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			Part One

			In the Beginning . . .

		

	
		
			Prologue

			December 1925, London

			What if she died too?

			What if she, Vanessa Quinnell, were put into a hole as dark as this theatre, as cold as the night outside? She reached for her daddy’s hand but his eyes were on the stage.

			He was yelling, ‘Come on, Billy-Boy, show us an ankle!’ His voice cut through the laughter and the music. Daddy had been an actor once and Mum often said that from inside their home he could be heard all the way to the churchyard.

			The Bad Fairy had cursed the baby princess, before flying up off the stage with a cackle. The King and Queen were wailing because one day, their little Briar-Rose would prick her finger and die – unless the curse were lifted. Vanessa knew what it meant to die. You were put underground and never came up again.

			The princess’s nursemaid had been summoned. Broad as a carthorse in a stripy dress and a jelly-bag cap, she was shaking her yellow ringlets and kicking up her dress to display red-spotted drawers. In a disturbingly deep voice, she bellowed, ‘Children, we’ll save Briar-Rose from doom, if with noise we fill this room!’

			The Lilac Fairy could reverse the spell. Did that mean there was hope for her too, Vanessa wondered? Earlier that afternoon, a doctor had shone a light down her throat and tutted, before telling Daddy that she must have an operation. Vanessa’s Uncle Victor had had an operation, and now he was in a hole in the churchyard. But the Lilac Fairy would make everything all right. They must call her name, the fat nursemaid told them, particularly the children.

			‘Raise your voices as I count one, two, three – ’

			All the children bellowed, except Vanessa.

			The nursemaid cupped a hand to her ear and told the children they weren’t shouting loud enough. She strutted along the front of the stage, displaying her drawers, and seemed to stare right at Vanessa. ‘Is there a little girl in the audience who isn’t shouting at all?’

			Vanessa let out a choking sob. She’d tried but her throat hurt too much.

			Daddy lifted her out of her seat and held her level with his shoulder. His breath smelled funny. They’d both had their medicine before they came in to the theatre. Hers came in a glass bottle and tasted peppery. His came from a silver flask. ‘Come on, Toots,’ he urged, ‘make a wish! Make it happen!’

			So she clenched her fists around the playbill he’d bought with their tickets, and projected her will towards the brightly-lit stage. Moments later, child-fairies in shimmering tunics floated down. Their wings sent out diamond explosions around Princess Briar-Rose’s cradle. Next, a lady in a puffball of lilac and silver net descended. Her hair was a cloud of moonlight curls and the audience drew in an awed breath. Vanessa’s heart slid back to its proper place. The Good Fairy had come. All would be well.

			Daddy thought so too. ‘See, Toots? When you want something badly enough, it happens. It’s not wrong to want something so much it hurts.’

			‘Do you want something that hurts?’

			‘I do.’

			She asked what and he chuckled, ‘Never mind.’ The handsome prince would come on stage after the interval, he said.

			‘What’s the interval?’

			‘When the curtain drops so the sceneshifters can change the set. Got to make the stage look like a forest has been growing for a hundred years.’

			‘Where is the handsome prince?’

			‘In his dressing room, struggling into his fleshings.’ Fleshings go on your legs, Daddy explained. ‘They’re murder if you don’t put talcum powder on first. You have to shave your legs three times a week. It’s called “paying your dues” but it’s still the best job in the world.’

			‘Shaving your legs?’

			Daddy laughed, and told her she was priceless. ‘I don’t know about you, Toots, but I’m thirsty.’

			*

			The curtain dropped and Daddy asked a stranger, a lady, if she’d ‘escort his little girl’ to the lavatory. Afterwards, as Vanessa washed her hands, the lady touched the dried tears on her cheeks.

			‘How old are you, dear?’

			‘Five-and-a-half.’

			‘I’m sure you’re much younger than that.’

			‘I am five.’ As if Vanessa would be wrong on such an important matter! ‘I’m small. I was made from the last bit of pastry, when there wasn’t enough for a whole pie.’ For some reason, the lady thought that was funny.

			When Vanessa was back with Daddy, his breath reeked of medicine. He handed her a choc-ice. ‘Don’t tell Mum, eh?’

			She did her best with the ice cream but in the end, Daddy finished it off. A bell rang and they took their seats again. The second part was much nicer. After the now-grown-up princess had been kissed by the prince, everybody joined hands and sang, including the Bad Fairy and the nursemaid. Then the curtain came down for the last time and Daddy whispered, ‘We’ll skip the National Anthem. Grab your coat, Toots.’ People tutted as they left, but Daddy only laughed.

			‘We’re going backstage,’ he told her. ‘Know what backstage is? If the theatre were a clock, backstage would be its workings. It’s where the real fun is.’

			He led her through a side door that seemed to be part of the wall. Then they were in a different kind of passage, this one with a hard, grey floor. There were lots of doors and people in a hurry. One man stopped, though, saying, ‘Johnny Quinnell, blimey, how’s tricks? Gotta dash. We have to reset Scene One for tonight’s house. Full till January. You can’t go wrong with Sleeping Beauty at Christmas!’

			‘Your name isn’t Johnny,’ Vanessa said as her dad helped her up a steep flight of stairs.

			‘Now, here’s the thing,’ Daddy answered. ‘You’re called Vanessa but I always call you Toots. Anyone can have extra names.’

			‘Is Johnny your extra name?’

			‘That’s about the size of it.’

			Upstairs, Daddy tapped on a brown door and walked straight in, calling, ‘Parcel for you!’ At first, all Vanessa saw was the edge of a long table. When Daddy sat her on it, she noticed that the room was full of rails, slung with white sheets like aprons. Velvet curtains, the colour of Victoria plums, covered the window. A woman with the darkest hair Vanessa had ever seen was sewing at the table. She looked up and Vanessa saw her mouth tighten, as if somebody had gathered it up behind.

			‘Johnny. My God.’ Getting up, the woman backed away as the princess had done before she and the prince started kissing. She wore a red dress with buttons and pockets. Lots of pockets.

			‘Still the undaunted mistress of the wardrobe, Eva?’

			‘I’m still working, if that’s what you mean, Johnny.’ Her hair was bound across her head in plaits thick as the poles on a steam-horse carousel. Tucked into them, a pencil and a pair of gold spectacles. She said, ‘You’re going to tell me why you’re back after all this time?’

			Vanessa might have listened, not least to find out why everyone here called her Daddy ‘Johnny’ and not ‘Clive’ as they did at home in Stanshurst – when they weren’t calling him ‘Quinnell’ or ‘Mr Quinnell’, that is – but she was fascinated by her end of the table. Shuffling towards a stack of white objects, she discovered wings like the ones the child-fairies had worn. Except these were dull as the paper that the Stanshurst butcher wrapped his bacon in. Checking to see that the grownups weren’t watching, Vanessa put her arms through the loops of one, and flapped her arms.

			The grownups talked on in low voices.

			‘. . . not a word and now you come? After all we endured? You tore my heart out.’

			‘I had to bring the girl to have her tonsils seen by a specialist. She’s had bad throats since she was a baby. I wanted to bring her to see her first play too, and I could hardly take her to King Lear at the Criterion. Besides, I need a service.’

			‘You need me? You inhuman—’

			Vanessa broke in, calling, ‘Daddy, I’m trying to fly.’

			The lady came towards Vanessa. Her eyes matched her hair, dark as liquorice. ‘What’s your name, precious?’ She turned to Daddy. ‘Mary or Margaret?’

			‘I call her Toots.’ Daddy sang, ‘“She’s my Tootsie-Wootsie”—’

			‘What’s her name?’ the lady interrupted in a different voice.

			‘Vanessa Elizabeth Quinnell.’

			The lady jerked as if somebody had stuck a pin in her. Vanessa jumped off the table and looked down at her hands. She’d kept the playbill Daddy had bought, only now it was crumpled.

			‘Don’t be afraid.’ The lady scooped her up, wings and all. Her arms felt soft – unlike Mum’s which were all hard knobbles – and she smelled of roses. Setting Vanessa on her feet, she crouched so their faces were opposite. ‘Did you like Sleeping Beauty, Vanessa?’ She spoke the name like powder-puff dabs.

			‘After the Good Fairy came. Why are the wings not shiny?’

			The lady helped her take the wings off and held them up to the light. ‘They’re covered in sequins which glitter only when the luminaires strike them.’ Vanessa hadn’t a clue what ‘luminaires’ were. ‘The magic of theatre, my love. Did you like the costumes? I mean, the clothes the people wore?’

			‘I like the Lilac Fairy best.’

			‘Ah, yes. But how muffled you are! Sore throat?’

			Vanessa nodded. The lady said, ‘Let me tell you, the theatre is the best place in the world, and the wardrobe room is the best place in the theatre. When you get better, come back and play here. Will you?’

			‘I don’t know.’ The lady made her feel warm and interesting but – ‘I would get lost in London.’

			‘When you’re older, then. I shall make sure you come back.’ The lady went to a cupboard as big as the one in the room at The Hall where Mum worked. She found a length of ribbon which she held against Vanessa’s hair. ‘Sea green, perfect against brown.’ She wove it into Vanessa’s curls, showing her the result in a mirror that reflected the room in reverse, including Daddy who watched them, arms folded. The ribbon made a green-blue butterfly on Vanessa’s head.

			‘It’s pretty,’ she whispered.

			‘And very old, little one. French silk-satin. Take care of it.’

			Daddy came over. All day, he’d been full of fun, cracking jokes, but now he looked as he did on Sundays when they went to church. ‘Eva, she’s bound to lose it, or her mother will object. Take it off.’

			‘Never throw back a gift, Johnny. Haven’t you learned that?’ Bending to Vanessa, the lady asked gently, ‘What will you give me of yours?’

			Vanessa whispered, ‘I haven’t got anything.’

			The lady – Eva – took scissors from her pocket. She lifted one of Vanessa’s nut-brown curls. ‘Can you spare one?’

			Vanessa nodded.

			Snip. The lady closed her palm around the curl. Then, from the neck of her dress, she pulled a strand of ribbon that had a gold key hanging from it. She kissed the key, saying, ‘We’ll lock your curl away in a special place. That means you will come back.’ Leaning across her table, she pulled a round, wooden box towards her. It made Vanessa think of a chocolate cake, the sort the baker made when Lady Stanshurst held a party. The little key flashed, a lid was lifted and the curl was placed inside the box. After locking it, the lady turned to Daddy. ‘So, Johnny, what d’you want of me?’

			‘You need to bear witness while the child signs a document.’

			‘She can’t sign at her age!’

			‘You watch.’ Daddy took something from his pocket. It was the ink pad from his office. He’d let Vanessa play with it sometimes, stamp bills with the word ‘Paid’ which made her feel grown-up, though if she came home with inky fingers, Mum would scrub them with kitchen soap.

			Before she knew what he was doing, Daddy was pressing her fingertips to the pad. From inside his waistcoat, he fetched a sheet of paper and laid her fingers to it, one after the other. ‘There’s a good girl, every little piggy, including the thumb. Done. That didn’t hurt, did it?’ Daddy lifted her up beside the sink, and cleansed away the ink with soap that smelled of flowers.

			The lady asked, ‘What’s my part, Johnny?’

			‘Get you-know-who’s signature against those dabs.’ Daddy winked. ‘Post the form back, but not to my home – to the Hall. It’ll find me.’

			He meant Stanshurst Hall, where his office was.

			‘What are you up to?’ the lady wanted to know.

			‘Planning for the future, Eva.’

			‘Yours, naturally.’

			‘Hers. Though now you mention it . . .’ Daddy looked around the room, at his reflection in the mirror. ‘I miss this place. So much, it hurts. I miss you too, Eva.’

			*

			Within minutes, they were walking down a side alley. The night was cold but bright as silver because it had snowed again. The pavements were mushy with footprints. ‘It’ll be All White in Kent,’ Daddy joked. Kent was where they lived, in a village called Stanshurst, like the Hall, near the town of Hayes. It wasn’t far from London.

			On the homeward journey, she half-slept against Daddy’s side while he sipped medicine from his flask. She could feel his throat swallowing. It was the smell of peppermint that told her they were about to draw in at Hayes station. Daddy always kept mints in his pocket. Lifting her off the train, he said, ‘We won’t tell your mother about the show, Toots. Or the ink. Our secret?’

			She promised. ‘Our secret.’

			He took the playbill from her reluctant grip, and the ribbon from her hair. ‘I’ll look after these. One day, I’ll take you back to see my lovely Eva.’

			Only he didn’t. Some months later on her sixth birthday, Clive ‘Johnny’ Quinnell left home. She didn’t see him go; she was in the cottage hospital having her tonsils out. Her mum and Lady Stanshurst had taken her there in the car, Daddy waving them off. Vanessa didn’t set eyes on him again for nearly nineteen years and the, only a fleeting glimpse. All through her childhood she was convinced that her troublesome throat, her habit of whispering, had sent him away.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			When war broke out in September of ’39, Vanessa was living in southeast London, a year into a commercial design course at art school. Her father, now a professional actor, lived on the other side of the river and occasionally, she’d see his name on the billboard of one of the smaller West End theatres. ‘Johnny Quinnell’ played support roles. The butler, the crusty policeman, the jovial landlord. Though she often ‘went west’ for an evening out, she did not seek him out.

			Vanessa kept to her art studies through the winter of ’39 –’40 while the so-called ‘phony war’ ticked along. London had fallen still, theatres closed. The streets gained a masculine aura, flowing with khaki, navy and smoky blue. Vanessa never went out without a gas mask bumping against her hip. But life went on as usual until the day after her twentieth birthday, on May 30th, 1940, when she joined the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. Putting on the WAAF uniform gave her the courage to admit that commercial design had been a mistake. That brush with fairy’s wings had planted a desire to study theatre costume, something her school teachers had discouraged. Theatre was a dicey profession, they’d warned her. ‘You can be in work one day, and sacked the next if the show closes.’ Her mum had been equally down on the idea: Ruth Quinnell loathed everything theatrical. Fear of bumping into Johnny had done the rest. Vanessa had shelved her dream.

			She hoped the WAAF would send her somewhere exotic – or at least far from Kent. But with the endemic contrariness of the services, they posted her to Biggin Hill, four miles from her mother’s front door.

			The remnants of youth sloughed from her when she donned the slate-blue uniform of an Aircraftwoman third Class, learned how to march and salute, and was baptised into the world of wireless operation. She forgot about theatre, London and her absent dad – until Germans bombers raided Biggin Hill. The shock of being in direct fire loosened the hard-packed anger within her. Her dad had fought in the last war, the one that had ended two years before she was born. He even had a war wound, nerve damage to his right hand that forced him to write with his left.

			She decided she must make contact with him, otherwise it might be too late. The trouble was, she didn’t have his address and her mother claimed not to know it. ‘Near the theatres,’ Ruth Quinnell said when Vanessa pressed her. ‘That’s all I know. All I want to know.’

			But Vanessa didn’t believe Ruth. Her mother had told her aged five that having her tonsils taken out ‘wouldn’t hurt a bit.’ It had been horrendous. Ruth had also warned Vanessa that in London, ‘Men prey on single girls.’ That hadn’t happened either. The Fressenden Art School had taken good care of its female students. Separate accommodation, chaperoned life-drawing classes. Their rules had been so restrictive, Vanessa had been knocked sideways by Biggin Hill, which teemed with highly sexed, available men. Or ‘demi-Gods in blue’ as some of her fellow WAAFs regarded the fighter pilots.

			One afternoon when she was visiting home, Vanessa searched Ruth’s bureau and found an address book. Under ‘Q’ was a single entry: Clive J. Quinnell. As if he were a solicitor or the insurance man. There was an address for Long Acre, WC2.

			She wrote and after a delay, her father replied with three lines.

			Splendid to hear from you, Toots. I think about you often. Have you finished school yet?

			Still at school? Had the years become a blur to him? They began a cautious correspondence, no mention of Stanshurst. In November 1940, Vanessa wrote that she was married. A whirlwind romance, typical of the age, love and commitment conducted in six-eight time. Leo Kingcourt was a Spitfire pilot with corn-coloured hair. One kiss, and Vanessa had become a liquid version of herself. He’d proposed to her on October 15th, 1940, and they’d married two weeks later.

			Her dad’s reply addressed her as ‘Mrs L Kingcourt’ and he’d enclosed five pounds for a wedding gift. In his jerky left-hand script he wrote, ‘Tell my son-in-law I’ll look up and wave next time there’s a dog-fight over London. Bring him up, I’m keen to meet you both.’

			There never was time. Within hours of marrying Leo, she knew she’d blundered. There followed twenty-four days of wretched shame, and then Leo was killed..

			At her own request, she was posted to an airbase in the Midlands. A few months after that, she was sent to Waddington, Lincolnshire, and after that to Yorkshire. Moving every ten months or so, she drifted ever further north. She greeted New Year 1945 at RAF Banff on Scotland’s Moray Firth, north of Aberdeen. The airfield was white as a wedding cake.

			It was from Banff, after four years of correspondence, that she set off to London with the intention of finally meeting Clive ‘Johnny’ Quinnell once more. He had written, urging her to come and see him, and not in his usual bantering tone.

			‘Toots, I’ve something to tell you which can’t wait. I’d best not write it. Can you get leave?’

			*

			February 9th, 1945 came wrapped in whirling snow. Winter-scoured hills were the unbroken view through the train window as Vanessa made the long haul south. A gruelling overnighter, she was woken at every stop by trackmen breaking the ice on the train wheels. She’d been granted forty-eight hours’ leave and travelling would eat up most of it.

			As the locomotive steamed through the fading, Friday afternoon, Vanessa got her first view of the capital in nearly five years. It was a city raped.

			A giant flatiron had been randomly slammed down and familiar shapes were razed from the skyline. Windowless factories made her think of ruined monasteries. Where once there’d been residential streets, gable ends stood forlorn. Doorways remained absurdly upright, the homes they’d served vanished. Facades had been ripped away, leaving interiors naked to public gaze. Rubble lay everywhere. Gangs of men rammed pick-axes at the frozen ground, their faces lit by fires in dustbin incinerators.

			By the time Vanessa stepped on to the platform at Euston station, it was dark and she was stiff with cold in spite of her thick, WAAF greatcoat. Thanks to innumerable hold-ups, she had only three hours in which to find the White Hart on Drury Lane. Three hours in which to recognise her dad and attempt to sew up nineteen years of separation. The prospect terrified her.

			*

			The White Hart had been Clive’s choice and he’d telegrammed directions, though actually, she knew where the pub was. Presumably, it was his local, Long Acre being only a short hop from Drury Lane. She wasn’t keen on entering pubs alone, but he’d be waiting for her. And it would be warm! She was looking forward to a glass of port or ginger wine . . . anything to stop her teeth chattering. London cold was different from the dry, Scottish cold. City air tasted acrid, like a frozen cough from infected lungs.

			As she walked as fast as she dared along the unlit streets, she pictured her dad waiting. Tall, with slick, black hair and twinkling eyes. A joke on his lips.

			Clive had joked, but did Johnny? Clive was like the new moon, a sliver of a memory. Johnny was the dark of the moon.

			London still retained the blackout, its street lights doused, windows, blanked-out with card or thick drapes. White squares painted on the kerb guided her feet, but she still got lost. It was like going blindfold. Only on her third tramp down Drury Lane did she look up and see the White Hart’s unlit sign. Tugging the door with numb fingers, she was almost hurled off her feet by a man rushing out. His black cloak hung open to reveal old-fashioned evening dress including a starched waistcoat and white tie. He was ramming on a felt hat, as if he had hardly a moment to lose. As they moved in unison, unintentionally obstructing each other, the pub’s door let light on to the pavement.

			To Vanessa, the careless act felt like an insult to her dead husband and those of his comrades who had given their lives defending the approaches to London. She hissed, ‘It’s illegal to show light! If the bastards ever come back, this place might cop it.’

			With contrary gallantry, the stranger pushed the door wider so she could pass through. Doing so revealed that his cloak was lined with red silk. ‘Are we referring to the Luftwaffe?’ he asked pleasantly. ‘You’re out of touch, gentle nymph. They don’t fly over any more, they launch rockets at us.’

			‘Out of touch? I speak to men risking their lives in the air every day!’

			‘Ah; I suppose that beneath your coat is a uniform?’ His voice held a deep vibrato. ‘Are you going in, my dear, or patrolling the street for our protection?’ His was an aging face with sagging jowls and an off-set dimple. Vanessa couldn’t see his eyes, but she imagined them creasing with amusement. For some reason, she wanted to laugh too, but resisted and said with controlled exasperation, ‘If there’s such thing as fate, you’re tempting it!’

			‘Fate? Of course it exists and I’d enjoy discussing the premise with you, but time has the better of me. I must run. Curtain’s up in twenty minutes.’

			The tang of cigar smoke and bay tree oil lingered after he’d gone.

			Curtain’s up. She’d been conversing with an actor. Calling her ‘Gentle nymph’ was flattering but hardly accurate. At just over five foot, Vanessa was short enough to qualify but her hair did not hang in tresses. It was neatly turned up under her cap. Nor was there any drapery about her person. Even her handkerchief was folded away in the webbing bag slung across her double-buttoned chest. Her coat had locomotive smuts and smelled of second-class carriages; stale cigarette smoke, mainly.

			Inside the pub, she chose a door marked ‘saloon bar’. From the doorway, she looked for her father. For Clive. A spotty boy in overalls leered at her, as did old men in caps, their rough cheeks attesting to a daily skirmish with blunt razors and second-rate soap. A tired-looking ARP warden glanced her way, then went back to nursing his pint.

			There was a greying man with an old, chequered coat slung across his knees, bashing out a tune on the piano and a barmaid levering the top off a bottle of stout. No dark-haired giant stood at the bar with a joke on his lips.

			The pianist broke off as Vanessa swayed in the doorway. She didn’t hit the ground, she tumbled into reality.

			Her father had been an inch away from her, wearing a red-lined cloak and a deep-brimmed hat. She’d been looking for Clive, but Johnny had flitted past.

			*

			She would find herself back in London sixteen days later, crying tears she thought were locked hard away. And her return brought her into the orbit of a man more unfathomable than Clive – or was it Johnny? – Quinnell.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sunday, February 25th, 1945

			‘The Coffin Train, Miss?’ The railway guard shook his head. ‘Too late. Five years too late.’

			It shouldn’t have come as a shock to learn that the station serving London’s biggest out-of-town cemetery had been flattened by a bomb early on in the war. This time, she was at Waterloo station, wrung out from this second trek from Scotland in a little over two weeks. It seemed as if London were hell-bent on obstructing her. She said as much, her voice grating because winter always summoned back her childhood hoarseness.

			‘Shout at Adolf Hitler, Miss, not at me,’ the guard grumbled.

			‘I’m too exhausted to shout.’ Inside her sturdy, flat shoes, her chilblains throbbed. Her stomach cramped for lack of breakfast. She’d hoped to find a tea stall, but the station concourse was deserted. It wasn’t just early morning, it was Sunday. ‘How would you travel to Brookwood Cemetery? I’m due at a funeral at nine.’

			‘Not a chance. It’s already twenty past seven.’ The guard seemed to draw satisfaction from the fact.

			‘I can’t be late. It’s my . . . Look, please, I have to get there.’

			‘Take the Woking service.’ Moved by her distress, the guard led her to the correct platform. ‘You won’t need a ticket, I’m guessing?’

			She was wearing uniform: a mark orf respect.

			‘I do.’ The telegram had arrived late on Friday, leaving her no time to apply for a military travel warrant.

			‘This way, then.’ The guard shepherded her to the ticket office, saying, ‘I understand there’s a branch-line from Woking that connects you to the cemetery proper. Good luck, Miss.’

			At eight-fifteen, Vanessa boarded a two-carriage train and sank down on a bench seat. She rubbed her knees through her lisle stockings, achingly cold because in rushing for her train, she’d left her greatcoat behind. Her fingers were chapped because she’d also left her gloves on the last train. At least the Woking-bound locomotive pulled away on time. She’d make the funeral if everything went right from now on.

			At Woking, she learned that trains no longer ran on the branch line. ‘Haven’t for years,’ according to a porter. The cemetery, he informed her, lay five miles outside town. Vanessa cupped her hands to her temples. ‘Bus?’

			‘Not for another hour. You’ve just missed one.’

			‘Taxi?’

			The porter scratched under his cap. ‘I saw one draw up to collect a military gent. As you’re in uniform too, he might just—’

			Vanessa was off. On the station forecourt, she looked vainly for a black car with a ‘for hire’ sign. A woman was parking a bicycle by the railings, and a farmer’s cart was dropping off passengers. With stringent petrol rationing in force, people had returned to old methods of transport. The horse was stamping, its breath cloudy. She moved towards it and saw a motorbike and sidecar parked a little distance away. An orange pennant fluttered from the sidecar’s roof. ‘Taxi’.

			The motorcyclist was buckling on his helmet but seeing her running towards him, he removed it. ‘Sorry, love—’ then, noting the silver wings and her propeller sleeve badge, he amended ‘love’ to ‘Miss.’ ‘I’ve already got a passenger.’

			‘I can see that.’ The sidecar was a double one, with space at the back for luggage, or a child. She was good at cramming into small spaces. Once, after a night at a dance, she’d travelled from Keith to Banff in the footwell of a troop truck. Squeezing under the dashboard had seemed preferable to sitting on the knee of a sozzled aircraftman. ‘I’m hoping your passenger’s inclined to share.’

			‘I shouldn’t think so, Miss. Doesn’t seem the sort.’

			Vanessa looked in at the egg-shaped window. The occupant sat with his profile averted, neck muscles tensed as if he was checking a map or reading notes. Dark brown hair was cut bluntly around his ears. She tapped on the glass. ‘Hello?’

			Sidecars were not sound-proof containers. He must have heard.

			She tried again. ‘Excuse me!’

			He was ignoring her and she wasn’t surprised. The sleeve of his coat had three rings of gold braid, the innermost ring forming a loop. The coat was deep blue, and the peaked hat on his knee had the insignia of an anchor and gold leaves. This naval officer was a long way from the sea, probably on official business and with no time to humour a mere Leading Aircraftwoman. What she was about to do would cross a line.

			But the line must be crossed. Vanessa opened the sidecar door. ‘I’m terribly sorry, sir, I really wouldn’t normally . . .’

			‘What?’ More reprimand than question.

			His eyes matched the day. So cold they stung her.

			‘I need a – I mean, I’d appreciate –’ she lost her way under the austere gaze. He was quite young. She cleared her throat. ‘I – uh – I have to get to Brookwood by nine. The burial ground? Only the branch line has closed. It’s a funeral . . .’ it would hardly be a party. ‘It would save my life – ’ What was wrong with her? ‘I mean, it would help – ’

			‘You need a lift.’ The man removed his cap and papers from his lap and got out. Not easy for him and when he straightened up, she could see why.

			He was over six foot, and powerfully built under his figure-skimming frock coat. Not far into his thirties, she reckoned. War promoted the young. Pushed men up the greasy pole. The greasy mast, in his case. His sparrowhawk gaze made her feel as if she was being dissected. Whenever she was anxious, she over-talked. ‘I’m so terribly sorry to be a pest.’

			‘So you said.’ He stood aside. ‘You’ll have to sit at the back.’

			‘Of course. It’s very kind of you.’

			‘Not really. We’re going to the same place.’

			‘Brookwood? You can’t be going to my funeral – I mean, the one I’m—’

			He levelled a brown-leather hand, cutting her off. ‘Shall we get on with it? You’re late already and I don’t want to be.’

			Like a chastened gundog, she lunged into the bullet-shaped vehicle, anxious not to expose too much thick, grey stocking. Scraping her cap on the ceiling, she plumped down on a shelf-seat, knees up against her chin.

			A moment later, the officer took his place and she felt the chassis sink a little. She said without thinking, ‘I hope the bike can haul our joint weight.’

			‘If it can’t, you’re getting out.’

			He rationed his friendliness, for sure. But of course, this was a solemn journey for them both. Vanessa hugged her knees and felt the crackle of the latest telegram in her pocket. The one that had reached her as she sat down to supper in the cookhouse. A blow from an invisible cosh.

			At the cemetery gates, the Navy officer eased himself out and held the door for Vanessa. As she stepped out, cramp zipped up the back of her calves and she pitched forward. He shot out a hand to catch her.

			Inhaling two-stroke exhaust, she spluttered on his coat sleeve. ‘Sorry.’ To hide her chagrin, she searched for her purse inside her shoulder bag. ‘You’ll let me pay, Sir?’

			‘Certainly not. You’d better run. Do you know where you’re going?’ His voice was deep, but flat as though giving an order, and she realised that he wasn’t seeing her at all. And it wasn’t a map or a newspaper scrolled in his hand, but some kind of document. At some point during their journey he’d exchanged brown gloves for a pair of formal white.

			She said, ‘I’m going to see my father buried.’ Without waiting for a reply, Vanessa ran through the cemetery gates, holding her skirt above her knees so it didn’t hamper her. Guessing she’d missed the chapel service, she took a straight line into the landscaped grounds. Brookwood was a necropolis, a city of the dead, built in the Victorian age for London’s surging numbers. It covered acres, and Vanessa understood why it had once had its own dedicated railway, the mournful sounding ‘Coffin Train’. Intersecting paths cut through glades of conifer and birch, silvery in the frozen air. She stopped running when her throat hurt.

			She dug out the telegram her mother had sent. ‘Regret C J Quinnell dead. Funeral nine a.m., Sun 25 Feb.’ It gave basic directions, and ‘Interment at London parishes’ ground, near columbarium.’

			Columbarium? Didn’t that mean a dovecot? Being the Sabbath, few funerals were taking place and she saw nobody she could ask for directions. When she met her own footprints in the frosty gravel, she knew she’d completed a hopeless circle.

			‘Press on, Kingcourt,’ she muttered. Trying a different direction, she eventually stumbled on a domed and columned folly. A reasonable bet for the columbarium. A funeral was taking place close by.

			Vanessa checked her telegram again. London parishes’ ground? She wasn’t convinced. The monuments in this section had a grandiosity to them. Some were miniature stone mansions – not for the likes of C J Quinnell, unless he’d enjoyed a success his letters had never let on. A horse-drawn hearse drew up, bearing a coffin whose brass fittings glinted. Men in black top hats lifted it to their shoulders. Joining the crowd of mourners, Vanessa saw that a tribute had been placed on top. Not flowers. Hot-house blooms were impossible to get, of course. No, the coffin was adorned with a heavy-bound book and a folded white opera scarf. A writer? A singer?

			‘What’s the book?’ she whispered to a woman next to her.

			The woman was heavily made-up and swathed in chocolate brown fur. She glanced down at Vanessa, her leaded eyelashes fluttering. ‘The Complete Works, of course. Who are you, a niece or something?’

			Vanessa ducked the question. ‘Complete works of . . . ?’

			‘Shakespeare, who else? I’m sure we’ve met. Where would that be?’

			Vanessa shook her head, and skirted around the crowd to get closer to the graveside. Where was her mother and her dad’s friends? He’d had friends, surely? They weren’t here, at any rate. This was a gathering of strangers. Most of the women wore furs and hats like black butterfly cakes. One or two of the men wore fur too. Nearly all wore silk scarves. Edwardian echoes.

			You’ve messed up, Kingcourt. She’d have crept away had not her eye alighted on a man whose outer garment made her heart stutter. It was a black cloak, one side dandily turned back on itself to reveal a crimson silk lining. He wore a felt hat pulled forward. She gasped, ‘Dad?’

			People turned. The man turned. He was young, with light brown hair greased flat against his neck. Why wasn’t he in uniform, a man of his age? And were black cloaks fashionable London-wear these days? She itched to know if this one smelled of cigars and bay rum. But somebody stepped between them and Vanessa was confronted with a different pair of shoulders. Navy blue shoulders, an athletic neck above a white collar. Her naval officer. He was wearing his cap and his white-gloved hands were loosely clasped behind his back.

			He’ll suppose I’ve stuck to him, like chewing gum.

			The coffin was placed on the grass by the grave. Mourners surged forward, pushing Vanessa along with them. She felt her balance go and grabbed at the nearest support – the half-belt of a Navy frock coat.

			Her officer turned. Vanessa heard him say, ‘You?’ but by now she was on her backside, on the ground. She held out her hands and he pulled her up.

			His coat was closed with eight brass buttons, with ribbons and orders to the left lapel. The leaves and crown on his cap were gold bullion, the anchor worked in silver. This wasn’t any old officer. The three cuff rings marked him out as a commander. Captain of a vessel? Had she run into him visiting her base or on board his ship, she’d have saluted.

			He looked at her as he might at a coffee stain on an otherwise pristine cloth. ‘Do we really belong to the same funeral?’

			‘I don’t know. Whose is it?’

			‘Mr Wilton Bovary’s. Did you know him? He is – was – an actor and theatre impresario.’

			‘I never met him,’ she said miserably.

			The officer’s voice gained a rasp of distaste. ‘Not a sightseer, are you?’

			‘Here for fun? Believe me, no.’ She wanted to rub her bruised backside but her well-trained body insisted on standing to ­attention. ‘I’m looking for the “London parishes” bit of the cemetery.’

			‘This is the actors’ corner.’

			‘Then I’m in the right place, but it’s the wrong man.’

			The young man in the cloak turned at this moment, making a ‘shush’ motion. He’d pushed his hat back, revealing that he was good-looking in a full-lipped way. A Roman nose kept him from effeminacy but his light-brown eyes held a sulky expression. Extinct acne craters hinted at a troubled adolescence. He drawled, ‘Artistes are buried on Sunday, as are those of a more ordinary caste.’ He pointed toward a path leading away through a spinney. ‘Cut-price burials that way.’

			‘You’ve a vicious tongue, Edwin.’ For the first time, Vanessa’s officer showed warmth. ‘The best tribute to pay Bo would be to imitate his kindness.’

			‘I never imitate and kindness is for fools. And don’t patronise me, Commander. I’m Wilton Bovary’s heir. What are you, exactly?’

			‘Twice your size, and his godson, so shut up.’

			The young man shrugged, then scraped Vanessa again with his eyes. ‘Couldn’t you put on your best blues, dear?’

			This Edwin was ‘a cocky little snot’ as Joanne Sayer, her best friend at base, would phrase it. What he couldn’t know was that in spite of being small and wrapped in apology, Vanessa Kingcourt grew steelier the deeper you dug. She said quietly, ‘You won’t mind me asking which of the services you’re in?’

			The scarred cheeks reddened. ‘Flaming gall! Who are you? Have we met?’

			‘Never.’ She leaned towards him and inhaled the tang of tobacco and bay oil. ‘But I know that garment, gentle nymph.’

			The young man’s mouth twitched into a strange shape before he hurried away.

			The man referred to as ‘Commander’ said heavily, ‘I apologise. In my opinion, snobbery is the last resort of an empty mind.’

			‘You don’t have to stand up for me, sir. I know I’m a mess.’ Vanessa had left Banff in a tearing hurry, only throwing bare essentials into her bag. No eye makeup, no eyebrow pencil. Nothing to sustain vanity or protect her skin from the chill. She guessed her face was bluish with unnaturally rosy cheeks. ‘I’m sorry to have intruded.’

			Cutting through trees, following cocky Edwin’s directions, she emerged into a sweep of ground devoid of headstones.

			A little way off, three figures stood by an open grave. Two graveyard workers in mufflers and flat caps waited nearby with shovels. Vanessa knew she’d finally located the right funeral.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			‘I’m so sorry, Mum, I got lost.’ Vanessa took her place next to the woman in a slab-grey hat and raincoat and forced herself to look at the pine coffin at the grave’s edge.

			Welcome to third class, for cut-price burials.

			There was no priest and the man and woman standing a respectful pace behind Vanessa’s mother, were strangers. Strangers to Vanessa, anyway. The man nodded when he met her eye. He looked to be seventy or thereabouts, broad-faced with a heavy serving of jowl. Tufts of grey hair above his ears suggested a neglectful barber. His black, discreetly mended suit matched the worn bowler hat in his hands.

			His companion was about the same age as Vanessa’s mother. She wore a long coat that reminded Vanessa of pictures of her grandmother and great aunts. A black shawl enveloped her head like a mantilla, secured under her chin by an enamel brooch that gleamed like a jewel in a coal scuttle. At first, Vanessa thought she was seeing the woman in profile but no, there was a missing side to her face. The ‘good’ side showed that she must once have been handsome. The left portion was crushed inward and tram-tracked with burns. A horrifying mess. Vanessa looked away, confused by the interest that flared in one dark, undamaged eye.

			‘Who are those two?’ she whispered to her mother. This was their first meeting in four-and-a-half years. Vanessa’s postings since 1940 had been too distant for home visits.

			‘Shush. Friends of Clive’s, they said. Except they call him “Johnny”.’

			‘Stage friends, then. I won’t forgive myself for missing the ceremony.’

			‘You didn’t miss much. Whoever paid for this kept it plain and simple.’

			‘Who has paid?’

			‘The theatre he was working at. The vicar’s fee, the coffin, everything. Now shush!’

			The workmen lowered the coffin with the aid of ropes. Vanessa heard it bump on the bottom of the pit; they’d let go too soon. The men glanced towards Vanessa’s mother as if to say, ‘That’s your lot, Missus.’

			‘Couldn’t you have brought flowers?’ Vanessa asked.

			‘February.’ Ruth Quinnell had a ‘no-waste’ rule when it came to words.

			‘I don’t mean florists’ blooms. A bunch of Christmas roses . . . the Hellebores must be out at the front of the cottage by now.’

			‘Not this year. I can’t garden as I used to. I’m not getting younger.’ Ruth unlinked her arm from Vanessa’s. ‘Nine o’clock start, my telegram said.’

			She’s already edging away, Vanessa thought. As a child, she’d been afraid of her mother. Never a patient woman, her husband’s desertion had sharpened Ruth’s temper and made her hands itchy. Growing up, Vanessa had fantasised about her dad swooping in and fetching her away from Stanshurst. She’d imagined them together in a garret, he acting, she helping out in the wardrobe room . . .

			Things had improved when Vanessa joined the school sixth form and taken a Saturday job in a Hayes greengrocer’s shop. Ruth had mellowed as if Vanessa’s accession to adulthood had removed a splinter or turned off a maddening background noise. Ruth had even occasionally called her ‘dear’. They’d do puzzles together in front of the fire, go for walks. But when Vanessa announced her plan to go to London and art school, the ‘off switch’ had flicked back.

			‘Just like him, leaving me for The Smoke.’

			Ruth had greeted her daughter’s reappearance in uniform with studied lack of interest: ‘You should have gone for nursing. Nurses are useful. What does the Air Force want girls for?’

			Vanessa’s hasty marriage had widened the rift. ‘Who is he? What d’you know of him?’

			As for her brutal tumble into widowhood . . . Silence. No questions, no sympathy.

			Vanessa wanted badly to cry right now but a glance showed no similar gleam in Ruth’s eyes. If she’d imagined her dad’s death would bring them together, she must think again. ‘There will be a headstone, won’t there?’

			In answer, Ruth gestured at the flat campus, where graves showed as unmarked hummocks. Early snowdrops and yellow, inch-high aconites were the only break in uniformity. ‘This is what a person gets when they don’t put anything by or plan for the future. When they give up an honest job for a life of self-­indulgence.’

			Vanessa sighed. The men clearly wanted to begin shovelling dirt on the coffin. It must have been back-breaking, digging this earth. ‘Are we going to leave without saying anything?’

			‘Say a prayer if you want to but be quick. I’m half perished.’

			A prayer. Or maybe a line from a play . . . But all that came were the most inappropriate words imaginable: ‘We may save Briar-Rose from doom, if with noise we fill this room!’

			She turned towards the strangers, thinking that perhaps one of them might have a memorised line – but they had gone.

			The men picked up their shovels. A moment later, the skittering of soil on wood signalled the ritual’s end. Ruth Quinnell turned to go, wordlessly inviting Vanessa to follow.

			‘Not yet!’ Heedless of the frost, Vanessa snatched a handful of aconites and snowdrops. Gold and silver rained down like charity on the unadorned coffin. Too little, too late. She asked the gravediggers to give her five minutes, and they retreated.

			The coffin was of the cheapest, knotty pine. No gleam of a nameplate, just C J Q stencilled at one end. The red-lined cloak and dashing hat must have been to feign the appearance of success. ‘Oh, Dad.’ She’d had years in which to rediscover him and hadn’t bothered. Too angry. And now, too late.

			‘Bye, Dad. You followed a dream. When this war finishes, I’ll move you to a more befitting corner, with a headstone.’ She dragged out her handkerchief. When the convulsion of grief was over, she looked around and found the woman in the long coat standing close by, watching her. ‘What’s your business?’ jerked in shock from Vanessa.

			The answer was unintelligible because the woman’s mouth was a mess of scarring. Vanessa had seen badly damaged men crawl out of planes. She’d seen burns a-plenty, but this woman’s flesh had been seared to the bones of her skull.

			The woman made a gesture and Vanessa realised that she was being asked to hold out her hand. Most reluctantly, she did so and cold metal was placed in her palm. A key, a slender spike of gold.

			‘Yours – by right,’ the woman said hoarsely.

			‘Mine? I’ve never seen it before.’

			‘Farren.’

			‘Is that your name?’ Vanessa had heard of Nellie Farren, a burlesque actress of the late nineteenth century, but she was long dead, she was pretty sure. She tried to give back the key but the woman gestured in frustration.

			‘Wardrobe – hair ribbon. Child.’

			‘You’re the lady at the theatre! You’re . . .’ the name shied off her tongue. Vanessa remembered ebony plaits, and the hair-ribbon the woman had tied into her own curls. Sea green. What had become of it? ‘Sleeping Beauty, Christmas. My father took me to meet you.’

			A disturbing meeting. Ink on her fingers.

			The woman replied by stroking Vanessa’s cheek. Ignoring Vanessa’s horrified start, she pointed to the grave and made a dumb show of ripping out her heart and throwing it to the ground.

			A memory sprung at Vanessa, of a beautiful woman declaring, ‘You tore out my heart, Johnny.’ This woman had loved her father. Loved him still. ‘Eva! Your name’s Eva!’ It popped out, like a ripe pea from a pod. ‘Did he abandon you too?’

			The woman rasped, ‘Johnny followed money.’

			‘What money?’ Vanessa gestured to the grave. ‘And please, his proper name was Clive.’

			‘Must go back.’

			Vanessa looked past the woman, hoping to see the man with the bowler hat. ‘Is your companion waiting?’

			Wrong question, said the woman’s ferocious gesture. ‘You go back. Farren.’

			‘Never.’ Vanessa turned away, thinking that Eva of all people should know you can never go back. When she finally garnered the courage to face Eva again, she was alone but for the gravediggers wanting to resume their work. ‘Where did that lady go?’

			The elder of the two pointed towards the path Vanessa had come down earlier. ‘Back to her cave, I should say. I wouldn’t bother chasing her. This place is a wilderness if you don’t know your way about.’

			‘She gave me this,’ Vanessa said weakly, holding up the key. ‘I don’t want it.’

			The man looked at it and grunted. ‘Looks like proper gold. Hang on to it, sweetheart. It might unlock a treasure chest.’ He looked down into Johnny Quinnell’s grave. ‘I don’t suppose he left you much, did he?’

			*

			Vanessa found her mother at the pillared gates on Bagshot Road. Cars lined the kerb – private vehicles, a rare sight. Some people evidently had access to fuel. The mourners who’d been at the wealthy actor’s graveside massed in small groups. A woman’s confident voice rang out: ‘I shall ride back in the Riley with Miss Shadwell and Miss Eddrich. See how I sacrifice my comfort, Patrick, so you may go in the Minx? Your legs are long, like George Washington’s.’

			‘Abraham Lincoln’s, I imagine you mean. Thank you, Noreen, but your sacrifice is not necessary. I shall ride in the Continental. We’re giving the Commander a lift into London.’

			Patrick, author of the resonant jibe, had fair-to-grey hair, worn a little longer than convention. He reminded Vanessa of the actor Leslie Howard, to whom she’d lost her heart in a country town cinema in ’43, thanks to the US Airforce. USAAF planes had imported movies like Gone with the Wind along with chocolate, gum and nylons. She’d preferred Ashley Wilkes to Rhett Butler. She had a weakness for fair men. ‘Patrick’ was tall and slim. He wore a rakish Homburg hat.

			The woman trying to organise his journey was the one who’d earlier insisted that she knew Vanessa and once again, she wasn’t giving up so easily. ‘Impossible, Patrick dear. I’m taking the Commander back with me!’

			‘Not a chance, Noreen. It’s all decided. See you at the wake.’

			Vanessa turned away, disturbed by her ability to be amused while her father’s body was even now being covered by stones and soil. She and her mother would take a bus to the railway station. For Vanessa, there was the pilgrimage back to Banff while Ruth would head home to Stanshurst.

			‘Can I arrange a lift for you?’

			Vanessa jumped, though she was growing familiar with this imperious voice. Looking up into the solemn face, she thought, He’s handsome, but not in a comfortable way. I like how his cap squares off his face.

			She looked down, afraid her eyes were bleary with crying. ‘No, thanks. I’m with my mother.’

			‘We can find space for two. Our car convoy will pass the station, if you’re going back that way.’

			‘Yes, but . . .’ her mother was already at the bus stop on the opposite side of the road. How to explain that the company of actors was anathema to Ruth? ‘Rotten, stuck-up theatrical types’ was Ruth’s kindest epithet for them. Actually, Vanessa thought, I don’t want to ride in an expensive car either, leaving my dad in a pauper’s plot. ‘I hate imposing on strangers.’

			A smile moved the forbidding lips. ‘If you ask me, they’re the best people of all to impose on. Once you say goodbye, you never have to express gratitude again. Don’t freeze for the sake of good manners. You can squeeze into one of the vehicles bringing up the rear.’

			She knew he meant no insult, but it was sounding more and more like crumbs from the well-spread table. ‘As I said before, sir, I hate imposing.’

			‘It isn’t imposing while you’re in uniform. Compassionate leave, I take it?’ He answered himself with a nod. ‘Where are you based?’

			‘RAF Banff, on the—’

			‘Moray Firth. I know it, though from offshore rather than land-side. You’ve come a long way.’ He swept a hand towards his fellow mourners. He’d changed back into brown leather gloves. ‘These people can put themselves out for you.’

			‘But not for my mother. And really –’ emotion was working its way to the surface. He’d seen through her stubborn refusal, had unbent a little . . . sympathy was a killer. ‘A car-ride will make the rest of my journey intolerable.’ Giving a sharp salute, she tried to go but his hand wrapped round the crook of her elbow.

			‘Where are your gloves?’

			She looked at her blue-red fingers. ‘On a parcel shelf of the train I came down on. With a bit of luck, they’ll make their way to Lost Property.’

			Taking off his own supple tan pair, he enveloped her hands, passing on his blood heat. Her mind clogged with a profound sense of loss. Of missing something she’d never had. When she finally raised her eyes to his, her yearning slipped out. ‘I wish I could take you on my journey with me.’

			He didn’t look affronted. ‘I go only as far as Liverpool, a long way short of Banff.’ He slid his gloves over her cold fingers, one hand then the other. He anticipated her objection. ‘I have other pairs and yours are probably in the pocket of some heartless traveller, irretrievably lost.’

			And so was she, she realised. Part of herself had split off, and was drifting towards this stranger. Her heart was a vacant lot and he’d taken possession. She could never have him. Not only was he wildly above her in status and rank, but by removing his gloves, he’d revealed a gold band on his wedding finger.

			‘Good luck, sir,’ she said, her voice sticking in her throat. ‘I hope—’

			‘Vanessa!’ Her mother called from across the road. ‘I don’t want to miss our bus, thank you very much.’

			This time, the man made no attempt to stop her but he said, ‘Your name’s Vanessa? Unusual. Pretty, too.’

			‘Vanessa was my dad’s whim, though for some reason, he always called me “Toots”.’ She walked away.

			*

			‘What were you up to? Who was he?’

			The weather had deteriorated and needle-sharp sleet hit them slantwise because the bus stop had lost its roof. Vanessa sighed. ‘He’s a sea captain at an actor’s funeral. You work it out, I can’t.’

			‘Are those his gloves? You’d better post them back to him. He might make out you pinched them.’

			‘Why would he do that?’

			‘Never let a man think he can call in a favour. You have a way of looking at men. You peer up through your lashes.’

			‘Because they’re so much taller than me! I don’t like addressing their buttons.’ Please stop.

			‘You rush in. That daft marriage should stand as a warning.’

			‘A flighty bit of goods, am I? Don’t start on my marriage, Mum.’ Ruth had never once asked if she’d been happy with Leo. Ruth never asked anything that might open doors to intimacy. ‘I can speak to a respectable naval officer without being called “fast”.’

			‘He’s almost certainly married,’ her mother said as the bus drew up, its windscreen wipers lashing noisily back and forth.

			‘He is, and what does it matter? I’ll never see him again.’

			*

			They found an empty compartment in the London train. As it huffed out of the station, Vanessa showed her mother the gold key. ‘That poor woman wanted me to have it. Have you ever seen it before?’

			‘Not that I recall.’ Ruth turned it over, a frown digging between her brows. ‘It could be a theatre prop.’

			‘Far too small. Nobody would see it beyond row three.’

			‘Those two were theatrical types. Her coat came out of a theatre wardrobe and his smelled of lavender.’

			‘What does lavender prove?’

			Ruth sniffed, as if to say, Everything. ‘That face.’ She shivered. ‘Awful. I’d wear a veil. Two veils.’

			‘Who were they?’

			‘No idea.’

			‘I won’t believe you stood in silence until I arrived, Mum. They must have said something, if only “Good morning”.’

			‘The man came from London. I heard him saying that the mist was thick as onion broth this morning, and he walked smack into Covent Garden thinking it was Long Acre.’ Finding nothing of interest in the key, Ruth handed it back. ‘If this unlocked anything more valuable than a tea caddy, that woman would have emptied it by now.’

			‘She’s Eva, not “that woman”. But I think you know her. You do know her!’ They were facing each other and Vanessa leaned forward, invading Ruth’s space. ‘Is she why he left us?’

			When Ruth turned her face against the question, Vanessa tried a different attack. ‘How did Dad die?’

			‘His heart stopped.’

			‘That’s how everybody dies, when you think about it. What caused it?’

			Ruth spoke as if the words were grit on her tongue. ‘He drank himself dead. Two bottles of whisky and he fell unconscious on the floor. Nobody knew for days. Clive never drank the hard stuff when he was with me. That’d be her doing.’

			*

			At Waterloo, after the briskest of hugs, they separated. No time for a cuppa. Vanessa took the Northern Line tube for Euston. Sitting in a second class carriage, she ruminated on what she’d learned about her father’s death. Halfway through their silent journey, Ruth had finally cracked and given her the details. The real cause had been the cold weather. Clive, it seemed, had inhabited a rented room. ‘An ice-box by all accounts.’ His electricity meter had yielded the grand total of eight pence. ‘Nothing put in on the night of his death.’

			The building’s landlord had discovered the body on the Monday evening, three days after Vanessa had failed to meet her dad. The thought of it lacerated her.

			As did the fact that she’d been writing to him at ‘Room 7, Old Calford Building, Long Acre’ without ever questioning why he was reduced to that single room. I’m like Mum, she whispered under cover of the rumbling train. I don’t ask the big, grinning question.

			She slipped off the Commander’s fleece-lined gloves. They were quite worn, with a whitish scuff on the palm that might be salt and they smelled sweetly of leather. She dropped the gold key inside the thumb and wondered about Eva’s face. A terrible road accident, a fall, a bombing?

			Arriving at her stop, she told herself that Eva and even her father’s death were secondary to the real business of her life – being a Radio Telephone operator in the Watch Room at RAF Banff. It was her job to relay radio messages from Coastal Command’s strike wing, work that demanded intense concentration over long shifts. To take grief and confusion back with her would be unprofessional. Unpatriotic.

			In time, she’d unwrap her father’s last days. She would discover where he’d been rushing off to the night they nearly met. She might even push the little gold key into a lock somewhere and hear it click.

			At Euston, she received the dispiriting news that her train was delayed. She slid the key into her pocket and pulled the gloves back on. A four-hour wait was predicted, and she knew well enough that such predictions had elastic sides. She bought tea and a wad of bread and margarine at a WRVS van outside the station, and was so famished she drank the tea down in half-a-dozen gulps and queued up for a second mug. After that, she sat in the station hall and allowed herself to think about her sea captain.

			Not hers. Somebody else’s.

			*

			At that exact same moment, Vanessa’s captain was leaving the theatre where Wilton Bovary’s wake had been celebrated. He flagged down a taxi and asked to be taken to a street near St James’s Park thinking he’d snatch some time at home with his wife, Fern, before catching his train back to Liverpool where his ship waited. Getting out on Ledbury Terrace, he paid the fare and asked the driver to come back in one hour precisely.

			Letting himself in with his own key, he was surprise to discover Fern in the hall, arranging winter leaves in a vase. She looked up. A little uneasily, he thought.

			‘You’re early,’ she said. ‘Was it all right?’

			‘As much as a funeral can be. A good-enough send off, though I wish my godfather had died at the close of a long life. Sixty-five seems a paltry innings for someone who approached everything with such zest. I didn’t stay long at the wake.’

			‘Was it at the Hungaria?’

			He looked at her, puzzled. She’d asked the same question that morning and he’d told her, as he did again now, that the wake had been held on stage at Bovary’s own theatre, The Farren. ‘A throng of thesps, numerous agents, backers and critics. Elbow-to-elbow, drinks in hand, trying not to fall over the set.’

			‘Actually on stage?’

			‘Yes, though there was spillage into the orchestra pit and the front row stalls. You’ll remember that The Farren’s stage was built for intimacy.’

			‘In 1780. Darling, I’m not that old.’

			‘You know what I mean.’ He kissed her, inhaling the perfume she’d eked out, drop by drop, since their last Paris trip in the spring of ’39. ‘It’s set for tomorrow’s matinee and before you ask, the show goes on, albeit with some re-casting. My godfather’s sisters demanded it.’

			‘The redoubtable Sylvia and Barbara. I lunched with them once. They chewed their pork chops to the bone.’

			‘Good for them. I must say, The Importance of Being Earnest is a good play for a wake.’

			Fern looked blank, so he explained, ‘“Scene: Morning-room in Algernon’s flat in Half-Moon Street.”’ He evoked the setting with a sweep of the hand. ‘It includes a sofa, several chairs and lots of little tables. Somewhere for the older folk to sit down, and those who dived too deeply into Uncle Bo’s claret. What of you?’ His eye fell on a vase filled with russet stems. ‘How have you passed your day?’

			‘I’ve just come back from a stroll in St James’s. I dusted off my Voigtländer and got some good shots.’ Fern patted the nose of the compact camera poking from her cardigan pocket. ‘The shadows inspired me.’

			‘I cut through the park this morning and everything looked pretty grey. Was it wise to go out in this weather?’

			‘Worried I might collapse from the cold, like your godfather? Incidentally, I wish you’d call him by his proper name. “Wilton Bovary” was a fitting name for an actor-manager. “Uncle Bo” sounds like a character from a nursery rhyme. You shouldn’t claim him as your uncle, either. People will gossip.’

			‘Godfathers are honorary uncles. “Bo” was what my father called him from when they were schoolboys together. This morning you thought you were coming down with flu.’

			That had been Fern’s reason for missing the funeral. Alistair had wanted her to come. Though she hadn’t known Wilton Bovary as long or as closely as he had, her mother had been Bo’s very dear friend. ‘You were feverish, you said.’

			‘So I was, but now I’m better.’

			Alistair unbuttoned his coat. He had time for a bath and he wondered if Fern had prepared anything to eat. No tell-tale smells suggested that a quick dinner for two was on the cards. Yellow cheese and day-old bread, then. He was hanging his coat on the hallstand when her abrupt, ‘Darling?’ made him turn.

			A stem of red dogwood quivered in her hand. His attention was hooked. He waited for her to continue.

			‘Darling, if you were ever to be unfaithful – you know, a strange girl in a foreign port sort of thing – I just want you to know that I’d understand.’

			‘What?’

			‘I’d understand.’ She was all fluid curves in a day dress of soft Burgundy wool, the long cardigan belted around her waist. Then, oblivious to the fact that she’d casually violated something sacred, she added the dogwood to the vase and sighed, ‘I can’t wait until we have roses sent up from Stanshurst again. When I think of the flowers I had to play with— good lord, Alistair!’

			He’d stridden across to her and turned her to face him. In a voice that stripped the colour from her cheeks, he said, ‘If you’ve ever imagined me standing in line outside a port brothel, cast the thought out. When I’m away for weeks, missing you, it’s hellish. And yes, vows are tough but if they weren’t, they’d mean nothing. How about you?’

			She tried to wriggle away, but he kept hold. ‘If we can’t believe in loyalty, what the hell are we fighting for? What are we for? Have you any idea how many Navy wives have been left widowed? How many letters I’ve sent to mothers, wives and daughters, telling them their men won’t come home? Have you ever considered the girls in uniform, younger than you, who are risking everything?’

			He recalled the WAAF girl, whom he hoped was making good use of his gloves. Father buried, mother put on the train home, herself off to Scotland without breaking step. ‘Surely, we owe them a little sacrifice in return? Fidelity is the base line, Fern. Where it all starts from.’

			‘Yes, yes, blanket agreement, Alistair.’ Pulling free, Fern stalked across the hall and faced him from a distance. ‘Stop glaring at me like a primitive head on show at the British Museum. I was simply saying—’

			‘That you imagine I sleep with prostitutes.’

			‘Oh, let’s forget it.’ She rubbed her shoulder. ‘You hurt me, though why should I be surprised? We all know you have no conscience.’

			‘What do you mean, “we all know”? Who is “we”?’ His tone would have shaken most men. It undoubtedly shook Fern, but she’d gone too far to retract.

			She touched her upswept hair, bright as a polished sovereign against her pale skin. ‘Ask the crew of the Monarda.’

			*

			Later, paying off the cabbie and passing under the Euston arch to get his train, he replayed the domestic scene and knew that a line had been crossed. That nonsense about infidelity was Fern being provocative and of course it disturbed him. But her final jibe was a kick below the belt. By referring to the HMS Monarda, Fern had passed judgement on his actions at sea that as a civilian she had no competence to make. And as wife, no right. ‘Everybody says.’ Who did she know in London who was fit to offer an opinion on something that had happened in the North Atlantic, in a force-seven gale with forty-foot troughs and a wolf pack of German submarines closing in? Gut instinct said ‘everybody’ was in fact ‘somebody’. But who?

			Striding through Euston’s great hall towards the platforms, his gaze cut through the milling crowds. He wanted no contact – until a pair of slim legs encased in hideous cotton lisle caught his eye. He’d seen those legs close-up today, as their owner squeezed out of a motorcycle sidecar. She was sitting on a bank of seats, looking half asleep. Still wearing his gloves.

			‘Are you all right?’

			Her chin shot up, and surprise made her eyes large. He’d noticed their colour at first meeting, light brown, like tide-washed amber.

			She stood. ‘My train’s delayed. Freight stuck on the line in Hertfordshire. Fate wants to make my time in London as rotten as possible.’

			‘You believe in fate?’

			‘Actually, I believe in . . . very little.’

			Her simple cynicism sliced through to his core. Meeting her in the cold outdoors earlier, he’d set her down as, ‘A nice girl, somewhat scattered.’ He now discovered the intelligence in her expression and a subtle beauty. Her face had the light strokes of a da Vinci – something her habit of looking away had hidden until now. Her mouth, undaubed by lipstick, was full and sensual, but turned down so unhappily he stepped out of character to offer comfort. ‘Things will get better, you know. In the end.’

			‘I’m not sure they will. I’m drowning and the only ship that can rescue me is steaming away.’

			So soon after Fern’s accusation, her response struck like a blade. This girl must surely recognise a naval uniform when she saw one. At best, her drowning comment was grossly insensitive. He walked away.

			‘I’m so sorry.’

			For two or three strides, he ignored her. Then, like an actor hearing booing from the stalls, he turned for a confrontation. She’d followed him, and looked devastated.

			‘I don’t know what made me say that. I’m not myself. You have a ship somewhere—’

			‘I do, the Quarrel. She’s at Pier Head.’

			‘And you’ve seen drowning men.’

			‘Too many.’ He nodded a farewell. ‘Good luck.’

			‘And you, Sir. The best of British.’

			*

			Vanessa arrived back at RAF Banff at six the following evening, having exceeded her leave by several hours. Her commanding officer was inclined to sympathy, however. Everyone knew what the trains were like.

			As the weeks passed, a veil of unreality thickened between Vanessa and those London visits, until she imagined her father was still alive, doing six evening shows and four matinees a week in one of the lesser theatres. One day, they might meet somewhere between Shaftsbury Avenue and Trafalgar Square.

			Another figure strayed in too. A figure who had no place in her imagination. A married man who might not survive the coming months, given that his profession was one of the most dangerous going. She didn’t send back his gloves but kept them in her locker, with the golden key and her dad’s letters. Life – and war – went on. Until . . .

			*

			On the 8th of May, 1945, Germany surrendered to the Allied forces. Victory unfurled throughout Europe. As Britain went wild with joy, the threads that linked Vanessa to her married captain – invisible to both – tightened. The same bands tied them to Clive ‘Johnny’ Quinnell, to a dissatisfied wife and to a dreadfully maimed woman. These threads were anchored to the stage of The Farren Theatre.
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