family, so he was not exactly new and nor was he was a boy. He was older than any of us, and the youngest child, so we did not really know him or his siblings. His name was Frank Barratt. He was in his twenties already according to the others and very handsome. It soon became obvious that it was Elsie he was interested in. If he was on the right shift – he worked at the colliery as a miner – he would wait for her and walk with her to work and then meet her afterwards and bring her home.

‘Frank was completely different to, you know, him. He wanted to get to know us all. There was no hiding. We soon knew all about his family, his brother, George, who was a fighter pilot, his sisters, Irene, who was married already with several children, and Mary who, already in her mid-thirties, seemed to be a confirmed spinster and lived at home looking after their elderly parents. Obviously he knew you were Elsie’s daughter, but it didn’t seem to bother him like it would have done most men in those days. Even today I suppose, men think twice before agreeing to bring up another man’s child, but Frank seemed to welcome it – a readymade family. It was not long before he spoke to mother as the head of the family and asked for permission to speak to Elsie and ask her to marry him.

‘I do not know whether Elsie loved him then. He certainly loved her. But I think she was grateful to him for offering her a respectable future and a chance to make her own home. She accepted him, of course, but there were conditions.’

At this point in the narrative, Emily paused and took a deep breath, her eyes focused on her hands as she continued to twist her wedding band. ‘This is where it gets difficult,’ she said. ‘Frank was offering Elsie and you a home and a future with a “normal” family: i.e. with a mother and a father both sharing the responsibility of bringing up the child. This was what he wanted. He insisted on bringing you up as his own child and he was very determined that no one would tell you otherwise. He made us all promise never to break that faith and tell you the truth. After all, he argued, what good would it do to have you grow up not knowing who your father was and he was there and promised to be a good father to you and a good husband to Elsie. He was so fierce and passionate and absolutely immovable on this point. And the war was splitting so many families apart; children were growing up not knowing who their fathers were, or even losing both parents and becoming orphans. Frank’s way seemed a better way than the alternatives, so we all agreed; well, I didn’t really have much say in the matter, but I did understand that you, Elsie and Frank were going to become a proper family.

‘The wedding took place very quickly. You didn’t wait and plan and save for a long time in those days. We didn’t know what Hitler might have in store for us, so everyone lived for the moment. It was a small and quiet wedding, just the immediate families, a few close friends and a reception in the local pub. After the wedding Elsie and you moved from the family home at Upper Chaddington and into your own house with Frank. It was one of the terraced cottages owned by the National Coal Board here in Lower Chaddington. Frank paid rent but it was a low rent because they were houses that were kept for the workers. They did not have it to themselves for long though, because Mum died a few years later and Edith, Freddie, Joe and I had to move in with them as there was no one else to look after us. Elizabeth was newly married and living with her husband’s family and had a baby on the way, so she couldn’t help. Frank and Elsie were like parents to us and they always did their best for all of us. We were a family and it may seem strange today, but in those days Lower Chaddington and Upper Chaddington could have been a thousand miles apart. There was no gossip about who your real father might be; Frank was accepted as your true father by the community and we never discussed it.

That’s all I know really. As the years went by and no more children arrived the question of whether anyone should tell you the truth or not gradually faded away. Frank was a great father to you, kind and supportive. By the time you were old enough to handle the truth, who would have been so cruel? You and Frank were so close; you had such a wonderful father-daughter relationship that there seemed nothing to be gained by telling you the truth.’

‘Except he wasn’t my father, so that very special father-daughter relationship wasn’t that at all, was it?’ Annie interrupted. Even to her own ears her voice sounded strange. She felt as though she was having to force herself to be heard through layers of cotton wool or insulation foam that was threatening to stifle her. ‘It was all built on lies. Lies that everybody knew about except me. I feel so stupid.’

‘Annie, love, you are obviously upset and you have a right to be,’ said Emily. ‘Please don’t blame me. I was too young to have any influence over what happened at the time. Yes, I am guilty of not telling you the truth, but it was never my place to tell you. Frank or Elsie could have taken the decision to tell you, but they never did. Maybe it just got harder, the longer the deception went on, to rewrite your life, your beliefs, everything you thought you knew about yourself and your family. Who could have known how you would react, how you would deal with the truth, what effect it might have on you and what you might think of them? I don’t think they could bear it.’

They sat in silence, each preoccupied with their own thoughts and feelings, until the ringing of the doorbell roused them. Annie made no move to answer it, so Suzie went and was nearly knocked over as her five-year-old son, Daniel, tore himself away from his father’s grip and launched himself at her, shrieking, ‘Mummy!’

‘I’ve missed you too,’ Suzie gasped as she struggled to stay upright. ‘Did you have a lovely day at school?’ She stepped to one side to let David into the house as Daniel moved on to give an equally enthusiastic welcome to his grandma and Great Great Aunt Emily. David gave Suzie a quizzical glance and she shook her head slightly. ‘Tell you later,’ she mouthed.

A child can always be relied on to break the tension that they are not even aware is there. Relieved to be given the distraction, Emily took Daniel into the kitchen to find some biscuits and milk for him. Annie remained motionless in her armchair, feet folded beneath her. Still unaware of the drama that had unfolded, David offered to put the kettle on to make some tea and followed Emily and Daniel into the kitchen. Suzie went over to Annie and gave her a hug. ‘It doesn’t have to change anything,’ she said, fumbling for the right words. ‘You loved him; I loved him. We loved him for who he was and the role he played in our lives. Biologically he may not have been my grandad, but in every other sense of the word he was. Nothing can change that.’

Annie looked at her daughter with clear, unblinking eyes. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘I think everything has just changed for me and will never feel the same again. I think I’m going to have a lie down. You don’t mind do you? Get some dinner for everyone, help yourself to whatever you can find in the fridge.’
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Reactions and a Plan of Action

At what point does telling a lie draw one in to such an extent that living that lie becomes the truth and the point of no return is passed? It is not uncommon to hear of situations where people can no longer distinguish between a fictional world of their own creation and reality itself. If a person goes to great lengths to sustain a falsehood, to insist that the truth is suppressed, do they become incapable of distinguishing between the fact and the fiction? Do they start to actually believe the alternative version of reality that they have created and within which they exist? Are they ultimately capable of recognising the full extent of their deception?

If the lie has been practised initially for the best of reasons, does that make it right to continue with it, regardless of the effect it may have on those against whom it is perpetrated should they one day discover the truth? It might be that the lie is never uncovered; in which case, what harm has been done? Or could it be in the best interests of the person on whom the deception is practised? But how can any other human being say with any confidence that they know what is in the best interests of another? Is it not simply imposing one’s will on another and dictating how other lives are to be lived for one’s own purposes? Is it not a selfish course of action to start with, and a cowardly one to continue with? Is it not fear of the reaction of those who have been deceived that makes it impossible to confront the truth? And if so, is it fear of how their feelings may change and how the love that was once given so innocently and freely may be lost? Is it not an unwillingness to risk losing what one values by admitting the truth that results in the continuing perpetration of the deception?

Annie lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling, seeing nothing. She had not bothered to draw the curtains and moonlight flooded through the window, bathing the room in an opaque white light. Annie didn’t notice. Her gaze was firmly fixed straight ahead, but her mind was struggling to process the information Aunt Emily had provided and above all answer one simple question. Why?

Later that evening, Suzie and David sat at their kitchen table finishing a bottle of wine after dinner.

‘Wow! That is quite some story. Talk about skeleton in the family cupboard. And what a girl your grandma must have been. Who would have thought it?’ David mused as Suzie finished relating the events of the afternoon and Emily’s story.

‘She was always so prim and proper,’ agreed Suzie. ‘Maybe that’s why; she had first-hand experience of the consequences your behaviour can have for the rest of your life.’

‘How do you feel about it?’ asked David.

Suzie paused for a moment before replying, swirling the dark red wine around in the long-stemmed wine glass she held in her hand. She stared thoughtfully at the liquid as it seemed to dance to some uncontrollable rhythm in her hand. ‘At the moment, confused,’ she said eventually. ‘It feels strange, not knowing and wondering who my real grandfather may have been, what happened to him and if I’ve got cousins, aunts, uncles, out there who I don’t know about. But at the same time, to me, Frank will always be my grandad. That’s the role he played in my life. I loved him for that and I always will. I’ve got all those lovely memories. Nothing can change that. No one can take those memories away. But did he have the right to insist on hiding the truth like that?’ She paused and took a sip of wine. ‘I can’t begin to imagine how Mum must feel. She could have had a completely different life. What if her real father did return from the war? She might have brothers and sisters that she doesn’t even know about.’

‘Wait a minute, though,’ said David. ‘Even if he did come back from the war, and odds are that he didn’t, since according to Emily there had been no letters for more than a year, there’s nothing to say that he would have come back for your grandma and claimed her and your mum as his. We don’t even know she wrote to him to tell him there was a baby on the way, or that Annie had been born and we certainly don’t know how he would have felt about it. Frank gave your grandma and your mum a chance in life; he created a happy family; he looked after them both and did his best for them; he loved them, and Elsie may not have loved him at first, but she certainly grew to love him. That much is evident to anyone who knew them. They could have been just another mother and daughter with no husband, no father, and God knows the war left plenty of those behind. If, for his own pride, Frank needed the world to accept Annie as his daughter, is that so bad?’

‘I don’t know,’ Suzie said simply.

‘I think it’s quite romantic,’ said Marie after Suzie had filled her in on the events of the day. She was away on business and Suzie had been unable to contact her when she had tried to call earlier. It was late in the evening before the two sisters managed to talk.

‘I mean, just think about it. He loved Grandma so much that he was prepared to go to such lengths to protect her, to make her respectable and provide for her daughter. I don’t care that he lied; I think it’s lovely and I don’t think any less of either of them for it. And it all worked out okay in the end, didn’t it? They were happy and stayed together for more than fifty years, ’til death do us part and all that. I hope Peter and I are as strong together as they were.’ Marie was due to marry her fiancé, Peter, later in the year.

‘I just hope Mum sees it like that,’ sighed Suzie. ‘You didn’t see her, Marie. She was deathly white, as though she’d seen an army of ghosts. Obviously she was in shock, but it was as if she was an empty shell. There was no life, no sparkle in her eyes. It’s difficult to explain, but she just didn’t seem like Mum any more. She was physically there, but emotionally she’d closed down.’ Suzie frowned, trying to find the words to describe Annie’s reaction to the discovery of the marriage certificate. ‘Do you remember when we used to visit Uncle Freddie in the home and so many of those poor old people clearly didn’t know where they were or why they were there? Do you remember the vacant expressions in their eyes as if they were far away in some other place entirely? Well, that’s how Mum was.’

‘What do you think we should do?’ Marie asked

Suzie didn’t hesitate. ‘I think we should try to find out who he was – or is, because he may still be alive – and after that I don’t know.’

‘It’s dangerous,’ said Marie. ‘What if he did come back but decided he didn’t want to be with Grandma any more? How will Mum take it?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Suzie honestly. ‘But I do feel absolutely sure that until she knows, until she has some answers, she isn’t going to be able to put all of this behind her, or accept it and move on.’

‘Knowing Mum, you’re probably right. Count me in. I’ll do whatever I can to help.’

Jack’s reaction was less understanding.

‘He did what?’ he bellowed down the telephone at Suzie the next morning after she had finished telling her story. ‘He pretended, for nearly sixty years, to be her father and actually he wasn’t at all?’

‘Dad, calm down,’ said Suzie.

‘I won’t calm down. This is unbelievable. It’s despicable. It’s outrageously selfish and they were all in on it. I can’t believe this of Frank. I can’t believe they all agreed to go along with it and I can’t believe Frank and Elsie got away with it. I mean, just from a practical point of view, what did they do about the birth certificate?’

‘I don’t know, Dad, but I’m going back over to see Mum now to check she’s okay before I go to work. What good is going to come of making a big fuss about how selfish he was? We now know something that he had intended we would never find out and we have to accept it, and somehow learn to live with it. I can’t see how you ranting is going to help anyone. Let me see how Mum feels about it all this morning.’

Annie had called work to say she wouldn’t be in and was curled up in her favourite armchair when Suzie arrived at the house. One hand was going through the familiar motions of stroking Marmaduke who was enjoying the unexpected opportunity to curl up on a comfortable lap on a weekday morning. In the other hand she was holding a yellowed, much-creased piece of paper covered with very faded, spidery handwriting. Suzie crossed the room and gave her a hug.

‘How are you this morning?’ she asked, noting the dark rings under Annie’s eyes.

‘I don’t know,’ Annie replied, a tense edge to her voice. ‘I feel numb, angry, confused, betrayed.’

‘I’ll make us some tea,’ said Suzie.

Returning with a tray containing a fresh pot of tea, two mugs and a saucer of biscuits, Suzie sat down on the sofa facing her mother. She poured tea into the two mugs, added milk and placed one on the table by Annie’s side.

‘I don’t know what to think,’ Annie said. ‘My whole life has been based on a lie of unbelievable proportions and the only people who can tell me why they did it are no longer here to ask.’ She took a deep breath and said, ‘I found this,’ then handed the crumpled piece of paper to Suzie. ‘It’s my birth certificate.’

Suzie took it. Although the ink had faded over the years, the certificate clearly detailed the birth of Annie Barratt on the 6th of August 1940, listing her parents as Frank Barratt and Elsie Barratt, maiden name Williams.

‘What do you want to do?’ asked Suzie.

‘I want to know the truth, however much it might hurt. Surely I have a right to know?’ Annie’s reply was clear and firm.

‘Okay,’ said Suzie. ‘Look, I’ve got to work today and I have no idea where to start, but I will talk to David later and I’m sure between us we can come up with something. I’ll call round tomorrow morning.’

Suzie finished her tea and noticed that Annie had not even started on hers.

Outside the house, Suzie climbed back into her car, reversed carefully off the gravel drive and drove to the offices of the Barminster Chronicle where she worked part-time as an office administrator within the editorial department. She loved her job, which was at once varied, demanding and entertaining, and frequently told herself she had no desire to move beyond the role of clerical support into reporting or editing herself. In any case, the job gave her the freedom that she needed to be there for Daniel after school hours and she was wise enough to see that the pressures of deadlines would often interfere with that if she was a full-time member of the editorial team. She had once been as ambitious as Marie still was, but when she married David and subsequently had Daniel those ambitions that had once seemed to be important suddenly seemed less so and she found herself content to spend more time at home. She had consequently given up her career as a copywriter, which often took her away from home for days at a time and inflicted a punishing work schedule and happily accepted the reduced pressure and working hours of her current job. Nevertheless, she occasionally recognised a pang of regret, which she quickly suppressed, about the career she might have had.

The editor of the Barminster Chronicle and Suzie’s ultimate boss was an experienced newspaper man who had long since accepted that he lacked the combination of flair and ruthlessness that would see him progress in national newspapers. Tom Watson had an unfortunate quality for anyone holding a senior editorial position in the media of the early twenty-first century, in that he cared about people and their feelings – too much, some of his previous employers would have said. Whilst the media magnates proved on a daily basis that to sell newspapers it was necessary to trample all over the feelings of people – be they famous or not – combined with an invasion of privacy that was barely within the law and a willingness to present the ‘true facts’ of a story in such a way guaranteed to provoke the most outrage and interest amongst the masses, Tom was genuinely interested in getting to the bottom of a story and handled his material with sensitivity and care. Suzie had every respect for his integrity and professionalism, both qualities which contributed to her daily enjoyment of her work.

‘Hi Suze,’ Tom greeted her as she entered the office, his eyes not leaving his computer screen as his fingers moved rapidly over the keyboard. ‘It’s going to be a busy day. I need everything we have on file for the Barminster Playhouse and can you get me the leader of the Council’s Planning Committee on the phone, please? I have a lead that they may be planning to demolish this iconic feature of our local community to make way for a new multi-storey car park.’

‘Will do, Tom,’ Suzie replied thoughtfully.

She had spoken only a few words, but Tom had a keen awareness of the feelings of others. Realising that Suzie was more withdrawn than usual this morning he looked up from his computer screen, an expression of concern on his face. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

‘Tom, if you had to find someone who went missing in the war but you don’t know his name or anything about him, other than where he probably worked before going to war, where would you start?’ Suzie asked.

‘Hmmm! Not asking for much, are you?’ Tom mused. His curiosity piqued, he resisted the temptation to ask questions and thought about it. ‘Well, this newspaper has been published since before the war and we have loads of archives here, so you could start there. You could check for the names of the local men and boys who went off to war and also those who were listed as missing or confirmed dead. You could also research where he worked and see if you can find any names to cross reference. Ultimately, though, it would be much easier if you could confirm a name.’

‘Thanks, Tom,’ replied Suzie. ‘So, Barminster Playhouse archives coming up.’

Tom watched her leave the office for the filing room next door, wondering just who she was suddenly so keen to find.

*

Several hours after Suzie had left, Annie sat, still curled up in the armchair where Suzie had left her, staring in front of her, the now-cold cup of tea by her side. Shivering involuntarily, she started as the telephone rang. She was cramped and uncomfortable from remaining in one position for so long. Stretching out her legs, Marmaduke mewed in complaint as she knocked him to the floor.

‘Right, Annie, get yourself together,’ she told herself firmly as she got to her feet, but the phone rang out as she found herself in front of the door to the annex. She opened it and stepped into the gloomy hall which was increasingly taking on the slightly fusty smell of an empty and uncared-for property. This time it was Annie who stopped in front of the fiftieth wedding anniversary photograph on the mantelpiece. She picked it up and examined the photograph, registering the date – November 1989. ‘And that was a lie as well,’ she said to herself, remembering the actual date of their marriage – the 5th of February 1943, as recorded on the marriage certificate. She deliberately turned the photograph frame around to face the wall and replaced it on the mantelpiece.

Annie then began to look around her, wondering, as she did, what she was looking for. She started feeling down the sides of the armchairs and the sofa, delving into the back of the kitchen cupboards, searching for anything that may have been long hidden or forgotten. Finding nothing, she stopped and forced herself to think logically. What had happened to the letters? Had Elsie kept them or disposed of them? If her mother had kept anything at all as a memento of that relationship, where would she have been likely to hide it? Given everything that Emily had said about Frank’s determination that Annie never find out and thereby deducing he felt passionately about protecting his family from that former relationship, she couldn’t help feeling it was unlikely that her mother had kept anything. Surely, she would have been fearful of Frank’s reaction if he had discovered any sentimental keepsakes. At the same time, if the relationship had meant so much to her, would she have been able to throw away or destroy every memento? Annie knew if she had been in Elsie’s position the answer to that question would have been a definite no. Annie decided that if she had kept anything, it would be well hidden, in a place that Frank would not normally go to and not under a floorboard or anything corny like that because they had of course moved out of their home several years ago as an elderly and increasingly infirm couple into this annex. Crawling around prising up floorboards without Frank noticing is not something she could imagine her mother having achieved.

‘Think, Annie,’ she urged herself.

The kitchen was modern and fitted, so Annie quickly dismissed the possibility of there being any hiding place in there. In the lounge, apart from the armchairs and sofa, there was the glass-fronted display cabinet that was home to the china collection, a bookcase tightly packed with the war paperbacks that Frank had favoured – all of Elsie’s books had already been given to a charity shop – and a TV cabinet containing the TV and video recorder. None of these looked likely to be harbouring a hiding place so Annie moved into the bedroom. Scanning the familiar room as if she was seeing it for the first time, Annie’s gaze went from the double bed, stripped bare now, to the wardrobe, which she and Suzie had been emptying when she found the box containing the marriage certificate, and the only other furniture in the room, a dressing table and stool.

Annie sat down on the stool and pulled out the drawers of the dressing table. They were all small, holding some of her mother’s jewellery which Frank had wanted to keep, including her wristwatch, some synthetic pearl earrings with matching necklace and her engagement and wedding rings.

‘She couldn’t have hidden anything in these drawers,’ Annie muttered to herself. ‘Not big enough and too accessible.’

The top of the dressing table was cluttered with photographs in shiny frames, several well-thumbed paperback novels, a ceramic dish into which Frank used to empty his loose change when he hung his trousers up at night, and Elsie’s old musical jewellery box. At least, the jewellery box used to be musical. Annie remembered it being played as a very young girl. It had a dancing lady on the top, a china figure dressed as a ballerina, who performed a few jerky movements and a pirouette to a snippet of music from The Nutcracker. When the dance finished, the lid of the jewellery box opened. Annie had been fascinated by it as a child and had loved the dancing lady, but it had been broken for years. She remembered her mother, Elsie, saying she had lost the key and could no longer wind it up. It didn’t matter, she said, as there were no items of value in it. She didn’t want to part with the box, as it had sentimental value – her father had given it to her one Christmas.

‘Of course,’ Annie exclaimed aloud. ‘It’s the perfect hiding place. Right under everyone’s noses all these years, but at the same time invisible and inaccessible.’

She picked up the box feeling certain the letters had to be inside. It was heavy, made in a time when solid wood was the material of choice rather than plastic, and it was crafted by hand, not mass-produced in a cheap factory. She turned it around in her hands and gently shook it. Nothing. If she was correct and the jewellery box was hiding the missing letters, Annie felt it was safe to assume that her mother hadn’t really lost the key at all, just hidden it somewhere. But where?

She scanned the room again. The wardrobe was almost empty thanks to the efforts of Suzie and herself yesterday. Just a few shirts and pairs of trousers hung on the rail and two pairs of shoes sat neatly on the shoe rack. Annie knelt down and shone a small torch underneath the shoes – nothing. The shelf above the clothes rail where she had found the shoebox yesterday was also now empty.

Annie clicked her tongue in frustration. The key for this box would be so small, what were the chances of her ever finding it? And that was assuming it was even still in the house anyway. It was just as likely to have been sent to a charity shop with Elsie’s clothes, shoes and books years ago. But she was so convinced the letters would be in the box that she knew she had to get into it somehow. A triviality like a missing key wasn’t going to stop her.

Tucking the jewellery box under her arm, Annie let herself out of the annex and back into her own home. In the kitchen she rummaged in a drawer until she found a penknife. Selecting the thinnest attachment she could – a metal nail file - she inserted it into the small space where the lid met the side of the box. She could see the piece of metal that automatically clicked into place when the lid was closed. It was designed to hold the box firmly together until the key was used to wind up the mechanism, making the ballerina dance before releasing the catch to open the box. She pressed the nail file firmly against the metal from left to right and right to left, but it wouldn’t move. It wasn’t until she tried pushing the metal catch that the file slipped smoothly forwards and, with a slight click, the box lid sprang open.

Annie stared in surprise as, instead of an empty box, she saw a bundle of envelopes tied together with a piece of ribbon. With a trembling hand, she picked up the envelopes. The paper was yellowed and brittle with age, but the writing was still clear and a quick examination revealed the envelopes were all addressed to Miss Elsie Williams. Annie picked them up and returned to her favourite armchair. She did not notice that the telephone was ringing again as she settled down and began to read.
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Bending the Truth

Suzie finished work at 3.00 p.m. and hurried to school to collect Daniel at 3.15 p.m.

‘How’s my gorgeous boy?’ she asked, kneeling down to put her arms around him as he ran across the playground towards her. ‘Have you had a good day?’

‘School stupid! Teacher stupid!’ was Daniel’s sulky reply. ‘Not my fault Moo Moo got stuck on the roof.’

‘And what is Moo Moo?’ asked Suzie, taking Daniel’s hand and walking off towards the car.

‘Molly’s silly little cow toy. She’s such a cry baby,’ said Daniel.

‘And how did Moo Moo get stuck on the roof?’ asked Suzie, wondering as she did if she really wanted to know the answer.

‘Well, what happened was,’ replied a now animated Daniel, ‘Molly, was annoying us – me and Charlie were playing tag and she kept getting in the way – so Charlie grabbed Moo Moo and threw it at me and she was trying to get it back, jumping up in front of me and stuff and so I threw it high back to Charlie, but it landed on the roof instead and Molly burst into tears and ran to Mr Foster and told him I done it deliberately.’

‘I did it deliberately,’ Suzie automatically corrected.

‘I did it deliberately,’ Daniel repeated, scuffing the toes of his shoes along the pavement as he walked. ‘But I didn’t. It was an accident. And I had to stay in at break time the rest of the day. Not fair.’

Suzie sighed, realising she had several years of playtime squabbles ahead of her. ‘Molly was obviously upset to lose Moo Moo,’ she ventured. ‘Think how upset you would be if it was Doggie who got stuck on the roof.’

‘But I didn’t mean to do it,’ protested Daniel.

‘I’m sure you didn’t, darling,’ replied Suzie. ‘I bet it will all be forgotten about tomorrow and if the caretaker gets the ladders out he will be able to get Moo Moo down from the roof and everyone will be happy again.’

‘Not fair,’ insisted Daniel. ‘Teachers shouldn’t get it wrong.’

‘If only it were that easy,’ Suzie muttered under her breath. ‘Anyway, when we get home, as a special treat, I’m going to make you sausage and chips for tea and then you can watch some Bob the Builder and be quiet for Mummy whilst I make a couple of telephone calls. Deal?’

‘Wicked! Yeah, deal,’ agreed a suddenly more cheerful Daniel.

At home, with Daniel fed and settled in front of the TV as promised, Suzie consulted the local telephone directory and for the second time in just a few weeks, found the number for the registrar of births, marriages and deaths. She briefly pondered how to phrase her question. She could hardly start with ‘How is it possible to have a birth certificate which deliberately lists the wrong person as the father?’ could she? And it was deliberate. Everything they had learned so far confirmed that Frank Barratt’s name had to have been added to the certificate at some point, probably several years after Annie’s birth had originally been registered.

One telephone call to the local registrar of births, marriages and deaths secured her the number for the General Register Office, the government department responsible nationally for keeping records, issuing replacement certificates and providing figures for use in national statistics.

‘General Register Office, can I help you?’ the telephone was answered on the first ring by a cheerful female voice, giving the impression that its owner had been waiting for just such a diversion to her otherwise mundane routine.

‘Oh, hello,’ said Suzie. ‘I wonder if you can. I’ve got a query relating to the procedure of registering a birth and then changing some details and I don’t really know who to ask about it.’

‘I’ll put you through to someone who deals with our procedures. One moment please.’

Suzie held the line and moments later was connected to a voice that introduced itself as Mr Taylor and once again offered to help.

‘Hello, Mr Taylor,’ said Suzie. ‘I’m interested in finding out how someone would change or add details to a birth certificate at some point after the birth has originally been registered and presumably the birth certificate generated.’

‘Hmm! May I ask why you’re interested? Is this something you think you may wish to do?’ asked Mr Taylor.

‘No,’ Suzie said. ‘It’s connected with something we have just discovered concerning a member of my family. It seems that the person who is listed on her birth certificate as her father actually isn’t.’

‘Well,’ said Mr Taylor. ‘You can apply to check the original record of the registration of the birth. But, essentially, birth records can be added to or amended in order to correct details or in certain circumstances to change a record. Any such changes are usually noted on the certificate as an amendment. However, it is not possible to add a father’s name if the parents are not married unless he is present and agrees to the request; you can’t even list a father on a birth certificate today if he’s not married to the mother unless he is present. And of course, there are ways of checking paternity claims today if there is any dispute.’

‘That would not apply in this case,’ replied Suzie, ‘as it’s likely the record would have been changed during the war, the mother and the father who wasn’t actually the father were married by then and the real father was never named.’

‘In that case,’ said Mr Taylor, ‘it’s highly unlikely that anyone would have questioned it. If a man wants to claim paternity of a child and he is married to the mother, without the benefit of modern science techniques, such as DNA testing to double check the validity of the claim, and during wartime, his claim would most likely have simply been accepted without question. He would have been able to have his name added to the birth certificate as the father, especially if no details of the real father were provided at the time of the registration of the birth, so those fields on the certificate would have been left blank.’

‘As easy as that then,’ said Suzie, partly to herself. ‘And then I’m guessing if they claimed to have lost the certificate at some later point and applied for a replacement they would receive one with the handwriting and the inks all matching rather than it being obvious the records had been written at different times?’

‘In theory, yes,’ confirmed Mr Taylor.

‘Thank you for your time and the information,’ said Suzie and hung up.

Well, that was one mystery solved, she mused thoughtfully. It might be worth tracing the original registration of the birth, but Suzie was fairly sure they would find that it simply listed Elsie Williams as the mother, the date of birth and Annie’s Christian names with no detail provided about the father.

Later that evening, after putting Daniel to bed, she explained what she had found out to David.

‘It makes sense,’ he said. ‘Why would anybody argue with them? Elsie and Frank both claim Frank is her real father but maybe he was away at the time of the birth because of the war. They get married and he wants to be formally recognised as her father. There is no one to contradict them and with so many orphans and children with only a mother towards the end of the war there would have been no reason for the authorities to suspect the situation was anything other than it appeared – a happy ending for once, which in those days must have been very welcome.’

‘It would appear so,’ agreed Suzie. ‘I never would have thought it could be so easy to consolidate a lie, to present it as a fact and have it accepted as a fact.’

They were interrupted by the ringing of the telephone. Suzie answered.

‘Suzie, thank goodness you’re home.’

‘Hi, Aunt Emily,’ she said, frowning as she detected the urgency in her aunt’s voice. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Have you seen your mum today?’ she asked. ‘I’ve been calling all afternoon but she’s not answering and I know she wasn’t going into work today. I just wanted to make sure she was okay after the shock of yesterday.’

‘I saw her this morning,’ replied Suzie, ‘on my way to work. I made her some tea. She was fine when I left – understandably emotional and starting to feel angry, but I haven’t spoken to her since. I was just about to call her, in fact, as I’ve spoken to the General Register Office and it sounds as though amending her birth certificate would have been quite simple. I’ll call her now and let you know how she is.’

Suzie disconnected and immediately redialled her mother’s number. She drummed her fingernails on the kitchen table as the phone rang and rang but nobody answered. Finally, she hung up.

‘Do you want me to go over there and check on her?’ asked David.

‘No, I’ll go,’ said Suzie. ‘I’m sure she’s fine. She’s probably just taken some sleeping pills or something; she looked as though she hadn’t slept much this morning. She may even have turned the volume down on the phone so she wouldn’t be disturbed if it rang and then forgotten to turn it back up again. I won’t be long.’ Nevertheless, Suzie admitted to herself that she was concerned as she grabbed a lightweight coat from the cloakroom and pulled on some ankle boots. ‘Will you call Aunt Emily and tell her I’m going over to check on Mum as I can’t get an answer either?’ she asked then kissed David and dashed out of the door.

Less than twenty minutes later, Suzie pulled onto Annie’s gravel drive. The sun, which had barely emerged from a blanket of cloud all day, was setting and a gloomy dusk was taking over. The house appeared to be in darkness. Suzie rang the bell while rummaging in her bag for her key. Pushing the door open, she called, ‘Hi, Mum, it’s only me,’ and flicked on the hall light. Silence. A quick glance in the kitchen revealed it was empty, save for her grandmother’s old jewellery box on the kitchen table. The only sound was the familiar ticking of the clock. Suzie moved on to the lounge, where she found Annie sprawled in the same armchair she had left her in that morning. By her side was the full mug of cold tea that Suzie had made for her earlier, a half-empty bottle of whisky and an empty glass. In her lap was a pile of letters, one hand still clutching the old paper on the top of the pile and the other gripping a well-worn and familiar teddy bear.

‘Mum,’ said Suzie, shaking her gently.

Annie groaned slightly and feebly pushed Suzie’s hand away. Suzie gently prised her other hand from the pile of letters and picked them up. She replaced the lid on the whisky bottle before carrying the full mug of tea and empty whisky glass into the kitchen. She then went upstairs to Annie’s bedroom, dragged the duvet down to the lounge and draped it over the prone form of her mother. Picking up the telephone, she dialled her own number.

‘Hi, David, it’s me,’ she said.

‘Have you found her?’ asked David.

‘Yes,’ replied Suzie. ‘It’s okay; she’s drowned her sorrows in half a bottle of whisky. She’ll have a thick head in the morning, but nothing worse than that.’

David chuckled. He had himself shared a bottle of whisky with Annie in the past and regretted it the next morning.

‘She’s found what look to be the letters that Elsie was receiving, though, and I’d say she’s read them, which is probably what prompted her to start on the whisky bottle.’

‘Is that good news or bad?’ David wondered. It was one thing to uncover secrets that had been buried for years and another entirely to deal with the emotions that may be unleashed as a consequence. He couldn’t help but worry about what that would mean for Annie, how Suzie would cope and ultimately what effect it might have on Daniel.

‘I don’t know,’ said Suzie. ‘But I think I should stay the night here. Can you let Aunt Emily know and drop Daniel at school in the morning?’

‘Yes, of course. Jack called. I told him you were with your mum and you would call him tomorrow. Good night, darling.’

Suzie turned on several lamps that were scattered around Annie’s lounge, drew the curtains and for comfort rather than because she needed the heat, lit a fire in the cast-iron grate. Then she settled down on the sofa and reached for the bundle of letters. Suppressing a feeling that what she was about to do was somehow wrong, reading very private letters that were not meant for her eyes and that people within her immediate family had gone to great lengths to hide for many years, she took the top letter from the pile and began to read.
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Letters from the War

January 1940, England

My dearest Elsie,

It’s only three days since I left you but already it feels like a lifetime. We’ve joined up with the other troops from the regiment. I don’t think I can tell you exactly where, but we’re not very far away – yet. I have lodgings in a private house with another new recruit, Joe Benson. He’s quite a joker – always ready with the one-liners. You’d like him. He comes from a big family over on the coast. Sid Bishop is here, too – you remember we met him when I signed up. He’s a local lad, from just the other side of Barminster. Sid’s clever. Reckon he could’ve gone to college but he says his folks couldn’t afford it and when he saw that flyer for new recruits he knew he had to volunteer – just like me, really. He’s in a house just up the road with another new boy, George Smith. He’s a bit quiet, keeps himself to himself. I’m not sure he really wanted to join up but felt he had to.

Everyone is quite cheerful and the family I am lodging with, Mr & Mrs Horton, are nice. They look after us really well and the food is good. They’ve got a little boy who’s quite a terror – makes our lot look like little angels. I think we’re going to be doing some intensive training soon. Hey, you won’t recognise me when we meet again – I’ll have muscles and be able to run for miles!

My love, I already miss you so much. Please write to me soon.

Ted

February 1940, England

My dearest Elsie,

I got your letter and it was so good to hear all your news. Don’t be too hard on Freddie. He’s just a young boy and they will have their pranks. Actually, I wish I’d been there to see his teacher’s face when she finally managed to open the pencil case and all those spiders spilled out. She sounds like a bit of a wally anyway – why get so hysterical about a few harmless spiders crawling over her hand. Sorry darling, forgot you’re not too keen on them either!

My first month in the regiment has been very strange – not at all what I expected. It’s been so cold and the weather has been so bad that it’s been difficult to do much training – the ground is too icy, that’s when it isn’t covered with snow. We’ve spent a lot of time keeping the roads clear so army vehicles can move around. It’s physical work and it is necessary, but somehow I thought we’d be doing more important tasks. But then, who would clear the roads? Everyone would be cut off, communications would suffer and we could have been invaded and we wouldn’t know about it, so I guess it is essential.

There’s no sign of us being moved yet – it’s a good job really, with so little training so far we’re not exactly fighting fit.

Signing off then for now. Keep warm.

All my love

Ted

April 1940, England

My dearest Elsie,

At last, winter is over. I’ve always loved the spring. It’s full of such wonderful colours as everything bursts into life. I bet those bulbs you planted in September are looking wonderful, aren’t they?

We’ve finally started some serious training – lots of marches to get us fit and training exercises out in the country. I’m driving the trucks around as well. They’re a bit heavy on the steering, but you get used to it. It feels good to be doing something finally. Still no word about where we might be deployed – when and if, even. The whole regiment seems fairly settled, to be honest. We’re getting into routines and there is no urgency about anything.

Joe is keeping us laughing. Honestly, he should be on stage. He says he might give it a go after this war is over. I think he’s made for it. Some of the lads put on a bit of a show the other night. Joe did ten minutes, full of one-liners – had us all in fits.

I haven’t really got any more news, except I’m missing you lots.

Love

Ted

May 1940, England

My dearest Elsie,

I am so excited by your news. When is it due? I wonder if there’s any chance of this war being over by then so we can get married and be a proper family. I don’t care what our parents will say – if they can’t accept that we love each other and make each other happy, that’s their lookout. I’m prepared to not have anything more to do with any of them if necessary – I just hope you feel the same.

Do you want a boy or a girl really? I know you said you don’t care as long as the baby is healthy, but I’ll be honest even if you won’t, I want a girl, so she’ll be the picture of you.

You are going to have to tell your parents, though. Dammit, you probably already have by now because it must be obvious. I wish I could be there with you to reassure them that I have the best of intentions. I’d marry you tomorrow if I could, so you could face this as a respectable, married woman. But you are going to need your family’s help and you certainly aren’t going to be able to keep working at that factory for such long hours and helping look after all those kids. Lizzie will have to do more to help.

I was so excited, I couldn’t keep the news to myself. I had to tell some of the lads and the Hortons. They were as excited as me – got a bottle of whisky out and we all had a shot or two to celebrate.

You probably heard about that German plane that came down just recently on the coast. There were no survivors but it’s put the willies up someone as we’re all being moved on defensive duties.

Your very excited and devoted father-to-be

Ted

June 1940, England

My dearest Elsie,

I’m glad you’ve told your mum about the baby. Yes, of course she was angry and shocked, but she’ll come through for you. Mums always do. God, I wish I could be there to make this all right. We should have come clean about our feelings before I left and got married straight away. Nothing is ever to be gained by delaying in times of war and whether it’s peacetime or wartime, deception is never good.

Can you feel it move yet or is it too soon for that? I’m sorry if that’s a stupid question, but I don’t really know a lot about babies. Are you feeling quite well and managing at work? You must promise me that you’ll be sensible and rest as much as possible.

Not much happening here. It feels good to be out of the defensive trenches finally – some new lads arrived to give us a hand because it was starting to feel as though we were destined to live underground – you know, a bit like the Morlocks. Anyway, we’re out again now and living in proper buildings again. Still no sign of us moving on. Training has been a bit slow recently – the attention has been focused elsewhere. We’re all starting to feel the effects of lack of activity. Never thought I’d hear myself saying this, but I’m actually looking forward to a few route marches in the pouring rain!

Please, Elsie, look after yourself and make us a beautiful, healthy baby. I’ll write again soon. I love you.

Ted

August 1940, England

My dearest Elsie,

I can’t stop thinking about you and how you are getting on. Every day I’m wondering whether they’ve taken you into hospital, how you’re feeling, whether you’re scared, whether I’m already a father but I don’t know it yet. I think somehow I ought to feel different, but not knowing makes it difficult. I don’t want to think of you going through all of that stuff without me, and I know they don’t encourage fathers to be present anyway, but if I could just be there, on the other side of the door, willing you to be okay it would be better than the not knowing. I’m sure you’ll get a letter or a message to me as soon as you can, so I’m just going to have to be patient.

Impatiently yours

Ted

August 1940, England

My darling girl,

You clever thing. A little girl. I’m so happy and Annie is a lovely name – it feels happy and full of sunshine. I’m a daddy! Was it so very terrible? You didn’t go into detail so I guess it probably was. You must write to me immediately with all the details – and I mean all of them. How long does she sleep for? Has she smiled at you yet? What toys are you able to get for her? I expect your sisters have some dolls they won’t mind sharing. Who does she look most like – me or you? Is she feeding well? I mean it, I want to know everything, and as I can’t be there to share her with you right now, that means I need you to tell me. And I need you to remember to give her a big kiss and cuddle from me every night.

We’re training seriously again now, but some of the lads are starting to get a bit restless. There’s still no word of us going into action at all – not that I mind – whilst I’m still in this country I feel close to you even though I haven’t seen you for what seems like a lifetime. Is it really only eight months since I left? So much has happened since then, for both of us. It’s frustrating for me that I can’t be part of it. We should be sharing these precious moments, but instead you’re having to deal with the good – and the bad – by yourself.

All my love to both my girls

Ted

September 1940, England

My dearest Elsie and our lovely Annie,

I can’t believe I managed to see you. Our relief arrived at just the right moment for once for me and it was relatively easy with you being in hospital still – if you’d been discharged I don’t think I could have managed to see you and then I don’t know how I would have coped with the disappointment. I know it was a brief visit, but those nurses in that hospital wouldn’t have allowed me any more time anyway. How do you cope with it? It’s worse than being in the army. I can see that you are getting a lot of support, though. Annie is so beautiful. I hope she likes her teddy – I thought that was an appropriate toy for her, a substitute for me until we can all be together.

We’ve moved now away from the coast and we’ve set up camp in the grounds of a big school. It feels strange – a bit like being back at school with the playing fields all around us and the schoolchildren still here, and of course we’re being bossed around all the time as they try to make soldiers out of us. It’s quite fun actually, being in a big camp. It’s easier to make your own entertainment when everyone is in the same place. We had a bit of a concert the other night. George Smith may be quiet, but turns out he’s a whiz with the harmonica and one of the other fellows has a fiddle. Joe got the idea of using some of the mess pans for drums, and he got caught trying to smuggle them out of the kitchen to practise. Fortunately, the sergeant was in a good mood and let him get away with it as long as he was allowed a front row seat. Who needs a military band, that’s what I say!

Did you mean what you said about us moving away when we get out of this never-ending war? I really believe families should stick together and help each other out. If we move away from them all we may overcome the resistance to our relationship but we will be cutting ourselves and Annie off. I would do anything for you and Annie, but I want you to think about it carefully before we do something you may regret in the future.

I love you

Ted

October 1940, England

My dearest Elsie,

We’re back on coastal defences again. You wouldn’t believe how tedious it is. Even Joe is worn down with it – his endless supply of jokes appears to have run out. Sid has started keeping a diary – Lord knows what he finds to write in it. He says his brain needs exercising and apparently writing is how he releases his tensions and frustrations – for most of us a 10-mile route march carrying a full pack does the job, but not for Sid – I told you before, he’s clever.

It sounds as though Annie has a proper little fan club at home already. Don’t you let all those brothers and sisters of yours spoil her before I get home – spoiling a daughter has to be a father’s privilege. You know, if we move away she won’t get that any more. I’m joking, of course, about spoiling her, but she is part of a big and loving family and when I get back and we force our parents to accept our relationship that will get even bigger. I don’t want her to lose that.

All my love

Ted

November 1940, England

My dearest Elsie,

Chickenpox! Oh no! Poor Annie and poor you! I can’t believe you didn’t have it as a child – I thought it’s one of those things that every child catches at some point. It’s a bit like teething and waking up at night; it’s kind of in the rule book. At least you can both be ill together, but then I guess that probably doesn’t help – if you feel ill yourself, it’s the last thing you need to have to look after another invalid at the same time.

Joe has had some bad news. His brother is listed as missing in action. There’s nothing he can do. He wants to help his mother – his father is also away with the war – but what can he do even if he was able to get some leave and go back? Families are so precious. It makes me regret more and more that we haven’t been honest with ours. And it occurred to me when Joe had the news about his brother, if something happened to me, how would you even know? The regiment would notify my parents, but they don’t know about you so how are you going to find out? I’ve asked Sid and Joe to be sure to write to you and let you know if something does happen – not that anything is likely to at the moment as there is still no sign of us being moved into action. I’m beginning to think we are destined to stay at home and defend our borders.

Give Annie lots of cuddles and don’t scratch those spots – don’t want either of you ending up with ugly scars.

Lots of love

Ted

December 1940, England

My dearest Elsie,

Christmas. I’ve been away almost a year now. We’re back in reserve, spending Christmas in Swaffham. I’m thinking of you at home for Annie’s first Christmas. No doubt you’re also trying to make sure all those younger brothers and sisters of yours have something in their stockings on Christmas morning. At least you’re all together and you’re safe. I won’t say happy Christmas, but I will wish all of you great joy and happiness for 1941 and let’s hope it won’t be too long until this war is over and I’m able to come back home to you.

Joe’s brother is still missing and he’s finding it difficult at the moment to keep positive. He’s not the same man he was. I haven’t heard him tell a joke for weeks. He used to lighten the atmosphere whenever he walked into a room. Now he seems to be wrapped in his own permanent cloud. He went on a bender in the town last week, got really drunk and ended up in a fight with a local lad, who, by all accounts, is a bit of a trouble-maker, but it got Joe in a bit of bother as well as our colonel doesn’t approve of any of his lads getting into scraps with the locals – says it gives us a bad name. He did allow that circumstances had caused Joe to act out of character, though, so he was let off with just a caution.

That’s all the news for now, so look after yourself and Annie.

Lots of love

Ted

January 1941, Scotland

My dearest Elsie,

Finally, just when it seemed we were never going to move beyond defensive duties, we’ve gone. Word has it that we may be doing final preparations before being sent into action. The journey up here was fraught. We were attacked as we were loading gear onto the train – German bomber just appeared out of nowhere. It was foggy so it hadn’t been spotted. We had some casualties. The train was cramped and none of us got much sleep, but we’re here now. No digs up here – we’re all together, camping in an old mill just outside the town.

Christmas was as good as it could be in the circumstances. The local people were so kind and generous – they made sure we all got a traditional Christmas lunch. Everyone shared what little they had. It restores your faith in human nature.

How did Annie like her first Christmas? Did she have any nice presents? Did she like the doll? It’s a terrible time to be a child. When this war is over I shall remember, particularly at Christmas, how thankful we should be just to have peace.

Write soon with all your news.

All my love

Ted

February 1941, Scotland

My dearest Elsie,

Well, now I know what it means to be training hard. We’re not only doing long route marches and orienteering exercises, but also training for motorised movement. I’m driving most of the time. It’s tough and tiring, but spirits are so high that at times it is almost fun. We’ve taken part in specific exercises as well, working with and against other units. Even Sid has appreciated that – the chance to pit his brain against others and come out on top. (Did I ever mention that as well as being brainy he’s also incredibly competitive?)

Joe seems to have perked up a bit. There’s still no further news about his brother. I think Joe has accepted that he’s dead and that he has to carry on. So many of the lads are getting bad news these days as this dreadful war stretches on. You almost expect it – you look forward to receiving a letter from home, but at the same time you dread it. And it doesn’t help that we don’t seem to be contributing much, if anything, to the war at the moment. There is still no word about when and where we might finally be deployed. Surely they must need us somewhere?

I’m glad Annie liked her doll, but of course teddy will remain her favourite. Give her a big hug from me. I miss you both.

Love

Ted

March 1941, Scotland

My dearest Elsie,

I was so sorry to hear about your father. Obviously, I never really knew him, so I can’t pretend I feel grief, but I know you must. Now may not be the time to voice this, and please don’t think me uncaring for doing so, but do you think that your mother might be more inclined to accept me now, to let bygones be bygones and move on? I don’t expect an answer, just plant it as a thought. And you know I have misgivings about us cutting ourselves off so I really feel we should seize any opportunity we can to persuade everyone to put aside the problems of the past and just do the best for the future – Annie’s future.

Life should be easier on your mum now at least. It can’t have been easy for her all of these years, looking after your dad as well as all you kids. I’m not saying she won’t miss him, but she can at least stop wearing herself into the ground. She should have been a juggler.

I really have nothing of interest to tell you about from here, so I’ll sign off. I’m thinking about you.

All my love

Ted

April 1941, England

My dearest Elsie,

Well, we’ve moved again. First they issued us with a tropical survival kit and then they ordered us into the deepest darkest depths of North West England. Personally, I would have thought gloves and woolly hats might be more useful than mosquito repellent, but I suppose they – the powers that be – know what they are doing.

Sometimes I wonder just what the plan is – or even if there is a plan. I just can’t see the bigger picture any more – but then I’m just a small and insignificant pawn in this war game.

Are things settling down for you all at home now your father’s funeral is behind you? I hope so. Write again soon and tell me everything our lovely Annie is up to. Do you think you could manage to get a photo taken of her that you could send to me? She must have changed so much since I last saw her. I can’t imagine what she looks like now, so a photo would be lovely. Here’s hoping.

All my love

Ted

May 1941, England

My dearest Elsie,

This war has certainly taken a strange turn for us. I can hardly believe what I am about to write. We are still training and taking part in some long-distance exercises, but boredom is certainly setting in and we are being encouraged now to play games, as if there was nothing unusual about the times we are living in. It really is like being back at school now. Properly organised competitive games and cricket on the village green! I can’t work it out. Surely we haven’t got enough troops out there to justify this lack of activity? If this is the only purpose they have for us, why did they bother advertising for more recruits? It begins to not make any sense. About the only useful thing we are doing is gardening – yes, gardening. We’ve been issued with tools and seeds and we’re growing food, which is obviously useful as the country has to be able to feed itself. Honestly, if I didn’t know better I’d think I was dreaming. At least I’ll have some experience when we finally get our own house and garden so I might know a plant from a weed.

So, Lizzie has gone and got herself a job has she? Never thought I’d see that day arrive. Your lazy sister may have a heart of gold but I have observed that she’s generally quite willing to sit around and let others do all the work. So all credit to her.

Well, would you believe I’m now needed to bowl in today’s big contribution to the war effort, so have to go.

Love

Ted

July 1941, England

My dearest Elsie,

Thank you, thank you, thank you – in fact, a million times thank you for managing to send me that gorgeous photo of Annie. She is adorable. How I wish I could be there with you both. But at least now I can look at her and imagine the two of you together.

There is so little to report here. We hear the German bombers flying overhead on their way to bomb our cities. We help the ARP people out watching for fires and being on-hand to help put them out. The big news is that we finally were able to enjoy a proper concert by a military band. Although our own little concerts with Joe on the mess tins are great fun, this band was amazing. It was quite a morale boost, I can tell you.

I’m not sure I’m really happy about you going back to work. It’s a bit soon isn’t it and what about Annie? She should be with you not your mother. I understand that Lizzie getting herself a job has made you feel you ought to be back at work, but you have our daughter now to look after. I certainly don’t want you to think you have to go to work when this war is over and I’m home.

Listen to me. What am I doing picking a fight with you? I think my brain is starting to suffer as well from all of this inactivity. I know you will do whatever you think is best – it can’t be easy for you at home either. God, I wish this war was over.

Love

Ted

August 1941, England

My dearest Elsie & the birthday girl,

Happy birthday to our darling Annie. I can hardly believe she is one year old already and I have only been able to see her once, but I do at least have the photo to look at. What are you doing to celebrate?

We’re all beginning to wonder if we will ever see any action in this war. We’ve trained and trained and trained and I may be no expert but I reckon we’re looking pretty good now as a unit – certainly much better than the shambles we were when we first joined. We’ve been moved around and there have been so many rumours that we’re about to be mobilised to somewhere, but none of them ever seem to come to anything. Some of the boys are getting restless because they want to make a positive contribution to this war – they want to get out there and fight – and at the moment it’s easy to feel that what we are doing isn’t very useful. I think it’s a bit more complicated than that, though. Surely part of winning a war is protecting and defending your own territory? It’s no use sending all your troops into battle just to leave your back door wide open and undefended to allow the enemy in. So I’m content to do the job I’m given and trust to our leaders that they can see the bigger picture. I know, that’s not what I said a few months ago. Maybe I’m getting old and learning how to be patient.

Write to me soon and cheer me up darling

Ted

September 1941, England

My dearest Elsie,

We’re doing some really large scale exercises now. I can’t help feeling that this is leading somewhere for certain this time, but I don’t know where or when. There’s a certain atmosphere hanging over the camp – and that’s not just down to the soaking rain that has turned it into a quagmire – there’s an expectancy that something is about to happen.

I think I told you in my last letter that some of the lads are getting restless. Well, this is only getting worse. Frustration with the inactivity and the sense of pointlessness to our days is spreading like an infectious disease, so it would be welcome news if they are about to send us somewhere – anywhere. Just give us a job to do or release us and let us go home. Yes, the frustration is infecting me, too. There is so much I could be doing – not least of which is getting to know my daughter – but I can’t do that because I have to be stuck here doing very little. So, relying on you as usual my love to tell me everything and I’ll just have to lie back, close my eyes and imagine I am there with you.

Love

Ted

October 1941, England

My dearest Elsie,

The King inspected some of our troops today. I wasn’t among them, unfortunately, but Sid and Joe were – they said it was a really motivating experience. The troops lined the drive in Crewe Park all the way up to the hall. Forget your ‘tree-lined avenue’ – this was a ‘soldier-lined avenue’ and the King walked all the way, stopping to speak to men – of all ranks, not just officers – as he went. He was dressed in full military uniform. The lads really appreciated his time and attention and gave him such a round of applause. It’s a wonder it couldn’t be heard in Barminster!

Afterwards, everyone was in a real holiday spirit. Morale had been dipping so this really couldn’t have come at a better time. I expect the King went on to a sumptuous meal at the hall with the generals and such, but we didn’t care. We had our own parties in the camp. There was such a good atmosphere. You would have thought we had all been drinking, but we hadn’t touched a drop – we were just drunk on the atmosphere I guess and the renewed optimism. If that’s the role the King has to play in all of this, well, I take my hat off to him.

I am so thrilled to hear Annie has taken her first steps. So years of cuts and bruises now begin. I hope she isn’t as clumsy as her dad. My mum was forever patching me up when I was little. She used to say I could manage to fall over in an empty room and still bang my head on something. You are really going to need eyes in the back of your head!

All my love

Ted

November 1941, at sea

My dearest Elsie,

After months of waiting, rumours, speculation and nothing happening, when the order did come to move it was instant and with urgency. We took an overnight train to Gourock where we were immediately ushered on board the Duchess of Atholl. The conditions are cramped and the food is average, but everyone is pleased to finally be on our way to something. There’s a sense of purpose, as though we are now going to make a meaningful contribution to the war. Even so, we still don’t know exactly where we’re going – and I probably couldn’t mention it even if I knew.

Crossing the Atlantic was fairly uneventful for most of us – keeping busy is the hardest thing. There’s very little to do. We have to keep fit and do laps every day around the deck. We play cards a lot, there’s a ping pong table and a dart board and George is still playing the harmonica. The journey has shut Joe up again. He’s been sick as a pig most of the way – spent most of his time groaning in his bunk, running to the lavatory. Not much fun, I can tell you.

We’ve just had the most incredible welcome as we approached the American coastline. We were heading into Halifax when we were aware of ships on the horizon. It turned out to be the US Navy. There were so many boats – made our military escort look like the boats Annie might play with in the bath. They took us into land. It was early morning and the sun was rising, sending glittering bolts of light across the sea towards land. The harbour was already awake, with fishing trawlers setting off for the day. It was a wonderful sight after weeks at sea.

I’m going to leave you in a hurry now, my love, so this letter can be mailed and I have to see what our orders are. I think we’re disembarking here but I don’t know what the plan is from here.

Remember, I am thinking about you and Annie every minute of every day.

Ted

December 1941, Cape Town

My dearest Elsie,

Within two days we were on our way again – different ship, a US naval boat this time. We weren’t allowed any time on shore. Had to make our way down through the West Indies, a final stop for fuel and water and then three more weeks at sea. We didn’t see any more land until we reached Cape Town. Even for those of us who have found our sea legs, this journey is wearying. Endless stretches of ocean lie ahead of us every day. Finally, in Cape Town, we were allowed ashore. We received an amazing welcome from the local people. I think we’re only here for a couple of days, but they have certainly pulled out all the stops to keep us entertained – to be honest, after the tedium of all those weeks at sea, just the novelty of feeling dry land under your feet and being able to walk down a normal street is enough for most of us. It feels like a holiday and there is certainly a carnival atmosphere, albeit tempered somewhat by the news of the attacks on Pearl Harbour, which we heard when we landed. We still don’t know where we’re heading, but it’s looking more and more likely we may encounter the Japanese at some point.

I haven’t heard from you, but that’s hardly a surprise – who knows how long these letters take to travel and it’s not as if we’re in one place any more. I hope everything is good at home. It will soon be Annie’s second Christmas and still we are not able to be together as a family. Not only that; every day I travel further and further away from you both. It feels as though we are going backwards.

Love

Ted

January 1942, Singapore

My dearest Elsie,

We’ve landed finally. It’s very hot and humid here and extremely green.The last few weeks have been very strange. We had Christmas Day in Mombasa, but the strangest thing happened ‘en route’. I think at some level there must have been a change of plan and we were split from the rest of the fleet – who knows where they ended up. We had New Year in the Maldive Islands. I never knew, but there are hundreds of these tiny islands, mostly idyllic white sand beaches, many of them uninhabited – maybe we can go there one day together. The festive hospitality of Cape Town felt a million miles away. This was a functional stop for fuel and water and then back to sea. We arrived in Singapore in the middle of a tropical rainstorm. That probably doesn’t mean much to you, my love, as I know you’ve never been out of England, let alone to a tropical climate, but it means rain like you just can’t imagine. It pours down, bouncing off the pavements and running in rivers down the street, but it’s still warm and humid. Then, as suddenly as it started, it stops and everything dries out. Steam rises from the land in the heat of the sun and the earth smells fetid. I still don’t know what they’ve got in mind for us, but there is talk of supporting other units that are actively engaged here.

How is our darling Annie? Please write and tell me everything she is doing. It won’t be long before she’s into everything – probably already is. God knows I can’t wait to see her and you too. I miss you both so much.

All my love

Ted

February 1942, Singapore

My dearest Elsie,

It’s difficult to keep morale up here. We’ve had heavy losses – I’m devastated that we lost Sid in the jungle – he was like a brother to me – they all are really, when you live and work on top of each other like this and in these circumstances. It’s always bad and no matter how many we lose I can’t get used to it. We were defending on a ridge, trying to keep the road through the jungle open. There was jungle all around us. We became isolated from the other units and the Japanese, they just came upon us so quickly. Imagine this – they used bicycles to get around on the jungle tracks – can you believe it? The conditions out here are unimaginable – it is so wet, even in the heat we never seem to dry out properly. Apparently it’s called a monsoon and we are in the middle of one of two monsoon seasons they have every year. And then the jungle is so dense – we don’t know how to handle it, but they clearly do. We never trained for jungle warfare – did any of our troops? I don’t know. We’ve trained to work with vehicles and that simply isn’t an option that is open to us here. I frequently wonder why they chose our unit for this job. Surely others would have been better qualified? I don’t know.

Anyway, they just came upon us. Sid was up front – blew him to pieces. I managed to retreat and hide in the jungle. Our forces were retreating all around, but my unit had been devastated. There were six of us hiding in the jungle – Joe was with me – don’t know what happened to George. We had no choice if we were going to stand a chance of surviving – we had to make our own way through the jungle and hope we could meet up with friendly forces – either our own or the Australians who were also actively engaged. It took us days of slow and painful movement through the jungle, but we were lucky, we made it. But now, we’ve retreated all the way back into the stronghold at Singapore. We’re defending, but we’re thinly spread. The Australians are mad. Fearless. And they have a really relaxed attitude in spite of the chaos all around. We’re working hard at night to build defences so the Japanese can’t see what we’re doing. We may be depleted in numbers, but after all those months spent running coastal defences back home, we’re quite a confident unit – we understand the rules of this part of the battle much better than we ever did the jungle warfare bit.

I wonder how much of this will be struck out by the censors? I hope you’ll be able to thread together enough to know I’m not rambling. I am still in control of my mind. And no matter what happens you have to remember that I love you and Annie more than anything else in the world. Promise me you will never forget that.

All my love, always

Ted
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A Family Conference

Suzie folded the last letter and replaced it carefully in the envelope. A tear fell onto the envelope and she put her hand up to her eyes, only slightly surprised to find she was crying. The letters had provoked an emotional response, not least of which because she knew there was no happy ending, but because this was her grandparents she was reading about. She also felt almost guilty for having read such personal letters that were never meant for her eyes. Ted’s letters were so full of hope, so thrilled to have a daughter and a woman he loved, so sure that, whatever the problem was concerning their families, they would be able to overcome it and create their own fairy-tale-style happy ending. But it was never to be. Suzie felt an overwhelming sadness.

At the same time, that last letter also had more than a note of desperation: a feeling that somehow this was the end. She cursed her lack of knowledge of the key events of World War II. History had never been her strongest subject and all she could really remember studying at school was the endless progress of the Industrial Revolution, with the likes of Jethro Tull (whom Suzie had thought was a folk rock band) and his seed drill. What happened in Singapore in 1942? Did it fall to the Japanese? If so, what happened to Ted? Even with her sketchy knowledge of the war, Suzie had seen enough war films to know that being a Japanese prisoner of war had been grim – a fate worse than death, or even a fate that meant death for many – a slow and torturous death either by being forced to work in the Japanese slave camps on projects like building the so-called ‘death railway’ (The Bridge on the River Kwai sprang to mind) or from some horrible illness. Just the thought of it gave her a queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. Here, in her modern, comfortable life, it was impossible to imagine the horrors that people had suffered in the war and in truth she had never really had to. Now, by some cruel twist of fate, she was being challenged to face it and try to piece together what had happened to an ancestor – no, a close relative – who, until just a few short days ago, she had not known existed.

Annie stirred in her armchair and moaned slightly. Suzie looked up. Her fire had long since died away leaving just a pile of ashes in the hearth. She had been so engrossed in the letters that she had not even noticed. Outside, the sky was growing lighter. The inky darkness of night was giving way to morning and Suzie suddenly felt very tired. She fetched a blanket from the airing cupboard and curled up on the sofa. Tired though she was, her mind was too busy recalling and reflecting on the contents of the letters for sleep to come easily, but eventually she must have dozed off as the next thing she was aware of was Annie shaking her.

‘Wake up, Suzie,’ she said. ‘You’re going to be late for work. And what are you doing here anyway?’

Annie looked weary. Her eyes were bloodshot and her clothes were crumpled. Suzie imagined she probably didn’t look much better herself, having slept in her clothes, too.

‘I’ll call Tom and tell him I’m going to be late,’ said Suzie, ignoring Annie’s question about her presence on the sofa for the moment.

Having made the phone call, Suzie went to the bathroom, splashed cold water over her face and brushed her teeth with a new toothbrush she found in the bathroom cabinet.

‘Ready for a cup of tea now,’ she called, heading for the kitchen, where she found Annie pouring boiling water into the teapot.

‘You read the letters then?’ Annie’s question, more a statement of fact, was delivered in a flat tone.

‘Yes. Where did you find them?’ asked Suzie.

Annie explained how she had searched the annex and broken into the jewellery box. ‘I don’t think I really expected to find anything at first,’ she confessed, ‘but I just felt, if Mum had been so in love and the letters so precious that she wouldn’t have just thrown them away. Most women are hoarders – in this family anyway – and with something as sentimental as letters from the man you thought you were going to marry and who was the father of your only child, I thought it likely she may have kept them somewhere. When I looked at the jewellery box, I could almost hear Mum’s voice telling me the lady would never dance again because she had lost the key to wind it up and I just knew they were in there.’ Annie reached into the pocket of her shirt and pulled out an old black and white photograph of a young man dressed in uniform with very short, very dark hair and a broad smile on his face. The photograph had the distinctive yellow tint of an old image that has faded further with time.

‘It was with the letters,’ Annie said as she handed it to Suzie.

Suzie studied the photograph. ‘Do you think this is him?’ she asked.

Annie shrugged. ‘I imagine so,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t look like Uncle Freddie or Uncle Joe, although I guess we can ask Aunt Emily, just to be sure. Anyway, you still haven’t told me why you are here or why it would appear you spent the night on my sofa.’

‘Well, that’s down to Aunt Emily as well,’ replied Suzie. ‘She had been trying to call you all day yesterday to make sure you were okay and you didn’t answer. She naturally got worried and rang me in the evening to ask if I’d seen you. I thought I’d better come round and check on you and I found you slightly the worse for drink – well, unconscious with it actually – in that armchair, with all those letters in your lap. I thought I’d better stay and yes, I had to read the letters for my own curiosity but also because I didn’t know what you had discovered and how it might make you feel. I know I had no right to read them. I found them terribly sad.’

Annie simply nodded and turned her head away so Suzie couldn’t see how close to tears she was. Suzie didn’t know what to do. She was used to her mother being in control, always calm and level-headed and able to deal with whatever the situation demanded. She was not used to having to be the strong one. It was as though the normal roles of mother and daughter had been turned upside down.Although her first instinct was to go to Annie and hug her like she would Daniel if he fell and cut his knee or another child upset him in the playground, everything about Annie’s body language as she turned her head away and stared out of the window said, ‘Please leave me alone.’

‘I must go to work,’ said Suzie at last, reluctantly. ‘I think we need to talk about this – all of us – as a family, and everyone else needs to know what you’ve found. Let’s get together at my house tonight, say about seven thirty? I’ll call the others. Just come round and bring the letters. We’ll send out for pizza or something.’

Annie wearily nodded agreement, and for the second day running, Suzie backed her car off Annie’s gravel drive and headed slowly to work.

Annie watched Suzie leave from the kitchen window. Her head was throbbing from the after-effects of the whisky and her hands were shaky. What on earth had made her think drinking half a bottle of whisky would make her feel better? Drowning your sorrows in alcohol was not a philosophy she had ever found helpful. Usually, it just made matters worse, adding a lousy hangover to whatever problem had prompted the drinking binge in the first place. Today was no different.

Angry with herself, she tipped the remains of her tea down the sink and refilled the kettle. Strong black coffee was what she needed. Whilst the kettle boiled she went upstairs to her bedroom and, using a stool to reach the top shelf of the Victorian oak wardrobe, pulled down two heavy cardboard boxes full of old photographs, which she carried downstairs and placed on the kitchen table. She made a cafetière of fresh coffee, which she also carried to the table with a clean mug and a new packet of chocolate digestive biscuits. She took the old photograph she had found with the letters out of her dressing gown pocket again and placed it on the edge of the table. Sipping her coffee and nibbling at a biscuit, she sat down and started to sift through the first box.

The photographs roughly spanned a twenty-year period from her own childhood through to the young childhoods of Suzie and Marie. Photographs later than that had been more carefully stored in albums, mostly thanks to Jack’s endeavours. Annie remembered him compiling albums of his favourites with captions and dates when the girls were young whilst she was busy with household chores during long winter evenings when it was too cold for him to go out to his workshop in the garage.

Annie had felt drawn to these old photographs since she had woken up that morning and found Suzie asleep on the sofa beside her. But as much as she loved her eldest daughter, she also knew she wanted to do this by herself, so she had resisted the urge to head straight for the boxes and waited for Suzie to leave. Now, in the quiet and comfort of her own kitchen, with the familiar sound of the clock recording the passing of every second, she felt compelled to face the emotions they were bound to unlock.

She wasn’t sure what she was searching for; perhaps to re-establish her connection with what she was beginning to think of as her version of her past; perhaps for some hint that she had previously missed that there was a hidden truth that would one day turn her world upside down. She knew she risked feeling even worse as a consequence. She realised that bringing back those childhood memories that the photographs were sure to provoke, mixed with the raw emotion she now felt at having to face the simple fact that she knew nothing about herself or her parents, could prove to be a shattering experience, but she felt powerless to resist. She felt like Mowgli in The Jungle Book, one of her favourite Disney films, when he was in the thrall of the python, Kaa, his eyes spinning hypnotically as the big snake drew him slowly into his coils. Mowgli was saved by Bagheera, the panther, but Annie was not sure who was going to be able to save her. Maybe the truth, if she could ever discover it. Her parents had always impressed upon her how important it was to be truthful and now Annie laughed bitterly over her coffee as she thought of this – how bloody ironic it was when all they had ever done was lie to her.

Angrily, she reached into the first box and pulled out a bundle of old photographs. Many of them were creased and dog-eared, faded with time. There were a few family group shots of Elsie with her brothers and sisters and their parents, presumably taken before or during the early years of the war. There were surprisingly few of Frank’s family – probably one of his sisters had kept those. There were variations on the familiar wedding day photograph of Frank and Elsie. Annie had seen these countless times and never questioned why there were no family groups, just Frank and Elsie together, both of them looking happy, Frank smiling proudly and Elsie pretty but nervous in a pale-coloured, ankle-length dress, which Annie had always assumed to be white, but maybe it wasn’t; it was difficult to tell on these old, faded pictures. Now it seemed logical that the wedding pictures were confined to the couple alone. Was she there, she wondered? Aunt Emily had said it was a small, quiet wedding, just immediate family and close friends. Had she herself been part of it? She closed her eyes and concentrated hard, trying to conjure up a long-buried memory but there was nothing.

There were only a few photographs of her as a baby, usually with Elsie or one of her younger siblings. There was Aunt Emily, probably only about seven years old, holding her like a doll. It had never before struck her as odd that there were no photographs of her with Frank as a baby and yet, fast forward to her as a young girl, and she was nearly always with Frank: holding his hand, laughing at him, on her bicycle with him by her side, building sandcastles on the beach. Why had she never noticed that? Fast forward again and there was her own wedding day, with Frank looking proud and oddly wistful on one side of her and Jack looking handsome and confident on the other. Annie ran her finger pensively over the photograph and not for the first time felt a pang of regret that she and Jack had somehow failed to fight hard enough to save their marriage. She shook it off and turned to the other box, which was packed with school photographs and more recent memories of the early years of her marriage and her daughters. A lot of these were of her and Jack, on holiday with friends, having fun. There were more pictures now, evidence of the onward march of technology, which made it more possible for ordinary people to own cameras. She looked fondly at the christening photographs of Suzie and Marie, both of whom to her biased eyes had been beautiful babies. It was the last one in the box that finally made her break down in tears. It was clearly Christmas-time because there was a tree in the background and there was wrapping paper strewn around the floor. Frank was sitting in an armchair with Marie, aged about two, on one knee, and Suzie, aged about four, leaning against his other knee. Both girls were laughing. Marie was clutching a partially unwrapped present in one hand and Suzie was waving at the camera. Frank was smiling. He had an arm around each of his granddaughters and the expression of a happy and content man on his face.

‘Why couldn’t you have told me the truth?’ Annie shouted. Through her tears she added, ‘I wouldn’t have loved you any less, but now I don’t know what to think.’

‘Sorry I’m late, Tom,’ Suzie called to her boss as she burst into the offices of the Barminster Chronicle.

Tom raised his glasses and looked carefully at her, noticing the dark shadows under her eyes. Suzie was one of his most conscientious and reliable members of staff, so not only was being late remarkable in itself, but there was an air of distraction about her, as if her mind was elsewhere, that was most definitely out of character. ‘Is there anything wrong?’ he asked, remembering her earlier question about finding someone and realising his journalistic instincts were firmly aroused.

‘Tom,’ she said. ‘You’re good at history, aren’t you?’

‘That’s what I did my degree in, as I believe you know,’ he replied. ‘Whether that makes me good at it or not is, perhaps, debatable.’

‘We’ve found something out in my family and I can’t go into details at the moment because it’s all buried in the past and so far I only know a fraction of the story. I promise I won’t let it affect my work.’

‘I’m sure you won’t,’ replied Tom. ‘Take some time off if you need to. We’ll manage. Now, why did you want to know if I’m good at history?’

Suzie took a deep breath before replying. ‘What happened in Singapore in February 1942?’ she asked.

‘The youth of today,’ exclaimed Tom, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘Did they teach you nothing in school? The British and her allies surrendered to the Japanese. The great stronghold of Singapore, known as the Gibraltar of the East, was handed on a plate to the Japanese by that great military commander, General Percival.’

Suzie detected a degree of irony in this last sentence from her boss. ‘Oh,’ she said. So it was the worst case scenario after all. Although she was sure she already knew the answer, she couldn’t help herself. ‘And so what would have happened to all the survivors?’

‘They would have been rounded up and sent to one hellhole or another as prisoners of war,’ Tom stated, in a matter-of-fact tone, flicking through the pile of papers on the side of his desk to hide his intense curiosity. He was itching to ask her more, but his years of journalistic experience had taught him when to push for more information and when to hold back. Now was not the time to push. He couldn’t help noticing that Suzie had gone very pale, making the dark rings under her eyes even more prominent. ‘Look, why don’t you take the day off,’ he suggested. ‘It is Friday and nearly lunchtime anyway and we’re not exactly busy.’

‘Thanks, Tom. I think I will, if you really don’t mind.’

‘Off you go,’ he replied.

Suzie picked up her bag and headed for the door. She paused. ‘Just one more question,’ she said, turning back towards Tom. ‘Is it okay if I come in and look at the archives over the weekend?’

‘Fine by me,’ said Tom.

‘Thanks,’ said Suzie.

Leaving her office, Suzie crossed Barminster’s main town square. It was market day so she had to thread her way between the colourful market stalls selling everything from clothing to curtain fabrics, fruit and vegetables, pet food, wild bird seed, photograph and picture frames or souvenirs and gifts for tourists. On the other side of the square she entered the building of Ward, Price & Jefferson, the firm of solicitors that David worked for. It was one of the oldest solicitors in Barminster. David had joined the firm from law school and was working hard to become a partner. He specialised in inheritance law and spent most of his time helping clients to prepare wills and leave their financial affairs in such impeccable order that they minimised the tax liability for those left behind. Suzie crossed the marble-floored reception area and was greeted by the receptionist.

‘Hello, Mrs Henderson.’

‘Hello, Katie. Is my husband in?’ asked Suzie.

‘Yes, he is. I’ll buzz him to let him know you’re on your way up.’

David’s office was on the second floor. He greeted her at the door with a kiss and drew her inside the office, which was sparsely but elegantly furnished. An oak bookcase held law books and volumes of case histories and two hard-backed chairs faced the large antique desk that David had bought at an auction several years ago. An antique lamp and a modern telephone handset sat next to each other on the top of the desk which was cluttered with papers, business cards, Post-it notes with scribbled phone numbers and memos, and photographs of her and Daniel. In a forlorn attempt to restore some sort of order, someone, probably Katie, who as well as manning the reception desk doubled as David’s secretary, had introduced a desk tidy set since Suzie was last here, which was designed to hold a stack of notelets for taking down messages, pens, marker pens, paper clips and other loose stationery items, but it seemed to have simply discharged its contents over the desk as its compartments were empty.

‘How can you work in this mess?’ asked Suzie, not for the first time.

‘I know exactly where everything is,’ replied David indignantly, sinking into his battered armchair. ‘How’s Annie this morning?’

‘Emotional, hurting. I’m not sure, but I think she’s in shock. David, I read the letters. It’s so sad. They’re so optimistic and happy that it’s just so dreadfully…sad.’ Suzie twisted her hair round her fingers whilst trying, unsuccessfully, to put her emotions into words. ‘I’ll tell you all about it later. I’ve suggested to Mum that we need to have a family evening tonight at ours so we can all talk about this situation and to save me having to tell the story several times. She’s going to bring the letters. There’s a photograph too that we think must be him, but we’re not sure. Do you mind?’

‘Of course not,’ said David.

‘Tom’s given me the day off, so I’ll just head home and call everyone and organise some food.’

‘Why don’t you try to get some sleep as well? You look as though you didn’t get much last night.’

‘I didn’t, but I don’t think I can sleep. My mind’s too full. I think he probably ended up as a Japanese prisoner of war and that is just too awful to imagine.’

‘Now I am curious,’ said David. ‘But you get yourself off home and I’ll see you later.’ He gave her a big hug and watched thoughtfully as she left his office.

Later that evening, David, Suzie, Marie, Jack and Emily sat around the old oak refectory table in David and Suzie’s kitchen. Annie was curled up in an armchair in the corner. The table was littered with pizza boxes, garlic bread and fries.

‘Hmmm, prosciutto and mushroom, my favourite,’ Marie enthused as she grabbed two large slices. ‘Pass the fries please, Dad. Mum, what about you? Barbecue chicken is your favourite isn’t it?’ Marie put two slices on a plate and handed them to her mother. Annie held out her hand and accepted the plate without much enthusiasm.

‘You need to eat, Mum,’ said Suzie. ‘I bet you’ve had nothing all day have you?’

Annie didn’t answer.

‘Why don’t you tell us all what this is about then?’ challenged Marie. ‘I mean, I’m sure we all know what it’s about, but why the meeting? What have you found?’

Suzie glanced at Annie, who was turning the pizza around in one hand and nursing a glass of wine in the other. ‘Shall I explain?’ she asked.

Annie nodded.

Suzie went on to outline how Annie had searched the annex, convinced that if her mother had been so in love she would not have thrown away the letters that Emily had said she was receiving. She described how Annie had forced the catch of the jewellery box and discovered the letters. She loosely outlined the contents.

‘There are a lot of letters,’ Suzie said. ‘And they are all here. Everyone can read them for themselves. They are very personal and full of emotion. I sat up most of the night reading them and it feels eerie – like someone reaching out from beyond this world to talk to you – and not just him; it’s obvious that Grandma replied to him because he comments on things she has mentioned. It’s like spying on their lives. It doesn’t feel entirely comfortable, but at the same time it’s irresistible.’ Suzie paused. ‘I can’t paraphrase them all – if you want to read them, they’re all here.’ She held up the bundle of envelopes. ‘I will say, though, that it is clear that he loved her and that they were planning to get married.’ Suzie looked at Emily. ‘That was not just Grandma’s imagination,’ she said. ‘He berates himself for not being bold enough to urge that they marry before he went to war. He refers to their parents – both sets – not being happy about it and feels they should have been bold enough to go against them.’

‘But why would their parents have objected?’ asked Jack, as ever the voice of common sense.

‘I don’t know,’ said Suzie, ‘but maybe if we knew who he was we might be able to answer that question. The letters are all signed ‘Ted’, which is obviously usually short for Edward, but that is not really much help.’ Suzie reached into the bundle of letters. ‘But there is one other thing. Aunt Emily, there’s a photograph, which is probably of him, unless it’s Uncle Freddie or Uncle Joe.’ Suzie handed the grainy old image to Emily. ‘Do you recognise him?’

Emily studied the picture. ‘It’s definitely not Freddie or Joe,’ said Emily. ‘Sorry, I don’t recognise him, but as I said to you before, I never met Elsie’s mysterious boyfriend and I was also very young at the time.’

Marie helped herself to more pizza. ‘Can I have a look?’ she asked, reaching across to take the photo from Elsie. She studied it for a moment. ‘Handsome,’ she said. ‘Look at that smile – it’s just like Daniel.’

‘Are you sure you’re not just seeing what you want to see, love?’ asked Jack. ‘You were always the romantic.’

David peered over Marie’s shoulder and frowned slightly. ‘No, I see what she means,’ he said. ‘There’s definitely a resemblance. Just a moment.’ He crossed to the kitchen dresser and scanned the photographs in their frames displayed on the shelves. Selecting one, he passed it to Jack. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Daniel would have been about three.’ Jack looked at the photograph. It showed Suzie grappling with a clearly fidgeting Daniel. She was giggling and he was looking up at her with a broad and mischievous grin on his face. It was the same smile.

Suzie broke the silence. ‘There is something else,’ she said. ‘I called the central registrar to ask about Mum’s birth certificate.’ She directed her gaze towards Annie. ‘I didn’t get the chance to tell you about this earlier,’ she said, remembering her mother in the kitchen that morning, struggling to control the tears that were threatening to overwhelm her. ‘When you register the birth of a child, if the mother is not married the name of the father cannot be put on the birth certificate unless he is there and agrees. I understand that is still the same today. However, the certificate can be amended if the father turns up at some point in the future and claims the child as his. In those days, with no means of confirming paternity and with bigger problems to worry about, a claim of paternity, especially if he was by then married to the mother, would not have been challenged. It would not have been difficult to have the birth certificate “corrected”.’

‘That’s preposterous!’ exclaimed Jack. ‘He could have been any kind of monster.’

‘But he wasn’t,’ said Suzie, quietly but firmly. ‘Let’s remember that he was actually a very kind man who, we have every reason to believe, made Grandma very happy and was a lovely father to Mum and an equally lovely grandad to us and great grandfather to Daniel. Does it matter that biologically he was none of those? I cannot think of him as a monster.’

‘Why did the letters end?’ asked Emily.

‘The last letter was dated February 1942,’ replied Suzie. ‘It was sent from Singapore. I confess that my history was not up to making the connection, but I’m told that Singapore fell in February 1942. We surrendered to the Japanese and any survivors would have become prisoners of war. After that, at the moment, we just don’t know.’

Throughout all of this, Annie had sat silently, her pizza uneaten on the plate beside her. At Suzie’s last words, she pushed herself out of her chair, slammed her glass down on the table and stumbled towards the bathroom, letting the door close noisily behind her. Suzie stared after her, feeling helpless.

‘What did I say?’ she wondered.

‘Stay there.’ Emily got to her feet, a voice of authority suddenly in a room where no one seemed to know what to do or say next. ‘She’s like a sister to me. I hate to see her so upset. Let me talk to her.’

As Emily left the room, Jack turned back to Suzie. ‘What are you proposing to do?’ he asked.

‘I want to see if I can find out who he is and what happened to him.’ Suzie surprised herself with the clarity of her reply. ‘I’ve spoken to Tom at work and he’s happy for me to go into the office over the weekend and look through the archives. Apparently, we have records and old copies of the newspaper going back for decades. I might be able to find something that will give us a lead.’

‘Is that wise?’ asked Marie. ‘Think about it. What might you find? It’s all incredibly romantic and mysterious, but Grandma and Grandad had a good life together. Should we try to ruin that? Why can’t we remember and honour them for that and so what if she had a bit of a fling before she met him? They had their reasons for acting the way they did and what right do we have to go digging into the past and questioning why they acted that way?’

‘Because Mum needs to know,’ replied Suzie. ‘She’s already told me she wants to know the truth, that she feels as though she’s been lied to all her life and betrayed. I’m worried about her. I wish she had never looked so closely at that marriage certificate then we would never have had to face this. But she did and now I think we have to find out what we can.’ Suzie’s index finger was twirling strands of her hair round and round as she tried to find the right words to express how she felt. ‘It’s a bit like, I don’t know, Howard Carter discovering Tutankhamun’s tomb and then walking away from it without finding out what was inside.’

‘Some would say he would have been better advised to do just that,’ Jack pointed out.

‘I know,’ replied Suzie. ‘But would he ever have been satisfied?’

Annie and Emily appeared at the door.Annie had composed herself, although her eyes lacked their usual sparkle and her face was flushed. She spoke in a low tone, but with a brittle edge to her voice that Jack immediately recognised as an advance warning that she was struggling to control her temper. ‘I know that if we find anything it might not make me feel any better, but I don’t think it can make me feel any worse than I already do. I want to shout at them. I want to ask them how they think it feels to find out that you are not who you thought you were and what’s more, you have no idea who you are at all. I want to ask them what on earth they thought they were doing and what gave them the right to mess with my life. But I can’t. All I can do… All we can do, is find out what really happened because then I might be able to understand why they did what they did and why “he” – Ted, whoever he really is – didn’t figure at all in my life until now.’

The silence in the room was broken by Marie. ‘When are you planning to attack the archives then?’ she asked Suzie. ‘I’ll join you.’
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A Painful Vigil

May 1946, Lower Chaddington, England

Edward Johnson picked a sunny spot on the riverside with a good view of the small wooden footbridge that led to the village past the playground. It was here that he spread out his picnic rug and unpacked his fishing rod and tackle. The woods behind were full of bluebells and cowslips and he could hear a woodpecker drumming away at the bark of a tree nearby. Fine white clouds raced each other across the sky, driven by the gusts of wind that were causing ripples to form on the surface of the water and small waves to lap at the riverbank.

Edward was not a keen fisherman, but the pretence gave him the perfect opportunity to be there without attracting any unwanted attention. What could be more normal than an angler lazily passing the time of day by the river, waiting for a bite?

Edward knew their routine. He knew that when ‘he’ was on the night shift they would come out to the park to enjoy the late afternoon sunshine before teatime signalled time to get ready to go to work for him and home to eat for her. He settled down to wait.

It was not long before he heard voices as a father and daughter approached along the path. They came into view, but from where he was sitting he could only see the backs of their heads. He was patient, though, as he knew they would return the same way.

The father was tall, easily 6 foot, with thick, tousled, mousy hair. The girl was dainty, with blonde curls and a light spring to her step. The girl was chatting gaily as she almost skipped along beside her older companion in order to keep up with his long stride. They were clearly happy in each other’s company as they crossed the bridge and entered the playground.

Edward felt his heart lurch as he watched while ‘he’ pushed her on the swing, pretended her weight would balance his on the seesaw, which frequently resulted in him falling off, and spun her on the roundabout. Another father with a little boy entered the playground from a small gate on the other side.The two fathers acknowledged each other and exchanged a few words as the children played a game of tag, chasing each other, ducking under the swings and clambering over the climbing frame. Eventually, ‘he’ called to the girl and she ran towards him, waving at her playmate. They made their way back to the footbridge, stopping to pick up some twigs on the way for a game of Poohsticks. The girl won and the two of them headed for home. Neither gave a thought to the thin and gaunt-looking fisherman sprawled on a picnic blanket on the riverbank.
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Archives and a Family Feud

2004, Barminster

Suzie and Marie arrived at the offices of the Barminster Chronicle on Sunday morning. It was a gloomy day, with rain clouds gathering strength on the horizon like an army massing its troops in preparation for an attack. David had taken Daniel out for the day – to the cinema to see a new Scooby Doo movie followed by pizza – giving Suzie a free day to see if they could discover anything interesting in the newspaper archives.

The offices were on the second floor of a 1920s block. They were dark and eerily quiet. Suzie was not used to going into work over a weekend. She was used to the constant buzz of a busy newspaper office full of people chasing leads, selling advertising space and the non-stop ringing of a telephone. She found the quiet unnerving and reached for the light switch, filling the office with the harsh glow of artificial light and casting shadows into the corners of the room. She then led the way along a narrow corridor to a room behind the offices.

‘This is the archive room,’ she said, pushing open the door to reveal a room crowded with boxes loaded onto racking units lining each wall. A row of filing cabinets stood in the centre of the room and a large table with a computer and microfiche machine stood underneath a tiny window at the far end. Suzie crossed to the window and opened the blind. The day outside was so dark that it made little impact on the gloom in the room.

‘What exactly are we looking for?’ asked Marie.

‘I’m not really sure,’ said Suzie. ‘This room contains all the newspaper archives dating back to when the Barminster Chronicle was first published in the 1920s. Only the issues from the last few years have been archived digitally and stored on the computer system. Issues from the 1970s are on the microfiche, but anything earlier than that is stored as hard copies in these boxes.’ She waved a hand to indicate the boxes stacked up from floor to ceiling on the racking units.

‘We could be here for some time,’ muttered Marie, her eyes scanning the rows of boxes with barely concealed dismay.

‘The filing cabinets contain photographs and they are filed according to the name of the business, organisation or individual featured rather than the issue in which they appear,’ continued Suzie.

‘The first letter was dated January 1940 and as the Barminster Chronicle has always been very much a local newspaper for the local community, I’m thinking it may have included details of local people being called up to fight. I think we should start with the issues for November and December 1939 and if I’m right in my guess, it probably won’t take us long to find any mention of Ted – if there is one to find that is. What might take some time, though, is finding the correct box to start with.’

‘Best get started then.’ Marie turned to the racking lining the room. From floor to ceiling, the racking was divided into four sections separated by metal supports. Each section contained boxes piled up four high. She pulled one of the top boxes from the lowest section nearest to her. A cloud of dust accompanied it, making her sneeze. A label on the top of the box advised that it contained copies from May to August 1931. Moving along to the next section, she pulled another box out. That, too, was labelled, January to April 1933.

‘It looks as though they’re in chronological order,’ she observed with relief. ‘We can probably locate the relevant boxes fairly easily. What’s the betting the ones we need are at the top?’

‘How strong are you feeling?’ laughed Suzie, as she too pulled out boxes from the racks and examined the date labels. Eventually, they located the box containing the issues from November and December 1939, second down from the very top of the rack. Suzie, balancing precariously on the top step of the ladders and at full stretch, just managed to reach the top box. Taking care not to fall, she handed the top two boxes down to Marie. After opening the box and splitting the copies between them, Suzie and Marie made room on the table and settled down to scan the contents. The rain had started to fall outside and was lashing against the small window, running down it in rivulets before spilling over the rotten sill and cascading down to ground level. The only noise in the archive room was that of the mini waterfall clashing against the metal lids of the dustbins in the alley below as Suzie and Marie started to read. The newspapers were bulky, weekly editions, with local news, national and international news, domestic tips such as making the household budget go further and some feel-good features, no doubt designed to provide some light relief from the serious business of the war. Suzie found herself fascinated with the history depicted in those fragile papers and the realisation that she herself was contributing to the archive every day that she worked for the Barminster Chronicle. Maybe sometime in the future someone else would be searching for information about some long forgotten event that she had been part of recording. For the first time she realised that the role of the newspaper went beyond reporting current events in order to keep people informed. Newspapers had another legacy, too – recording the events of today and storing all that information for the generations to follow.

‘Look at this,’ she suddenly said.

Marie peered over her shoulder and looked at the advert Suzie was pointing at. The Royal Norfolk Regiment was advertising for new recruits, inviting young men to ‘do their duty for King and country’ by joining the regiment.

‘I had no idea the army advertised for people like this. I thought they just conscripted everyone anyway.’

For a while the two sisters sifted through the newspapers in silence then Marie said, ‘I think I’ve found something,’ sounding excited. ‘Have you got that photo that Mum found?’

Suzie fished in her handbag and pulled out the precious photograph, carefully wrapped in a cardboard sleeve designed to hold CDs sent through the post. She handed it to Marie who gingerly eased it from the sleeve and held it up against the article she had been studying. The headline read ‘Local boys head for 53rd street’ and the picture showed four young men in their early twenties in uniform, smiling at the camera as though they had not a care in the world. Marie pointed at the man second from the right. ‘I think that is him,’ she said.

It was Suzie’s turn to peer over Marie’s shoulder. ‘The caption says his name is Edward Johnson of Upper Chaddington,’ she said. ‘Edward – Ted. It’s difficult to tell from the quality of the pictures and their age, but it looks to be the same man. I think you’re right.’

Together they read the article, which detailed Edward Johnson, Sid Bishop, Terence Porter and Albert Cunningham leaving the area to join the 6th Battalion of the Norfolk Regiment. Suzie remembered the name of Sid Bishop from the letters. That figured, she thought, as his family were from near Barminster as well.

‘Should we carry on looking through the rest of these copies just to be sure?’ suggested Marie.

‘I think so,’ replied Suzie.

The two sisters spent another hour looking through the selected newspapers but found no further information that appeared to be of interest. Opting to take the paper containing the article with them, they replaced the rest in the box and put it back in its place on the racking. Suzie felt sure that Tom wouldn’t mind when she explained to him on Monday morning and in any case, she would bring it back after she had shown the rest of the family.

Checking her watch as she locked the office doors behind her, Suzie saw that it was already 3.00 p.m. ‘I’m starving,’ she said. ‘How are you for time? Shall we go to Mum’s, grab some food there and tell her what we’ve found?’

‘Good idea,’ agreed Marie.

Whilst Suzie and Marie were busy at the newspaper offices, Annie, after another restless night, was trying to impose order on the chaos of her emotions by forcing herself to think rationally. Hating the rain, Marmaduke was fretful, rubbing around her ankles, seeking attention as she sat nursing a cup of strong coffee at the kitchen table. Annie had always found Sunday mornings soothing. Today, the house was still and silent around her, the only noise that of the kitchen clock, steadily and rhythmically keeping up its tick-tock, ticktock as though everything was normal.

She needed to think. It was the way she always dealt with problems, but analysing how she felt at the moment was proving difficult. She was still grieving for the man she had always believed to be her father, but now anger – and quite justifiable anger in Annie’s view – was clouding his memory. At the same time she felt a great sadness for the unknown man who was her biological father. The only logical explanation to the way in which the letters had stopped so abruptly was that he had lost his life in Singapore and she would never have the opportunity to get to know him.

Would she have been different as a person if she had grown up as somebody else’s child? She had always been so close to Frank. His thoughts and opinions had to have moulded her throughout her childhood and influenced the development of her personality. If that strong influence had come from someone else, how would she have been different?

Annie felt completely disconnected from everything she had believed to be sure and certain about her life. All those truths that she had never had cause to doubt were suddenly no longer trustworthy. Her genes were not her own, another man’s blood flowed in her veins and she no longer knew who she really was.Annie was a pragmatist. She didn’t believe in the ‘mumbo jumbo’ theories touted by some psychologists that we are what our genes make us. Okay, they may determine the colour of your eyes and hair, whether you are prone to weight gain, destined to wear glasses and other such physical features, but Annie believed in the individual’s freedom of choice to make decisions that govern and influence future direction in life. She didn’t believe that you could be born with a defective gene that would turn you into a murderer or a rapist – a convenient theory for defence lawyers with no morals is how she would dismiss such suggestions. Faced with the new truth about her own existence, how would the choices she would have made differed if she had been brought up with Ted as her father instead of Frank?

She kept coming back to the same question, to which she could find no acceptable answer. What gave other people the right to make decisions that could and most probably would influence the course of her life without her having a right to know about them? She may have been only two years old at the time, but they had plenty of opportunities as she was growing up to have told her the truth. What about when she got married and had children? She could have been a carrier of a genetic disease without realising it and passed it onto her children. It seemed to her at the same time incomprehensible, irresponsible and uncaring to have perpetuated such lies to the one person you are presumably trying to protect. Or were they? Were their own motives for the deceit more important to them than the welfare of the one truly innocent person at the heart of the whole mess? Then again, did it really matter after all? She had not been unhappy or discontent with her childhood until she discovered that wedding certificate. She had always been happy, believed herself to be loved and cared for, so why did it matter? The answer to that one at least was easy – it did matter, even if she couldn’t put into words exactly why. It mattered an awful lot.

Annie’s coffee went cold. The clock continued its relentless counting down of the day. Annie knew she was going to fail to come up with the answers she so desperately craved. The harder she tried to think, the further away the answers seemed to be, as if they were being moved slowly but surely out of reach by an invisible hand.

Thirty minutes after leaving the offices of the Barminster Chronicle, Suzie and Marie pulled up outside Annie’s house. The rain was still pounding as Suzie parked as close to the front door as possible and the two dived for the shelter of the front porch. Ringing the bell brought no answer, so once again Suzie used her key.

‘Mum!’ shouted Marie. ‘Where are you?’

The only answer was the mewing of Marmaduke as he welcomed them and rubbed around their ankles.

‘It isn’t dinnertime,’ laughed Marie, reaching down to scratch behind his ears. They checked every room but there was no sign of Annie.

‘What’s that?’ asked Suzie, hearing a slight sound coming from the annex. ‘It sounded like someone choking.’

Finding the door to the annex unlocked, Suzie and Marie pushed it open and went inside. Immediately they heard the sound of their mother crying. This wasn’t quiet sobbing but hysterical tears. Marmaduke, who had started to follow them into the annex, pinned his ears back and retreated into the safety of the kitchen. Suzie and Marie rushed to the living room where they found Annie sitting on the floor, her head in her hands, surrounded by thousands of tiny fragments of broken china.

‘Mum, what is it?’ asked Marie as she quickly crossed the room and wrapped her arms around her mother. Not for the first time, Suzie envied her sister’s ability to let her heart rule her head. It was the most natural reaction to try to comfort Annie, but Suzie couldn’t help holding back for fear that it wouldn’t be what her mother wanted. She looked around the room and realised the display cabinet that had housed her grandmother’s collection of Old Country Roses china was open and empty.

Annie pushed Marie away and reached for a beautiful china ornament of a wheelbarrow of multi-coloured roses. She picked it up and hurled it at the wall. Suzie just managed to duck as it sailed past her before smashing into a thousand pieces as it made contact with the wall.

‘Mum! No! Stop!’ she begged. ‘Please stop. You can’t destroy all of this. It won’t make any difference.’ But even as she said it she knew it was too late. Her grandmother’s precious collection was already destroyed. Marie held Annie, still sobbing like a child, her slim shoulders shaking. The two sisters looked at each other helplessly, desperately wondering what to do.

‘Stay with her and try to calm her down,’ said Suzie eventually, seizing the initiative as she had always done when they were children. Marie had always deferred to her as the eldest child, which meant it was inevitably Suzie who took most of the blame when their exploits landed them in trouble. ‘I’ll go and make some tea and find something a bit stronger as well to calm her down.’

Suzie returned to the living room of the annex to find that Marie had managed to persuade Annie to move to the sofa, where they were both sitting. The dreadful sobbing had stopped, but Suzie could see Annie’s shoulders were still shaking as if she was crying silently to herself. She put the tray she was carrying down on the coffee table and poured three cups of tea from the teapot and a measure of whisky from the half-empty bottle. She handed the whisky to Annie and put a cup of tea by her side.

‘Here,’ she said. ‘Have a drink.’

Annie gulped the whisky and some colour gradually returned to her cheeks. ‘So selfish,’ she said. ‘How could they have been so selfish?’

‘I don’t know, Mum,’ said Suzie.

‘Maybe they didn’t consider that they were being selfish,’ Marie suggested gently. ‘Maybe they thought they were acting in your best interests.’

‘How can it be in anyone’s best interests not to know who they really are?’ demanded Annie. ‘I could have had a chance to know my real father – even now, he might still be alive, but I have no idea who he is or where he is or even if he wants to know me.’

‘That’s all true,’ agreed Marie. ‘But perhaps that’s something that Frank couldn’t deal with and he was taking responsibility for you, both financially and morally. Perhaps the only way he could do that was to deny the existence of your real father by refusing to allow anyone to talk of it or tell you about it. And yes, it was selfish and ultimately it has backfired and you now have to deal with the consequences and somehow make sense of what they did and why. But let’s not forget that he was a good and a kind man. Please don’t make him into some sort of a monster.’

‘I used to think he was the only man in my life who had never let me down and never would let me down,’ said Annie. ‘But ultimately he has and in a way that I don’t think I can ever come to terms with.’

‘When did you last eat?’ asked Suzie, changing the subject. ‘I looked in the fridge and there’s nothing of any use in there. You have to eat, Mum, or you’re going to be ill.’

Annie shrugged, as if it simply wasn’t important. ‘I’m sorry about the mess,’ she muttered in the small voice of a child realising she has done wrong and wondering what punishment might be exacted. ‘I just suddenly couldn’t bear the thought that it was all still here looking so perfect and ready to be admired while I’m feeling so hurt and betrayed and somehow defective because I’m not who I thought I was. I wanted to hurt her the way she has allowed me to be hurt.’

‘You can’t hurt her any more, Mum. She’s dead. They both are,’ said Marie, in the soothing tone of voice one would use to reassure a scared child. ‘And you’re still the same person you were before you found out about all of this. Just because biologically you have a different father than you thought, so genealogically you’re different, it does not mean you’ve changed as a person.’

Annie didn’t reply.

Suzie and Marie exchanged a glance. Suzie had the newspaper they had taken from the archives in her hand. She gave Marie a questioning look and Marie nodded in reply. The ability to communicate without words had been something they had relished as children, which frequently drove both parents and teachers to distraction.

‘We did find something in the newspaper archives,’ Suzie began.

Annie looked up and Suzie handed her the newspaper, folded open at the relevant page, and the old photograph. Annie took them and looked carefully at the article.

‘We think that might be him, second from the right,’ she said.

‘Edward Johnson,’ Annie read the caption.

‘Does the name mean anything to you?’ asked Marie.

‘No,’ Annie’s voice was barely audible. ‘I’ve never heard of him before,’ she paused. ‘It’s funny. I kind of thought that if we did manage to find him I would somehow know it was him. But I don’t feel anything. He could be a stranger.’

‘He is a stranger,’ said Marie gently. ‘But we’ll see what else we can find out so you can get to know him better.’

‘Yes, I would like that,’ said Annie. ‘But right now I’m a bit tired. Could I leave you two to tidy up this mess while I go and have a rest?’

Annie left the room and Suzie and Marie looked at each other. ‘From extreme distress and violence to almost childlike compliance in less than an hour,’ said Suzie. ‘Do you think we should call a doctor? I’m worried about her.’

‘Me too,’ agreed Marie. ‘But what can the doctor do?’

‘I don’t know. I think someone needs to stay with her but I’m going to have to go home and you’ve got your hands full with work and wedding preparations as well. I think we should see if Aunt Emily can come over and we can ask her if she can remember an Edward Johnson at the same time.’

While they waited for Emily to arrive, Suzie and Marie cleared up the broken china and Suzie went to the local corner store and bought some bread, ham, eggs and cheese so they were able to make some sandwiches and ensure there was something fresh to tempt Annie later.

They were eating sandwiches and drinking more tea when Emily arrived barely one hour later.

‘How’s Annie?’ was Emily’s first question.

‘She’s sleeping,’ replied Suzie. ‘I think she’s mentally, if not physically, exhausted. I think we might need to call the doctor.’

‘Leave her to sleep for now, dear. That’s what she really needs,’ said Emily. ‘I will look after her and I promise I will call the doctor if I think it necessary. I have got everything I need to stay for as long as I have to. A neighbour is feeding the cats.’

‘Aunt Emily, we think we know the name of our real grandfather,’ said Suzie, once again handing over the old newspaper and photograph.

Silently, Emily took them and studied them closely. ‘Oh my,’ she said eventually. ‘That would explain a lot.’

Suzie and Marie exchanged another of those questioning glances. Voicing the question for both of them, Marie asked, ‘Why? Do you know the name?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Emily.

Suzie and Marie waited for her to say more, but she was silent. Eventually, she turned away and headed to the kitchen. ‘I need a drink,’ she said, opening the refrigerator and pulling out a bottle of white wine. ‘Either of you two care to join me?’

Emily, Suzie and Marie sat around Annie’s kitchen table sipping their wine. To any casual observer it would have looked like a nice cosy family scene, but the atmosphere was charged with expectancy about what Aunt Emily was about to reveal.

‘Did either of you ever hear any of the family talk about Lily?’ Emily asked eventually.

Suzie and Marie shook their heads.

‘I thought not. It was one of those taboo subjects.’

‘So, who was Lily and what does she have to do with this, with us?’ asked Suzie.

‘Your grandma was not the oldest sister. Lily was,’ Emily said. ‘Lily was two years older than Elsie, but she died when she was only nine years old. My parents – your great grandparents – would never talk about it. I guess it remained very traumatic for them. I never knew her. She died in 1931 and I wasn’t born until 1935, but somehow she was always present, as though her absence cast a permanent shadow over the family.

‘I first became aware of a person called Lily when my mother used to take flowers to a grave in the churchyard to a person called Lily Williams. I asked her about Lily one day. She wouldn’t tell me anything, except that Lily was in heaven. She got very upset. So I asked Elsie instead. She remembered the day it happened. She would have been seven. Lily had gone out with a friend’s family for the afternoon. It was her friend’s birthday and the whole family had gone for a picnic down by Pickney Lock. No one seems to know exactly how it happened, but there was an accident and Lily drowned in the lock. Dad blamed the other family, said they should have been more careful, clearly no one was paying any attention to what the kids were doing. The other family were very upset. I guess they felt guilty, too. I don’t really know, but their name was Johnson and their eldest son, who was present at the time of the accident, was called Edward.’

‘It might not be the same Edward Johnson,’ said Marie.

‘No, but it probably is,’ reasoned Suzie. ‘There has to have been some major reason why Grandma felt she couldn’t tell her parents about the man she was in love with and who was the father of their first grandchild.’

‘What happened after the accident?’ asked Marie.

‘According to Elsie, her father forbade any of his children from having anything to do with the Johnsons ever again and he never stopped blaming them for her death. That’s all I remember.’

Suzie sat with her head in her hands, fingers rubbing at her temples, feeling suddenly drained.

‘You look exhausted, both of you,’ said Emily. ‘I think you should both go home, get some sleep and we can talk about this in the morning.’

‘I have a fitting in the morning for my wedding dress,’ said Marie. ‘You’re right. I don’t think I can cope with much more today. I’ll speak to you tomorrow, or call in to see how Mum is.’

‘Did Mum know about Lily?’ asked Suzie.

‘I don’t know for sure,’ replied Emily. ‘It was not a subject that was talked about, as I said, it was actually quite taboo. It was sure to upset Mother and just the mention of the Johnson name was enough to send Father into a rage. I will tell her, though, when she wakes up. Now you get off home and give my lovely nephew a big hug from me.’

Later that evening, in bed, Suzie was curled up by David’s side with her head on his chest. Over dinner, she had updated him with everything they had discovered during the day.

‘Your family’s turning into a regular soap opera,’ he had commented. ‘Are you sure you want to carry on with this?’

‘I can’t stop now,’ she said. ‘I have to know what happened to him. Did he survive the attack on Singapore and become a prisoner of war and if so, did he die over there or did he come back?’

‘Are you sure your mum can cope with the answers if you ever find them?’ David voiced his concerns for the first time.

‘Honestly, I don’t know. She wants the truth, but I’m worried about her. I don’t think she can just put all of this behind her and move on without knowing the truth, so I guess it’s the lesser of two evils. We carry on and the sooner we can find the answers and come to terms with them, the sooner we can help her to rebuild her life and accept what has been done. We can’t change any of this. At the moment, she’s really hurt and angry and she isn’t looking at any of this rationally. She’s lashing out, she wants to hurt someone, but those she wants to hurt are gone, which is making her feel worse, because she can’t vent that anger anywhere. I do believe that knowledge will give her the power to take control again. Even just knowing what we discovered today about Lily, which, if we’re right about his identity, most probably explains why they kept their relationship a secret, might help her to forgive. That one tragic accident has reached out and influenced the lives of those who were not even born in a way no one could have imagined and no one had the power to control.’

David squeezed her hand. ‘You know you only have to ask if there is anything I can do to help.’
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All About Lily

The next morning, after dropping Daniel at school, Suzie drove to Upper Chaddington instead of going straight to work. She parked in the church car park and gazed out at the Norman church with its square tower and the crumbling stone walls surrounding the church yard. It was only a small church, serving just the local village and these days sharing a vicar with several of the surrounding villages. Services, she knew, were infrequent and as was the case with many small village churches, poorly attended.

She turned off the ignition and climbed out of the car. The morning was cool; the sun had yet to fight its way through the thin veneer of cloud. The grass beneath her feet was damp with dew and soggy from the soaking of yesterday’s heavy rain. She pushed open the gate to the churchyard and climbed the stone steps up to the gravel path. The most recent graves were easy to identify; they were the well-kept ones with fresh flowers, the ones where loved ones still lived and were able to cut the grass back from the headstones and replace the flowers. But these were in the minority as by far the greater proportion were overgrown, headstones worn by decades of rain, snow and wind so the inscriptions were difficult to read. Suzie started at one end of the churchyard and worked her way methodically up and down the rows of graves, pushing the long grasses to one side to reveal the inscriptions. She remembered a friend she had once had who had been obsessed with graveyards. Wherever she went she would visit the local churches and tour the graveyards reading about the long-dead and mostly forgotten people who rested there. Suzie had never been able to understand this morbid fascination with the dead, but on this cool summer morning, as she read inscription after worn inscription, each paying tribute to their much-loved mother, father, son, daughter, some living to a ripe old age and others heartbreakingly young, she felt these unknown people becoming real somehow. They had once walked this earth, breathed this air and lived this life, but now their only memorial was a carved piece of weather-beaten stone in a small village churchyard. What was it all for?

Suzie kept moving along the rows of graves and eventually found the one she was looking for. As she expected, it was among the overgrown and long-forgotten. She knelt down on the damp grass in front of it and ran her fingers along the lettering.

In loving memory of our dear daughter,

Lily Williams

Your life was tragically short,

but every day we shared with you

brought us pleasure beyond measure

February 21st 1922–September 30th 1931

‘Poor Lily,’ muttered Suzie. ‘Your parents loved you so much they could not come to terms with losing you. They were so full of grief they refused to talk about what happened, even to your brothers and sisters. You would have been my great aunt, but I had never even heard your name until yesterday. It is as if you never existed.’

Suzie took a notebook from her bag and wrote down the dates. She stood up and looked around her. Across the road, in the hedgerow, a mixture of wild poppies and forget-menots were thriving in a profusion of colour. Suzie crossed the road and snapped off a dozen stems which she carried back to Lily’s grave. Using her bare hands to tear at the long grass she cleared some space just below the headstone and carefully laid the fresh flowers down on the ground. Remembering that Marie had taken a day off for a wedding dress fitting, she then flicked open her mobile telephone and dialled her sister’s number.

‘Marie,’ she said. ‘Could you do me a favour and pick up Daniel from school this afternoon? I’ve found Lily’s grave and I want to stay late at work to look in the newspaper archives for any reports of her death. Will you be finished with your fitting in time?’

‘I should be,’ replied Marie. ‘But do you want some help? I know how many boxes you’ve got in that archive room. You could be there for hours.’

‘I know, but I can’t take Daniel with me, I’d never get anywhere and David won’t be able to get him from school.’

‘Okay. I’ll take entertaining my nephew over dusty newspaper archives any day,’ said Marie cheerfully.

‘Thanks Marie. I’ll see you later.’

To Suzie, the day seemed to stretch on interminably. She was a little late arriving at work, but Tom, still concerned about her, was understanding. She called Aunt Emily to check on her mother and was relieved to hear she seemed much better. She had cried when Emily told her about Lily, whom she did not remember hearing anything about. She seemed glad to have Emily there for company and had eaten some breakfast. Suzie breathed a sigh of relief; perhaps she didn’t need to worry about her after all.

At the end of the day, Suzie stuck her head around the half-open door of Tom’s office. ‘I’m just going to head back to the archive room for a couple of hours if that’s okay with you.’

Tom raised an eyebrow. ‘Of course,’ he said.

The atmosphere in the archive room was very different to the previous day, illustrating the pervading influence of the weather. Today, the sun had finally managed to filter through the clouds and was shining boldly in through the small window, revealing the dust particles in the air that seemed to hover aimlessly. Surveying the racks of boxes for the second time in two days, Suzie this time felt she had more purpose and confidence in the task ahead of her. She pulled out her notebook and consulted the dates she had written down. The important one was the 30th of September 1931. She was going to need October 1931 copies to start with.

‘Typical,’ she cursed at the box on top of the rack again. Why did that always seem to be the case? She dragged the step ladder over and was about to start climbing when the door to the archive room opened to reveal Tom, carrying two cups of tea and an open packet of digestive biscuits. He put them down on the small table.

‘Let me do that,’ he said, ushering her down from the ladder. ‘Which box did you want? The one at the very top I guess.’

‘Yes please,’ she said gratefully.

‘How about you tell me what this is all about?’ he asked as he placed the box on the floor beside the table.

‘It’s becoming quite a long story,’ said Suzie, sitting at the table and helping herself to a biscuit to dunk in her tea. ‘I’ll give you the abbreviated version.’ She paused, habitually twisting a strand of hair between her fingers, and related the events of the last few days since the moment her mother had questioned the date of her grandparents’ wedding all the way through to what she had discovered about Lily’s tragic death.

‘I went to the graveyard this morning in Upper Chaddington and found her grave. I’ve got the dates here and I thought I would look it up, see what I can find out. I know that is not necessarily going to help me to find my real grandad, which is something I feel I have to do as well for many reasons, but I feel I need to know what happened back then in order to understand why my grandma and Edward acted the way they did and why Frank, the man I have always thought of as my grandad, insisted, when he married my grandma, that Annie, my mum, would be brought up as his daughter and no one was to tell her any different. I need to understand all of this to make sense of who and where we are today and to help my mum get through it. And I need to find out what happened to Edward.’ Suzie took a gulp of her tea and looked across at Tom. ‘That’s pretty much everything so far,’ she said.

‘So, where shall I start?’ was Tom’s only comment as he lifted the lid from the box he had just retrieved from the top rack.

‘You don’t have to do this,’ Suzie said.

‘Are you kidding? This is the best mystery I have ever come across. You just try to keep me away.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Unless you would rather I didn’t get involved,’ he added hesitantly. ‘Look, I know I’m your boss, but I really value you as a member of this team. You could go much further, if you choose to, but I realise that a career is not top of your list. I will take whatever you want to give, because I know I can leave you with a job to do and you’ll do it. I know I can rely on you and trust you and that goes a long way for me. Right now, all of this is distracting you and so as your employer I have a vested interest in helping you to find out what happened.’ He paused. ‘But who am I kidding? I can’t resist it. I want to help. I’ve spent my life being fascinated by the past, studying it and trying to use it to make sense of the present. Isn’t that just what you’re trying to do? I would love to help you, if you’ll let me.’

‘I accept,’ Suzie smiled. ‘But I really don’t know what we’re going to find. You promise you won’t think anything less of me for whatever roguish antics of my ancestors we may uncover?’

Realising she was teasing, Tom winked and simply took the first newspaper from the box and started flicking through its pages, scanning the headlines. Suzie took the next archived paper from the box and for a while the only sound in the archive room was the rustle of old newspaper as the two of them read together silently, the pile of newspapers steadily growing taller on the table between them. It was Tom who found the first article. The newspaper edition was from the 2nd of October 1931. The glaring headline on the front page was unmissable:

Local girl drowns in tragic accident

Silently, Tom handed the paper to Suzie.

Upper Chaddington was shocked on Sunday when a local girl drowned during a family picnic at Pickney Lock. Lily Williams, aged nine, was on a day out with her best friend, Celia Johnson, and her family to celebrate Celia’s tenth birthday when the accident happened. Celia’s parents, Martha and Brian Johnson, were reading the Sunday newspapers and were not clear about how the accident happened. Nor did Celia or her three brothers, Edward, aged twelve, Archie, aged seven and William, aged four, see what happened. Witnesses on board the boats that were in the lock at the time reported a young girl suddenly appeared on the wooden top of the lock gate. She was waving at some friends on the other side and was rushing to join them when she slipped on the wet wood and fell in.

The lock was emptied and the body of a young girl recovered. Attempts to resuscitate her failed and she was pronounced dead at the scene. An inquest into her death will be held at the Coroner’s Court in Barminster on October 14.

Suzie rummaged in the archive box and pulled out editions covering the week before and the week after the 14th of October, looking for the report from the inquest. Another front page item, this time accompanied by a grainy image showing two men seemingly squaring up to each other on the steps of the coroner’s court, was easy to spot. The headline said:

Trouble erupts after accidental verdict recorded in Pickney Lock drowning case

Suzie read on:

After hearing all the evidence in the tragic case of Lily Williams, the nine-year-old girl who drowned in Pickney Lock, the coroner recorded a verdict of accidental death at Barminster Coroner’s Court. The verdict was not favourably received by Lily’s family. Her father, Terry Williams, aged 35, was heard to shout in court that his daughter had been in the care of the Johnson family at the time of her death and he held them entirely responsible. Mr Williams claimed that their negligence had been to blame. If they had been properly monitoring the activities of the children, the accident could have been prevented.

Afterwards, on the steps of the court house, a scuffle erupted between Mr Williams and Mr Johnson during which Mr Williams had to be restrained from physically assaulting Mr Johnson. Mrs Williams was visibly very upset and pleaded with her husband to come away. Mr Williams complied but stated very firmly that he held Mr Johnson and his wife culpable and would not rest until that was proven in the eye of the law.

‘Well, that’s the start of the family feud then,’ stated Suzie, putting down the newspaper.

‘That’s why I find history so fascinating,’ said Tom, attempting to lighten the atmosphere. ‘Nothing can remain hidden for ever if you are prepared to take your time looking for it.’

‘That would seem to be true,’ agreed Suzie. ‘If only discovery came with a set of instructions about how to deal with what you find.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I have to go, Marie collected Daniel from school for me but it will be bath and bedtime soon. Thanks Tom, for your help and for being so understanding.’

‘Think nothing of it,’ he replied. ‘Actually, I think I might stay for a while and do some more digging. I just love what you can learn from newspaper archives.Why don’t you photocopy those two items on your way out and leave the newspapers on your desk. I’ll put them away later.’

Marie lived in a modern house in a quiet cul-de-sac on the outskirts of Barminster. Before Suzie could ring the bell the door opened and Daniel flew out to greet her.

‘He has been watching for you,’ said Marie, appearing in the large hallway behind him and giving her sister a hug. She led the way into the kitchen and handed Suzie a large glass of red wine. ‘Here, I expect you could use some medicine.’

Suzie took a sip and smiled at her sister and her son. ‘Have you two been having fun without me then?’

‘You bet,’ said Marie.

‘We made a den,’ confirmed Daniel enthusiastically. ‘It was great. And I pretended to have a gun so I could keep the baddies out.’ He thrust his arm towards Suzie with two forefingers pointing at her and the other fingers and thumb clenched as in a fist. ‘Bang, bang!’ he said to demonstrate. ‘But then Aunty Marie said we had to put everything back before Uncle Peter got home, so I can’t show you. But it was brill.’

Suzie smiled affectionately. ‘Thanks Marie,’ she said. ‘How was the dress fitting?’

‘I’m going to be a vision in swirling silk and lace embroidery. But come on. Spill the beans. Did you find anything?’ Marie asked impatiently.

‘Yes, we did actually.’

Marie frowned. ‘We?’

‘Tom volunteered to help me look – brought me tea and biscuits actually. Very sweet. Tom found this.’ Suzie handed Marie the photocopy of the first clipping. Marie read in silence. ‘Then I found this one,’ Suzie added, handing over the second photocopy.

Marie sighed when she reached the end of the short article. ‘It’s very sad,’ she said. Even Marie, usually so matter of fact, was affected by Lily’s tragic story.

‘It’s even sadder when you see her grave,’ Suzie replied. ‘It’s overgrown with grass and weeds and completely forgotten. I’ve left some flowers on it.’

‘So what next?’ asked Marie. ‘We know how the family feud began, but it doesn’t get us much further.’

‘Tom stayed behind to keep looking for any more articles,’ Suzie said. Marie raised an eyebrow. ‘But I know what you mean. We are no closer to finding out if Edward Johnson survived the war or not and if he did, what happened to him and whether he’s still alive. What’s more, I don’t have the first clue what to do next.’

‘It sounds as though your wonderful boss might have some good suggestions, though,’ Marie observed. ‘He seems to be relishing the opportunity to do a bit of historical detective work. Unless that’s not the main attraction.’

‘Don’t even think that,’ laughed Suzie. ‘He is genuinely interested – and not in me, other than me being a brilliant employee who he simply can’t manage without, of course.’

‘Naturally.’

‘Anyway, it’s bath time for this little fellow,’ Suzie said, grabbing Daniel from behind and scooping him up, kicking and screaming. ‘Say thank you to Aunty Marie for looking after you, Daniel. It’s time we went home. Maybe Daddy will be home, too. Love to Peter.’

Suzie hugged Marie and left with Daniel. David’s car was already on the drive when they arrived home.

‘We’re back,’ called Suzie as she kicked the front door closed behind her.

‘In here,’ called David. ‘Just raiding the fridge, sorry, but I’m starving.’

Daniel rushed at his father and encircled his knees with his arms. David laughed.

‘Could you get Daniel into the bath while I just call Aunt Emily and see how Mum is?’

‘Sure. Come on, son, let’s go and fill that bath with bubbles.’

Suzie dialled Annie’s number. The phone was answered almost immediately.

‘Hi, Aunt Emily. How’s Mum?’

‘Hello, dear. Well, she’s a bit shaky, to be honest. She’s really not herself. Just sat in that armchair all day with Marmaduke who has hardly left her side. She does not want to eat anything or do anything. I don’t really know what to do for the best. Should I call a doctor, do you think?’

‘What can a doctor do? This isn’t a physical thing, is it? She’s in shock and suffering emotional trauma. Let’s see how she is tomorrow. I’ll pop in on my way to work. I have some newspaper articles to show you as well, about Lily. They shed more light on the feud. I would come over now, but I’ve only just got home with Daniel, I’ve got dinner to get ready and I’m really tired.’

‘That’s okay. There’s nothing you can do if you come over here tonight. I can cope. You get some rest and have a nice evening and I will see you in the morning.’

David pushed his dinner plate away and took another sip of his wine. ‘What next then?’ he asked.

‘I’ve been asking myself the same question,’ Suzie said. ‘I’m going to involve Tom in this because I think he could be a great help. I need to find out whether Edward Johnson was ever confirmed as dead or missing in action and I think the only sensible way of doing that is through his regiment. We could spend hours, days even, going through newspaper archives, but the period of time is simply too long – from February 1942 to the end of the war is a lot of newspapers.’

‘If he did return, would he have gone back to his old job?’ wondered David.

‘It’s certainly a possibility,’ said Suzie. ‘But even that isn’t easy.We’re not exactly sure what his job was and Chaddington Manor has belonged to the National Trust for years – certainly all of my lifetime. I don’t know what happened to the de Lacey family, why they left the manor or where they went.’

‘But a family like that wouldn’t be too hard to track down,’ David persisted. ‘I could make some enquiries for you among the legal firms. They may have used local solicitors. Bertie Ward may even remember them.’ Bertie Ward was one of the senior partners at David’s firm. His father had founded the practice in the 1930s and Bertie had joined in 1951. Although he was well past the age of retirement, Bertie still handled a number of the firm’s longest-standing clients and maintained that retiring to a life of golf and dinners at the club would be the death of him.

‘Good idea,’ agreed Suzie, stifling a yawn. ‘Thank you. But now I’m exhausted, so it’s off to bed for me.’
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Too Many Victims

Next morning, Suzie stopped at Annie’s on her way to work.

‘Morning, Mum! Morning, Aunt Emily!’ she called as she pushed open her mother’s front door.

‘In here, love,’ Emily replied from the kitchen. Annie and Emily were sitting at the kitchen table each nursing a large mug of tea. Suzie thought her mother looked tired and somehow disconnected from the room, as if she was there physically but her mind was elsewhere. She was still in her dressing gown and she was just staring across the kitchen at the clock on the wall, but Suzie could tell her eyes were unfocused. It was the blank, unseeing gaze of a blind person towards a familiar sound, as if the presence of the clock and its comforting tick-tock was somehow providing Annie with a fragile link between the questions and doubts that were dominating her mind and the reality of life continuing all around her.

Suzie decided to act as normally as possible. ‘I can’t stop,’ she said. ‘I just called in to show you these. Opening her bag, she pulled out the photocopies of the two articles she and Tom had found yesterday. ‘We found these in the newspaper archives,’ she said. ‘They certainly explain how a feud started between our family and the Johnsons. I have been to her grave as well, Lily’s that is.’

Annie remained motionless as Emily reached across the table and took the articles. She quickly read them before handing them over to Annie, whose gaze did not waver from the clock. ‘Seems a bit extreme, blaming them for the accident,’ Emily commented.

‘I don’t know,’ said Suzie. ‘When in grief, people lash out at the nearest target. They need to apportion blame – whether fairly or not. And the Johnsons themselves admitted they had not seen the accident, so they were not watching the girls. Anyway, I have to go. Can’t be late for work again, especially when Tom is being so understanding.’

She hugged Annie then moved towards the door and Emily followed her. Once in the hallway, out of sight of the kitchen, Suzie raised a questioning eyebrow and Emily shrugged.

‘She’s hardly said a word all morning,’ Emily whispered. ‘But your dad called just before you arrived. He’s taking her out for lunch. Wouldn’t take no for an answer. It will do her good to get out of the house for a few hours and maybe he can persuade her to eat something.’

‘I’ll call you later, see how she is,’ said Suzie, closing the door behind her.

Arriving at work, Suzie was greeted by Tom enthusiastically beckoning to her from within his office. ‘Come in and close the door,’ he said as she approached. ‘I found some more articles.’ He handed over three photocopied sheets on which he had written the issue dates they came from. The first was from the 12th of November 1931:

Harassment claim by family in Pickney Lock drowning case

The Johnson family, of Upper Chaddington, claim that ever since the tragic accident at Pickney Lock, when nine-year-old Lily Williams drowned whilst enjoying a day out to celebrate their daughter, Celia’s, tenth birthday, they have suffered constant harassment from Lily’s father, Terry Williams.

The Johnsons allege that Mr Williams has been sending them ‘hate mail’, has painted ‘insulting lies’ in the form of graffiti on their garden fence and called after them in the street.

Mr Williams stated that he still holds the Johnson family responsible for his daughter’s death and will not rest until justice has been done. He wants their part in her death to be officially recognised and wants them to suffer as he and his family have.

The Johnson family deny that they were in any way negligent or responsible for Lily’s death.

The next came from the 1st of February 1932:

Court injunction granted against drowned girl’s father

Yesterday, Judge McIntyre at Barminster Court granted an injunction against Terry Williams, of Upper Chaddington, requiring him to stay away from the Johnson family, also of Upper Chaddington.

The Johnsons claimed that Mr Williams had been harassing them ever since the tragic death of his daughter, Lily, who was on a day out with them. They say his actions, which include sending threatening and accusing letters in the post, spraying offensive accusations on their property, calling them names in the street and displaying threatening behaviour, are causing the whole family considerable distress. The Johnson children, Edward, Celia, Archie and William, are said to be particularly upset by the activities and accusations of Mr Williams and fear for their own safety.

Judge McIntyre ordered Mr Williams to cease all such activity and decreed that he should stay away from the Johnson’s house, the school attended by the children and Mr Johnson’s place of work. Failure to comply with this injunction would result in the prosecution of Mr Williams.

The final article was from the 4th of March 1932.

‘We are victims,’ claim the Johnsons as they quit Upper Chaddington

In spite of last month’s court injunction, granted by Judge McIntyre at Barminster court, the Johnson family of Upper Chaddington say they can no longer reside in the village.

Several generations of Johnsons have lived in Upper Chaddington, but Mr and Mrs Johnson say that further to the actions and accusations made by Terry Williams, their lives have been made a misery. They believe they are being ostracised by other members of the community who have been influenced by the comments of Mr Williams. Consequently, they claim they have no choice but to leave the village.

‘We are innocent victims,’ Mr Johnson told the Barminster Chronicle. ‘We have done nothing wrong, but we are being forced from our home. The court last month decided in our favour.We have never been formally charged with any responsibility for this terrible accident, but nevertheless, we are being made to pay for it.’

‘He couldn’t let go,’ said Suzie. ‘Thanks, Tom. I hope you didn’t stay too late last night to find these.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ said Tom. ‘I told you I would enjoy it and I did.’

Jack took Annie to a small bistro that had recently opened in a former public house located between Upper and Lower Chaddington. It was quiet. Two other tables were occupied, both in the window. Jack asked for a table in a cosy corner at the rear of the restaurant, to the visible annoyance of the waitress who clearly wanted to keep all her diners on tables close to each other. She handed them a menu each and left them to choose their meals while she fetched their drinks. Annie looked around her listlessly and fiddled with the menu.

‘I’ve heard the dressed crab is really good,’ said Jack.

‘You know, I’m really not that hungry,’ said Annie.

Jack studied her across the table. He thought she looked tired and lacking the vibrancy he usually associated with his former wife. Her normally immaculate hair was overdue for a wash and looked dull and flat. Her outfit had not been chosen with care – the vivid blue shirt was the wrong shade to contrast comfortably with the equally vivid green pashmina. She had forgotten to put on any jewellery and there was a stain on her pale denim jeans. He thought he had never seen her look so dishevelled or so vulnerable, like a young girl as yet unsure of her direction in life. Jack could feel himself getting angry again. Remembering Suzie’s warning that ranting wasn’t going to help Annie, he forced himself to take a few deep breaths and stay calm.

‘You need to eat and I have promised Emily that you are going to,’ he said.

‘I am not a child and I really don’t need you all treating me as though I am,’ Annie retorted, taking a gulp of her gin and tonic.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Jack. ‘We just don’t like to see you suffering like this.’

For a while the two of them studied the menu in silence. The waitress hovered and Jack waved her away.

‘You know, you are a very strong lady,’ Jack said. ‘God knows, I could never win an argument with you, even when you were so clearly wrong you somehow managed to make it sound as though you were right. You can deal with this if you put all of your mind to it.’

Annie was silent, so Jack tried another angle.

‘What they did, all those years ago, it was not about you and was certainly not meant to hurt you. Surely everything you’ve found out so far about Lily and the feud between the families shows that they were all victims in their own way. Things could have been very different, but then the war came along and Elsie and Ted never had the opportunity to put things right, to insist that the past was banished to where it belongs, in the past. The war influenced so many lives in ways that we can’t even begin to understand today. When you are living for the moment, because simply getting through each day alive is an achievement in itself and planning for the future is more fiction than reality, life takes a different perspective and you have to choose what seems to be the best path based on what you do know.’

‘I can almost forgive Mum for what she did, the choice that she made. It can’t have been easy, living in hope that fades daily that there will be some news of her lover. But what I can’t forgive is why Frank insisted on all the lies. What a price to pay for Mum and ultimately for me. And why? So that his manly pride was intact? Because he had to be in control? Why?’

Annie’s emotional outburst and raised tone of voice had attracted the attention of some of the other diners who were turning round to look at the couple in the corner. Jack swallowed hard and raised his hand to attract the waitress. ‘Let’s order,’ he said gently.

‘I would like the steak please, rare, with all the trimmings,’ he said.

‘Just the Caesar salad for me please,’ requested Annie.

‘And we’ll have a bottle of the house white as well please.’

Jack waited until the waitress had brought their wine and poured them both a glass before saying, ‘I’m on your side, you know. You’re in shock. This is not the sort of thing anyone should have to deal with, but you must either deal with it or let it defeat you. I know you better than anyone else on this planet and I know how much you loved and respected Frank. It was obvious to everyone who knew you both how much he loved you, too – maybe too much, maybe fear of losing you was part of what drove him to do what he did.’

‘Or did he just put up with me because he wanted Mum? If he loved me that much he could have, should have, been honest with me,’ Annie interrupted bitterly, her eyes sparkling with anger. ‘How can you love someone and lie to them every day of their life?’

Frustrated, Jack forced himself to remain calm even though his every instinct was to voice his own feelings about how badly Annie had been treated by those who should have protected her. ‘Love, you have so much anger inside, you have to let it go before it eats you up.’ he reached across the table to enclose her hands in his. ‘I will do whatever I can to help you.’

The waitress arrived with their food, forcing Jack to withdraw his hands. Annie resumed her previous blank stare and sipped her wine. ‘Just promise me you will try to let that anger go and give yourself a chance to deal with your emotions and I’ll say no more for now,’ he said.

Annie nodded, which Jack accepted as the closest he was going to get to an agreement. He changed the subject and for the rest of lunch the conversation was confined to trivial topics. Annie pushed her food around the plate a lot and didn’t manage to eat much, but she was tempted to a dessert of apple pie and ice cream.

Jack called a taxi and paid the bill while they were waiting for it to arrive.

‘Thanks for lunch, Jack, and for not giving up on me,’ Annie said as she got out of the cab outside her house. ‘And by the way, I was never wrong,’ she told him and slammed the door behind her.

Jack told the taxi driver to drive on to his house and then changed his mind. The effort of controlling his own temper throughout lunch was becoming too much. He told the driver to stop, got out of the car and started to walk at a furious pace away from Annie’s house. As soon as he was out of sight, he turned and drove his fist into the trunk of one of the trees lining the street. ‘Too right you’re angry,’ he muttered. ‘I am too, but there’s bugger-all I can do about it.’

David Henderson was enjoying a rare lunch with Bertie Ward in a bar around the corner from the offices of Ward, Price & Jefferson. Finding Bertie was in when he arrived at work that morning, David had tapped on his office door and asked if he could have a word. Bertie had always liked David. He admired the ambition and drive that he saw in the younger man and recognised he had shared those same qualities when he first joined the practice fifty years ago. When David asked him whether he knew or remembered anything about the de Lacey family that had lived at Chaddington Manor, he was intrigued and had suggested they talk at lunchtime.

Bertie was well known as a lover of fine food and wine, so David was pleased to accept. He always enjoyed Bertie’s company and the old man was full of stories from his long and colourful life.

The bar had been recently refurbished by its new proprietor, a celebrity chef who was trying to pioneer a more casual approach to dining, claiming that fancy table settings and leather-bound menus were not essential to good food. It was certainly busy, proof that the people of Barminster agreed.

David and Bertie occupied a table at the front of the bar with a good view over the square and the cathedral beyond. Having placed their orders with the waitress, Bertie, never one to beat around the bush, turned to David and asked, ‘So what do you want to know about the de Laceys and why?’

David was prepared with his answer. ‘The why is a long story,’ he said. ‘Would you accept a much abbreviated version which is that we have reason to believe that a close relative of Suzie’s worked for them before the war and may have gone back to work for them after the war. We only found out about the existence of this relative very recently and are trying to find him, if he is still alive, but of course Chaddington Manor is no longer occupied by the de Lacey family, hence the need to trace them first.’

Bertie stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘So there’s no question of you wanting to track them down for money or any underhand purpose then?’

‘Absolutely not,’ confirmed David. ‘You could say we have unearthed a huge skeleton in Suzie’s family cupboard, which we need to expose completely before burying it properly so that they can all move on – her mother in particular.’

‘The de Laceys were typical of many families of their era,’ Bertie began. ‘Aristocratic, land-owners, property in the country, Chaddington Manor, as well as a place in town. But throughout the twentieth century it became increasingly difficult for many of these families to cope with the rising costs of maintaining these big houses. Families were getting smaller as it became usual to have fewer children, and during the wars many of the servants and staff left to join the army or work in the fields and the factories and many of them did not return. The whole fabric and way of life for everyone changed dramatically, including the upper classes. They no longer needed, nor could most but the very wealthiest afford, to keep the houses running. I am afraid this is what happened with the de Laceys.’ Bertie paused as their food arrived. ‘And of course, they, in common with most families, suffered dreadfully during the war. The oldest son and heir, Matthew, was killed in action somewhere in France and one of their daughters died during a bombing raid whilst in London. That only left two younger children, both girls. It would have been shortly before I joined the practice here that they left. Just handed the house over to the National Trust and moved to London permanently. Of course, it wasn’t as straightforward as all that. Everything had to be done legally and it was. A friend of mine, Adam Boyle, who had just started working at Fletcher & Fletcher, was on the legal team that handled the transfer. He died a few years ago, but as far as I know, Fletcher & Fletcher still represent the de Laceys.’

‘Do you think they would be able to tell us where to contact them?’

‘They won’t just hand over an address – you should know that as well as I – but I think it would be reasonable to ask them to forward a letter.’

‘Thanks, Bertie. You’ve been a great help. I’ll settle that,’ said David, taking the bill from the waitress.

Suzie’s lunchtime was far less interesting – a low calorie sandwich from Boots and a cup of tea, both consumed at her desk as she compiled a list of possible local victims of an insurance fraud story Tom had been working on. After keying in the name and telephone number of the last person on the list, Suzie closed the file and picked up the telephone.

‘Directory enquiries, what name please?’ said the voice that answered.

‘The Royal Norfolk Regiment,’ replied Suzie.

‘I have one listing, in Norwich. Would that be the one?’

‘Yes, please.’

Suzie redialled. The phone was answered by a male voice offering to help.

‘I hope you can,’ said Suzie. ‘I’m trying to find a relative who served with the sixth Battalion of the Norfolk Regiment during World War Two and was probably in Singapore when we surrendered to the Japanese.’

‘We could certainly confirm whether your relative was serving in Singapore at that time,’ stated the voice in a matter-of-fact and slightly bored tone. ‘But I’m afraid we can’t give out further, more detailed information to anyone who isn’t next of kin.’

‘I have reason to believe that we may be,’ said Suzie.

‘I would need more tangible evidence than your belief,’ replied the voice, somewhat curtly. ‘I don’t mean to be difficult, but it is against the rules. I would need to see a birth certificate or proof of identity.’

‘Okay, thanks anyway.’

Suzie hung up, disappointment and frustration clear on her face. If she was realistic she had not truly expected to find out too much from the regiment, but it was in her nature to be optimistic, so she had harboured a hope that it might be as simple as that.

‘You’ll have to think again,’ she reprimanded herself. ‘Let’s hope David has a more successful time with Bertie.’

She flicked her computer screen back on and continued with the list of forthcoming events she was compiling for the diary dates section of the next edition, taking out her frustration on the computer keyboard as she bashed away at the keys. She was completely absorbed in her task when she became aware of Tom standing behind her.

‘I’m glad I’m not a digit on your keyboard,’ Tom observed dryly. ‘Have some compassion will you?’

Oblivious, Suzie looked up in surprise.

‘Whatever the problem is I’m sure it isn’t the poor computer’s fault and I don’t think sensitive equipment likes being used as a punch bag.’

‘Sorry, didn’t realise I was.’ Suzie forced a smile.

‘Well, this department’s already over budget on planned expenditure on equipment this year. There was the expensive camera that Alice dropped from the top of The Death Plunge for starters.’ Alice was a junior reporter who had been sent to ride The Death Plunge, the year’s most talked about white-knuckle ride at a local amusement park, report on the experience and photograph that thrilling moment when the train seemingly plummets to the ground. Instead she let go of the camera to grip more tightly to the safety bar and the camera smashed to the ground. Tom hadn’t finished. ‘And not forgetting the computer hard drive that suffered death by coffee when Judy threw a whole pot at Carl and missed. We do not need to add “worn out by heavy-handed typing” to the list.’

Suzie realised she was being teased.

‘I thought I might be able to get some information from the regiment that Edward served in, but they said they can only release details to the next of kin,’ she explained. ‘I feel as though I may be approaching that brick wall. David’s following up one idea today, to see if we can trace the de Lacey family that Edward used to work for to see if they remember anything, but if that falls through I don’t know where else to look.’

‘Well, I just stopped by to ask you if you’re free for lunch tomorrow. There’s something I would like to talk to you about.’

‘Sure, I’d love to,’ said Suzie.

Daniel came running out of his classroom into the playground and Suzie hugged him. ‘Hello sweetheart,’ she said. ‘Have you had a good day?’

‘Wicked!’ said Daniel. ‘Molly’s having a pirate party and I’m invited. I like Molly. She’s fun.’

Suzie smiled as she remembered Daniel’s comments about Molly just last week. Children have such short memories, she thought. If only adults could learn to forgive and forget so quickly.

‘That’s nice,’ she said. ‘Have you all got to get dressed up, wear eye patches, a parrot on your shoulder and walk with a wooden leg?’

‘No, I’m going to be a mean pirate,’ Daniel announced proudly. ‘I want a skull and crossbones flag and tattoos.’

Suzie looked doubtful at this last announcement.

‘I’ve got to have tattoos, Mummy, please.’

‘I’ll have to see what we can find,’ she conceded. ‘The joke shop will probably have some of those that wash off straight away afterwards. Anyway, come on, we’re going to see Grandma and Great Aunt Emily for tea before we go home tonight.’

‘Cool,’ agreed Daniel.

Emily heard Suzie’s car pull onto the drive and greeted them at the front door.

‘And how is my favourite little man?’ she teased Daniel. ‘Come on into the kitchen. I’ve been baking and I just might be able to find some chocolate cake for you.’

Daniel shrieked with delight and needed no second invitation to follow Emily. Once seated with a large slice of chocolate cake on a plate on his lap and Cartoon Capers on the TV, Suzie and Emily took a pot of tea and three mugs into the lounge where Annie was sitting in her usual armchair with Marmaduke on her lap. She hadn’t changed since lunch and was still wearing her colourful, but clashing outfit. Her hand shook as she accepted the cup of tea Emily poured.

‘How was Dad and lunch?’ asked Suzie.

‘You know your father,’ said Annie. ‘Always thinks he has all the answers to everything. But he was very sweet.’

‘He’s only trying to help. He’s worried about you,’ said Suzie. ‘We all are.’

‘You’ve no reason to worry about me,’ Annie snapped. ‘In fact, I think I’ll go back to work tomorrow.’

Suzie and Emily exchanged a glance.

‘You don’t have to rush, Annie,’ said Emily. ‘They will understand at work that you’re troubled at the moment. You need to take your time and get properly better.’

‘I think I’ll decide when I’m ready to go back.’

‘Whatever you want, Mum,’ said Suzie. ‘Well, I must be getting home.’

Emily followed her to the door. ‘It might help her to go back to work,’ Suzie said. ‘She’ll have to focus on something other than all of this. But will you find an excuse to stay on with her for a while yet?’

‘Of course I will, because I’m not convinced about this at all.’

Suzie’s telephone was ringing as she arrived home. She dashed across the hall and grabbed the receiver before it rang off.

‘There you are finally,’ Jack’s voice boomed down the telephone at her. ‘You’re late back from work.’

‘I called in at Mum’s on the way home. Heard about your lunch. Don’t think she’s appreciating being told what to do.’

‘Well at least we’re getting a reaction out of her, which is better than her just sitting there like a mute.’

‘True,’ Suzie couldn’t help but agree.

‘She’s really suffering. If only we’d found out about all of this before Frank died. I would have given him a large piece of my mind.’

‘I can imagine,’ said Suzie. ‘But we didn’t and you can’t and that’s not going to help us or Mum now. She says she’s going back to work tomorrow.’

‘No way,’ said Jack. ‘She’s not up to it. You should have seen how she looked today.’

‘I think I probably did.’

‘And the way she was talking – when I provoked her into talking – was as if she’d been in the way, as if she hadn’t been loved by him at all, that he took her on because he had to and lying to her was all part of some sort of conspiracy to keep him in control. She has a lot of anger bottled up inside her.’

‘I don’t know what to do, Dad. I can’t stop her from going back to work and maybe in a strange way it might help because it will give her something else to focus on. I’ve persuaded Aunt Emily to stay on for the time being. In the meantime, I’m making some progress. I’ve unravelled the mystery behind why Elsie and Edward felt they couldn’t tell their parents about their relationship.’

As Suzie brought her father up to date with developments, with the receiver propped under her chin, she deftly threw some fish fingers and frozen chips into the oven for Daniel’s dinner. He was happily entertaining himself with the Lego box in the lounge; she could hear the crashing of towers as he built them and knocked them down.

‘Let her go back to work, give it a few days, and then perhaps we should have another family evening and hope that Mum’s feeling a bit better by then.’

‘Good idea,’ agreed Jack. ‘I have to go. Take care.’

‘How did it go with Bertie?’ Suzie asked David as soon as he walked in the door, barely giving him the chance to take his coat off. She had not had a chance to speak to him all day.

‘Fantastic,’ he replied. ‘We had a great lunch, enjoyed each other’s company and he had plenty of information about the de Laceys, the crux of it being that they still retain a local firm of solicitors, to whom I have spoken this afternoon, and if you write a letter to the family explaining the nature of your query, they will forward it to them. Of course, they can’t guarantee you’ll receive an answer, but we’ll just have to keep our fingers crossed for that. Let me get changed and I’ll give you all the details over dinner.’

‘You’re a star,’ said Suzie.

Later, she sat at the kitchen table drafting a letter.

‘How does this sound?’

Dear Sir/Madam,

Please forgive me for contacting you like this, but I am trying to find a long lost relative whom I believe worked for you before the war at Chaddington Manor and may have returned to you after the war. His name was Edward Johnson and I believe he may have been employed as a chauffeur.

My family only recently discovered his existence and it is all a bit of a mystery at the moment, but I believe he may have had a relationship with my grandmother before the war and may be my true grandfather. My mother is finding the stress of this discovery quite difficult to cope with. There is no one still living in our family who remembers what happened and we are very anxious to trace him or his descendants, if indeed there are any, to uncover the truth.

I would be very grateful for any help you feel able to give me on this matter.

Yours faithfully

Suzie Henderson

‘Hmmm, desperate,’ teased David.

‘Don’t,’ Suzie retorted. ‘I know you’re teasing, but I’m serious. This has to sound genuine and not as though I have some dodgy purpose for wanting to find him.’

‘It’s perfect,’ said David. ‘And now it’s bedtime.’

‘Oh, by the way, I almost forgot to mention,’ said Suzie, standing up and heading for the stairs. ‘Tom has asked me to have lunch with him tomorrow.’

‘Why?’ asked David.

‘I really have no idea,’ replied Suzie.
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Back to Work

Annie couldn’t sleep. After hours of tossing and turning, she finally gave in, got out of bed and wrapped herself in her dressing gown. She couldn’t find her slippers so she padded barefoot downstairs and into the kitchen to make some coffee. She couldn’t sleep anyway so what harm would a dose of caffeine do? Marmaduke followed her, intrigued about this night-time trip to the kitchen and hopeful of a between-meal snack.

Annie couldn’t think clearly. Usually so decisive and able to cut through any problem, she found herself completely unable to focus on what was happening in her life and come up with anything constructive. Her thoughts were a jumble, going round and round in never-ending circles – her mother, Frank, Edward, what happened and why. Why had nobody thought about her and how she might feel if she ever found out the truth? Her usually clear and focused mind felt anything but at the moment. She felt vague and uncertain. She was unsure of who she was and felt isolated. She somehow did not have the power to think rationally any more and the more she tried, the angrier she felt.The anger was just building up inside her until she felt certain it must burst out, but it didn’t. She thought about what Jack had said about needing to let go of the anger. She knew he was right, but she didn’t know how to do it. The only thing she was sure would work wasn’t an option that was open to her; to shout at the people responsible, ask them why and demand an explanation would have the dual benefit of making her feel much better and providing the information she craved, but as she didn’t believe in the spiritual mumbo jumbo of trying to communicate with the dead via seances or a psychic she needed to come up with an alternative plan.

Annie didn’t know how long she’d been sitting at the kitchen table when Emily came in. Her coffee was cold and she felt stiff and tired. Emily gently removed the mug from Annie’s tight grip and refilled the kettle.

‘I’ll make us a fresh one,’ she said.

‘What time is it?’

‘Nearly seven.’

Annie glanced up at the kitchen clock and noticed it had stopped at 3.45 a.m. Funny, she hadn’t realised it wasn’t ticking.

‘Goodness, I’ll need to get a move on if I’m going to get to work on time,’ said Annie, struggling to her feet.

Emily turned to look at her. ‘You don’t have to do this, you know. Go back to work I mean. I don’t think you’re ready for it.’

‘Oh don’t you start as well. I know what I’m ready for and I’m fed up of people telling me what I should do.’

‘I’m only thinking of you, dear. Everyone understands that you have had a big shock and you need time to come to terms with it.’

‘I need answers, not time,’ replied Annie wearily. ‘But I’m not going to get them so I’m just going to have to get on with things anyway. Thanks for the tea. I’ll take it with me to the bathroom. Better have a shower and wash this hair.’

Emily watched as she walked lethargically out of the kitchen towards the bathroom. ‘Fighting talk, indeed,’ she thought to herself. ‘But you don’t fool me.’

An hour later and Annie was ready to leave. Emily was still in the kitchen, having emptied the dishwasher, tidied up and replaced the battery in the clock. She was busy tackling some ironing as Annie appeared in the doorway.

‘I’ll be off then,’ she said.

Emily looked up and noted Annie’s freshly washed hair and carefully applied makeup. She also noticed that her blouse was buttoned up wrongly and her earrings were odd, but she said nothing.

‘Have a good day. I’ll cook us something nice for dinner.’

Tom had elected to take Suzie to a small Italian restaurant in a nearby village, some fifteen minutes’ drive from Barminster. He was driving and Suzie, always a nervous passenger, had both hands clenched tightly on the seat at either side of her as Tom, completely oblivious to her concern, performed one dubious overtaking manoeuvre after another while maintaining a one-man diatribe on the government’s latest non-initiative on immigration. Eventually, he realised Suzie wasn’t contributing much to the conversation.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked finally.

‘Just not a good passenger,’ she conceded. ‘Do you think you could just slow down a bit?’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ he said, genuinely surprised and immediately eased off the accelerator pedal.

Suzie breathed a sigh of relief when they reached the restaurant safely and without incident. It was a former coaching inn built in warm stone with creepers running riot, freely and unchecked around the walls and an archway which led through to a cobbled courtyard with a series of outbuildings on one side, which would once have been the stables where the horses were tethered and fed. The courtyard had been converted into an attractive terrace for outdoor dining and the stables appeared to be bed and breakfast rooms. It was a warm day, so Suzie and Tom elected to sit outside. Suzie ordered grilled fish with a side salad and Tom a homemade burger with chips. They decided to share a bottle of Chablis.

‘I expect you’re wondering what this lunch is about,’ said Tom. Social lunches between the editor and staff were rare at the Barminster Chronicle. ‘You know Carl is leaving?’ It was more of a statement than a question. Carl was his deputy editor, an ambitious young man who did not share Tom’s ethics on modern journalism.

‘Yes, I had heard,’ replied Suzie. ‘He’s going into PR or something isn’t he? Bit of a strange move I thought.’

‘He’s like so many of the young people today. Believes the grass is greener on the other side and his path up the ladder is too slow. But he’s ambitious and he realises that while I’m going nowhere at the Barminster Chronicle, for different reasons, so is he. I would like you to consider applying for the job.’

Suzie said nothing.

‘I know your priorities are family – mainly Daniel – first, and I respect that. But in spite of that, you’re still one of the most conscientious, committed and productive people we have ever had on the editorial team at the Barminster Chronicle. Plus, the fact that you’re not driven by ambition is a positive as far as I’m concerned. I don’t want to invest time, money and energy in training someone who will simply move on in eighteen months to take another step up that career ladder that promises so much but often delivers so little real happiness. I want you as my deputy and I am prepared to work around your family commitments in whatever way is necessary. Just name your terms.’

‘Tom, I don’t know what to say,’ she eventually managed to reply.

‘You don’t have to say anything right now – although “yes” would be good. Take some time, think about it, talk to David and let me know what I have to agree to in order to get you,’ he smiled.

Their food arrived and for a moment they sat in silence as they started to eat.

‘So, that’s the formal part of the lunch out of the way,’ said Tom. ‘I wanted to bring you away from the office and any of the usual haunts to talk to you about the job. Now tell me how David got on yesterday with Bertie.’

Suzie explained that they had found a way to contact the de Lacey family and that she had already written a letter to request any information they may have.

Tom smiled. ‘See, it wasn’t a brick wall after all, and I may have something else for you.’

Suzie looked at him questioningly.

‘Yesterday afternoon, after you’d left to collect Daniel, I did a bit of research. I remembered hearing or reading something about some war archives being made available as open records – “open” meaning the general public can inspect them. I wasn’t sure what records they were or even whether my memory was accurate or not, so I made some calls.’ He paused.

Suzie waited with her fork halfway to her mouth. ‘And?’ she was eventually forced to ask.

‘And, I was right,’ said Tom, enjoying keeping her in suspense. ‘The National Archives at Kew now has registers of some thirteen thousand allied prisoners of war, both military personnel and civilians captured and held by the Japanese during World War Two.’

Suzie put down her fork and stared at Tom. He held up his hand to stop her interrupting.

‘There’s more,’ he said gently. ‘Apparently there are also thousands of cards which provide more detail of prisoners of war and thousands of liberation questionnaires, which were kind of like a debrief after the prisoners were freed. These would contain lots of personal data as well as their thoughts and comments about other prisoners and how they had been treated.’

Suzie was stunned.

Tom watched her from across the table.

‘That’s amazing,’ she finally managed to stutter. ‘You mean I could just go down there and ask to look through these cards until I find him.’

‘In theory, yes,’ said Tom. ‘But I would urge you not to get your hopes up too high; these records are by no means one hundred per cent complete so you still might not find him.’

‘Yes, but it’s a chance,’ Suzie replied enthusiastically. ‘Tom, you are amazing. I can’t thank you enough. I need to go down there as soon as possible. I mean, will it be okay if I take a day’s holiday on Friday and go down there?’

Tom smiled. ‘I anticipated that. Of course. I’ll go with you if you like.’

‘Thanks, Tom, but I couldn’t expect you to come, too. You’ve already helped so much.’

‘Nonsense. In truth, the lure of spending a day trawling through archives that have until very recently been inaccessible to the likes of you and me is almost more than I can resist. In fact, I think I will make it a condition of you taking a day off – that you take me with you, that is.’

Suzie laughed. ‘Okay, it’s a deal. I would really love you to come, too.’

‘That’s agreed then. Now, let’s get back to the office and you can let me have your verdict on my proposal on Friday as well.’

Annie felt drained. She pushed open her front door and forced herself to put one foot in front of the other until she reached the kitchen table and could collapse into a chair. Emily heard the front door click and came through from the lounge to greet her.

‘You look exhausted,’ she said. ‘Let me get you some tea.’

Annie had her head in her hands. ‘I would prefer a Scotch,’ she muttered.

Emily had already reached for the kettle. She replaced it and turned instead for the drinks cupboard and poured Annie a generous measure. Annie gulped it down.

‘How was work?’ asked Emily. ‘Were they glad to see you back?’ She sat down opposite Annie at the kitchen table, taking in Annie’s dishevelled appearance; her hair was untidy, her blouse crumpled, her shoes had dirt clinging to them and she had dark circles under her eyes.

‘I think so,’ nodded Annie. ‘They never could manage without me. Lots of problems to sort out. I’m really tired. Think I’ll have a bath and an early night.’

‘I’ve made us a lasagne for dinner. Just need to heat it up,’ said Emily.

‘I’m really not hungry,’ said Annie.

‘You have to eat,’ said Emily. ‘I insist. You’ll make yourself ill. Just a little portion with some nice freshly tossed salad. It will do you good. You get into the bath and I’ll get it ready.’

Annie nodded meekly. She got up uncertainly, poured herself another glass of Scotch and walked unsteadily to the bathroom. Emily heard the sound of water running as the taps were turned on. She turned thoughtfully to the refrigerator, tripping over Marmaduke who had been unsettled all day and kept getting under her feet. She took out the lasagne and placed it in the oven. She was starting to lay the table when the telephone rang.

‘Hi, Aunt Emily,’ said Suzie. ‘How’s Mum?’

‘Hello, Suzie dear. You sound cheerful. Your mum is acting very strangely. She’s having a bath and then I’m going to make sure she eats something. She says she’s tired and wants an early night.’

‘In what way is she acting strangely?’ Suzie seized upon Emily’s first comment.

‘I can’t put my finger on it exactly, but she looks as though she has been sleeping rough in a park all week while at the same time trying to convince me that she is absolutely indispensable at work and the place has virtually fallen apart without her. Given everything else that we know about how she’s feeling, I just get an odd feeling.’

‘I’ll call round on my way home,’ said Suzie. ‘I have a bit of news, too.’

When Suzie arrived at her mother’s house, Emily and Annie were already eating their lasagne at the kitchen table. Annie looked flushed but relaxed from her hot bath, although her eyes were dull and the hot steam had done nothing to remove the dark rings from under her eyes. Emily’s cheerfulness seemed forced as she poured Suzie a glass of wine and offered her a portion of lasagne.

‘No thank you, Aunt Emily,’ replied Suzie. ‘I’m sure it’s wonderful, as usual, but I’ve already had lunch and David is going to expect some dinner tonight, so I imagine I’ll be having dinner, too.’

She looked at Annie who was staring intently at her plate of food, pushing it around with the back of a fork. She seemed hardly to have noticed that her daughter had arrived. Suzie looked at Emily, raising an eyebrow and Emily simply shrugged.

‘How was your day, Mum?’ she asked finally.

Annie frowned. ‘Just another day at work, dear. You know how it is.’

‘I certainly do,’ agreed Suzie.

They sat in silence for a while, listening to the loud ticking of the kitchen clock. Eventually, Suzie broke the silence.

‘I’m going up to London with Tom on Friday. He has been such a help to me recently. He found out that there are now some new records at the National Archives at Kew that anyone can go and look at. They include details of soldiers and civilians who were held prisoner by the Japanese during the war. We’re going to see if we can find Edward Johnson.’

Suzie watched her mother closely as she delivered this news. There was barely a flicker of recognition on her face. Does she even understand who I’m talking about? wondered Suzie.

‘That will be nice for you, dear,’ Annie said, pushing away her plate and getting to her feet. ‘It will do you good to have a day out. Will you excuse me, though? I’m absolutely exhausted. I must get an early night.’

Suzie glanced at the clock as Annie left the room. ‘It’s only six o’clock,’ she said. ‘That is more a late afternoon than an early night.’

‘You see what I mean? Strange,’ said Emily.

‘So, what was lunch with Tom about?’ David asked Suzie later after they had put Daniel to bed and Suzie was preparing dinner.

She paused and faced him. ‘He’s offered me a new job, as his deputy editor after Carl leaves next month.’

‘That’s great news,’ said David, hugging her. ‘I’ve always said you’re wasted as a lowly editorial assistant. You can do so much better.’

‘I know, but do I want to?’ Suzie questioned. ‘You know I’ve always said I want to be there for Daniel while he’s young. I want to be able to spend time with him and go to his concerts and plays at school without having to juggle work commitments. I don’t know if I can manage that and a career rather than just a job. There is a difference and you know if I take something on I won’t be happy if I’m not able to give it a hundred per cent commitment. I may soon find myself being bounced like a yo-yo between my work and my son and I don’t want that. But Tom has made it very attractive.’

‘If you’re worried that you’ll ever be anything other than a great mum to Daniel, I’m sure that will never happen. You will always put him first. But what do you mean “Tom has made it very attractive”?’

‘He’s said he understands that my first priority will always be Daniel, you and my family life and that he’s prepared to work around that in whatever way is necessary. He told me to name my terms and he would agree to them – or words to that effect.’

‘Then why are we even having this conversation?’ asked David. ‘Why haven’t you snapped his hand off already? You really enjoy working there and you would be great as his deputy editor. It’s not every day you get a job offer like that – take it.’

‘I wanted to see how you would feel about it. Now I do and I think I will take it. I’ll tell him on Friday when we go to Kew.’

‘Good, now let’s get that dinner finished shall we. I’m starving; unlike some, I haven’t been treated to lunch today.’

‘As if it ever matters if you’ve had lunch – you’re always starving,’ Suzie laughed.






13

The National Archives

Suzie and Tom caught the train from Barminster to London and then the tube to Kew Station. They walked the short distance from the underground station to the National Archives in the hot and humid air of a breezeless summer day, and arrived at a large, modern construction of glass and concrete. Inside, the air was cool, the air conditioning working hard. At the welcome desk they were directed to the military records section and soon found themselves in a room housing computers and microfiche machines, with bookshelves lining the walls from top to bottom. A sign behind the reception desk reminded visitors to switch off all mobile phones. A helpful assistant explained that the registers they needed to look at were all recorded on microfiche and directed them to a pair of free machines in a corner of the room. Suzie and Tom settled down while the assistant located the relevant microfiche sheets, returning with a large box containing three files of film.

‘This archive is in no particular order,’ the assistant explained. ‘The registers were created and maintained by the Japanese for their own records. We now believe that Camp One was located in Changi, Camp Two was the Serangoon Road Camp, Camp Three was the River Valley Road Camp and Camp Four was the Adam Road Camp. Do you know which camp your ancestor was likely to have been held in?’

Suzie shook her head.

‘Then you will need all three files. Good luck and if you need to see any of the original documents, just let me know.’ The helpful assistant went back to the desk to help the next visitor, leaving Suzie and Tom to open the files.

‘I guess I’ll take one file, you take another and we had better hope we get lucky sooner rather than later,’ Suzie sighed, looking slightly daunted by the vast pile of records in front of them. She opened the first file and placed the top sheet of film under the scope of the microfiche machine, adjusting the focus so her eyes could read it clearly. Tom did the same with the second file and together they started sifting through the piles of records which, as the assistant had warned, were in no particular order.

In publishing terms, each record would have been described as a dps (double page spread), with the left-hand page detailing the prisoner’s name, registration card number, rank, unit and civilian occupation and the right-hand page repeating the registration card number and then listing what it termed ‘dispersal’ details, including where the prisoner may have been sent to work, whether they returned and if they died, all with relevant dates.

‘This is fascinating,’ muttered Tom. ‘I feel like a child who’s been given the key to the toy shop and told to play with whatever takes his fancy until the shop keeper returns.’

‘I don’t know; I find it quite disturbing actually,’ admitted Suzie. ‘These lists are so sparse with their detail, and impersonal – it’s like a shop doing a stock check – but these are real people who are being documented here, not animals or inventory for a business.’

‘Not to the Japanese they weren’t,’ Tom replied grimly. ‘They were free labour and there were so many of them it didn’t matter how many thousands were lost through disease and starvation as there were plenty more to replace them. The Japanese did not exactly operate within the terms of the Geneva Convention.’

For two hours, they scanned sheet after sheet of microfiche records. Eventually Suzie pushed her chair back and stretched. ‘I’m going goggle-eyed looking at these,’ she said. ‘I need a break. Shall we go and get some lunch in the café?’

Tom didn’t reply. Instead, he slowly looked up at Suzie. ‘I think I’ve found him,’ he said.

He moved over to allow Suzie to examine the record he had found of a prisoner held at Changi. She sat down at his machine and adjusted the focus.







	Name:

	Edward Johnson




	Registration Card Number:

	0008964




	Rank:

	Private




	Unit:

	6th Battalion, Norfolk Regiment




	Civilian Occupation:

	Driver




	Dispersal:

	1943 overland; 1944 returned





Suzie stared at the chilling entry for what seemed like hours before Tom broke the silence.

‘Do you want to carry on?’ he asked.

Suzie felt as though her stomach had fallen from her body and buried itself somewhere in the floor of the reading room. All thoughts of taking a break for lunch disappeared as her quick mind recognised the significance of the final entry in the record being ‘returned’ rather than ‘died’, which she had read in so many others. She realised she felt immense relief that he had not been killed in the last few days of action in the war in the Far East and equally that he had not died from disease or wasted away from malnutrition whilst in captivity. She had not been sure until this point quite how she would feel and she was surprised to find herself suddenly overcome with emotion and hope that they might yet be able to trace him. She could hardly believe she could care so much about this man whom she had never known and whose very existence had mattered not one jot to her just a few weeks before. Now she was in torment simply imagining what horrors he may have experienced and facing the inevitable question: he had survived, so why hadn’t he come back to claim his child?

She turned to Tom and not trusting herself to speak, simply nodded.

Tom was quite familiar with dealing with people who were in shock or had suffered emotional trauma. ‘First things first,’ he said. ‘You need a cup of tea to help you calm down. Go to the café and I’ll join you there after I’ve spoken to the assistant here to organise what we need to do next.’

Obediently, Suzie grabbed her bag and left the room. Tom took the microfiche sheet from the machine and strolled over to the reception desk.

‘Did you find what you were looking for?’ asked the helpful assistant.

‘Yes, we did. Could we possibly order some photocopies of the original document please. Three should be enough and could we now look at the liberation questionnaires?’

‘Certainly, sir,’ replied the assistant. ‘It will be one pound per copy and it will take about thirty minutes to pull out the liberation questionnaires.’

Tom handed over £3 and said, ‘Thank you. We’re just going to take a break in the café. We’ll be back in half an hour.’

The café was surprisingly busy. He found Suzie sitting at a table in a corner and joined her. She poured him some tea.

‘Okay?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she nodded. ‘Actually, it’s a relief to finally start getting some answers. So far it’s been so many questions and so few answers. Obviously I’m glad he survived the war and the camp, but why did he abandon my grandmother and my mother? He clearly loved them both. We know that from his letters.’

‘Unless the passage of time and his years in captivity changed his feelings,’ suggested Tom. ‘Or,’ he added gently, ‘he didn’t survive the journey home. Those that survived to see the Japanese surrender would not have been in good health. They would have been living for three years on a poor diet and not very much of it, limited health care and they would have worked hard. We’ll know more if we can find his liberation questionnaire.’

Tom sipped his tea. Suzie was silent. Although they had made a big breakthrough, there were still so many questions unanswered. Could Tom be right? She really didn’t want to think of him surviving the hell of a Japanese camp just to die during the journey home.

‘You know, one of the reasons why I am so fascinated with history is that it is what makes us what we are today,’ Tom said quietly. ‘For good or ill, everything that has happened in the past affects our future and we all have a right to this knowledge. You told me your mum wants to know the truth and she’s right to want that. When you get to the bottom of all of this the story may not have the ending you would choose, but however it does end the answers will be revealed and, given time, you will all be able to move on.’

‘How did you get to be so wise?’ demanded Suzie with an attempt at a smile.

Tom shrugged. ‘They should be ready for us by now. Shall we go?’

Suzie nodded, drained her cup and together they walked back along the cool corridors to the archives room, where they resumed their positions at the microfiche machines. A plastic wallet containing the photocopied records Tom had requested along with another box full of records had been placed on the desk beside them. This time the records were in alphabetical order. Sifting through to the Js, it didn’t take long to find Edward Johnson of the 6th Battalion, Norfolk Regiment. The home address given removed any doubts they may have had over whether this was the right Edward Johnson – according to the record he had lived at 16 Glossop Road, Barminster.

‘When they left Upper Chaddington after Lily’s accident they obviously stayed local because Edward ended up working at the manor,’ reasoned Suzie. Then, focusing on the text on the screen, she began to read.

Edward Johnson

Registration Card Number: 0008964

Private, 6th Battalion, Norfolk Regiment

Captured: Singapore, February 15, 1942

Changi

I spent my first year of captivity in Singapore. We were set to work, helping to clean up the city after the battles and rebuild the infrastructure. It was fairly tedious, but compared to what was to come, it was luxury. The accommodation was adequate, the climate was warm so lack of clothing didn’t matter. We had food and we were able to grow vegetables in our gardens to supplement the basic rations. There was illness, but mostly due to vitamin deficiency, nothing like what was to come.

In 1943, I was selected to join a unit of 600 men of various ranks and regiments to be moved out of Singapore. We didn’t know at the time, but we were destined to work on the railway the Japanese were constructing from Siam to Burma. Life in the jungle made Changi camp feel like a holiday. We marched for miles. When we reached the camp where we were to be based, we were housed in tents or bamboo huts. The Japanese were under pressure to meet deadlines on the construction and men had to be very ill before they were permitted not to work. The hospitals in the camps were also limited to a number of patients and if the hospital was full and you were ill you just had to carry on until someone got better and was deemed fit for work again or someone died. Jungle illnesses started to take their toll. I had dysentery a couple of times and a leg ulcer. I was lucky, my ulcer was removed in time by a brilliant doctor who was operating in the camp I was in. Many others weren’t so lucky and had to have limbs amputated. I was also lucky not to get malaria.

You ask about Japanese officers who stand out for good or bad. We weren’t allowed radios because the Japanese didn’t want us to listen to what they called ‘Western propaganda’ about the progress of the war. Nevertheless, there were lads that had them and news used to spread throughout the camps. There was a particularly strict Japanese officer, called Saitou, who was in charge in our camp, near to Hin Tok, when they found out some POWs had a radio. They searched all the camps and found several radios. My friend, Joe, had one. The Japanese, led by Saitou, paraded all the culprits in front of all the POWs to make an example of them. Then they were led away and we didn’t see them again. We didn’t find out what happened to them either, but we could imagine.

On the other hand, there was one officer, Itou, who showed a more humane streak. He was more understanding of our situation and less contemptuous of us as POWs. He was either completely naïve or he deliberately turned a blind eye to some of our efforts to supplement our meagre diet with the addition of anything wild we could catch and kill. The thing is, the diet was poor for the guards as well and anything extra that could be caught they wanted for themselves, so usually we didn’t get a look in. He also let us buy food from the local Thai traders.

There was no possibility of escape – either whilst I was in Singapore or in the jungle. We were more strictly guarded in Singapore but in the jungle camps we could pretty much wander wherever we wanted. No one went far. We were surrounded by miles of jungle and the nearest allies were thousands of miles away. Escape was hopeless. The challenge was survival, pure and simple.

Towards the end of 1944, we returned to Singapore. The work on the railway was complete and word had it that the Japanese commander in Singapore was unhappy that the number of POWs he was in charge of had depleted so far that it was threatening his position – the Japanese officers were deemed to be more important the more POWs they had under their command. Only a fraction of the units that had left for work on the railway returned. We had all been split up and sent to different camps, moved around a lot in the jungle and it was impossible to keep track of the men you had served with and left Singapore with originally. The death toll was large but it wasn’t until those of us who survived returned to Singapore that we realised the extent of it. I suppose I should consider myself fortunate to be one of those that did make it. Now I just want to go home, finally.

The narrative ended. Suzie blinked hard to fight down the tears that were trying to force their way out. Sympathetic as Tom was, he was still her boss and she did not want to dissolve into tears in front of him. Tactfully, he took the microfiche record from the machine.

‘I’ll organise some copies,’ he said and headed off towards the helpful assistant. By the time he returned, Suzie had composed herself and collected their belongings ready to leave.

Tom and Suzie left the National Archives with a small bundle of copies of all the records they had found. Outside, the air was even closer than it had been in the morning; the sky was darkening and the threat of a thunderstorm was not far away. Suzie felt emotionally drained, as if she had been through an old-fashioned mangle, the like of which Elsie would probably have used. She switched her phone back on and it rang almost immediately – 901, the message service. She listened to the message, frowning slightly.

‘Suzie dear.’ It was Emily’s voice. ‘I don’t want to alarm you, but I tried to call your mum at work just now. I wasn’t happy that everything was okay and they told me they hadn’t seen her. They were very concerned about her and wondered when she would be well enough to return…’ Emily’s voice tailed off. ‘I can’t get hold of Marie either and I don’t know what to do. I hope you’re having a productive day. Please give me a call when you pick up this message.’

Suzie glanced at her watch. It was 3.00 p.m. She dialled her mum’s home number. Emily answered almost immediately, as if she had been waiting for the phone to ring.

‘Hi, Aunt Emily,’ said Suzie. ‘I got your message. Has she turned up?’

‘No,’ said Emily, the thumb and forefinger of her right hand twisting her wedding ring anxiously. ‘I don’t want to over-react and panic, but I’m worried about her. This morning she left, supposedly for work, but she looked terrible, as though she hadn’t slept at all, and wearing yesterday’s crumpled clothes. That is so not like your mum. She is always so particular about her appearance. But at the moment, she doesn’t seem to be aware of herself at all.’

‘I think you should stay at home in case she turns up. I’m going to call Dad and see if he can have a look for her. Tom and I are on our way home now. I will come straight to you but it will be a couple of hours. Let me know if she comes home.’

Aunt Emily agreed that she would and just before Suzie hung up, she could hear Marmaduke meowing loudly in the background.

*

Jack had been busy preparing some samples for a meeting with an important new client when his phone rang. He was behind schedule and he would have preferred to ignore its persistent tone, but caller ID announced it was Suzie on the other end and he never could refuse either of his daughters anything.

‘See, I told you she still needed someone to look out for her and you didn’t believe me,’ Jack exclaimed after Suzie calmly explained what the problem was. ‘I’ll go and look for her. Do you have any idea at all where she might have gone?’

‘No,’ admitted Suzie. ‘But I think she’s probably just passing the time of day somewhere, anywhere, just so she isn’t at home and we all think there’s nothing wrong with her because she’s gone to work.’

‘She’s as stubborn as ever then,’ Jack cursed. ‘I’ll see you at your mum’s house when you get back from London.’

‘Call me if you find her,’ said Suzie.

Jack hung up and reached for his raincoat and car keys as a distant rumble of thunder echoed through the valley. By the time he reached his car the rain was pounding down, bouncing off the pavements and slamming into the windscreen. He flung himself into the driver’s seat, rain dripping from his coat and his hair.

‘You always did know how to pick your moments,’ he muttered. ‘Only you could drag me out in a storm like this to find you when I have no idea where to even look.’

Jack drove through the villages of Lower and Upper Chaddington. He went into the only café and the public house where he knew Annie went for quiz nights, but no one had seen her in the last couple of days. He drove to Barminster and walked around the area where Annie’s offices were located, the rain continuing to pour down mercilessly, but there was still no sign of Annie. Finally, he drove back to Lower Chaddington, heading for Annie’s house to see if Emily had any news, the rain still coming down, but as he drove past the churchyard, he suddenly knew where Annie was.

Jack stopped the car and climbed out. The trees in the churchyard bowed under the weight of rainwater that was falling on them. The ground was sodden. Water poured from the gutters and down the path that led from the gate to the solid oak front door of the church. Jack pushed open the gate and headed for the part of the graveyard where, just three weeks before, they had gathered on a bright and sunny day to bury Frank. He saw her immediately; a small figure huddled on the ground in front of the mound underneath which her ‘father’ lay. The family had not yet erected a headstone for the grave, but of course Annie knew which it was. As Jack approached he could see the top of the grave was scattered with torn fragments of flower petals and leaves. He could also see she was shaking and soaked through.

‘Annie,’ he called gently to her.

Startled, she turned around to see him standing just behind her. There was a haunted, far-away look in her eyes. For Jack, the years just fell away and he was looking at the young Annie Barratt once again, the Annie who was actually very vulnerable although she would never admit it, the Annie his every instinct rose to protect, the Annie he fell in love with.

‘Come on, love,’ he said. ‘Let’s take you home.’

He bent down and put both arms around her to pull her to her feet. She clung to him, sobbing and shaking as he guided her back through the churchyard to the car. He then drove to Annie’s house, parked outside the front door and half-carried, half-dragged Annie into the hall where they were greeted by Emily.

‘She’s absolutely soaking and freezing,’ Jack stated.

‘Let’s get her into a hot bath,’ said Emily. ‘You run the water; I’ll find her some dry clothes.’

Jack put the seat down on the toilet for Annie to sit on while he ran the hot water. Emily returned with a dry nightdress, dressing gown and fresh towels and he left her to guide Annie into the bath while he made some tea and called Suzie to let her know they had found her mother and not to worry. Finally, he called the doctor.

Thirty minutes later, Annie was sitting in her favourite armchair with her second mug of steaming hot tea in front of her, Marmaduke squeezed into the chair by her side, purring and doing the perfect impression of a furry hot water bottle.

‘What were you thinking of?’ scolded Emily, as if she were talking to a naughty child, although the relief that Annie had been found was clear in her voice. ‘You had us all so worried. I told you there was no need to try to go back to work, that you needed to take your time.’

Silently, Jack shook his head. ‘Leave her,’ he mouthed to Emily and beckoned her to follow him to the kitchen. Reluctantly, Emily followed, tutting in annoyance as she realised the kitchen clock had stopped again; obviously the battery was not the problem. Jack pushed the kitchen door closed behind her.

‘I’ve called the doctor,’ he said. ‘I think Annie needs help. Time may be a great healer, but it’s not helping here. She needs a professional.’

Dr Scott was a typical old-style GP. He had been part of the medical practice serving Upper and Lower Chaddington for three decades and as such had been Annie’s GP for years. He had attended both Marie and Suzie over the years, seeing them through various childhood illnesses, including measles and mumps, both of which were inevitable for children before the days of mass inoculation. He had also treated both Frank and Elsie during their final illnesses.

Jack opened the door and let him in. ‘Before you see Annie, could I just have a quick word?’ he said and led the doctor into the kitchen where Emily was already sitting at the table. ‘Annie has had a big shock and she has not been coping very well.’

‘Is this to do with Frank’s death?’ asked Dr Scott.

‘It is, but it goes deeper than simply losing her father,’ acknowledged Jack. ‘I don’t know if I should really tell you all of this.’ He looked across at Emily who nodded. ‘But I think you need to know to help you to understand.’

Jack quickly outlined the situation and the discoveries Annie had made since the death of her father. Dr Scott nodded his understanding.

‘You know, things like this can be very disturbing for those who are most closely affected. I, probably better than anyone outside of your immediate family, know and understand how close Annie was to Frank and Elsie, how much she loved and cared for them and how much they loved her. It will take time. She isn’t going to come to terms with all of this overnight and it may be a difficult path for her to follow, but we can get her help as well.’

‘I don’t hold with shrinks and head doctors,’ said Jack, immediately on the defensive.

‘I don’t necessarily mean referring her to a psychiatrist,’ replied Dr Scott. ‘There are associations that specialise in working with people who find out they have been adopted, helping them to understand the reasons why, helping them to talk about it – often with others who have had similar experiences – and ultimately enabling them to accept their past, even if it’s not what they may have been led to believe. From what you have told me, although Annie wasn’t adopted she is almost certainly experiencing the emotions of someone who finds out suddenly and unexpectedly that she is.’

Jack nodded.

‘Can I see her now please?’

‘I’ll take you through,’ said Emily.

Annie looked up as Dr Scott entered the room and Emily closed the door behind him.

‘Hello doctor,’ she said. ‘What’s wrong? Who’s ill?’

‘No one,’ he replied firmly. ‘I’ve come to see you.’

‘I don’t need a doctor,’ she said. ‘What a waste of your time.’

Dr Scott sat down on the sofa. ‘I think we should let me be the judge of that. Why don’t you start by telling me what you were doing out in the rain?’

Annie frowned. ‘I don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘I didn’t even realise it was raining. I was just wandering. I knew I couldn’t go back to work. I only said it because they were all driving me mad, mothering me, talking about me behind my back and treating me as though I were a child. I didn’t think about where I was going. I just ended up there, by the side of his grave and then I started to feel so angry. I was shouting and shouting at him. He couldn’t hear me of course and that just made me even angrier. It’s like making a real mess of something at work on the day before you leave and not telling anyone, just moving on and letting someone else have the hassle of sorting out the problem. It’s not taking responsibility for your own actions and facing up to issues but rather sweeping them under the carpet and pretending they’re not there.’

‘Annie, he’s dead. He can’t answer your questions now even if he wanted to.’

‘He had nearly sixty years to tell me the truth and he chose not to,’ she snapped. ‘Instead, he let me believe a lie, all my life and he’s cost me the chance to know my real father.’

Dr Scott said nothing and Annie realised that he already knew her story, even though she hadn’t told him.

‘I don’t know how long I sat there for,’ she said eventually. ‘I remember staring at the flowers and they just seemed to be mocking me. They had been put there in love and honour of his memory, but that didn’t feel right any longer, so I tore them to pieces and scattered them. I felt as though it was him I was tearing to pieces and I felt better than I have done since I found out the truth. But I felt exhausted. I couldn’t seem to move at all. I was frozen to the spot and shaking and that’s when Jack found me.’

Dr Scott took a stethoscope from his bag. ‘I’m going to listen to your breathing, check your blood pressure and your temperature,’ he said. ‘Then I’m going to give you something to help you to sleep, because that, I think, is what you need more than anything. Hopefully you won’t have caught a chill from that drenching, but I will call round tomorrow to make sure.’

‘You don’t have to do that,’ said Annie. ‘I’m sure I’ll be fine.’

‘I have an ulterior motive,’ Dr Scott confessed. ‘I’m going to bring you some information about professional bodies that can help you.’ He raised his hand to stop her protest. ‘Annie, don’t let your pride get in the way. There are people that have experience of this sort of situation. Let them help you.’

Annie nodded. ‘Okay,’ she agreed.

‘Now get some rest and I will see you tomorrow,’ Dr Scott repeated firmly as he headed towards the door and quietly let himself out of the room.

Suzie arrived as the doctor was leaving. ‘She is going to be okay,’ he said to her reassuringly, ‘especially if she does as she’s told.’

Suzie laughed in relief. ‘Since when did my mother ever do what she was told?’

‘I can vouch for that,’ agreed Jack grimly.

‘I think she’s started to let go of the anger and that’s important,’ said Dr Scott. ‘Time and some professional help will do the rest.’

‘Thank you, Doctor,’ said Suzie, stepping to one side to let him out. ‘Don’t leave yet, Dad,’ she continued, closing the front door. ‘Let me just go and see Mum and then I have some stuff to show you both.’

Ten minutes later, Suzie, Emily and Jack were sitting at the kitchen table and Suzie pulled the photocopied sheets from her bag. ‘We had a productive day,’ she said as she handed a copy each to Emily and Jack.

They read in silence.

‘This is incredible, love,’ said Jack finally. ‘Even if he’s no longer alive at least we know a little bit more about what happened to him.’

‘But why didn’t he come back for Mum and Grandma?’ asked Suzie. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

‘Perhaps he did,’ suggested Emily. ‘Annie would still have been young and she might not remember. I can’t recall there being any hint of him having returned, but then Elsie always looked on me as a child – comes from having brought me up, I suppose. She would not have confided in me as a friend or a sister.’

‘And once again there is no one we can ask,’ said Suzie, frustration showing in her voice. ‘Tom’s been a great help in all of this and we talked about what to do next on the train on the way home. I’m going to call at 16 Glossop Road in Barminster to see if we can trace the family that way and we could also try the electoral role and parish records, but Johnson is a fairly common surname so I’m not really very hopeful.’

She glanced at the kitchen clock and frowned, realising it had stopped, and consulted her watch instead. ‘Goodness, is that the time? I need to go. Promised David I wouldn’t be late. We’re taking Daniel to the zoo tomorrow so we’ll call in on our way to Barminster to see how Mum is and I’ll probably go to Glossop Road on the way as well.’

Suzie arrived home to find Daniel already in his pyjamas, curled up on the sofa with David, both of them watching Star Wars Episode II: Attack of the Clones on DVD. David looked up as he heard the door open. ‘You going to be a trainee Jedi by yourself for a while now so I can talk to Mummy?’ he said, as he gently eased himself off the sofa and positioned a large cushion for Daniel to snuggle up to instead. Without taking his eyes from the screen, Daniel nodded.

Suzie followed David into the kitchen and he handed her a glass of wine. On the kitchen work surfaces, a selection of takeout containers from the local supermarket deli counter told her that dinner was taken care of. She handed him the photocopied sheets and sipped her wine. ‘Here’s what we found,’ she said. ‘And Mum is okay. Dad found her in the churchyard at the grave, wet through and distraught but the doctor has seen her and says she’ll be fine. He’s going to put us in touch with some agencies that may be able to help her to come to terms with everything, but he believes she’s started to let the anger out, which is good apparently. I’ll let you read.’

David spread the photocopies out on the table. ‘Wow!’ he said finally. ‘I never thought you’d find him, but you have,’ he frowned. ‘But this is still a can of worms for your mother. How is she going to react to the news that her real father did survive the war but apparently still deserted her?’

‘We don’t know that he deserted her. He might not have made it back to the UK. Or he might have gone back and Elsie, or Frank, sent him packing. We may never know, of course, but I’m going to keep trying to trace the family, starting tomorrow on the way to the zoo. I’m sure they won’t still be there but I want to call at Glossop Road anyway as there’s just a chance that whoever is there may remember the family. Perhaps they’re still local.’

‘I think you’re clutching at those proverbial straws,’ replied David. ‘But of course we can go via there in the morning.’
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A Glimmer of Hope

Saturday morning dawned bright and sunny, the storm and heavy rains of Friday having cleared the air, leaving it feeling clean and smelling of damp earth. Daniel had looked forward to this promised trip to the zoo for several weeks and was very excited. They stopped at Annie’s house first and found her looking much better than she had done for days. The dark rings under her eyes were still evident but had faded. Emily said she had slept for at least twelve hours thanks to the intervention of Dr Scott. She had also read the information Suzie and Tom had brought back from the National Archives. Annie hugged Suzie and braced herself just in time as Daniel launched himself at her for a huge cuddle.

‘And how is my favourite man this morning?’ she greeted Daniel cheerfully.

‘I’m really good, Grandma,’ he solemnly replied. ‘Because we’re going to the zoo and I’m going to see real monkeys and real elephants and perhaps some lions and penguins and big snakes, too.’

‘How exciting,’ Annie said.

‘How do you feel, Mum?’ asked Suzie.

‘I keep telling you I’m fine,’ Annie said.

Suzie frowned.

‘Okay, I’ve been finding all of this difficult to deal with, but really, I’m going to be okay. And I feel so much better knowing he didn’t die out there, so far from home in such dreadful circumstances. I think that would have been too much to bear. He may still be alive. I might get to meet him.’

Suzie and Emily exchanged a quick glance.

‘Don’t get your hopes up will you, Mum? Even if we get lucky and manage to trace what happened to him after the war, the chances of him still being alive today are very slim.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘Now you get yourselves off to the zoo with that lovely grandson of mine and don’t worry about me. Dr Scott is coming to check on me later. I have Emily here for company and Marie has promised to come round this afternoon, so I’ll be well looked after.’

Number 16 Glossop Road was a typical 1920s, semi-detached house. It had a small front garden enclosed by a painted wooden fence and a gate leading to a path that wound around a central flower bed containing mature rose bushes before reaching the front door. The garden appeared well tended and although the paintwork was flaky in places on the woodwork of the front door and window frames, the windows themselves were sparkling clean and the brass door knocker and letterbox were well polished.

‘Stay in the car with Daniel,’ Suzie said to David. ‘I’m sure I won’t be long.’

She climbed out of the car, opened the gate and walked to the front door. Seizing the brass knocker, she rapped firmly on the door. It was opened within moments by a neatly dressed lady with short greying hair and glasses with stylish blue frames. Suzie guessed her age to be around fifty.

‘If you’re trying to sell me something I’m not interested.’

Suzie smiled. ‘I am sorry to disturb you, and no, I’m not trying to sell you anything,’ she replied. ‘I’m actually looking for someone who used to live here many years ago.’

‘Well, my family has been here since 1951,’ said the woman. ‘That’s a pretty long time.’

‘It is,’ agreed Suzie. ‘I know this is a long shot, but the family I am looking for would have been before that in the 1930s and possibly 1940s. Their surname was Johnson.’

‘I’m sorry, that name means nothing to me,’ the woman said. ‘I’m Patricia Arnold and my maiden name was Rogers. My mother’s maiden name was Hardcastle. I don’t know of any Johnsons but my mother might. She and my father moved here soon after they were married. They rented from the authorities for years and then when Maggie Thatcher started selling off all the council houses in the 1980s they bought it.’

Clutching at straws, thought Suzie, remembering David’s words, but there was a glimmer of hope. ‘You said your mother might remember a connection with the Johnson family. Does she still live here?’

‘Most of the time,’ replied Patricia. ‘She goes into a hospice every two weeks for a few days to give me a break. I’m her carer. She has cancer, terminal, and it gets hard at times to cope.’

Suzie nodded sympathetically. ‘I understand,’ she said. ‘My mother had to nurse both my grandparents at the end and I know how difficult she found it at times.’

Patricia looked at the younger woman standing on her doorstep and noticed the car parked on the road outside the house. Daniel, having wound down the window, was waving at her. She found herself smiling.

‘Is that your boy?’ she asked.

Suzie turned around. ‘If you mean the one doing the monkey impression out of the window, yes,’ she replied. ‘We’re on our way to the zoo and I just thought we would call by on our way – clutching at straws, my husband says, but I had to try.’

‘I think you’re genuine,’ she said. ‘You can’t be too careful these days, you know. I’m sorry, but you hear such terrible stories of con men and women talking their way into someone’s house and then robbing them or worse. Why don’t you come back in the week. Mum will be back from the hospice on Monday afternoon, so Tuesday would be good. Her body may be giving up on her, but her mind is as sharp as ever and she loves to talk about “the old days”. I’m sure if she can remember the Johnson family she would be quite happy to tell you all about them.’

‘Thanks, Mrs Arnold,’ said Suzie. ‘I’ll do that. Is the afternoon okay?’

‘About four o’clock would be perfect,’ Patricia agreed. ‘Mum will have had her afternoon rest by then.’

‘See you then,’ said Suzie and turned back to the car. ‘Oh ye of little faith,’ she couldn’t help boasting to David as she climbed back into the car. ‘That lady’s mother has lived here since 1951. I’m coming back to see her on Tuesday. You never know, she might remember them.’

David smiled but said nothing. He knew Suzie well enough to know that her cup was always half full and that once she got her teeth into something it took more than several brick walls to make her back off. And he had to admit she’d already unearthed more information than he would have thought possible, so who was he to criticise?
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An Old Lady Remembers

At just before 4.00 p.m. on Tuesday afternoon Suzie once again seized the brass door knocker and rapped firmly on the door of 16 Glossop Road. She felt oddly nervous, as if she might be about to have a first date with someone she desperately wanted to impress. In one sense, she supposed, she was.

Patricia Arnold opened the door almost immediately, this time with a smile on her face. ‘Mother’s looking forward to meeting you,’ she said. ‘She’s on good form today and longing for a brand new audience.’ She stepped aside to let Suzie into the hall. ‘Mum has a room downstairs these days,’ she explained as she pushed open the door into what would probably once have been the dining room but which was now furnished as a bedroom. A single bed covered with a floral-patterned quilt occupied the wall facing the door. At the foot of the bed, double glass doors opened into a large and airy conservatory that also appeared to be accessed via the kitchen.An elderly lady was sitting in one of two armchairs facing a modern gas fire watching a portable television. She had a table by her side on which was placed a mug of tea, a paperback novel and a remote control for the TV.

‘Mum, this is the lady I told you about who wants to find out about a family that used to live here.’

The old lady turned to face Suzie who held out her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Mrs Rogers. I’m Suzie Henderson,’ she said, holding out her hand, which the old lady took in a surprisingly firm grip. Her face was gaunt and she looked thin, but her eyes were clear and bright and Suzie knew Patricia was right – her mother might be frail, but she still possessed a keen intelligence and hopefully a good memory, too, she thought to herself.

‘Hello, dear,’ Mrs Rogers said. ‘Please sit down. My daughter will get you some tea won’t you, Pat love? You don’t know what a treat it is to have someone to talk to who actually wants to listen. When you get to my age everyone has heard all of your reminiscences several times and is completely bored with them. They pretend otherwise but there is nothing wrong with my brain and I can see the shutters going down as they think, “Oh here we go again”!’

‘We’re not like that, Mum,’ chided Patricia, returning with a mug of tea for Suzie and a plate of biscuits.

‘Yes, you are,’ replied the old lady. ‘It doesn’t matter. I understand, but my memories are precious to me; they’re all I’ve got left and I probably won’t have those for much longer.’

‘Don’t talk like that, Mum. There’s plenty of fight in you yet,’ said Patricia.

‘Now be gone with you and let me talk to Suzie,’ said Mrs Rogers cheerfully. ‘I don’t want to waste any time and you know how tired I get.’

Patricia squeezed her mum’s hand affectionately. ‘Just call me when you need me,’ she said and left the room.

Suzie smiled at the old lady.

‘Now, it’s a family that used to live here that you want to know about,’ Mrs Rogers said.

‘Yes,’ confirmed Suzie. ‘Their name was Johnson.’

The old lady’s eyes lit up. ‘I thought it might be them,’ she said. ‘Patricia couldn’t remember the name you were looking for, but I couldn’t remember any other family living in this house in all my years in this neighbourhood.’

Suzie took a deep breath, hardly daring to believe that her search may be nearing an end.

‘You knew them then?’ she ventured.

‘Of course I did. I knew everyone in the street back in those days. Not like today when everyone keeps themselves to themselves. No community spirit any more. Anyway, we moved into this house after old Mr Johnson left. We being my dear husband, Harold, and I.’ She pointed to an old black and white photograph occupying pride of place on the centre of the mantelpiece. It was a head and shoulders image of a young Mrs Rogers with masses of dark hair piled high on her head under a white headdress and veil thrown backwards from her forehead, looking up into the eyes of a tall and handsome man, probably in his early thirties. They were laughing and totally absorbed in each other.

‘Our wedding day,’ said Mrs Rogers. ‘He died ten years ago now. He was a bit older than me, mind. I had lived on this street all my life and I always reckoned this was one of the best houses. I was thrilled to get it when Mr Johnson had to go into a nursing home. His wife was already dead, their children were grown and had long since left home, so no one wanted it any more. Harold and I were top of the waiting list. I knew this house so well. When I was a teenager, my best friend, Celia, lived here.’

Mrs Rogers’ narrative was interrupted as Suzie gasped.

‘Are you okay, dear?’ Suzie nodded and reached for her mug of tea, her hand shaking as she lifted it to her lips. ‘Did Celia ever mention an old school friend called Lily?’ she managed to ask.

Mrs Rogers frowned. ‘Is that the girl who drowned in the lock?’ she demanded. ‘I seem to remember her name was Lily.’

‘Yes,’ whispered Suzie. ‘She would have been my great aunt, but I didn’t know she had ever existed until a few weeks ago.’

‘Is that why you want to know about the Johnsons?’ demanded Mrs Rogers, her tone less friendly than it had been. ‘Because that whole business was devastating for them. Celia’s mother never recovered from it, especially the hounding they all got from Lily’s father and the press. She was riddled with guilt as it was. She never forgave herself, always felt she should have kept a better eye on what the girls were doing. They moved here to get away from it all. Celia’s parents rarely talked about it – they feared the scandal and the gossip would follow them, but Celia told me about it. You know how teenage girls are, nothing like a good secret to whisper about behind closed doors. By the time I knew Celia, when we were sixteen years old, her mother was an alcoholic – she had sought refuge in the gin bottle after the accident – and Celia was pretty much running the house and looking after her younger brothers. It was no life for a young girl.’

Suzie felt the reproach in Mrs Rogers’ piercing eyes as she fixed them on the younger woman’s face. She shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s more complicated than that. That accident had a devastating effect on my family, too, so much so that no one ever talked of her. My mother didn’t know she should have had an Aunt Lily, her grandfather never got over the loss of his daughter and I know he never forgave the Johnsons, which had even more devastating consequences than you can possibly imagine.’

Mrs Rogers recognised the emotion in Suzie’s voice and her tone softened. ‘I’ve always said there are two sides to every story,’ she said. ‘I thought it was going to be me telling you stories this afternoon, but maybe it’s going to be the other way round.’

‘It’s Edward Johnson I want to find out about,’ said Suzie.

‘Celia’s older brother,’ said Mrs Rogers slowly. ‘He was always a bit of an enigma to me. He was very handsome.

Any of Celia’s friends, myself included, would have been glad to walk out with him, but he wasn’t interested. These days they would have speculated that his lack of interest in his sister’s friends meant he was more interested in boys, but that thought never crossed our minds. Then he signed up to the regiment and went away. We hardly saw him again until after the war. He had been a POW. The family had so little information they had given him up for dead. Celia was devastated – she adored her older brother. Then they got word that he had been rescued from some camp or other and was on his way home. They were so happy. But he wasn’t the same as the man who had left. Oh, I don’t just mean he’d lost weight and looked older. That was inevitable after what he had been through. None of us could even begin to comprehend what he had experienced in those days immediately after the end of the war. It was only later that we started to learn of the conditions. Of course, he didn’t want to talk about it. But it was more than that. It was as if he was haunted and he didn’t get better. If time is a great healer it went the other way with Edward. If anything, he got worse the longer he was back. Eventually, he left. I think he went back to work for the family he had been with before the war. In any case, he left the area and never came back. Soon after that Celia got married and moved away. I met Harold and we all lost touch. Old Mr Johnson moving out of this house was the last contact we had. I don’t know what happened to any of them after that. I was too busy by then in the house of my dreams with a man I loved, children arriving. I don’t have many regrets, but I do wish I had managed to keep in touch with Celia.’

Fatigue was starting to show on Mrs Rogers’ face and her voice was wavering a little. Suzie could sense Patricia hovering by the door, conscious that her mother would be tiring and wondering whether to interrupt. Before she could make a decision, Mrs Rogers’ keen eyes were once again focused on Suzie.

‘But why do you want to know about Edward?’ she asked.

Suzie swallowed painfully and took a deep breath. ‘Because I have just found out that he was my grandfather. My grandmother was Elsie Williams, Lily’s younger sister.’

Watching from the door, Patricia saw the shock register on her mother’s face and made her move. ‘I think you need to rest now, Mum,’ she said, entering the room.

‘Oh my God,’ Mrs Rogers gasped, ignoring her daughter. Her voice sounded weak. ‘It can’t be true. Are you sure? Mr Johnson would never have allowed his son – or any of his children – to be involved with anyone from the Williams family.’

‘He didn’t know,’ said Suzie gently. ‘Nobody knew, only Elsie and Ted.’

‘Mum, I must insist. You look exhausted,’ Patricia interrupted. This time the old lady made no attempt to resist as her daughter helped her to cross the room from the chair to the bed where she lay down. ‘Come back and tell me if you find him,’ she whispered as Suzie left the room.
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The Final Piece of the Puzzle

‘He came back for you, Mum.’

Suzie was sitting on the sofa in her mother’s lounge. Although listening to the conversation, David was constructing a complicated train track with Daniel, which wound in and out of the furniture with sidings, bridges and level crossings. Emily and Jack were either side of Suzie on the sofa and Annie was in her favourite armchair, Marmaduke curled up on her lap. She still looked tired, but her eyes had lost that faraway look. She had listened carefully to Suzie’s account of her meeting with Mrs Rogers and far from plunging her back into bleakness and despair, she felt renewed optimism.

‘If Mrs Rogers’ memory of Edward after the war is true, it would imply that it was Elsie or Frank who sent him away. He couldn’t bear it and moved out of the area,’ suggested Jack.

‘That is certainly one interpretation,’ agreed Annie.

‘I need to find the de Lacey family and persuade them to talk to me,’ said Suzie. ‘He must have gone back to work for them.’

‘My dear,’ said Emily. ‘It’s very unlikely that anyone from the de Lacey family who was involved with employing him is still alive; they would have to be over a hundred years old.’

Suzie sighed. ‘It’s the same problem over again, isn’t it? So much time has passed that no one’s left who can tell us the truth and fill in those vital missing pieces of the puzzle. But we’ve come so far now we have to keep trying until we’ve exhausted every possible angle.’

Three weeks later, Suzie was beginning to feel that she had exhausted every possible angle and would have to accept that she never would find those final, elusive fragments that would enable her to close the book on this most unexpected and most fascinating chapter of her family’s history.

Between them, Suzie, Tom and Marie had identified and investigated every public source of information they could think of, including the electoral role and the local register of births, marriages and deaths. They had even cast the net wider than Barminster to see if they could find Edward Johnson in London, believing that may have been where the de Lacey family had moved to after they left Chaddington Manor. Not surprisingly, they had found plenty of Edward Johnsons, but none that could be the Edward Johnson they were looking for.They had, however, found a possible address for the de Lacey family – or at least descendants of them. With a far more unusual name, there were only a few matches – one in Hertfordshire and one in London. Suzie was having a debate with herself over whether she could go and knock on their door and simply ask for information. Why not, part of her demanded. After all, that’s what she did at Patricia Arnold’s house. But then another part of her conscience reminded her that she had written a letter to the de Laceys, to which she had not received a reply, so if she did turn up on their doorstep, was her reception likely to be favourable? Who cares, said another part. And who knows whether that letter had actually reached anyone who could help?

While Suzie struggled to decide what, if anything, to do next, there was at least some good news. Annie was definitely getting better. She had been to a few sessions with the help group that Dr Scott had put her in touch with and listening to the stories of others and talking about her own experience was helping her to come to terms with the actions of her parents – all three of them – and to accept that they would have had their own, probably very good reasons for acting as they did. She no longer felt as though she wanted to fight the world and had realised that there was nothing she could do to change the past, but she had to live with its consequences for the rest of her future. The best way to do that, she decided, was to accept it, keep an open mind, and move on. Above all, it didn’t make her any different as a person. She had thought, at first, that it did, that it changed everything, including her. But it didn’t. The life she had led and the choices she had made were still hers and if she occasionally questioned whether she would have made the same decisions and gone in the same direction if her childhood had been different, which it inevitably would have been if she had grown up with Edward Johnson, a POW survivor as a father, instead of Frank Barratt, a coal miner who had never been outside of the British Isles, she refused to torment herself with thoughts of ‘what if’.

Jack and Emily kept a close eye on Annie as she slowly regained her strength, both physically and mentally. Jack was a frequent visitor and Annie welcomed him warmly, enjoying his company, especially after Emily went back home. The two of them would often share a bottle of wine in an evening and play cards or watch old sitcoms on DVD.

Two months after Annie had gone back to work, Suzie arrived in the office to find Tom waiting for her. She had accepted his offer of the deputy editor position on the Barminster Chronicle and had just started her new role. Already she was certain she had made the right decision. It was a little harder to juggle work and domestic life and she didn’t have as much time with Daniel as she used to, but she felt the time she did spend with him was quality time. She hated that expression. She used to feel it was a trite way for a parent to attempt to justify not spending enough time with their children, but now she was starting to understand its value. She made more effort to spend the time she did have with Daniel having fun instead of managing daily chores around him.

On this particular morning, the expression on Tom’s face was gleeful. He looked like a child full of mischief himself.

‘Let me guess,’ she said. ‘You’ve had a tip-off that the Beckhams are fed up of the jet-set lifestyle and have decided to buy a perfectly respectable country pile near to Barminster and they want us to do a country house-style feature on it?’

Chuckling, Tom shook his head.

‘Okay, how about former President Bill Clinton has decided he needs to stay out of the headlines for a while and lay low here in Barminster and he’s asked you to ghost his memoirs of the White House years for him?’

‘Your imagination is on fire today, I see,’ said Tom. ‘But, sadly, neither of those is the correct answer. In fact, this is something you’re likely to get more excited about than I am. Although I must confess to more than simply a passing interest.’

‘You’re infuriating sometimes, you know,’ replied Suzie. ‘Come on then. I give up. Tell me what the big news is.’

‘The Barminster Historical Society, of which you know I’m a member, has announced they will be holding a series of talks this autumn,’ he said slowly.

Suzie raised her eyebrow. This hardly sounded like such a big deal. ‘So?’ she questioned.

‘Soooo,’ Tom replied, stretching the vowel as far as he could to draw out the suspense. ‘The first one on the schedule is to be about the history of Chaddington Manor and the guest speaker is to be none other than Miss Sylvia de Lacey, the oldest surviving member of the de Lacey clan, who, now aged sixty-nine, apparently has some very clear and fond memories of her early childhood living in the manor.’

‘You’re kidding me,’ Suzie blurted out. ‘No, you’re not. You wouldn’t do that. I’m stunned. After all these weeks, months even, of hunting down information and, more recently, wondering whether I should go and knock on their door and ask if they know where he went, the one person that might be able to help is delivered to my own back door. Well, almost.’

Tom nodded. ‘It seems that way.’

‘It’s fate,’ said Suzie later as she and David enjoyed their customary glass of wine over dinner. ‘We’re obviously meant to find out what happened after all.’

‘Slow down,’ replied David, once again finding himself with the task of curbing his wife’s more impetuous nature. ‘I’ll concede that it’s an interesting coincidence, but you don’t know that this Sylvia de Lacey is going to have any information that can help you further.’

‘I’ve just got a feeling that she will,’ said Suzie stubbornly.

Not surprisingly, Marie was equally enthusiastic and even Annie felt that there was more than a glimmer of hope. They agreed that all three of them would go to the talk. Tom bribed the chairperson of the Barminster Historical Society – a spinster who had long harboured a crush on the editor of the Barminster Chronicle – with a box of chocolates, a nice bottle of champagne and the promise of lunch in one of the city’s trendier bistros to introduce Annie, Suzie and Marie to Sylvia de Lacey after her talk. Suzie was surprised with the ease at which Tom had slipped into ‘man about town’; it didn’t fit with her perception of him at all, but he simply winked at her and reminded her he was considerably older than she was and had once led an interesting and colourful life.

Sylvia de Lacey was an elegant lady, extremely well dressed and perfectly made-up to befit her mature years. Her hair was silvery white, which suited her pale complexion, her fingernails were painted a delicate rose-pink to match her lipstick and she wore a simple string of pearls with matching earrings, which Annie suspected were probably real and deceptively expensive.

Settling down in their seats in the fourth row, Suzie was expecting to spend forty-five minutes trying to stifle her boredom and was initially correct as Sylvia de Lacey gave every impression of being what, essentially, she was – an upper-class youngest daughter of a once-wealthy (and probably still wealthy), land-owning family who had never had to work in her life and had never trained to do anything other than flower arranging and needlework. But she turned out to be a very interesting speaker with surprising humour with which she injected her memories of growing up at Chaddington Manor and its privileges. She also revealed her obvious sadness when she talked of how her parents struggled to cope with Matthew’s death and the steady decline of the house, estate and quality of life; how, in essence, they may have been privileged and monied, but as a family they also paid the ultimate price during the war – the loss of a beloved child. War is not concerned with class and wealth. It will take its victims from wherever it chooses and by taking Matthew, it removed the primary raison d’être for Mr de Lacey, who was no longer motivated to maintain the manor, which by rights should have passed to Matthew. Faced with mounting bills and a home out of which the soul seemed to have flown, the family agreed to hand the manor over to the National Trust and Sylvia de Lacey herself handled most of the administration necessary on behalf of her parents and made the arrangements to leave her childhood home and move to London.

At the end of her speech and after a respectable session of questions from members of the Barminster Historical Society, refreshments were served. Annie, Suzie and Marie followed Tom to a corner of the room where a trestle table had been set up to serve tea, coffee, biscuits and cake. Tom served them each with tea and biscuits and led them over to where Sylvia de Lacey was talking to a not unattractive, slender, middle-aged lady wearing a dark-green trouser suit and with eyes such a brilliant green that Suzie felt sure she must be wearing tinted lenses. Her hair was short and curly and still a deep chestnut brown. Tom introduced her as Miss Winters, the chairperson of the society. Suzie glanced at Tom and raised her eyebrows.When he had described Miss Winters as a spinster, this was not quite the image she had in mind. He simply shrugged.

‘Mrs Yates, pleased to meet you,’ said Miss Winters, shaking Annie’s hand.

‘Please, call me Annie. And these are my daughters, Suzie and Marie.’

‘Miss de Lacey, Mrs Yates and her daughters have particularly requested to meet you this evening,’ Miss Winters continued. ‘I hope you don’t mind. I believe they have a distant family connection to Chaddington Manor that you may find interesting.’ She turned to Tom and took his arm. ‘We will leave you to chat. I must mingle.’

‘Your talk was very interesting,’ said Annie, seizing the initiative and turning to Sylvia de Lacey.

‘Thank you,’ she smiled with a genuine, warm smile. ‘I don’t very often do these sort of things. It’s a bit like the Women’s Institute. Never really been my cup of tea. But I have such fond memories of my childhood at Chaddington Manor – some terribly sad ones too – that when they contacted me and asked me would I come, I couldn’t say no. Shall we sit down?’

Suzie wondered momentarily how the historical society had managed to find Miss de Lacey when her own efforts had failed, then the pieces clicked into place and she realised that Tom had probably had more than a small hand in it. She smiled to herself and resolved to invite him to dinner to thank him for everything he had done for her these last few months. Perhaps he would even bring the intriguing Miss Winters with him.

The four ladies took seats at an unoccupied table with their tea and biscuits. Marie could not resist an old childhood habit of dunking her biscuits in the hot tea. Suzie frowned at her but Sylvia de Lacey didn’t seem to have noticed.

‘So, what is this family connection that you have to my old home?’ asked Sylvia de Lacey.

‘I’m sorry to have to try to speak to you at an event like this, but it seemed too good an opportunity to miss,’ Annie replied. ‘My daughter did try to write to you via your family solicitors, but has had no reply.’

Sylvia de Lacey frowned. ‘I don’t remember having a letter about an old connection to Chaddington Manor recently, but then it may not have reached me. Our estate manager deals with most correspondence as I do get very tired having to deal with business matters. He probably would have “filed” the letter in a “pending” tray and forgotten all about it.’ The way Sylvia de Lacey emphasised the words ‘filed’ and ‘pending’ implied that she did not always approve of her estate manager’s decisions.

Annie reached into her handbag and withdrew the old photograph of Edward Johnson she had found with the letters to Elsie. She handed it to Miss de Lacey.

‘I found this with some old letters that belonged to my mother. Unfortunately, I found it after she had died and I couldn’t ask her about him. The letters to her were love letters from a man called Ted who had fathered her unborn child before going off to fight in World War Two. That child was me, but I never knew about him. My mother married someone else when his letters stopped arriving in 1942 and I was brought up believing he was my father. But he wasn’t. This man was, and before joining his regiment, he worked at Chaddington Manor. We believe he was a driver for your family.’

Calmly, Miss de Lacey took the photograph. ‘He was a handsome young man,’ she observed. ‘But in 1942 I was only seven years old and he would have left us earlier than that, presumably, as 1942 was the last letter your mother had from him, so I am sorry, but I don’t recognise him.’

Suzie felt the disappointment start to rise within her, but Annie wasn’t going to give up that easily.

‘I understand,’ she said. ‘But we have reason to believe that he did return from the war after being a prisoner of war in Singapore and we believe he went back to work for your family in London sometime after his return to the UK, so probably in the late 1940s, early 1950s. His full name was Edward Johnson.’

Sylvia de Lacey smiled. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Silly me – Edward may be shortened to Ted. Forgive me; I’m not thinking as clearly as usual these days.’

She pulled a spectacles case out of her handbag and, positioning a pair of tortoiseshell-framed glasses on her nose, peered closely at the old photograph. Annie, Suzie and Marie waited patiently for her to finish inspecting the photograph.

‘I do believe it is him,’ she finally said, removing her glasses and handing the photograph back to Annie. ‘Edward Johnson was our driver before the war. You are quite correct in that assumption. He felt he had to do his duty and join the army. My father was very sad to lose him. Not only was he a very good driver, but he was trustworthy, honest and reliable. We didn’t replace him. All able-bodied people were busy helping the war effort in some way, especially those with useful skills. We probably couldn’t have recruited another driver if we had tried.

‘I must admit, I didn’t give him another thought. It was much later, after the war was over and we had sold Chaddington Manor, moved to London, that he turned up at our London house one day. I remember it clearly. My father welcomed him like a member of the family. When I look back on it now, I think he was glad to see one young man who had been given up for dead return to us. He offered Edward a job immediately – general handyman, a bit of driving, a bit of maintenance, gardening, anything that needed doing.

‘I think my father also wanted to help. Edward looked terrible. I’m sure anyone who had endured those years as a prisoner of war would. But he didn’t look happy to be back, to have survived. He looked defeated.’

‘Do you remember what happened to him?’ asked Suzie, seizing the opportunity presented as Sylvia de Lacey paused in her narrative to sip her tea.

‘He retired, about ten years ago, maybe more. He went to live with his daughter. His wife had died some years before and he only had one daughter.’

Annie opened her mouth to speak, but found the words would not come out. Why shouldn’t he have found someone else and had another family? There was no reason at all, but she was honest enough to admit that deep down she had hoped that would not prove to be the case. Not only that, but the revelation that he had another daughter meant she also had a sister whom she knew nothing about. Dimly, she realised Sylvia de Lacey was still talking.

‘So tragic,’ she was saying. ‘Amy was only thirteen when her mother died. She had a cancer. By the time it was diagnosed there was nothing that could be done for her. Edward did his best for Amy. She had a good education, met a nice young man who had a farm in Scotland and they settled there. Edward hardly saw them until he retired and went to live with them – I think they had some cottages on the farm and he moved into one of them. She would be about thirty now. I wonder how she is.’

‘Thirty?’ asked Suzie, quick to pick up on the relevance of what Sylvia de Lacey had just said. ‘That means Edward must have been quite old when he had her.’

‘Indeed,’ Sylvia replied. ‘He had been back from the war for many years before he met Julia, Amy’s mother. It surprised us all when he said he was going to marry her and move into a small house nearby. We had given him a couple of rooms in our house – it was more convenient for my father to have him always on-hand – but it worked out well because Edward was very attached to my father and was always there when he was needed. He must have been well into his fifties when Amy was born. Julia was much younger than him, which is why it was so tragic when she was taken.’

Suzie turned to Annie who smiled reassuringly at her daughter.

‘Miss de Lacey, I don’t suppose you have an address for Amy, do you?’ asked Suzie.

Sylvia de Lacey studied the three ladies looking anxiously at her: the impeccably well-groomed Marie, whose biscuit-dunking habit she had noticed and felt was completely at odds with the sleek, business-like image she otherwise exuded; Suzie, who looked as though she had simply thrown on whatever clothes her wardrobe first offered up in the morning with little care or regard for the overall effect; and Annie, who had an understated elegance, although she was too thin and appeared somehow ill at ease with herself.

‘I probably do, somewhere, but she might not like it if I give you her details and you just contacted her out of the blue. It sounds as though it might be quite a bombshell that you have to drop on her and her father…if he’s still alive,’ she added mentally to herself.

‘If you would give me your contact details, I will write to her and tell her I have met some people who were enquiring after her father. I will give her your names and contact details and if she wants to get in touch, she can. Would that suit you?’

Suzie would have far preferred to have the contact details themselves – if Amy decided not to contact them they would still be left ultimately in the dark – but she couldn’t think of any reason to disagree with Sylvia de Lacey’s logic so they agreed.

‘Ask her to contact Annie Yates please, maiden name Barratt, daughter of Elsie Williams,’ she said, writing down the address.

‘So you see, he obviously was true to Elsie, Grandma that is. He didn’t marry until years after he returned from the war, so he clearly didn’t have someone else to come back to.’ Suzie was explaining her theory to a still doubtful David later that evening.

‘Suzie, he had been a prisoner of war for three years. Even if he did have another relationship, the chances of her waiting all that time for him would be slim. This still does not explain why he stayed away from Elsie and Annie.’

‘No, it doesn’t,’ Suzie agreed. ‘But it does make it less likely that it was because he didn’t want to come back to them. That means a lot – certainly to Mum it does.’

‘So, let’s hope that Sylvia de Lacey is as good as her word, then, and writes to Amy and that she responds by getting in touch.’
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The End of the Trail

Three weeks later

Annie was running late for work. Her alarm clock had failed to go off and there was no one else in the house to wake her, except Marmaduke, who was fast asleep on Annie’s bed and therefore of no use at all.

She was juggling a piece of toast and a half-full cup of tea while pulling on her boots and coat when the postman pushed a small bundle of letters, held together with an elastic band, through the letterbox. ‘Mostly bills no doubt,’ she muttered, as she grabbed the bundle on her way out to the car.

It was lunchtime before Annie had the opportunity to look at the post. A hand-written, cream coloured envelope immediately drew her attention. The postmark was Edinburgh. She put her half-drunk cup of tea down and took a deep breath before slowly easing open the envelope and withdrawing the single sheet of paper inside.

Suzie was also on her lunch break and was at the checkout in the supermarket when her mobile telephone rang. Seeing Annie’s number come up, she smiled apologetically at the checkout assistant as she handed over a twenty pound note and answered the call.

‘I’ve had a letter from Amy,’ Annie said in an excited voice, before Suzie had even managed to say hello. ‘She thinks we ought to meet and is suggesting next week. Can you take Wednesday off and come up to Edinburgh with me? Marie’s coming too.’

Suzie, Marie and Annie boarded the train at Barminster on Tuesday evening to travel to Edinburgh. Jack had offered to go with them, but none of them felt it was necessary. ‘We will be fine,’ Suzie had replied. ‘We might even have time for some retail therapy and you know how bored you would be.’

Suzie had found a small hotel close to the centre and the castle, which wasn’t too expensive and they had decided to stay overnight and meet Amy the next day.

They were all preoccupied with their own thoughts on the journey. Suzie gazed out of the window, not really seeing how the landscape changed from the flatness of her native Barminster to the rolling hills and dales of the north before becoming increasingly built-up as the train broached the outskirts of Edinburgh. She realised that they didn’t know exactly what Sylvia de Lacey had told Amy and they had no idea how she would feel about them when she knew the full story. The letter to Annie had been polite but hadn’t provided any clues about the feelings of the writer. Marie flicked through bridal magazines, marking pages where something of interest caught her eye. It was now only weeks before her own wedding. Occasionally she looked up and gave her mother a reassuring smile. Annie leaned back in her seat with her eyes closed. She was nervous and apprehensive. After everything that she had been through in the months since Frank died, she was taking this latest revelation in her stride. She still felt emotionally bruised by the fact that her father was not her father, but a man who was a stranger to her was, the fact that her whole life was built on a carefully constructed fabric of lies and the challenge to her own identity. Now she had to come to terms with the existence of a sister that she had not known about and not only that – a sister young enough to be her daughter and who may not be too pleased herself to discover she has another family. And then of course there was the possibility that she may be about to meet her real father for the first time. She wondered how she would greet him. She could hardly give him a hug and say, ‘Hello, Dad. Where have you been all my life?’

Amy had suggested they meet at 11.00 a.m. at a coffee shop on the Royal Mile, which turned out to be charming and traditional. Delicious-looking cakes were on display in a glass cabinet and the tables were set with pressed table cloths and a small vase of fresh flowers. The smell of freshly ground coffee pervaded the room and the daily specials, including carrot and coriander soup, were chalked up on a blackboard behind the counter. The staff wore long black aprons over purple shirts and black trousers.

Suzie, Marie and Annie were early. They took a table in a corner, ordered coffee and sat watching the door, waiting for Amy to arrive. At just a few minutes after 11.00 a.m., an attractive, but dishevelled-looking woman in her early thirties pushed open the door. Annie knew instantly that this was Amy. She had dark hair, cut short, she wore no makeup and her face had the healthy glow of someone who spends a lot of time outdoors, but her dark eyes were apprehensive and she looked as if she hadn’t slept well.

Amy spotted them and headed over to their table. ‘You must be Annie,’ she said, staring at Annie. ‘I’m Amy.’

‘Yes, I’m Annie and these are my daughters, Suzie and Marie,’ Annie replied.

Suzie smiled. Seizing the initiative, she started to apologise to Amy for getting in touch the way they had, but Amy held up her hand.

‘Wait,’ she said, pulling out an empty chair and sitting down to face them across the table. ‘I know who you are. You don’t need to explain or apologise, but I haven’t got used to the idea yet of having relatives I knew nothing about. I guess you know how that feels, but I only found out a few days ago, after the letter from Miss de Lacey arrived.’

Annie nodded. ‘Amy,’ she said. ‘Believe me, I do know how it feels. I’m sorry if we have caused you any distress and I guess you could accuse us of selfishness – we wanted to find out the truth so that I could rebuild my life, but we didn’t realise that others may also be involved.’

‘Did Miss de Lacey tell you everything?’ asked Suzie.

‘Oh no,’ replied Amy. ‘Miss de Lacey’s letter didn’t tell me anything, except that she had met three ladies who had been enquiring after my father and would I be so good as to contact them and let them know how he was, if he was still alive.’ Amy’s voice wobbled. ‘I’m sorry to tell you that he passed away four years ago. He was eighty-one. He died peacefully in his sleep.’

Annie gripped Marie’s hand tightly. ‘I am sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I always knew it was unlikely he would still be alive, but that didn’t stop me hoping. There are so many questions that I will never find the answers to.’

‘Wait,’ said Amy. ‘I’ve not finished. When the solicitor read his will, which was mostly straightforward as I was the only heir and he didn’t have much anyway, there was an unusual clause. It said if ever an Elsie Williams or Barratt, or any of her descendants should try to contact me, I had to take the evidence immediately to the solicitor. Naturally, I was very curious, but I could do nothing. The solicitor had been instructed to tell me nothing more unless I could provide proof that Elsie had tried to reach me. I tried to forget about it, although obviously I couldn’t. When the letter from Miss de Lacey arrived, I immediately arranged a meeting with the solicitor. He read the letter and then took a key from his desk and said he needed to fetch something from the vault. He came back with a small box which he handed to me. The box contained two unopened letters – one addressed to me and one addressed to Elsie, Annie or their descendant – this old copy of The Time Machine by H. G. Wells and this bundle of old letters.’

Amy passed the book and the bundle of letters to Annie. The book was clearly very well read. The edges of the paper were grey from years of being held and touched by human hands. The cover was faded. Annie untied the piece of string that was tied around the book and the letters. She lifted the first letter from the top of the pile and recognised her mother’s handwriting. The paper was very brittle. Ted had obviously had the letters with him all the time he was in captivity. Flicking through them, Annie could see where damage from damp and water had left patches where the ink was completely illegible. The paper itself was aged and appeared to be withered as if it had been left out in the sun for too long and its edges had curled and shrivelled like a delicate plant left without water.

‘I’ve already read my letter,’ Amy continued. ‘He told me how he had been in love with your mother years before he met mine. How he had lost her, and you, and how he thought his life was over, simply not worth living any more. When he met my mother, Julia, many years later, he learned to live again, but he never forgot Elsie,’ Amy paused, choking back a sob. Annie had a lump in her throat and knew that tears were not far away for her either. Amy opened her bag and took out another envelope which she handed to Annie. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘I hope it answers some of your questions.’

Annie’s hand was shaking as she took the envelope that Amy held out to her. Carefully, she opened it. It contained several sheets of handwritten paper and a photograph of a blonde-haired baby, which was unmistakably her, aged around nine months – she had seen others similar to it among the old family photographs. She remembered reading one of the letters from Ted to Elsie where he had asked for a photograph to be sent – this must have been it. She unfolded the letter. The writing was the spidery scrawl of an old man, but it was recognisable as belonging to the same person who had written with such confidence of a bright future after the war decades before.

Dearest Elsie and Annie,

As you are reading this letter I must either be dead or too old and infirm to talk to you myself. But it does at least mean that you have found me, after all these years. But then again, it might not even be you reading – it might be your grandchildren or great grandchildren.

First of all, Elsie, I want you to know that I understand why you did not wait for me. I understand that you had given me up for dead. I understand why you married Frank, although I will admit that it was a shock I found difficult to deal with and it has continued to torment me all my life.

Those years of captivity haunted me for the rest of my life. The Japanese didn’t play by the rules. Their culture is so different to ours. The very fact that we had been captured meant we were beneath contempt as far as they were concerned, as Japanese honour does not allow for surrender. This really set the tone for their treatment of POWs. You don’t need to know the details and God knows I don’t want to go into them, but so many good men died out there in those filthy, stinking jungles, working like slaves and being treated like animals. And for what? There were so many times when I wished I was dead. Anything to take away the pain, the suffering, the hunger, even the boredom, but above all, the anger and frustration. But in the back of my mind there was always you, and Annie, and my need to get back to you.

I did come back – obviously you know that by now – but I was a different man. Gone was that carefree young man, so much in love and so full of hope for the future, for our future. The man that came back was bitter and broken, tormented by nightmares, physically weak from years of near-starvation. I was old before my time.Although I desperately wanted to come back and for us to finally be a family, together, the three of us, when the time came I had to ask myself, ‘What could I offer you?’ The answer was nothing and the reality of that made me realise that I had lost everything but I could at least do the noble thing and not disturb your happiness.

And Annie, my darling girl, I wish I had been granted the pleasure of getting to know you. It is one of the biggest regrets of my life that I didn’t choose to fight harder, but what would have been gained?

I watched you, when you were little. You probably don’t remember me. Why would you? I would have been invisible to you, just sitting, quietly, on the river bank across from the park in Lower Chaddington. I never tried to talk to you or approach you. Frank was always with you and it was clear that you adored him and he you. You were always laughing and smiling and enjoying each other’s company. What could I have done? As far as you were concerned he was your father. I decided I had to walk away as the alternative would have been to break your young heart and would you ever have forgiven me? I don’t know. I’ve tortured and tormented myself over the years wondering if I did the right thing or not. But please believe me when I say I did what I did because I didn’t want to hurt you, not because I didn’t want to be part of your life.

I had to move away – I couldn’t face living near to you both and not being able to see you and acknowledge who you were and having made my decision, I couldn’t risk you, Elsie, just coming across me one day or hearing that I was back. I had left the de Lacey family on very good terms before the war and although they had closed the manor by the time I returned, I knew where they lived in London, so I turned up on their doorstep one day and asked for a job. They welcomed me back. In fact, I think they were delighted to see me. So many of their old staff hadn’t survived the war. I started driving for them again, doing odd jobs, gardening and so on. It was a simple life but it was mine. Eventually, I met someone and learned to love again. We were happy, although our time together was short. We had one daughter, Amy. It would make me very happy if I could hope that my two beautiful daughters would one day get to know each other properly, as sisters.

Elsie, I never forgot you and I never stopped loving you. You were, quite simply, the love of my life. Annie, although we never met, you also have a very special place in my heart. I hope you’ll both forgive me.

All my love

Ted

Annie gave up any attempt to control the tears halfway through this letter. She handed it to Suzie and turned to Amy, who was also crying. Her voice shaking, she said, ‘Please tell me about our father.’






Acknowledgements

Although The Roots of the Tree is based on a true story, as I was writing it, like Suzie, I realised how little I really knew about what happened during the Second World War. We all know the headline events, but what was it really like for normal men and women, either serving in the forces or trying to carry on with daily life? I wanted this story to have a ring of reality to it. I know to many people the idea that someone may be over 60 years old and suddenly discover the father they have loved, admired and respected all their life isn’t their father but has deliberately deceived them for 60 years may appear far-fetched, but I can assure you that this did happen to my mother. To get authenticity for the rest of the story I consulted the archives at the Imperial War Museum in London, where I found several chronicles of the Norfolk Regiment. These included The History of the Royal Norfolk Regiment 1919-1951, Volume III by Commander P.K. Kemp (R.N. Retired) and To Singapore and Beyond, A Brief History of the 4th, 5th and 6th Battalions Royal Norfolk Regiment from 1939 to 1945 by Neil Storey. They really did undertake all those defensive tasks, spend time training and growing vegetables before finally being sent into action in the Far East. And what a short-lived action it was. For knowledge of what it was really like to be a Japanese prisoner of war I trawled through many reference books and biographies in my local library, the most enlightening and humbling of which was The Will to Survive: Three and a Half Years as a Prisoner of the Japanese by Arthur Godman.



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





