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To the brave men and women of the Air Transport Auxiliary.
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Part One

The Present




SARAH


How much do you really know about your own family - about anyone, really? No matter how close we are to another person, there are always the secrets locked away that we know nothing about - the dreams and the fears, the passions and the resentments. The memories that are taken out and pored over only when we are quite alone, the dark thoughts that haunt us in the dead of night, the fears of inadequacies we never admit to out loud, the moments of despair for the future. We see only what others allow us to see, judge their actions and attitudes against our own experiences and values. And hug to ourselves secrets of our own.

Heaven knows, I’ve got enough of them - and I’m not noted for being the world’s most discreet. When I was small I was known for a chatterbox. ‘Little Big Mouth’ my father used to call me - much to my chagrin - after a character in a comic I used to get from the newsagent’s every Saturday morning, along with a chocolate bar or a packet of sweets. ‘You are not to repeat this outside these four walls,’ he would say, expressly to me, after my sister, Belinda, and I had been party to some discussion over Sunday lunch between him and my mother. As if I would! Mostly it was boring stuff like could they afford to have a makeover in the kitchen, or who’d brought what in to the charity shop where my mother worked as a volunteer. I’d roll my eyes at Belinda, who was, of course, prim and perfect as ever, and give my father a hurt look. The financing of a kitchen was the last thing I’d be likely to chatter to my friends  about, and I couldn’t imagine they’d be interested in the state of the bag of clothes donated by Councillor Mrs Waite to the hospice shop either - jumpers with coffee stains and inadequately washed underwear, according to my mother. But there it was - I had a reputation for talking too much and not being able to keep secrets.

Perhaps that’s why I became so good at it later . . .

My mother always was. So good that I never even knew there were secrets to be kept. People to be protected. A veneer of respectability to be maintained. Blame to be laid in private. In that dark world between sunset and dawn, when you lie sleepless and everything assumes a magnitude that daylight cuts down to size. Skeletons rattling in cupboards . . .

There are fewer of them these days, I suppose. There’s no stigma attached to divorce or a child born out of wedlock. ‘The wrong side of the blanket’, they used to call it. How quaint is that? And yet still we have a certain light we want others to see us in. Still we care about what the truth would do to others - what sort of a world would it be if we didn’t? Unpalatable truths revealed selfishly or thoughtlessly can destroy lives when uttered by grown-up Little Big Mouths.

But the flip side can be just as dangerous. Secrets kept with the best of intentions can cause trouble in the most insidious of ways that reverberate down the years. A family history can stretch out slimy tentacles into the next generation - and the next. There are things that if they were brought out into the open might lose their power, instead of thriving on the fear of discovery. If my family cupboard had been bare of skeletons some people would inevitably have been hurt. But for others, truth instead of half-truth, knowledge instead of suspicion, would have set them free.

I’ve always known there were things that were never spoken of. Tensions I didn’t understand. Well, I’ve known since I was old enough to notice, anyway. That my mother rarely went home to Florida, which she’d left for England to marry my father when she was just nineteen. That she didn’t often talk about her mother - my grandmother, Nancy - and never about her brother Ritchie. That she was always brittle and bad-tempered when I went for my annual holiday in the Sunshine State,  first in the care of the airline cabin staff, and later alone. I used to wonder sometimes, try to piece things together from photographs and dates and snippets of information. But I never even came close. It’s only now, in the last year, that I’ve unearthed the truth.

And discovered that I never really knew my family at all.

 



Florida, Summer 2006

If there is one thing I love, one thing that can ease me out of the straitjacket of stress that I’ve woven for myself, thread by thread, and call my life, it is flying. You could say, I suppose, that it’s in my blood, and so it is.

My great-grandparents - Grandma Nancy’s mother and father - were barnstormers who performed with the air circuses that were all the rage in the States in their day - her father a stunt pilot and her mother a wing-walker. According to Nancy, she was born in a barn somewhere in the Midwest, and she was roped in as an assistant to their act when she was only four years old - hidden behind a stack of bottles and charged with knocking them down at the precise moment her father flew over and pretended to shoot at them. She’d learned to fly even before she could drive a car; she’d gone to work for Grandpa Joe, who’d been a crop-duster and was trying to expand his business, married him, and together they’d built up Varna Aviation. Oh, and just for good measure, they’d both flown in the war - Grandpa Joe with the USAAF, Grandma Nancy with the Air Transport Auxiliary in England, ferrying planes from factories to airfields or from one operational station to another.

So, yes, it’s in my blood, and there’s nowhere I feel more at home than in the air. Especially in Florida. I learned to fly here in the summer that I was seventeen - a much longer holiday than usual - and by the time I went home I’d not only passed all the flight tests and written exams, I’d got in enough hours’ solo to earn my Private Pilot’s Licence.

My mother was not best pleased. ‘They knew I didn’t want you messing about in planes,’ she said, very tight-lipped and disapproving. And: ‘Don’t think you’re going to be able to keep it up over here. You’ve got college to think about, and in any case, it costs too darned much.’

She was right there; there was no way I could find ninety pounds an  hour to hire a Cessna or a PA28, and no way she was going to help me out.

‘That’s how your uncle John got killed,’ she’d said, as if I didn’t already know it. ‘I sure as heck don’t want the same thing happening to you.’

John, her elder brother. Another of the flying Costellos. I didn’t point out to her that the rest of them had survived into ripe old age. I knew better than to argue with my mother. But I did wonder why the bug that had bitten the rest of us had passed her by. As far as I know she’s never flown, and never wanted to. There is a family story that when Grandpa Joe tried to get her into the left-hand seat for a lesson, she screamed and shouted and flounced away and walked the whole three miles home to show she meant what she said. She didn’t want to learn to fly, and nothing and nobody was going to make her.

I can well believe it. My mother is the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met. But I can’t understand how she could not want to fly. I shall never forget the excitement of walking round the plane with the wing level with my chest and the single propeller inches from my nose. Of clambering into the pilot’s seat and listening to the Air Traffic Control clearing us for departure. Of the way the whole aircraft throbbed and vibrated as the engine power built, the surge forward as Grandpa Joe released the brake and we hurtled along the airstrip, gaining speed, the feeling of weightlessness when the wheels left the ground and the grass arced beneath us and the trees were a living, swaying mosaic pavement.

And most especially of the moment, ten days or so later, when I’d done enough halfway decent take-offs and landings - circuits and bumps, we called them - for Grandpa Joe to ask in that slow Florida drawl I remember so well: ‘OK - do you wanna go round on your own then?’ And I nodded, wordless for once, and he warned the ATC and got out of the plane, leaving me on my own. My first solo. My heart was pounding, pumping the blood through my veins as though it were a mini-tsunami, but at the same time I felt strangely calm and determined, and my hands were steady on the yoke. I knew I had to get this absolutely right. Once I took off nobody could help me. I’d have to fly a circuit and land, all by myself.

I did it. Not a perfect landing, but not bad. And my love affair with  the skies entered a new dimension. I wasn’t a virgin any more. I’d gone through the initiation ceremony.

Grandpa Joe was more relieved than he’d ever let on to have me back on terra firma. There was a sheen of sweat sparkling across his forehead and up into the broad bays where his hair receded, and when he yanked the door open and leaned in to ruffle my hair the palms of his hands were sticky-moist too.

‘Well done, Sarah.’ Matter-of-fact tone, rough edge beneath it. ‘You’re a real Costello now.’

I didn’t point out that I wasn’t a Costello at all, that my name was Sarah Lintern, and I was English, not American. In that moment I was alive and glowing with so much pride and exhilaration that I felt it was going to burst out of the top of my head, like Vesuvius erupting. And Grandpa Joe’s praise was the icing on the cake.

It was always the same; I adored him, admired him, worshipped him almost. A word of praise from him was all I needed to spur me on.

‘You fly like an angel, Sarah.’

I can hear him now as I bank over the expanse of emerald and sapphire that is the Everglades and set course to head back towards Varna.

‘You fly like an angel, Sarah.’

There’s a shadow to my right, just out of my line of vision, and it has the rangy shape of Grandpa Joe. I can almost feel him there in the co-pilot’s seat, big hands relaxed on his knees, eyes sharp and watchful; I can smell the sweet pungent briar of his pipe which he taps out and tucks into his pocket before we take off. It’s five years now since he died, as quietly and considerately as he lived - just fell asleep in his chair and didn’t wake up - but I still hear his voice when I’m flying. He’s still there, offering me nuggets of his wisdom, chastising me sometimes as well as praising. Sitting on my shoulder, whispering into my ear. ‘Always respect the skies, Sarah. If you mock them, girl, they’ll have the last laugh.’

He was there when an unexpected thunderstorm caught up with me, sending torrents of rain cascading over the windscreen like a cataract, and the turbulence pitched and tossed me about like a broken butterfly. And the time when something overheated. I’d felt the radiance  on my feet and smelled the burning stronger even than Grandpa Joe’s tobacco, and I’d been forced to radio in an emergency, hurry back to the airfield to be chased down the runway by a fire engine. And that was in England, for goodness’ sake! Grandpa Joe isn’t fussy. Where I fly, he comes with me.

Just now, he’s quiet, enjoying, just as I am, the freedom that comes with floating in a bubble of silence and calm over the mangroves, lush from the summer rain.There’s the constant throb of the engine, of course, the occasional rattle of the doors and windows against their frames, the soft buffeting of the wind flowing over the wings. But they’re comfortable sounds, integral almost to the peace, like the soft snuffles and snores of a person in a deep and restful sleep. Like me, I suspect, he’s got his eyes peeled, keeping a sharp look out for anything else that might choose to share our air space; like me he doesn’t want to return to reality. But we have to, Grandpa Joe. We can’t stay skulking up here for ever.

I ease back on the power and lower the nose of the Cessna. There’s an arrow-straight ribbon of silver road shimmering in the noonday heat, and ahead of me the first of the Ten Thousand Islands that are scattered like a handful of beads from a broken necklace in the sparkling blue of the Gulf of Mexico. I head for the bridge, a startlingly bright white arc that links Varna to the mainland, and drop down to a couple of thousand feet, scanning the still waters that cut a hoop-shaped harbour into the island in the hope of catching sight of a manatee. No luck today. The manatees are hiding.

There’s an ache around my heart suddenly. Grandpa Joe used to point them out to me when I was little, dark humps that looked like slippery boulders. But this time the ache isn’t for what’s gone for ever. It’s for what might never be.

I want to show the manatees to a child of my own. I want to hear the intake of breath that’s a gasp of excitement, see a small face alight with wonder, eyes wide, mouth an open ‘O’. Even up here, in a Cessna belonging to Grandma Nancy, I can’t escape the longing that’s growing day by day, week by week, month by month, into an obsession.

I’m thirty-six years old. If I don’t have a child soon, it will be too late. Through my own stupid fault I’ve let the fertile years slip away. I’ve  wasted them on a man I’ve finally accepted will never be mine, never be a father to my children, and the ones who might have been have all married other people, buried themselves beneath mortgages and piles of nappies and cosy domesticity. Ten years ago, my world hummed with spare men, even if they seemed no more ready to settle down than I was. Now there’s just Fergus, and I’m not at all sure I want to spend the rest of my life with him, though he’s forever trying to persuade me that I do. He’s a good friend, but that’s really all he is - and he wasn’t even my friend first, but my sister’s. Fiancé, actually. Even if I was in love with Fergus, which I know I’m not, I’ve had enough of Belinda’s cast-offs to last me a lifetime.

But what choice do I have? Option One: marry Fergus, who I know without doubt would be good to me - a generous, reliable husband, a terrific father. Option Two: I go for it as a single mother, but not with Fergus. It wouldn’t be fair to him to use him like that. I’d have to find someone I’m less involved with if I’m planning that he should be an absentee father, or maybe even go for ‘donor unknown’. Neither option really appeals to me. Each time I consider either of them seriously a little bit of me shrinks away, the way you shrink from picking up a slug that’s crawled under the back door and feasted on the cat’s food.

But both are preferable to the alternative. Which is to accept that I am not, ever, going to be a mother. To know what it’s like to give birth, to have a small firm body nestling at my breast, to experience the rush of unconditional love, to feel small fingers curling round my own, to bury my face against soft hair that smells of springtime, and know that this little life, independent now, was once a part of me and will go on being a part of me for ever. I actually want to have sleepless nights and sticky bits of food thrown on the floor and piles of socks and T-shirts and underpants to wash. And I want to sing a little one to sleep, and make muddy footprints on the windowsill to make them believe Father Christmas came in that way, and be woken at dawn to have a stocking emptied all over my bed. And see the expression of wonder when for the first time my child sees a soap bubble, a newly hatched chick, a manatee . . .

There’s no time for brooding now, though. I can see Varna Airfield, a  scatter of white-painted buildings and workshops spaced along the edge of a wide expanse of green. I reduce height to just a thousand feet, reach for the handset, contact the ATC and ask permission to land. I recognise Gus Hadfield’s voice. He’s been doing air traffic control at Varna off and on for as long as I can remember. With his customary disregard for the correct jargon, Gus greets me.

‘That you, Sarah? Thought so. OK, honey, come on in.’

 



There’s another Cessna in the blue and white livery of Varna Aviation parked on the grass apron in front of the office buildings. As I taxi towards it, Ritchie, my mother’s brother, appears round the nose. A girl is following him like an eager puppy, a pupil about to take off for a lesson, I guess - maybe her first, or even a trial flight, since Ritchie is doing the preflight walk-round with her, checking the airworthiness of the Cessna. She is perhaps eighteen or nineteen. So young! Plenty of child-bearing years ahead of her.

Ritchie, clad in lightweight black trousers and a white shirt with captain’s epaulettes, raises a hand to me in casual greeting. Most pilots out here choose to dress informally in jeans or shorts and T-shirt, but Grandma Nancy is a stickler for protocol. A pilot should look like a pilot and not a beach bum, she says. It gives people confidence. Though he’s supposedly running the business these days he’s long since realised that arguing with his mother is a waste of time and energy. He draws the line at wearing a tie, though.

I wave back, but Ritchie is no longer looking. He’s giving the propeller a twirl and turning to say something to the girl, who is gazing at him with rapt attention and obvious admiration. I smile and shake my head. Funny how the girl pupils always flock to Ritchie, though he’s old enough to be their father - grandfather, almost! But it has to be said he cuts quite a dashing figure, youthful still, for all that he is past his fiftieth birthday. He has the rakish air of a man with three failed marriages behind him, now determinedly single, and taking full advantage of the glamorous veneer that comes with his job. I very much hope that Ritchie does not take advantage of the girls he teaches to fly, but given his track record I’m not holding my breath.

Wife number three - Mary-Lyn - was a former pupil, though she never got her licence and, as far as I know, had never even gone solo. She’d really only been interested in flying when Ritchie was in the seat alongside her, telling her, no doubt, how well she was doing whilst handling all the tricky manoeuvres himself. The lessons petered to a trickle when she got an engagement ring on her finger - a rock that must have cost him a year’s salary - and stopped altogether after he’d flown her down to the Little Chapel in Vegas and she’d become the third Mrs Richard Costello.

But at least that particular bit of history is unlikely to repeat itself. However besotted this new pupil might be, however flattered Ritchie is by her admiration, with three lots of alimony to pay, and the business - according to Grandma Nancy, at least - less than flourishing these days, there’s no way he is going to be able to afford diamonds and white gold and romantic honeymoons in Mexico.

I park the plane, lock up and head for the stone-built block where Varna Aviation have offices.

There’s an air of affluence about the foyer these days: wall-to-wall blue carpet, soft lighting, a drinks machine, a bank of computers. When I was a little girl, the HQ of Varna Aviation was just a tumbledown hut at the edge of the field. But the town decided to invest in spanking new facilities ten years or so back and Varna Aviation benefited from them. From a business point of view it’s impressive but, from what Grandma Nancy has said, the high rent payable is contributing to Ritchie’s problems in keeping the business afloat.

A young man in mechanic’s overalls passes me in the doorway, clutching a sheaf of paperwork. We pass the time of day and I head in across the foyer, towards the mock-pine console where Monica Rivers is working on the computer.

Monica is plump, pretty and well-groomed - big blonde hair styled the way she’s been doing it since the eighties, the miraculously unlined face large ladies often have, fingernails painted shocking pink from base to tip. She’s an institution at Varna Aviation; I doubt it could function nowadays without her. She started on a part-time basis in the days when Grandpa Joe was still in charge - keeping the books, organising the diary  and minding the reception desk. Her husband, an aero-mechanic and maintenance man, had died suddenly, leaving her with three young sons and only the most meagre of pensions, and Grandpa Joe had taken pity on her.

The gain was all his, though. Before long Monica was indispensable, and since her boys grew up and left home Varna Aviation is her life. She’s at her desk every morning by nine and often still there at nine at night, seeing in the last pupil from an evening lesson. I have wondered if perhaps she has a soft spot for Ritchie that’s kept her loyal all these years. I hope not - Ritchie really is bad news where women are concerned - and I tell myself she has too much good sense for that. But when did good sense ever win over the vagaries of the heart?

When she sees me she pushes the mouse away, clicks the computer into sleep mode and sits back in her comfortable swivel chair.

‘You’re back then, Sarah. Good flight?’

‘Yes, great.’

‘Want a coffee?’

‘Love one. I’ll get it when I’ve done my paperwork.’

‘No, you’re OK. I need the exercise.’ Monica heaves herself up and heads for the coffee machine and I lean across the desk for the plane log and start filling it in.

Before I’ve quite finished she’s back, setting one steaming paper mug down beside me and carrying the other round to her own side of the desk.

‘So how long is it now before you go home?’ she asks.

‘Just a couple of days.’ There’s a slight sinking feeling in my stomach as I say it. The three weeks I’ve been here have flown - they always do. When I first arrive the days spread out ahead of me seem endless, then suddenly they’re gone and I’m counting down the number of times I’ll eat breakfast and dinner with Grandma Nancy, the number of times I can fly the Cessna out over the Everglades or down to the Keys before it’s time to pack my bags.

Long enough, though, three weeks. You can’t put your life on hold for ever, however much you might wish you could.

‘You should think about moving out here permanently,’ Monica says  as if she’s read my mind about not wanting to go home. ‘Come and help Ritchie with the business. Flying has to beat . . . whatever it is you do in that office of yours . . .’

‘Accounts. I’m an accountant.’

‘Pretty pressured, huh?’

‘You could say that.’

‘And the weather here sure is a hell of a lot better than it is in England.’

‘Believe it or not, I actually like the English seasons. And I can’t just throw up a good job, sell my house, and move out here. I doubt the business could run to another salary and I’m not even sure if they’d want me here all the time.’

‘Your grandmother would,’ Monica says with certainty. ‘She thinks the world of you. And it’s my opinion she’s lonely. I don’t think she’s ever gotten over losing your grandfather. And your mother living in England too. And . . . her other loss . . .’ She trails off, awkward suddenly, as if she has crossed an invisible barrier into forbidden territory and knows it. ‘John,’ she finishes without further explanation, yanks open a drawer in the desk and pulls out a carton of Krispy Kreme Doughnuts. ‘You want one?’

I shake my head. ‘No, thanks.’

‘Well, I do.’ Monica takes a bite, feathering her chin with icing sugar. ‘My day would not be complete without a Krispy Kreme Doughnut.’

Easy to see why she’s put on so much weight, I think. Aloud, I say: ‘She has Ritchie.’

Monica snorts and another cloud of icing sugar fans out and settles like fine snow on the black keys of the computer keyboard. ‘When he’s home. Which is not often, if you ask me. And when he is . . .’

‘I know.’ I sigh. ‘They don’t really see eye to eye.’

‘You can say that again!’ The last morsel of doughnut disappears into Monica’s mouth and she licks her fingers and her pearl-glossed lips. ‘Two fine people, and they tear one another apart. Now if you were back here . . .’

I laugh, amused by her persistence. ‘I shall not be here. Holidays, yes. To live, no.’

‘You never know, you might just meet the man of your dreams. Now he’d persuade you to stay, I’ll be bound.’

I laugh again, but it sounds hollow to my ears. Without knowing it, Monica is getting underneath my skin like a prickly thorn, scratching at tender nerves I don’t want to admit are there, even to myself. I’m an independent career girl. I don’t have dreams about men. Not any more. The ache of yearning I get when I see a couple swinging a small child between them, each holding on to one small sticky hand, has nothing to do with illusions of romance.

Once I saw Mark and his wife, Claire, doing just that. Walking along the street with two-year-old Freddy, counting paving stones, then lifting him, his weight evenly spread between his arms, smiling down at him, laughing as he squealed with delight. Freddy was wearing a bright red jacket and red Wellington boots, and his face was rosy beneath the hood. Six-year-old Molly was holding her father’s other hand, looking up to say something to him. They didn’t see me, of course. I was just passing traffic. If Mark had looked in my direction he’d have recognised my car, but he didn’t look. And to Claire I was a stranger, who, had she known it, knew an awful lot about her.

I knew in that moment that Mark would never leave her and the children, no matter how many times he’d promised me he would, and I knew too that I wouldn’t want him to. I couldn’t steal my happiness at the expense of those children. I’d never be able to live with myself if I had that on my conscience. I told myself that was it - over. It wasn’t, of course; it wasn’t that easy. Making up your mind to end an affair and doing it are two different things when you’re in love. But it was the beginning of the end.

I don’t want to fall in love again. I don’t want to lose control over my life and my emotions. At least, my head doesn’t want it. I’m not so sure about my heart. If I am serious about remaining uninvolved, why don’t I do a deal with Fergus? Have his baby so that we can be the ones swinging a child over the paving stones between us . . . ?

‘Monica,’ I say, finishing my coffee, ‘I do not imagine I am going to be swept off my feet by some gorgeous hunk in the next forty-eight hours. And even if I was, I still have to go back to England.’

Monica eyes me shrewdly. I have the feeling she knows that underneath my flippancy lies hurt. That for all that outwardly I give every  indication of being perfectly satisfied with a rewarding career and all the material things my fat salary, unshared, can buy me, there’s a raw empty place. That my life isn’t nearly as much under control as I like to pretend. She’s known me too long.

‘It’ll happen,’ she says, ‘when you least expect it.’

I grin at her crookedly. ‘I’m not holding my breath.’

‘Me neither.’

I look at her, at the smartly turned-out woman who’s been a widow for close on twenty years and who fills the empty spaces in her life by running the office at Varna Aviation and rewarding herself with Krispy Kreme Doughnuts, and wonder if she too is secretly waiting for something - or someone. If so, she’s been waiting an awfully long time.

 



Varna is built on a grid of intersecting roads, laid out like the squares on a sheet of graph paper, tree-lined and dotted with shopping malls and pavement cafés. But the houses, rebelling against the uniformity, are all individual in design. Some are imitation Colonial, some sprawling one-storeys, some condos. Almost all have a pool hidden away in a shady back yard.

Grandma Nancy’s house is on one of the identical avenues towards the centre of town - white-stuccoed behind a neatly trimmed lawn, spacious and pleasant without being in the least ostentatious. Varna Aviation never made Grandpa Joe the bucks to move into one of the ranch-style properties on the outskirts that hide away behind acres of shrubs and get peeked at by visitors riding the town tour bus, and I don’t think they’d have wanted that anyway. I pull my rental car into the driveway and go into the house.

‘Grandma - I’m back!’

‘In here!’ Grandma Nancy’s voice from the living room. It’s bright and vigorous, so that it’s hard to believe its owner is well into her eighties.

Grandma Nancy is pretty amazing altogether for her age. She’s still spry, though she struggles a bit with arthritis in her hands and knees. She’s still fiercely independent - she insisted on continuing to fly until she was seventy-four years old, and was only prised out of the captain’s  seat by failing a medical on grounds of impaired hearing. And she looks good - a bone structure like hers more than compensates for the inevitable lines and wrinkles; her hair, snow white and wavy, looks as thick to me as ever it did, though she swears it’s falling out by the handful - still enviably trim. But when I arrived two and a half weeks ago I thought she was somehow more frail than she had been last year. Nothing I could put my finger on, exactly, yet unavoidable, and it opened up a hollow somewhere inside me. Grandma Nancy was growing old. Was  old, for goodness’ sake, by most people’s standards. And I couldn’t bear it.

She’s sitting at the table now. There’s a book, desk-diary size, open in front of her, a photograph wallet and a small square leather box at her elbow. She closes the book, looks up at me and smiles, that lovely smile that makes her eyes sparkle blue as the sea when the sun turns it sapphire at midday and lifts her cheeks up to those amazing cheekbones.

‘Did you have a nice flight?’

‘Great,’ I say. ‘You should have come with me.’

She stacks the photograph wallet and the leather box on top of the book, which I can see has a label stuck on to its cover, yellowing now and curling back at one corner where the paste that holds it has dried out.

‘Perhaps I will before you go home,’ she says.

‘You’re sure you trust me?’

‘I’ve flown with a lot worse pilots than you.’ She meets my eyes directly, with a hint of mischief. ‘Would you let me take the controls?’

I pretend to consider. ‘I expect so. Just as long as you promise to fly straight and level only - none of your aerobatic stunts.’

‘I think I’m a little past them,’ Nancy says drily.

‘I should hope so too! And you must promise not to tell Ritchie. I don’t think he’d approve.’

Another wicked twinkle. ‘As if I would! OK, it’s a deal.’ Then her face goes soft. ‘You know I am so glad you take after me, Sarah. Your mother never had the slightest interest in flying. As you know, she avoids it whenever she can. I put it down to a bad fright she had when she was tiny. She was up at the airfield with us when a Cessna crashed on  take-off - a young chap trying to show off, if I remember rightly. Climbed out too steep, stalled, and came down like a pancake. Ellen was hysterical. We thought she was too young to understand what had happened, let alone remember it. But no such luck. It put her off for life.’

‘She doesn’t remember it,’ I say. I’ve heard the story before, and asked her about it. ‘I think if she did, it wouldn’t have had such a lasting effect on her. She’d be able to rationalise it as an adult, instead of still feeling it inside like a child, if you know what I mean.’

‘Maybe.’ Nancy isn’t one to dabble with psychology. ‘Anyway, I’m glad she didn’t manage to inflict her fear on you. It’s a good feeling that my granddaughter will still be playing in the clouds when I’m pushing up the daisies in the Home From Home Garden of Rest.’

A goose walks over my grave. ‘Don’t talk like that, Grandma. You’ll see all of us out.’

‘I sincerely hope not!’ Her face becomes serious. ‘Sarah, I want to talk to you.’

‘Not about your dying.’

Grandma Nancy smiles faintly. ‘No. Well, not exactly. But I am getting older, and it makes you think about things you want to do before it’s too late. Something I want you to do for me when you go home to England. Someone I want you to try to find for me.’ Her fingers, a little puffy from the arthritis, stray to the book and the items stacked on top of it, holding it all together as neatly as the stiffness of her joints allows. ‘Let’s have a drink.’

‘I just had a coffee at the airfield with Monica,’ I say.

‘I’m not talking about coffee. I’m going to have a sherry. The sun is over the yardarm, as they used to say in England. Why don’t you have one too?’

‘I’d rather have a glass of wine.’

‘Well, you know where it is.’

I pour her a sherry, fetch a bottle of Californian blush wine from the refrigerator in the kitchen where it’s chilling, and pour a glassful for myself over a mound of ice cubes. The ice-making compartment is practically overflowing again, creaking and clanking as it deposits fresh supplies in the dispenser.

‘We’ll have it outside.’ Grandma Nancy is in the doorway behind me, a diminutive figure in her straight-cut linen trousers and a printed silk shirt. The blue-covered book is tucked firmly beneath one arm and she’s carrying the little box and the wallet of photographs. ‘Could you bring my sherry for me? I don’t want to drop it. A waste of good sherry - and my best crystal.’

I go to the living room to collect Nancy’s sherry and follow her outside. A table and chairs are set in the shade of a large floral umbrella; beyond the decking the obligatory pool shimmers azure blue in the bright sunshine. We sit down.

‘So, what is it you want me to do?’ I ask, sipping my wine.

For a moment Grandma Nancy is silent, as if she’s not quite sure where to begin. Then she says: ‘You know I was in England during the war.’

‘Flying with the Air Transport Auxiliary. Yes, of course.’

But that is about all I do know. That she was approached by Jacqueline Cochran, one of the most acclaimed women pilots of her day, and asked to join the small select band of American women she was taking to England. That she was there for just over a year, delivering fighter planes for the RAF, and then she came home. The planes she talked about, and what fun she had flying them, but the reminiscences always stopped there. She’s never talked about the people she knew or the relationships she must have formed and I have wondered if perhaps she was hugging to herself things that were too painful to share. Grandma Nancy can be an intensely private person. It’s the same when it comes to John, her elder son. She adored him, yet she rarely if ever mentions him. She guards his memory within her heart.

Now I wait, curiosity burning bright, but saying nothing for fear of seeing the window close again, the shutters come down.

‘We formed some very close friendships in those days,’ Grandma Nancy says at last. ‘Strange, really, how those people were your whole world and then . . . they’re gone. The girls used to have reunions - the last I heard of was in Boston, and they wanted me to attend when the ATA Museum was opened back in the early eighties, but I chose not to go. Too far. Too many memories. Too damned busy! Now, though . . .  there is someone I’d like to contact. There’s something I want to return to him - if he’s still alive. If not, his family should have it.’


Him. I paddle my finger in the rim of condensation that has pooled on the table top beneath the bottom of my glass. This has taken me by surprise. As far as I was aware Grandma Nancy and Grandpa Joe had been together for ever. Certainly she’d been working for him before the war, and afterwards they’d been married for close on sixty years.

‘Who is it, Grandma?’

There’s the strangest expression on her face now; her eyes have gone very far away and she’s half smiling. But it’s a wistful smile.

She pulls the photograph wallet towards her, slides out a print and hands it to me. It’s a bit grainy and indistinct, a bit faded. But I can see it is of a young man, tall, good-looking, wearing a leather flying jacket.

‘That’s him. That’s Mac.’

I stare at the photograph and all kinds of questions are bubbling to the surface of my mind like the gassy effervescence of a glass of champagne. But for all my surprise, all my curiosity, it never for one moment occurs to me that I am looking not just at the picture of a young pilot who figured somewhere in Grandma Nancy’s past, but the face of a man who shaped and changed all our lives. And whose long shadow is still affecting them today.




RITCHIE


For once in my life I’m feeling optimistic. The girl on the trial lesson - Jodie Polanski is the name on her booking form - has enjoyed herself. I’ve made sure of that. I let her take control for a while over the Everglades, and I’ve done enough bits of fancy flying myself to make her squeal the way she might riding one of the roller coasters up in Orlando. As we head back for Varna I take a quick sideways glance at her. She’s pink with excitement, pearly little teeth chewing her lip in concentration, hands gripping the yoke for dear life, and I reckon I’ve done enough to persuade her to take a full course of lessons. Already I’m calculating how much that will mean in tuition fees. Say thirty hours’ flying time before she gets her licence - more if I can string it out a bit before sending her solo - plus hire of the plane to make up her hours . . .

‘You’re a natural,’ I say. ‘You fly like a bird.’

She giggles. ‘It’s great! Really something.’

‘So - you going to go for it? Couple of lessons a week - you could have your licence before Thanksgiving.’

She sighs heavily. ‘I only wish I could! But this lesson was a birthday present from my boyfriend. There’s no way I could afford it. I’m still in school.’

I reach up to adjust the trim wheel, let my arm brush lightly against hers.

‘Persuade him to pay for you then. Tell him how great it will be for  him to have his own private pilot when he’s a rich businessman wanting to get from one place to another in a hurry.’

She laughs, shaking her head. ‘I doubt he’ll buy it. He’s as flat broke as I am. This half-hour took all his earnings from working two weeks stacking shelves in the grocery store.’

‘Shame.’ Though inwardly I’m cursing, I keep my tone light. I sure as heck don’t want to appear desperate for the custom and she might yet change her mind, persuade her old man to come up with the tuition fees. But I know I’m spitting in the wind. Setbacks follow me around. Nothing’s ever come easy to me. Some folk reckon they were born under a lucky star. All I can say is it must have been a very dark night when I put in my first appearance on this goddamn planet.

As I fly a circuit round Varna Airfield I see there’s another little problem waiting for me in the parking lot. I’d know that white Cabriolet anywhere. It belongs to Mary-Lyn, my third and most demanding ex-wife. Well, it’s registered to her. I pay for it. What the hell does she want this time? Doesn’t she know she’s sucked me dry? But she won’t have stopped by just to say ‘Hi’. Not Mary-Lyn. She wants something from me all right. She always does.

Why the hell did I have to marry her? You’d have thought I’d have been old enough and wise enough to know better. With two failed marriages already behind me you’d think I’d learned my lesson. But no, I’d been as big a fool all over again. Leaped in with both feet, hoping that this time I’d got it right.

I’d hoped that twice before. I guess I could be excused the first time. Diane and I were an item since we were both fourteen. I wanted her so much it hurt, and the only way I could have her - really have her, and make sure no one else did - was to marry her. And maybe, if I’m honest, there was a bit of me that wanted to beat my brother, John, at something. I’d tried everything else - and failed. At least I’d beat him to the altar. It didn’t work out the way I expected, though. Oh, yeah, it was great for a bit, and then we grew up and grew apart. We had not a single thing in common any more - not even sex. We were both relieved when we decided to call it a day.

Chrissie, wife number two, stifled me. She was the most possessive  woman I have ever known. I couldn’t go take a leak without asking her permission. She had this idea that being married meant being joined at the hip. That we had to do everything together, wear matching sweaters and pants, hold hands, finish each other’s sentences. She was forever touching me, stroking me, my hand, my knee, my neck, even when we were in company. She opened my mail. She borrowed my cellphone. She accessed my computer. She never left me alone for a single damned second. It drove me insane. I started affairs with other women, hoping that when she found out she’d realise what a rat I was and blast me into the stratosphere, but she just clung on tighter. In the end I moved out with her threats of suicide hanging heavily over me. I was scared to death she would carry them out, but even more afraid of what I’d do to her myself if I stayed. Not so long afterwards she married a real estate agent from New England, who she met while he was on holiday in Florida. They have three children now, or so I hear, and I haven’t seen her in more than ten years.

You’d think, then, that I’d have had the sense not to tie myself up with a woman again. But I’m a born sucker. I still have this damn fool notion that if I keep trying, one day I’ll get it right. Be a bit more like John was. A bit less like myself. Even so, you’d think I’d have seen Mary-Lyn coming. Glamorous, twenty years younger than me, expensive tastes that run through fast cars to a fast lifestyle. And it wasn’t for want of advice from family and friends to steer well clear.

Monica, for one, had tried to warn me.

‘I know a gold-digger when I see one,’ she told me bluntly. We’d stopped off at Vinny’s Bar for a drink after a long day’s work and we were sharing confidences along with a bottle of wine. ‘She’s just after your money.’

That had made me laugh. ‘I don’t have any money.’

‘She doesn’t know that,’ Monica pointed out. ‘She sees the boss of a flying outfit and thinks you must be a wealthy man. And the way you’ve been showering her with flowers and gifts, she thinks she’s hit the jackpot.’

‘It’s my charm she’s taken with, Monica,’ I joked. ‘You know I’m irresistible - come on, admit it!’

‘If you say so.’ Monica twisted her drink between her hands, her long fingernails clicking against the glass. The sound scraped on my nerves; maybe I knew she was a bit too close to the truth for comfort. ‘I just don’t want to see you hurt again, Ritchie.’

‘It’s OK - I’m a big boy, remember? I can take care of myself.’

‘Have fun if you must. But for God’s sake don’t get married again.’

She sounded just like my mother, and I told her so. She seemed to take that as a compliment.

In spite of all their warnings - or maybe because of them - I did marry Mary-Lyn. And, just as they’d predicted, that marriage went the way of the first two. It’s more than a year now since we separated and I moved in with my mother, telling myself she shouldn’t be alone in the house at her age, knowing that the real reason was that I couldn’t afford to live anywhere else. More than a year, but Mary-Lyn still looks to me to keep her in style. I make her a generous allowance, pay the mortgage on what was our marital home and the hire purchase payments on her car, along with the bills for their running and upkeep. She’s ruining me and the business both, and she either doesn’t realise it or doesn’t give a damn.

I escort Jodie into the office to debrief her and apprise Monica that further bookings are a no-go with a slight shake of my head.The boyfriend is waiting for her, sitting in one of the bank of upholstered seats with an empty coffee mug and a pile of aviation magazines on the table in front of him. They leave, Jodie hanging on his arm and chattering excitedly about her flight, and I go out to the parking lot to see what Mary-Lyn wants from me this time.

She’s leaning against the bonnet of the Cabriolet smoking a cigarette. She drops it onto the tarmac and stubs it out with the toe of her sandal as I approach. She’s a big girl, tanned nut brown, and dressed in the Florida uniform of shorts and T-shirt. But the sun glints on gold at her throat and wrists and ankle, all jewellery I bought for her in the days when I wanted to impress her.

‘Hi,’ she greets me. ‘Still pulling the bimbos, I see.’

I ignore the barb. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Well, I sure as hell didn’t come to watch the planes.’ Mary-Lyn has  perfected the one-line put-down over the years, just as she perfected the flattery that hooked me in the first place.

‘So?’

‘The air conditioning has died. Can you fix someone to repair it for me?’

Fix someone to repair it - and pay the bill.

‘Can’t it wait?’ I ask, without much hope.

‘In this heat? You must be joking! I’m nearly frying. I hardly slept last night.’

I sigh. ‘OK, leave it with me.’

‘You will call someone right away?’

‘Sure.’

‘Mind you do. I don’t want us to fall out, hon.’ She smiles sweetly, and I catch a glimpse of the girl I fell for, who all but disappeared when I had to put a stop to the way she was spending money I didn’t have.

We had some good times, Mary-Lyn and me. I half wish we could start over, on a different footing.

She gets in her car, starts it, drives away in a cloud of dust. I get out a cigarette and light it.

Smoking is the last great taboo these days. Very anti-social. You can commit murder and someone will find an excuse for you. But smoke, and you’re one of the untouchables. Hell, what do I care? If I want a cigarette on my own airstrip, I’ll damned well have one. And I need one right now. Mary-Lyn’s wound me up, as usual.

Where the devil am I going to get the money to fix her air conditioning? I can’t draw any more on the business - the money just isn’t there. If I stretch it any more the creditors will close in and we’ll go bust. Hell, we’re likely to go bust anyway. And though it’s not my fault Varna Aviation just isn’t paying for itself any more, I know I’ll be the one to take the blame. My mother may not actually say it would never have happened if John were still alive, but she’ll be thinking it. I’ll see it in her eyes. And I’ll snap and snarl like a wounded lion, but inside I’ll feel another bit of me shrivel and die. Ritchie the failure - Ritchie who can never get anything right.

Do you know what it’s like to live the whole of your life in someone  else’s tall shadow? I’ll tell you - it’s purgatory. Especially if that someone is your brother.

When I was a little kid it was natural enough, I suppose. He was four years older than me; I hung around after him and he put up with me. It was natural that I wanted to be like him. To do the things he did, to have the things he had. I envied him his toys: the radio-controlled truck while I had to make do with one that worked by traction; the proper two-wheeled bicycle he raced around on while I trundled behind on my tricycle. I wished I could stay up late like he did on warm summer evenings. Many was the night I crept out of bed - the bottom bunk, of course; John had the top one - and watched enviously from the window while he bounced on the trampoline or climbed the tree. I just wished time would hurry by so that I could do the same and it never occurred to me that he’d be growing too and would always be one step - or several - ahead of me.

As I got older, though, I came to realise that no matter how much I grew I was never going to match up to John. I remember clearly the day it dawned on me. Sports day at grade school. John was good at sport - John was good at everything he tried, dammit. He was running proper races with the big boys and he won every one. He was up on the podium with a medal on a ribbon round his neck and Mom and Dad were bursting with pride. When it was my turn I had to do the sack race. I was so determined I was going to win like John. I remember standing in line with the other boys my age, every muscle tensed, hot with concentration, waiting for the whistle. When Miss Chalmer blew it, I made a dive forward, caught my foot in the sack and pitched over straight onto my face. My hands and knees were stinging and my nose took such a bang it made my eyes water. But I could see the other boys all right, hopping away from me down the pitch, getting further and further away. And the moisture in my eyes wasn’t just from my smarting nose any more, but tears of frustration and humiliation, which of course only made it worse. John was a golden boy, a hero. I was a crybaby who couldn’t even run a stupid sack race, let alone win it.

I guess that long-ago sports day more or less epitomises the whole of our lives. I never managed to match John’s achievements, let alone  beat them. He was captain of the school swimming team, passed his driving test first time instead of fouling up as I did and having to have another go, got his pilot’s licence with ten fewer hours on his log book. I could go on, but I won’t - you get the picture. And as if all that wasn’t bad enough, I knew he was Mom’s favourite too. Hardly surprising, but it hurt all the same - especially when Ellen, our sister, told me the reason. I dealt with it by being surly and rebellious and I guess that just made things worse. And the stupid thing is I’m doing it still.

You might think with John dead and gone the pressure would be off but in truth it’s a thousand times worse. Mom’s practically canonised John. If ever he might have made a mistake, got something wrong, he sure as hell won’t now. He’s even more golden in death than he was in life. He still haunts me.

So, what in damnation am I going to do to stay solvent? There is a solution, a proposition that was put to me a few weeks back but which I’ve resisted so far. It’s illegal as well as immoral, and if I got caught I’d certainly go to gaol for a very long time. But I’m beginning to think my options are reducing to one. I light another cigarette, lean against the fence, and think about it.

 



I’ve never been in any doubt but that Dexter Connelly is a rogue. There’s something decidedly dodgy about the dealings that have bought him a mansion with electronically controlled security gates and a couple of bad-tempered Rottweilers in the most exclusive area on the outskirts of Varna, a string of luxurious automobiles and a lifestyle that takes in golf courses, casinos and expensive women who’ve had boob jobs and Botox while they’re still in their twenties. He might purport to be a successful businessman but I’ve always thought he had a finger in a lot of criminal pies. Now I know.

From time to time Dexter Connelly hires a plane from Varna Aviation to fly him on business trips, or to Las Vegas for a weekend at the gaming tables: the Beech Baron, my pride and joy, not the Cessnas we use for lessons and sightseeing trips. I usually pilot him myself. The last time we were there, Connelly suggested I join him for an evening’s gambling instead of languishing in my hotel room watching piped TV. I was sorely  tempted, but for once in my life I made the sensible decision. I knew if I stepped inside the casino I wouldn’t be able to resist the lure of the roulette wheel for long, and I knew what the consequences would be.

‘Thanks, pal, but no,’ I told him. ‘I don’t have the kind of dollars you do, and I can’t afford to lose them.’

Connelly eyed me narrowly. He’s a big, swarthy man. His muscles bulge under his expensively tailored silk suits, and he wears gold chains under his pristine white hand-sewn shirts.

‘Business not so good?’

‘Could be better.’

‘I’d have thought you were sitting on a little gold mine there.’

‘Unfortunately not.’

‘Now ain’t that a darned shame.’

There was something reflective about the way he said it that made me realise later that the idea had already occurred to him that he might be able to turn Varna Aviation and its financial difficulties to his advantage. At the time, thought, nothing more was said, and I sloped off to my hotel room to watch the in-house movies and drink miniature Bourbons from the mini refrigerator. But the following night Connelly again suggested that I should accompany him to the casino.

‘I already told you, I can’t afford to lose your sort of money,’ I said.

‘You don’t have to, buddy.’ He laid a hand on my shoulder, smiled at me crookedly. ‘I’ll buy your chips.’

I was pretty astounded, I have to admit. ‘You can’t do that.’

‘Why the hell not? Think of it as a gratuity for flying me. If you clean out the joint, you can pay me back. If not, that’s the way it goes. I won’t miss it, and I could use the company.’

I hesitated, but not for long. The thought of another night with only the television for company was not an enticing one.

I should have been more wary - I know that now. I should have realised that Connelly must have an ulterior motive, that he would never have made the offer out of friendship or the goodness of his heart. And the excuse of wanting the company didn’t hold water either. With the sort of money he liked to splash about he was always surrounded by a bevy of hangers-on, men who wanted to be like him and women who  enjoyed his attention and free-spending ways. But I’m not the cautious sort.

‘OK, you’ve got a deal,’ I agreed.

The pile of chips Connelly bought me was big enough to make me feel almost as wealthy as Connelly himself and attracted the same sort of attention. To begin with I hit a winning streak; then my luck changed. By the time we left the casino, I’d lost the lot.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Connelly said, totally blasé. ‘Easy come, easy go. Don’t worry, buddy, there’ll be something you can do to repay me sooner or later.’

It was a couple of weeks later when I found out what that ‘something’ was. Connelly had booked me for a flight to Mexico, and over a drink in a quiet corner of an exclusive bar, he put the proposition to me.

‘You want to make a bit extra for your business, buddy? You already run a light-freight service, don’t you? Well, there’s a nice little sideline I could put your way. Good for both of us. I think we’d work well together.’

I sat up and took notice. The freight contracts had been thin on the ground lately. And then Connelly told me what the ‘sideline’ entailed. The cargo he was suggesting I should fly in was drugs.

I had to admit it, the logic of the plan was undeniable. It’s only a short hop from South America to the Keys and then in to Varna, where there’s next to no control over what comes in and goes out. Especially with a well-established company like Varna Aviation. Nobody looks twice at the Cessnas with the blue and white livery. They’ve been part of the scene for too long, and never a hint of anything remotely suspicious. My part would just be to fly the plane - everything else would be taken care of at both ends by Connelly’s associates. And I would be able to make enough money to clear my debts to Connelly with one trip alone. What I did after that was up to me.

But I felt I was in a bit of a cleft stick. On the one hand, the idea of making some easy money was darned tempting, on the other, if I carried the illegal cargo and got caught I could expect the law to come down on me like a ton of bricks. So far I’ve stalled, but I know Connelly won’t  be patient for ever. I have to give him a definite answer soon, and he won’t take it very kindly if I refuse. He’s a dangerous man to cross. At the very least Varna Aviation will almost certainly lose his legitimate business, and there’s always the chance of more serious repercussions now that he’s let on to me exactly where some of his wealth comes from. This is big, heavy stuff, and I’m not happy with it.

But I’m not sure I have a choice any more. I stare at the Beech Baron and the Cessnas, lined up side by side and sparkling in the sun. It would crucify me if I had to sell them off. I look at the new office building, remembering how proud my father and mother were to move into it, and groan when I think how the rental is crippling me now. And I think of Monica. What the hell would happen to Monica if Varna Aviation went under? How could I tell her she was out of a job?

I grind out my cigarette, push my aviator sun specs up onto my forehead, pull out my mobile and scan to Dexter Connelly’s number. Then, before I can have second thoughts, I punch the dial button.

I might live to regret doing this. But I’m as sure as dammit I’ll regret it if I do not.




NANCY


Oh, Sarah, I can see I’ve shocked you. You’re trying very hard to hide it, but you can’t fool me. I love you too much and know you too well. When I look at you it’s like looking into a mirror at myself when I was your age. Same dark hair with a mind of its own, though yours is squared off at jaw level, whereas mine was shoulder length, except when the ATA forced me to get it cut. Same too-wide mouth and small, straight nose. Same eyes that sometimes look blue, sometimes green, depending on the light. Same determined set to your jaw.

I look at it and see myself, and it turns my stomach over. Part of it is vanity, I guess. I want to see myself. I want to feel that gossamer thread that links the generations; regenerates like a phoenix rising from the ashes. I’m tired now - my bones ache and I’ve grown stiff and slow - and I need to see something of myself in your youth and vigour. Through you I have hope for the future. When I’m gone something of me will live on in you and your children.

But it’s not just selfish vanity, I’m sure. There’s an affinity between us and always has been. From the time you were a little girl I’ve recognised character traits - stubbornness, independence, fortitude - and I understood where you were coming from not just because I empathised but because your actions and reactions were like an extension of myself.

It was always there, that empathy, from the moment I saw you, a small red-faced bundle with a mop of fine hair so dark it was almost black, sleeping in the crib beside your mother’s bed. I leaned over, my fingers  itching to touch you, my arms aching to hold you and cuddle you, breathe in the sweet scent of baby powder and milk that surrounded you like an aura.

‘Don’t wake her, Mom,’ Ellen warned, her voice a little tired but still managing that strident bossy tone that grates on me. But at that moment you began to whimper and wriggle, then wail, that thin pitiful cry of a new-born that tears at the heartstrings, and Ellen sighed. ‘Oh, go on, get her up if you want to. You might as well.’

I held you, all wrapper and diapers, and you looked up at me with wide eyes blue as the ocean. You weren’t crying any more and a feeling of love so intense it melted my bones suffused me. I’ve never been a baby person - I used to joke I’d rather have a puppy any day - nor a particularly maternal one. I felt more awkward with my own children when they were babies than I cared to admit; preferred it when they grew less helpless and demanding, when they began to be little people in their own right. When Belinda, your older sister, was born, I was too worried about Ellen, who’d had a hard time and a haemorrhage and was still paper-white and weak, to take proper delight in the scrap who had nearly cost her her life. But with you, the rapport was instant. I was so full of love and tenderness it was choking me.

I wasn’t lucky enough to be there all the time when you were growing up - we were on opposite sides of the Atlantic. But whenever we visited that bond was still there, strong as if we’d never been apart. And I could see the characteristics I recognised as my own developing in you: the way your mouth set in a determined line when you wanted something; the impatience with yourself when you couldn’t get something right; the restlessness to be up and doing. Belinda would sit quietly for hours, drawing or reading or doing a puzzle. You wanted to be outside on your roller skates, scooting up and down the lane - with a gang of boys, more often than not - and if the weather was bad your face would be dark as the storm clouds that were keeping you indoors, and your mood tetchy enough to try the patience of a saint.

I understood that perfectly. I was born a gypsy; the confines of four walls bored me rigid too.

Then there was your fierce independence.

Once when I was visiting you went missing. You’d been very quiet when you got home from school, sloped off into the garden. When your mom went to call you for tea you were nowhere to be found. Ellen was panicking, convinced she’d never see you again.

‘There was a man I didn’t like the look of parked up the lane today. Suppose . . . ?’

I did my best to soothe her. ‘Ellen, nobody is going to come into your back yard and snatch a nine-year-old. She’s probably gone off across the fields.’

‘When she knows her dinner is ready?’

‘Quit worrying. I’ll find her.’

I went to the back of the yard, climbed the low stone wall into the meadow beyond. I was more worried about the herd of cows grazing there than I was about you. I’ve never been a fan of cows in crowds - however placid they look I’m reminded of Rawhide, stampeding cattle, flailing hoofs. I gave this bunch a wide berth and headed for the wood at the far side of the field, avoiding cow-pies covered in flies as I went. I knew somehow I’d find you there - and I did. You were sitting against the trunk of a tree, knees drawn up, arms wound round them.

‘Hi,’ I greeted you.

You looked up at me dull-eyed. None of your usual sparkle.

‘Hi.’

‘What are you doing out here all by yourself?’

You shrugged. Said nothing. I sat down beside you.

‘Something’s up, Sarah. Come on, you can tell me. I won’t tell your mom if you don’t want me to.’ You picked at the hem of your shorts. ‘A trouble shared is a trouble halved.’ Your lip quivered; you bit on it stubbornly. I waited. I knew if the silence stretched long enough you’d fill it eventually. I was right.

‘You promise not to tell anyone else?’ you said at last.

Whatever it was, I doubted it was a matter of life or death. But I don’t make promises unless I’m sure I can keep them.

‘Let’s see if we can figure it out,’ I hedged.

And you told me, haltingly at first, then all of a rush, about a gang  of girls who were bullying you at school. Nothing very serious, just a bit of hair-pulling and name-calling and exclusion, but persistent enough to get to you like a dripping tap. Today, one of them had taken your homework file from your bag while your back was turned and they’d tossed your carefully written work around so that it got scuffed and dirty, and you’d been in trouble with your class teacher for it.

‘You didn’t tell her how it came to get messed up?’ I asked.

You looked scandalised. ‘No! That would be sneaking.’

‘I guess it would.’

‘That’s why I don’t want Mum to know. She’d come down to school and blast off at Miss Higgins, and Miss Higgins will think I’m a wimp, and Tonia and Mandy will get back on me every time she’s not looking . . .’

Very true, I thought, surprised by your perspicacity. A teacher can’t be there all the time any more than a mother can. She doesn’t have eyes in the back of her head. In my opinion there are some things better worked out by ourselves, even if we are only nine years old.

‘Why do they do it, do you think?’ I asked.

‘Don’t know. Because I don’t do their sort of girly thing, maybe. They call me a tomboy.’

I couldn’t keep from smiling. ‘You are, honey. That’s not a bad thing to be. It just makes you different.’

‘You mean I should pretend to like their dolls and stuff?’

‘No. Though you mustn’t look down your nose at them either. But the most important thing is not to let them see they’re getting to you. If they call you a tomboy, say, “Hey - yeah - it’s great. You should try it sometime.” They’ll soon get tired of their silly game.’

‘It’s not a game, Grandma.’

‘Yes, it is - to them. Why don’t you give it a try?’

You nodded, wiped your nose on the sleeve of your shirt. ‘OK.’ Then you brightened. ‘Anyway, Barney and Luke are my friends. I bet if I told them they’d biff them one.’

‘Not a good idea,’ I said firmly, though to be honest I wouldn’t have been averse to putting them over my own knee. ‘You have got friends, then?’

‘Oh yeah. Barney and Luke are my besty friends. But the boys do  different lessons from the girls - football and cricket and woodwork and stuff . . .’

I could see it all now. I wished with all my heart I could make things right for you, but you had to do that for yourself. And I knew you would, given time.

‘They’re just jealous, I expect, because they wish Barney and Luke liked them better,’ I said. ‘When they’re awful to you, just try showing them you don’t care - and keep me posted. Now, we’d better get back home before your mom sends out a search party for us, right?’

‘Right. I love you, Grandma.’

‘And I love you, honey.’

Next day when you came home from school you were much more cheerful.

‘How did it go?’ I asked when we were alone.

‘OK. I told them, like you said. And I held out my bag to them and I said: “Here, if you want my books, have them.” And do you know what? They just walked away.’

It wasn’t the end of it, of course, but it was the end of the worst of it. And a couple of weeks later you got a place in the gymnastics display team and overnight you turned into a superstar that everyone wanted to claim as a friend. But I was most proud of you for toughing it out on your own with these girls who had it in for you, and showing them they weren’t going to get the better of you. And, I have to admit it, I was secretly pleased that you’d confided in me when you couldn’t bring yourself to confide in your mother. I treasured that affinity, Sarah. Always have. Always will.

Which is why I’m wondering now if I’ve made a big mistake asking for your help. Letting you into a part of my life that I’ve kept hidden for sixty-odd years. I’ve shocked you, and that’s hardly to be wondered at. It’s a cliché that the young think they have a monopoly on sexual love, but like most clichés, it’s all too true. Bad enough to think of your parents doing it, let alone your grandparents. A grandmother is supposed to be cosy. She can love her husband as a friend. She can love her children, her grandchildren, her siblings and puppies and kittens and canaries. But anything else is beyond the pale. The kind of love that remembers  a touch that sets the heart singing and the senses swirling, that prickles over the skin and starts a fire in the soul that burns so brightly it destroys sense and reason, conscience and duty - no. That’s not allowed.

It was foolish of me to have thought that you, of all people, might understand. Foolish of me to have these thoughts at all. But then, I have never been as wise as I might have been. I’ve listened to my heart when I should have listened to my head, and to my head when I should have followed my heart. And if I ever doubted it for a moment, the evidence is all here in front of me. In a book that I kept as a journal during the war years, and in a wallet of fading photographs.

The date stares up at me from the peeling label, ‘April 1942-January 1944’, and it whisks me back in time so I can almost touch the girl I once was. Twenty-one years old and desperately in love. Face to face with death, and yet truly alive. Instinctively knowing that these years were the axis of my whole life, yet not realising how they would shape not only my own future but the futures of others too.

I should have thrown it away long ago, of course, along with so much else. Keeping it was folly. But somehow I’d never been able to bring myself to do that. It meant too much to me, and though I hadn’t looked at it in years, just knowing it was there, a link to the past, was comforting and dangerously titillating both at the same time.

I’d decided a few weeks back, though, that I couldn’t leave it any longer to dispose of my treasures and my secrets. I am eighty-four years old; I don’t want someone else clearing them out when I’m gone. It’s not difficult to imagine Ritchie’s impatience if he had to deal with it, the way he’d rifle carelessly through the things that were important to me, raising a scornful eyebrow at some of them, taking an unhealthy interest in others. There were things I didn’t want anyone to see, but neither did I want them ruthlessly discarded into a trash sack. Hard as it was, I wanted to be the one to dispose of it all. Firmly but lovingly. And I wanted to do it while I was still able - while these stupid stiff hands of mine are still capable of tearing a letter in half, and my mind sharp enough to know what I’m destroying. I wished heartily that I’d made the effort years ago, in the days when I could sit on the floor in the midst of it all, pulling out drawers at will. As it was I’d had to ask Ritchie  to bring it all in batches to the big oak table in the living room where I could draw up a chair and go through it in relative comfort.

He complained, of course; suggested he take it all direct to the town dump.

‘You haven’t looked at it in years - why bother now?’

‘Because I want to.’

‘You won’t throw a damned thing away. In a couple of days I’ll have to put the whole lot back again.’

I could feel the exasperation rising, both with Ritchie and with myself. I promise you, getting old is not much fun. I hate the loss of my independence, hate having to ask someone else for help with the simple things I could have done for myself without a second thought just a few years ago. And still feeling nineteen or twenty inside doesn’t help matters much either. Except that back then I’d thought I was immortal, invincible, and now I know different.

‘Ritchie, can’t you do just one thing for me without an argument? I wouldn’t ask if I could do it myself. Unfortunately, I can’t.’

So Ritchie had brought through the files and boxes I’d asked him to and I began the daunting task of sorting through the detritus of my life.

There was none of the business paperwork amongst it, of course - that is all kept at the office. But there were countless envelopes stuffed full of family photographs that set the memories flowing as I pored over them. There was one of John wearing water wings and that terrible bathing costume I’d knitted him - the picture on the pattern had shown a serene smiling woman and bonny child, the perfect family, and I’d been deluded into feeling that making that costume would somehow turn me into a perfect mother too. But knitted bathing costumes are not the most sensible idea. As soon as John got into the water the wool absorbed it at an alarming rate and it ended up sagging down between his knees. There was Ellen, solemnly pressing her doll’s clothes on a toy ironing board outside her Wendy house, and Ritchie on his fairy cycle, scowling because he’d been unable to ride it without the stabilisers and Joe had had to refit them.

Then there were the bits and pieces I’d kept because they made me happy and proud. There were birthday cards the children had made  themselves, with stick people and flowers and bright yellow suns on the front, and uneven, childish writing inside - ‘To Mom. With love from . . .’ John’s swimming trial time sheets - thank heaven he’d grown out of the knitted bathing costume by then! Programmes from high school drama productions when Ellen had played leading roles; a cutting from the local paper showing the rock group Ritchie had belonged to playing at a graduation ball. Ritchie had been on washboard and was half-hidden behind the boys on rhythm and base guitars, but I’d kept it anyway. John’s draft papers for Vietnam were there. The guest lists for Ellen’s wedding. Ritchie’s first business card.

So many memories, all stuffed into drawers and box files, and stored, in recent years anyway, in the lumber room. Along with receipted bills and guarantees long since expired, recipes I’d liked the sound of but never made, instructions for gadgets long since gone to the great gadget graveyard in the sky, expired insurance policies and unused cheque books. Getting rid of all that had been easy enough.

Last of all I came to the things that were personal to me. Letters and telegrams, proficiency certificates and flight log books. Yellowing wallets of photographs taken on Box Brownie cameras. And my journals.

I started writing them when I was just a little girl, touring the country with my parents. A teacher in a Midwest school I’d attended one long-ago winter had suggested it as a way of getting me to practise my writing and spelling, which, given my erratic education, left a good deal to be desired. At first I’d kicked against the regime, much preferring to be out running wild to struggling with the hieroglyphics that seemed to come so easily to my classmates, but before long I came to enjoy it. Keeping a diary was like having a best friend to whisper secrets to, and best friends were not easily come by in my transient world.

I made a habit of scribbling at least a few words each night before I fell asleep and they were a revelation now. I’d confided so much to those pages. When I’d deciphered the misspelled entries, the tastes and smells of my childhood were all around me so that I lost myself in the little girl I once was, and the hopes and dreams and disappointments were as real to me as they had been then. I set them on one side, reluctant  to let go a part of me that I had thought was gone for ever but in reality was just hiding.

I did a whirlwind tour through the years of my growing up and set the journals on one side thinking that you might like to look at them and see what life was like back then. And turned to the last one I ever wrote. The one with the label inscribed ‘April 1942-January 1944’.

It took me a few minutes before I could bring myself to open it. I hesitated like Pandora with her box of secrets. The Mischiefs are all trapped within these pages; the moment I open the cover they’ll fly out at me. There are plenty more Mischiefs, of course, unrecorded, in the years that followed, the years when I was too busy, too darned tired to keep up my journal. And reluctant, too, to commit to paper things that were better kept in my heart. But this one records the start of it all. The glory and the heartache. The years that finally transformed me from the little girl of the early exercise books to the woman I became and, I suppose, still am.

First I opened the wallet of photographs, but of course that was just as dangerous - maybe even more so. A photograph is not just a memory. It’s a moment trapped in time like a rose frozen into a block of ice. And youth is eternal.

And there he was, reaching out to me across the years, just as I remember him. Tall. Athletic. Dark hair springing from a broad forehead. A smile twinkling in his eyes and making long creases in his cheeks.

Mac.

A nerve twisted deep inside me and there was a lump in my throat suddenly. And an ache of longing stronger by far than the arthritic pain I’ve learned to live with.

Oh, Mac. I loved you too darned much. And at the same time, not enough . . .

The next photograph was of the two of us. Buster Brown took it, I remember. Buster the joker, who could never take anything seriously. He was killed soon afterwards, shot out of the sky somewhere over the Channel. They never found the wreckage of his plane, and they never found his body. Well, they wouldn’t, would they?

In the photograph Mac and I are leaning against a five-bar gate, both wearing civilian clothes, and though the print is grainy black and white,  I saw it in glorious Technicolor - the sunshine yellow of my slacks and the matching ribbon in my hair, which was, of course, still thick and lustrous without even the first hint of grey. I remembered the way his shoulder had felt beneath mine, the sun-warmed scent of his skin, the curl of his arm around my waist. And felt again the way I had felt then, intoxicated by love, breathless with longing, torn apart by stifled guilt. And trying to ignore the worm of dread that crawled through my stomach because I knew it could all come to an end at any moment; the sense of standing on the very edge of a precipice that heightened every emotion.

I went through the photographs one by one. Mac with his beloved Douglas motorcycle. Me climbing into a Spitfire. A group of us having tea on the airfield veranda. And as the memories came flooding back a nostalgic longing began inside me that would, over the days and weeks, grow to a compulsion.

There was something else in the drawer too - a small leather box containing a medal. Mac’s DFC, with a bar on the white and purple ribbon - and that added strength to my determination. He might have had his reasons for sending it to me, and I’d been proud to have it in my possession all these years. But it had never been mine and it was not mine to dispose of now. It belonged to him and his heirs and it should be returned to him. If he was still alive. Thinking he might not be was not only painful but also frankly unbelievable. I couldn’t imagine a world without Mac in it somewhere. But facts had to be faced. He was older than me - he’d be in his late eighties now.

I knew then with absolute certainty that here was still unfinished business in my life. Just as I had needed to clear out my hoarded treasures before it was too late, there was something else I needed to resolve. Which is why, Sarah, I’ve taken the risk of asking for your help.

There’s a veil over your eyes now, a veneer of assumed worldliness. You don’t want me to know what you’re thinking and feeling.

‘You say his name is Mac?’ you say, very blasé, very matter of fact.

I try to match your nonchalance. This is no time to admit how much this matters to me.

‘That’s how I always knew him. His proper name was James Mackenzie. He was a fighter pilot in the RAF. He was wounded during the Battle  of Britain and for a time he was an assistant station commander with the ATA, which is when I knew him. When he was fully fit, he returned to active service.’

‘Do you have an address for him?’ you ask.

I smile ruefully. ‘Do you count one nearly sixty years old? But I’ll give you everything I have. Service number, postings . . . There must be organisations . . . and the address I have - his old family home. Maybe someone in the village is still in contact, or at least knows the whereabouts of his family. And it’s not that far from you. Gloucestershire.’

You frown. ‘You’ve never mentioned when you’ve been staying with us—’

You break off, afraid, perhaps, of treading on territory that is best left uncharted, and at the same moment I see a glimmer of recognition in your eyes, as if you have just remembered the time I visited and we went to Slimbridge Wildfowl Trust.

You’d not long passed your driving test and you were proud and excited that your father had let you borrow his car. Because we were in Gloucestershire I had my eyes skinned for the names of places Mac used to talk about, and I’d asked for the map so I could chart our progress and check the road signs of the villages we passed through. I remember you getting a little defensive: ‘Grandma, I can find the way! Don’t you trust me?’ I didn’t want to upset you, so I put the map away and tried to act normal. Maybe I didn’t succeed as well as I hoped.

‘Where in Gloucestershire?’ you ask now.

‘Near Stroud.’ I fish in the back of the journal and pull out a sheet of paper torn from a notepad. ‘Cleverley. It’s not much more than a hamlet, unless I’m mistaken.’

You chew your lip, weighing it up. ‘Well, I can try.’You sound doubtful. I know you’re thinking that after all this time it’s not going to be easy. ‘What do you want me to do if I can find him?’

‘I’ll write a letter before you leave.’ I should have done it already, but I’ve been putting it off. It’s not easy to know how to begin after all this time. ‘If you could give it to him . . . And there’s something else.’

I open the little box. The DFC - Distinguished Flying Cross - is nestling on its bed of satin. It’s a little tarnished, but nothing that a bit of silver  polish won’t cure, and it winks up at me, tugging at my heartstrings. The cross is a cross flory, just over two inches across. The horizontal and bottom bars are terminated with bumps, the upper bar with a rose; aeroplane propellers are superimposed on the vertical arms of the cross, and wings on the horizontal arms. In the centre is a wreath around the letters ‘RAF’, surmounted by an imperial crown.

‘Mac won this - the Cross and the bar on the ribbon - which means he was honoured twice for valour while flying in active operations against the enemy,’ I say. The words sound to me like a citation. ‘I’ve kept it all these years, but I think it’s time he had it back. Or his family. It would mean a lot to them.’

You’re looking at the medal in awe. I don’t suppose you’ve ever seen one before. Perhaps now you’re beginning to understand why this is so important to me; no longer think I’ve taken leave of my senses. Though it has to be said that if there is one advantage to growing old it is that you can be unreasonable from time to time and others go along with it to humour you.

‘OK,’ you say. ‘I’ll do my best.’

I finish my sherry. Your wine glass is already empty. I ask you if you’d like another; you shake your head.

‘Better not.’ Then you change your mind. ‘Actually - yes, I will.’ The shock is wearing off; you’re becoming more your usual self. ‘Come on, Grandma, I want to know a bit more about this . . . Mac. I’ll get us refills and then you can tell me all about him.’

Not all, I think. I owe you something, but there’s a great deal better kept to myself . . .

You come back with our replenished glasses and I open the journal. There’s a telegram taped into the front cover, folded several times because it is two feet long. I spread it out, remembering the heady excitement that had burst in my veins when it arrived, more than sixty years ago. A telegram from Jackie Cochran, flying ace, and already a legend in her lifetime. Addressed to me.

‘Perhaps you’d like to see this,’ I say. ‘This was the start of it all.’




Part Two

The Past




I


The telegram was delivered to Dorothy Costello’s door mid-morning on a bright day in the spring of 1942.

As Dorothy took it, Nancy felt sick with dread. A telegram meant something that couldn’t wait. Which usually equated to bad news - especially with the state the world was in at present.

Until a few short months ago, the war in Europe had seemed as distant to most Americans as if it had been happening on another planet. Those who read their newspapers or listened to the world news on their wireless sets knew that Holland, Belgium and France had fallen to the invading Germans, and that British cities and airfields were under relentless attack from Luftwaffe bombing raids. They knew that American troops had been deployed to independent Iceland to relieve the British of the task of preventing the Germans from turning it into a base for harassing the vital trade routes between the US and Britain, and that President Roosevelt and Mr Churchill had met on an American cruiser off the New England coast and agreed what they called the ‘Atlantic Charter’. But it was more the fact that President Roosevelt had covered up the meeting by pretending to be on a fishing trip in his yacht that aroused interest rather than the declaration of their joint war and peace aims. The war was happening half a world away. In the main, it didn’t concern them.
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