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			Dedication

			To my parents, Jim and Kay . . . they have taught me that love isn’t about saying the words but what you do

		

	
		
			

			
				Title Page

			

			

			

			[image: returning%20tide%20title.psd]

			

			LIZ FENWICK

			

			[image: 33309.png]

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Contents

			Dedication

			Title Page

			Ebb Tide

			One

			Two

			Three

			Four

			Five

			Six

			Seven

			Eight

			Nine

			Lee Tide

			Ten

			Eleven

			Twelve

			Thirteen

			Fourteen

			Fifteen

			Sixteen

			Seventeen

			Eighteen

			Nineteen

			Twenty

			Twenty-One

			Twenty-Two

			Twenty-Three

			Rip Tide

			Twenty-Four

			Twenty-Five

			Twenty-Six

			Twenty-Seven

			Twenty-Eight

			Twenty-Nine

			Thirty

			Stand of the Tide

			Thirty-One

			Thirty-Two

			Thirty-Three

			Stolen Tide

			Thirty-Four

			Thirty-Five

			Thirty-Six

			Thirty-Seven

			Thirty-Eight

			Flood Tide

			Thirty-Nine

			Forty

			Forty-One

			Forty-Two

			Forty-Three

			Forty-Four

			Spring Tide

			Forty-Five

			Acknowledgements

			Author’s Note

			Also by Liz Fenwick

			Copyright

		

	
		
			

			There is a tide in the affairs of men, 

			Which taken at the flood, leads to fortune. 

			Omitted, all the voyage of their life 

			Is bound in the shallows and in the miseries. 

			On such a full sea are we now afloat. 

			And we must take the current when it serves, 

			Or lose our ventures.

			shakespeare, julius caesar, act 4, scene 3

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			Ebb Tide

			The tide rises, the tide falls

			The twilight darkens, the curlew calls

			H. WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW, THE TIDE RISES, THE TIDE FALLS

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			One

			Windward, Mawnan Smith, Falmouth, Cornwall

			12 September 1945 

			

			The marquee housing the wedding party was small, but it was not needed. Under the clear blue sky, the wheat in the next field rippled in the light easterly breeze, but the sea swelled like my sister’s belly. The war was over. She had just married, and not too soon, for she was starting to show. Her groom, handsome in his US Army captain’s uniform, stood awkwardly beside her with his arm resting against her back. He squinted into the distance looking for something, something that had been lost. Innocence, I should imagine. Eventually they would head to America and, if fate were kind, I would never see my sister again. 

			Touching the pearls at my neck, I turned away from the couple and my father came up to me with his camera. His hands shook. ‘Take the photograph for me.’

			I crossed my arms.

			‘Take it,’ he barked, as if he were giving an order to the troops. His uniform demonstrated that he outranked me; he was a major in the Army while I had just been demobbed from the Navy. He had a role and I was adrift on the tide, ready to go where it would take me as long as it was away from here.

			Holding the camera in the direction of the couple, I would not look through the viewfinder. I did not want to see them perfectly framed in the September sunshine. Instead I peered over the top of the camera at the house. Until recently Windward had been a place of happiness and refuge despite the war. I pressed the shutter button, the camera clicked, I handed it back to Father then walked away. My duty was done. I’d had enough. 

			In front of me the waters of Falmouth Bay glistened. Below the tide was out revealing the rocks that threatened any boat without a chart trying to navigate onto the shore at high water. My sister had always been the romantic one. She never stopped talking about love. Love. How deluded I had been. One night in London at the Savoy, I had met the most handsome US lieutenant. Just one glance from his big blue eyes and I was lost without a map and my compass found a different north. Everything changed. 

			

			1 May 2015

			I folded the hankie I’d used to wipe the moisture from my eyes and my fingers ran over the raised embroidered image on the corner. Lily of the valley. The scent of the just-opened bells floated on the warm air. No matter how many times I’d removed the rhizomes over the years, the flowers returned annually like an unwanted weed. In front of me my granddaughter Peta, her fiancé Fred Polcrebar and my grandson Jack marked out the lawn with stakes for where the marquee would be erected in a few months’ time. They weren’t to know the importance of the date. The promise of summer heat filled this May day, while on 12 September 1945 the sun, although warm, had spoken of cooler days ahead. 

			Peta was a radiant bride-to-be and Jack, her over-protective brother, was anxious and questioned every decision. He hoped this would change Peta’s mind and make her see reason. Love clouded the brain he felt and she was too young. I knew well enough that these things would run their course. They always did. I could have stopped the events of years ago but what good would it have done me? 

			‘How does it look from over there, Mrs Rowse?’ Fred unbent and shrugged his broad shoulders.

			‘Fine, but please call me Elle.’

			‘I can’t do that.’ He walked towards me with a big grin, looking more boyish than his twenty-three years.

			‘Why ever not?’

			‘It just wouldn’t be right, that’s all.’

			‘Because I’m so old.’ I laughed at his horrified expression.

			‘No.’ He glanced away from my lined face.

			‘Liar. Call me Elle or Gran. Take your pick but not Mrs Rowse. You’re family now.’

			Jack coughed as he marched towards me. His beautiful mouth was twisted in a scowl and his hands were clenched into fists. He was so easy to read.

			‘Talk to her,’ he whispered.

			‘You don’t like the position for the marquee?’ I raised an eyebrow, glancing at the stakes in the lawn. 

			‘Don’t tell me you’re on her side.’ He kept his voice low so that Fred and Peta couldn’t hear him.

			I suppressed a smile. ‘I wasn’t aware there were sides to take.’

			‘They are too young.’

			‘Many people marry even younger.’ Twenty yards in front of me Fred was laughing at something Peta had said.

			Jack thrust his hands into his pockets. ‘That doesn’t make it right.’

			I frowned. He shouldn’t be like this. Concern for his sister’s happiness was one thing but that wasn’t where this was coming from. It was deeper. It was his past, his parents.

			‘You don’t believe in love either.’ He expelled a short breath and I smiled at his frustration with me.

			‘I was happily married to your grandfather for twenty years.’ I reached out to touch Jack but he’d moved too far away.

			‘Yes, but you were in your forties.’

			‘And that makes a difference?’

			‘It does.’ He shook his head and walked into the house. 

			Peta hammered in the last stake with the mallet. Confidence oozed from her. She knew what she wanted and was moving towards it with a conviction that made me envious. Fred took her hand in his and kissed her forehead. Young love. True and pure. Could they make it against the odds?

			I turned away from them towards the solid front of Windward that faced the bay. It had once been a house full of happiness. I’d thought things had turned around with Andrew and me, but darkness thrived in the unlit corners waiting to ambush the unsuspecting. Right now each granite stone seemed to be held in place with mortar made of pain and loss. Seeing Jack’s outline through the drawing room window I knew it was not just my own pain and loss, but this generation’s as well. 

			Peta stopped under the bank of trees and picked a shoot of lily of the valley. She breathed in the scent and her face lit up. She turned and walked towards me with the delicate stem adorned with pure white bells between her fingers. ‘The return of happiness,’ she said, handing it to me. It was far too late for that. Peace was the most that could be asked for. 

			5 May 2015

			Peta cast me a repentant glance from across the room and I glared back. She knew this would be the last thing in which I would want to take part in any manner, but I sat on the sofa with a camera pointing at me. My ankles were crossed, shoulders held down, chin lifted, as my grandmother had demanded of us. Around me, Windward still felt like my grandmother’s house rather than mine, despite the sixty-nine years since she’d passed away. In all that time, little in the house had changed. 

			The young woman from the BBC cleared her throat, looking fearfully excited about talking to me. ‘Mrs Rowse, this is a picture of you taken on VE Day.’ She held up a glossy print in the space between us. The image was of a woman wearing a WRNS uniform in the arms of an airman. The woman’s smile would have lit up the London skyline if it hadn’t already been properly alight behind the two figures, the first time it had been so in years. 

			I knew that face, the smile, those eyes. 

			‘It’s a wonderful shot,’ the young woman said, ‘and it captures the feeling of joy so well.’ 

			I nodded. It was a silly picture and it irritated me that my hat was askew. 

			‘Was that your boyfriend? Fiancé?’

			‘No.’ I took it from her, my hand shook.

			‘Did you know him?’

			‘No. The war in Europe was over and like everyone I wanted to dance, to sing, to celebrate.’ The happiness was palpable that night. Well, it had been for most people. The young woman studied the picture and I could see her creating a fairy tale, but the story the picture told was a lie. It simply captured a moment before everything altered. I breathed in, making an odd sucking sound. 

			‘Such a wonderful photo.’ She looked at me, trying to see the link between the jubilant woman in the photo and the old one in front of her. About the only thing the same after all these years was the nose. The eyes were no longer bright, nor as deep an amber. Time had altered all other resemblance.

			‘Photographs are rarely what they appear to be.’ I handed the print back to her.

			She frowned, placing it on the table. ‘It’s a picture of happiness on VE Day.’

			‘It is.’ I turned away. On the table by the window in a small silver frame was a picture of my mother alone, sitting elegantly in Windward’s garden. The photograph didn’t reveal how broken she was – lost almost totally in a world in her head. The sunlight’s angle at this time of day highlighted the thin layer of dust covering the patina of the table’s walnut veneer. I couldn’t remember when I’d last dusted or polished. Someone had to be doing it.

			‘It’s obvious you were thrilled the war was over.’

			‘Yes.’ I looked away. 

			‘Now tell me about your war. It’s so important to hear from those who lived through it.’

			In a few days it was the seventieth anniversary of victory in Europe. It was history now, and they wanted to save it for future generations so that the past wouldn’t be forgotten. But some things should be forgotten, and my war was one such thing.

			‘I believe you worked at HMS Attack.’

			I nodded; she’d done her research.

			‘Can you tell me what it was like as a Wren and telegraphist?’

			I straightened my back, remembering the ballet mistress hired by Grandmother to ensure my sister and I deported ourselves properly. We had done everything in unison. Our movements were so precisely matched when we were young, no one could tell us apart.

			‘You recorded the messages from the boats.’

			I focused on the reporter, as images floated through my mind. They were fragments, really, snapshots of past times, as if I were flipping through an album – but then I frowned and shut the album, before it went further. 

			‘I know this must be hard for you.’

			The movement of the clock on the mantelpiece … dit dah, dit dah … the letter ‘A’ on continuous repeat. I opened my eyes wide. She had no idea. 

			‘It’s important that we hear your words. Have you spoken about your experience before?’

			‘Spoken about it? We couldn’t.’ Did they tell the young nothing these days?

			‘It’s important you tell me, tell us, before it’s forgotten, lost.’

			‘Some things are better off lost.’

			She frowned. ‘I know you were working during Exercise Tiger, on the day when the German E-boats came among the convoy of US forces that were preparing for D-Day.’

			I closed my eyes. This was what she was after. 28 April 1944. This was my war – the last words of men dying. Even now they whispered in the back of my head, becoming louder. I had tried for years to keep them silent, not allowing them to be heard. This reporter thought I would want to recall it, bring it all back – their pain, their fear, and their dying words. Help us. I could hear it now.  My finger twitched, tapping out the Morse. Opening my eyes I stared at her. ‘I don’t want to talk about that.’

			The reporter pressed her lips together. ‘I’m sure the memories are painful.’

			‘You have no idea.’

			‘Post-traumatic stress disorder,’ said the reporter.

			I squinted at her. ‘What?’

			‘Did you talk to anyone about it after that day?’

			I raised an eyebrow. ‘No.’

			‘Why not?’

			Today’s world. They talk about everything. The television and papers regale me with details of everyone’s sex lives, as if I cared. Nothing is private and they keep trying to make themselves perfect, but nothing is. Nothing is meant to be. ‘We didn’t talk because of the Official Secrets Act and the threat of court martial.’ I stood and walked to the window, catching my reflection in the glass. An old woman stared back at me. The clock spoke to me, bringing back all the Morse. That was the language of my war and I didn’t want to hear it. 

			‘I’m afraid I can’t help you.’ 

			

			Voices echoed off the tiled floor in the hallway. What had happened to the Turkish carpet that used to soften the entrance? That was one small detail that had changed. My grandmother had loved that carpet for its rich, colourful shades. The intense sunlight that filled the hall most days had bleached the depth from the tones. It had worn threadbare in places where many feet had walked over the years, including the paying guests. I smiled. That was how Andrew had walked back into my life, across that carpet. 

			The warmth of the carpet’s colour had contrasted with the stark black and white floor tiles. It was not the most practical of floors for a country house surrounded by fields. Muddy footprints felt impossible to lift from the white tiles, once we no longer had help washing it daily. Grandmother had chosen those tiles without ever considering a life without hired help. I laughed and then remembered – I had tripped over the carpet recently and Jack had rolled it up and put it away. I understood why he’d done it, but I also hated having to give in to my frailties. 

			‘Did you get what you wanted?’ Jack’s voice betrayed no emotion as it drifted in from the hall. Since I had these new hearing aids it was harder to tune people out. There had been advantages to being quite deaf.

			‘No, not really.’ The reporter sighed. ‘I suppose with a bit of editing we can use it on the day. It would really help to have more, though.’

			He laughed. It was the laugh he used to divert, the one I knew so well. He kept himself closed, off limits. His wry amusement acted to protect him. His mother’s death had broken him and his father’s death less than a year later had finished the job.

			‘She has so much valuable information. It’s clear she’s not lost her faculties.’

			There was silence and I pictured Jack, eyebrow raised and disdain spread across his face. He was an ally. I understood him. No one else did, although many had tried. Women fell at his feet but he walked all over them. None that attempted to catch him for themselves had broken that solid steel cage he had put himself into thirteen years ago. He blamed love – and I could understand why; I did too, if for entirely different reasons. Only Andrew, Jack’s grandfather, had chipped away at my own steel, making holes that had allowed me to breathe sometimes. 

			Love. For Jack, love equalled death. He would never risk it again. For me, it equalled loss.

			‘Can you have a word with her?’ asked the reporter.

			‘I suggest you try again tomorrow,’ Jack replied.

			‘Do you think that will work?’ Her voice rose in excitement.

			‘No, but then you will have tried.’

			Although I couldn’t see them, I sensed her disappointment from here. Jack did try and bring joy and hope. Such a shame he wouldn’t let it into his own life. It was a waste. That was what my mother had told me years ago in one of her lucid moments. Let it go, she’d said. Make the best of what you’ve been given. I could never let go, but eventually I had let someone else in, just a bit. Andrew had been a patient and kind man. I’d tried to be a good wife and stepmother. 

			‘I think she’s still suffering from what she lived through.’ She coughed.

			‘She may well be but she won’t tell you about that.’ I heard the footsteps across the hall. ‘It’s not what that generation did.’

			The door closed and Jack entered the library. ‘You weren’t very obliging.’ A smile hovered around his mouth and touched his eyes. He was a handsome boy, like his grandfather in many ways, but fair where Andrew had been dark.

			‘No.’

			He sat opposite me. ‘She didn’t mean any harm.’

			‘What good is it to tell her about my war?’

			He picked up the photograph that she had left behind. He looked from it to me. ‘You are so beautiful, Gran.’

			‘Was.’

			‘No, still are.’ He looked over the top of it. 

			‘I don’t look like that anymore.’

			He grinned. ‘Yes, you do.’

			‘Pah.’

			‘Older, yes, but the smile is the same, the eyes, the nose.’ He stood. ‘Are you going to help the woman and record a few sound bites for her?’ 

			‘There is no need. It will all be there in the official records.’

			‘It’s not quite the same, is it?’ He bent down and kissed my forehead.

			‘You think I should do it.’

			‘Do only what you want to do,’ he said.

			‘Hah.’

			‘It’s your choice, Gran.’ He headed to the kitchen. Soon there would be glorious smells wafting through the house. Right now, the light from the table lamp reflected off the glossy print. Everything worked in that photograph, even my crooked hat. The photographer would have been spoiled for choice with all the joyous images around London that night. But he had chosen me in the arms of an airman. 

			My war. The sun had left the south face of the house; although I couldn’t see it, I knew it bathed the kitchen and study in its last rays before it dropped below the tall trees marking the boundary of the garden. When did my war begin? That was easy to pinpoint, but I don’t think it ever properly ended. I still felt its effects every day.

			We had moved to Windward, then my grandmother’s summer home, just after the Blitz had begun in 1940. Mother’s nerves had become too frazzled by life in London when a house three down from us was hit by a bomb and almost completely destroyed. 

			There had been no complaints from me when our summer retreat became a full-time one. Grandmother had later decamped here as well, when the Army requisitioned Uncle Reginald’s house in Oxfordshire. I smiled. Grandmother had gone on and on about what an inconvenience it had been, when she could have stayed in the estate’s dower house. But Cornwall was in her blood and it had been the perfect excuse not to do the right thing and watch over the estate, but to do what she wanted.

			Looking out to Falmouth Bay, I remembered it, as it had been then, busy with naval activity – now, it was only filled with the occasional tanker and pleasure craft. I leaned on my cane, listening. The sound of Glenn Miller’s ‘In the Mood’ played in the distance. Was I losing my mind? I closed my eyes. Those years were so far away but right at that moment they grabbed at my throat, cutting off the air. The sound of the air-raid siren filled the room. I looked left and right, trying to remember where the shelter was, but the siren stopped and I heard Jack’s voice sing the words to ‘Run Rabbit Run’. 

			I laughed. Silly old woman. It must be some programme on the wireless. Jack liked to listen to Radio Four while he cooked. Music was so powerful. I’d deliberately avoided listening all these years. It acted like a time machine. Being held in Bobby’s arms listening to him whisper in my ear the words to ‘I Only Have Eyes For You’. That was when I realised that I’d lost my heart forever. I shivered. He’d held me so close and when the music finished he whispered the words I’d been longing to say. 

			I love you.

			The wind blew through the open window. I rubbed my arms. What hair was left on them was standing up. It didn’t do to think about old memories. That damn reporter was at fault. I could have avoided all the fuss of the anniversary. Why would I want to look back? Why would anyone want to? We must live for now, not for the future or the past.

			The smell of simmering onions drifted through the house. The lack of change in Windward over the decades had more to do with my laziness in recent years, but previous to that it had also been imposed by penny-pinching. And yet, it didn’t look bad for it. Andrew had wanted me to spend his money on it, but by that time frugality was ingrained in me. Grandmother would be rolling over in her grave at the idea. The Hon. Agatha Davies, née Worth, had married well, but her children were a disappointment to her and her grandchildren had proven even worse. How the great had fallen – but it wasn’t all bad. Andrew had been a good man, and now I was blessed with his grandchildren. 

			‘Gran, dinner’s ready. Do you want to eat in the kitchen or the dining room?’ Jack stood in the doorway humming along with Bing Crosby to ‘Don’t Fence Me In’. His legs moved and he held a hand out in invitation to dance, with a grin spread across his handsome face. Yes, life had provided compensations along the way.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Two

			Eventide, Falmouth Heights, Cape Cod, Massachusetts

			15 August 2015

			

			A fly bounced off of the window screen and disturbed Lara’s vigil, watching her great-grandfather’s chest rise and fall. Each time she saw him breathe, she wondered if it would be the last time. According to the nurse, he had not been awake or conscious since she’d gone to bed at midnight. It wouldn’t be long now. The family had been called but no one was rushing. They had all said their farewells. Lara stood and walked to the window. Goodbyes. She hated them and this was one she definitely didn’t want to make.

			The dog days of August were living up to their reputation. What breeze there was wasn’t even stirring the muslin curtains. The beach in front of Eventide, Grandie’s home, was empty. Nantucket Sound was still and a heat haze hung above the water. The fly paused on the windowsill, then the only thing disturbing the heavy air was the rasp of Grandie’s breath as he exhaled. Sitting on the bedside table were the flotsam and jetsam she’d picked up for him on her morning’s walk. It was the treasure haul of a child. Each day this past week she’d strolled the beach as the sun was rising, bringing back something that she hoped would delight him. Two days ago, the last time he’d spoken coherently, he had explained the life cycle of the horseshoe crab while he held the skeletal shell she’d found in his hands. His mind was still so sharp. It was just his body that was giving up. His passion for the ocean and all things in it had been his life’s work, and that life was nearly complete.

			He was ninety-four. She knew that there was no chance that he would make his next birthday in September even though she wanted him to. Without thinking she picked up the clamshell and placed it in his open palm, helping him to feel the contours of it. His eyes opened and fixed onto her. There was love in them. She swallowed.

			‘Tell me what type of clam this is? You know me, I can never keep them straight. Is this a little neck or a top neck?’

			The visiting nurse popped her head through the door. ‘All OK?’

			Lara nodded and waved her away. If these were his last hours she was going to be selfish and not share him. The shell fell from his hand onto the floor and she bent down to collect it. It had scudded under the bed to rest against an old metal box. Picking up the shell, she pulled the box out as well and placed both of them on the bed. ‘What’s this?’ she asked, gesturing to the box.

			He tried to lift his hand, but it fell back to the bed. The top of the box was covered in dust, which she brushed away revealing a yellowed label that said: WWII.

			‘May I open it?’ 

			He blinked and she took that for a yes, knowing she or someone else would have to open it eventually. It wasn’t locked, and only needed a bit of force for the lid to shift. At the top of the box were his military medals. Lara picked one up, surprised at its weight. A red and white striped ribbon held a medal with an eagle surrounded by words – Efficiency, Honor, Fidelity. There were so many others nestled on the tray.

			She placed it in his hand and he smiled, but said nothing. Putting it back, she lifted the tray to see what was under it. A few black and white photographs of him in uniform sat on some loose papers.

			‘You were so handsome.’ She held up a picture. ‘Of course, I’m not saying you aren’t now.’

			He smiled.

			‘Where were you in this one?’ 

			His eyes closed and Lara flipped the picture over. Something was written in faint pencil. She squinted, holding it closer. ‘Helford River?’ 

			There was no response from him. He had fallen asleep again. His periods of wakefulness were less and less. Placing the photos aside, she picked up the sheets of folded paper.

			

			25 June 1944

			

			My dearest love,

			

			I cannot begin to say how relieved I am that you are alive. I’ve seen the dead and injured come in daily and I have prayed that it wouldn’t be you, but was almost afraid to hope. I don’t think my heart could take it. I don’t understand how in such a short time you have come to be my world but you have. Please, please stay safe. You are my heart, you are my life. I can barely breathe when I think about you and the danger you must be in at the moment. I know I must be brave and I will be for you.

			

			I love you.

			Yours always,

			A xxxxxxxooooo

			

			Amelia, her great-grandmother. He had met her in England during the war. Lara opened another but stopped to check Grandie again, picturing him as he was in the photos, so young and so very handsome. She really shouldn’t read these very private letters, but it was the first tangible contact she had had with her great-grandmother. Her name was rarely mentioned.

			

			Darling,

			

			Seeing you yesterday almost made things worse. To have you with me for a few hours makes being apart unbearable. I touch my lips repeatedly remembering the feel of yours on mine. I want you so badly it’s all I can think about. When will this wretched war end so that we can be together?

			I find I am jealous of every couple I see. It reminds me you are far away and I can’t touch you or feel the warmth of your skin on mine. If you had told me a few months ago that I could feel this way I wouldn’t have believed you. You are my obsession. Every time I shut my eyes I see you and I try to hold you close but at best you are nothing but a pillow. I cannot describe the coldness that crawls over me after the heat of my dreams.

			

			All my love,

			A xxxxxxxxxxxxxx

			

			P.S. My physical need for you is invading all my thoughts. I want to know you fully. I understand waiting but my heart and body do not. I dream of nothing but you – all of you – and I wake to the reality that you are not here in my arms touching me.

			

			Lara blushed and folded the letter with care, placing it with the others. It felt wrong to read them. Grandie had never married again even though Amelia had died in 1950, four years after giving birth to their only daughter, Lara’s grandmother Betty. His love for Amelia had lasted his whole life. These letters showed she had passionately loved him too.

			Below them were several tiny books each embossed in gold with a year – 1943, 1944 and 1945. Flicking through the pages, Lara saw he had written a line or two at most on each day. He’d never spoken about the war, even though she and her twin, Leo, had asked years ago.

			She paced the room, stopping to stare out the window over to the hazy outline of Martha’s Vineyard – the vista so achingly familiar. Eventide had been as much a part of her life as Grandie. The view never bored her. With each tide the beach in front of the house changed. The sand shifted and creatures thrived. The house would go to her grandmother, Betty, who had already stated her plan to sell it. She had left the Cape years ago and her life was now in Florida where the winters were kinder.

			It was time to let go. Lara turned back to the room. Her great-grandfather appeared so small on the bed with its tall, carved posts, each topped with the pinecone filial. The troublesome fly landed on his nose. Lara brushed it away again then stroked the thin hair across his brow. He’d been so handsome when young, and traces of those looks were still there in the structure of his face. 

			‘I love you, and I know you are ready.’ She sat down on the bed next to him and took his hand in hers. ‘I’m trying to be ready too.’ She sighed. ‘Letting go is hard and, well, I’ve never been good at it. Or losing, for that matter.’

			His eyes opened. He was listening. 

			‘But that’s what this year has been about so far.’ 

			He blinked. 

			‘More divorce stuff arrived in the mail.’ She wasn’t sure why she was telling him this. He wouldn’t understand giving up. It wasn’t what people of his generation did. You married and that was it. 

			‘I know what you’re thinking.’ His glance didn’t leave her face. ‘I should stick it out. But …’ She took a deep breath. ‘If it had been my choice alone, I would have.’ She shook her head. ‘But you aren’t in a marriage alone.’ She paused. ‘And, well, that’s what Pierre felt he was, in our marriage. Alone.’ Her long hours had taken a toll on their time together. You didn’t get weekends off in the restaurant trade. He didn’t have days off in the week. 

			Grandie’s eyes closed. Lara paused until she saw he was still breathing. Should they, or more correctly she, have done more to save the marriage? What would Grandie have done? ‘We drifted apart.’ Every day this past year she and Pierre had passed each other in the kitchen and in the hall, no longer touching, and she’d been too tired to notice. The wedding band on her finger caught the light from the bedside lamp. ‘It was more my fault than his, if I’m honest.’

			His breath paused and her heart tightened.

			‘I’m not sure if you can hear me or not but I need to know how you stayed in love with your wife all this time. Amelia has been gone for over sixty years. How do you make a love like that happen?’

			His hand moved, searching out hers. She’d left it too late to ask these questions. If the nurse was right, Grandie might not utter another word. 

			

			Unlike modern houses the kitchen in Eventide didn’t face the view, but the driveway. No doubt when someone bought the house they would alter it to meet modern ideas and not those of the late 1800s. Lara, however, liked the fact that when she was cooking she wasn’t distracted by the view. In the kitchen the focus should be on the ingredients and what you were doing with them. This was a lesson she understood more today than she had all those years ago when she had made blueberry muffins with Grandie. Years at culinary school and in the kitchens of top restaurants had taught her this and more.

			Behind her on the table were the final agreements of her divorce. Her marriage was almost finished. She hadn’t really paid attention to the details. For years she’d worked twelve- to thirteen-hour days six days a week. On the seventh she slept. She hadn’t known Pierre anymore, and hadn’t really known herself outside of a kitchen. 

			Lara put the kettle on the stove and jiggled the gas knob. The flame burst into light under it and she watched it discolour under the metal base of the kettle. It was the same one that had always been there. Once it would have been something she would have wanted from the house. She would have prowled the kitchen grabbing the old mixing bowls along with the dog-eared copy of Good Housekeeping’s Best Recipes and the battered La Veritable Cuisine de Famille par Tante Marie. Locating the French cookbook on the shelf, she picked it up and leafed through the pages, wondering when Grandie had acquired it. Lara had practised her high-school French while trying the recipes. What she’d loved most about the Tante Marie book were the handwritten notes in pencil in the margins, with ideas for alternative ingredients. In some ways she could credit the hours spent with this as the inspiration for her career.

			Flicking through to the back of the cookbook, she reached the end papers, where there were many handwritten recipes inscribed in pencil. This wasn’t Grandie’s or her grandmother’s writing so it had to be the book’s first owner. Running her hand over the careful script she smiled at the recipe for rosehip syrup. Outside the window the garden was filled with sea spray roses. They produced beautiful hips. She wouldn’t be here to harvest them this year. She had no idea where she would be come September and October.

			She knew she wouldn’t take any of these books now. They would be hauled off to the local charity shop for resale. Despite the memories, there was no point holding onto the past. She had nowhere to put them. Pierre was getting the house they had bought five years ago here in Falmouth. Lara was taking a bit of cash and not much more than the blurry memory of the hope she’d felt on their wedding day.

			She shook her head. That had been ten years ago. The kettle whistled an uneven tune and she shut the gas off, watching the flame collapse into the burner. It disappeared so quickly once it was starved of fuel, a bit like her marriage. Love had died without daily care. She pulled the brown teapot down from the shelf. Grandie might have brought this back from England after the war along with his bride Amelia. The spout had a small chip but otherwise it was sound. Maybe this would be the one item from Eventide that she would ask for.

			The screen door swung open and in walked Leo. Lara’s eyes filled. Never had he looked so good nor had seeing him felt so welcome.

			‘Hello, Runt.’ He dropped his bag on the floor and opened his arms.

			Lara walked into them. ‘You’re just jealous you were second born.’ This old joke never seemed to end despite their twenty-eight years.

			‘True.’ Leo held Lara away from him to look into her eyes. ‘How is he?’

			‘Leaving us.’

			‘At his age that’s not a surprise.’

			She frowned. ‘I know.’

			‘How’s the life of leisure going?’

			She blew out an exasperated sigh.

			‘Face it, you needed a break.’ He grinned. ‘Alright, I’ll admit that calling your boss an incompetent tyrant and then walking out was not the ideal way to do it.’

			She laughed and rolled her eyes.

			‘Six months’ paid leave isn’t something to complain about,’ he said.

			‘True, but …’ She tried to find the words to express her worries.

			‘You’re too good a chef not to be hired again.’

			She looked up at him, briefly tearful that, as always, Leo understood. He threw an arm around her and they walked through the house. 

			‘Enjoy the time off. You’ve had a lot to deal with.’ He tugged on her ponytail. ‘You’ve always been impatient.’

			‘True,’ she laughed. 

			They met the nurse on the stairs. Leo continued up to Grandie and she watched him go. He would need his time alone with their great-grandfather. She turned to the landing window. Clouds had rolled in and the afternoon had become cooler than the blistering heat of the morning. There might be a thunderstorm before long. She picked up the picture on the sill. It was of Lara and Grandie on her wedding day. He was walking her down the aisle as her father had died ten years earlier when she was just eight. Grandie had done his best to fill the gap in their lives. 

			She squinted into the distance and saw a lightning bolt illuminate the leaden sky over the Vineyard. In the black and white photograph she held she could see his love for her, but he had behaved distantly on the day. Maybe he’d known the marriage wouldn’t last. He’d made it plain he felt they were far too young to marry at eighteen. Lara had pointed out that he hadn’t been much older when he’d married. He’d agreed, but had added that living through a war aged you in ways that normal life never could. She had asked him to tell her more but he had simply replied, ‘I’ll tell you someday.’ 

			Someday was here, but Lara knew the time for words had passed.

			

			The rise and fall of Grandie’s chest was slower. Lara placed his worn rosary beads in his hand. Her heart told her that it wouldn’t be long. She helped him to make the sign of the cross. She spoke the words and Grandie’s eyelids fluttered. Every night he’d say the rosary before he went to sleep. Up until three years ago he’d done this on his knees. Permanent slumber was calling and maybe he couldn’t go without saying his prayers. He’d taught her, and now the old familiar words came back. 

			As she finished the Hail, Holy Queen, she heard a step behind her. She brought the rosary beads to Grandie’s lips then placed them back in his hands. His breathing was less laboured.

			‘Leo,’ she whispered.

			He stepped towards the bed. ‘Soon?’

			‘Yes.’

			He touched her arm and gave her an encouraging smile. ‘Go take five minutes.’

			Lara left Grandie with Leo and headed downstairs, knowing it was now only a matter of hours. When Grandie died there would be a huge hole in her life, and her life was filled with so many at the moment. 

			Outside the kitchen door she took a deep breath of the sweetly scented air. Maybe she should call her grandmother Betty or her mom but there was nothing that any of them could do. Life would go on somehow. In the meantime she didn’t want to miss a minute with Grandie.

			She dashed back upstairs, and as she came into the room Grandie’s eyes fixed onto her. ‘You’re awake,’ she said, pausing on the threshold. 

			‘Yes,’ Grandie whispered.

			Leo looked at her from the far side of the bed. ‘We’ve had a chat.’

			She opened her mouth then shut it. Maybe she’d been talking too much and hadn’t given Grandie the chance.

			‘Hold me so that I can see the bay.’ Grandie’s voice caught, but it was clear. With Leo’s help she held him upright. He focused on a distant point. The dark sky met the darker sea, yet overhead the clouds broke and the blue seemed somehow brighter. The bay was still. In the distance Lara heard the ferry’s engine as it began the journey to the Vineyard. 

			He sighed and his eyes focused on the horizon. She looked down the crescent of the beach. The tide was at its highest, almost obscuring the sand. 

			Her great-grandfather wheezed, ‘Adele.’ 

			Lara looked at him. Frowning, she met Leo’s glance. Her brother mouthed, Adele? She shrugged, thinking they must have misheard him.

			Grandie’s breathing slowed but he remained focused on the eastern horizon. The surface of the bay went from still to ruffled, breaking up the darkness from the storm clouds with bright blue patches. The water had begun its journey back out to sea. He took a ragged breath and as his eyes closed he said it again: ‘Adele.’ 

			Then he was gone.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Three

			Windward, Mawnan Smith, Falmouth, Cornwall

			15 August 2015

			

			‘Gran?’ Peta stood waiting, silhouetted by the sunlight flooding the drawing room.

			I looked up from the crossword, catching the date on the top of the paper. VJ Day, a day that filled me with extreme sadness. It was best not to think, not to remember. 

			‘I was wondering.’ She stopped and came to sit beside me. This hesitancy was not normal.

			‘Yes?’ I put the paper and pencil aside. I was stuck on 5 down, ‘divided game’.

			‘Jeopardy.’

			I frowned. She pointed to the crossword.

			‘Of course.’ I filled it in before I forgot. ‘You were wondering?’

			‘Years ago I used to go into the attic and …’ She looked out towards the sea. Despite the fine weather the bay was covered in white horses racing towards the shore. It had been years since I had been down to the cove, but I could picture them breaking on the rocks that jutted out from the cliffs. Was the tide high or low? That would make a difference. Would the charging waters be bashing against the cliffs or dying on the sand? I’d always loved sunny days when the sea behaved as if a great storm was raging. With the water this tumultuous there probably was a storm, somewhere out at sea. 

			I turned to Peta. Why was she hesitating? ‘Out with it.’

			‘I’ve just been in the attic.’

			‘And?’

			‘I was looking for––’ She paused, playing with the seam of her jeans. 

			‘For what?’ She clearly thought whatever she was going to say would bother me.

			‘Well, when I was small there used to be a lace wedding veil in an old suitcase.’

			I drew in my breath.

			‘I don’t want to upset you but I would love to wear it for my wedding. It would be the something old – something that links me to you.’ Her hand stilled and her eyes pleaded.

			‘It was my grandmother’s, not mine.’ My voice tailed away. It would have been wrong to wear it when I married Andrew in the registrar’s office. 

			‘Yes, I guessed. Your mother’s too?’

			I nodded.

			‘I can’t find it.’

			‘No.’ I had seen Peta playing with it when she was about nine or ten. Even then it represented what had been lost. Yet I hadn’t thrown it out.

			Peta’s hand grabbed mine. ‘Forget about it, Gran. It’s too raw.’

			‘Stop using that hocus-pocus with me.’ I pulled my hand away and stood up. A shiver ran across my skin. Peta and this ‘seeing’ gift of hers had always unnerved me. Maybe it was like the connection I’d had long ago with my sister, but if so the last thing I wanted was for her to use it on me.

			‘Sorry, I have no control over it.’ She rose. ‘I can’t see anything much with you. It’s more feelings. All I know is that you’re in pain.’ She bit her lower lip. ‘No, not pain, anger even …’

			I interrupted her. ‘Nonsense.’

			‘Gran.’ She put her hand on my shoulder. I didn’t shake it off. 

			‘Come with me.’ I picked up my cane and she took my hand, reminding me of her as a little thing who had clung to me when she lost her mother. More of the darkness this house held in its walls. Maybe it was right that the veil be used. I closed my eyes for a moment, picturing my grandmother. I laughed. She would not approve of Peta with her nose stud and hippie ways. And that was as good a reason as any for Peta to wear the veil and change its fortunes.

			

			The hot air of the attic smelled of dry timber. A thick coat of dust covered every surface. I fought the temptation to turn around and leave it undisturbed. But for the look of anticipation on Peta’s face I would have done so. Her eagerness infected my reluctance, weakening it. At the far end of the attic stood a door and I held the key. The last time I had opened it was to store the veil away from Peta’s playful hands. Why had I locked it away? To keep it from Jack and Peta? Or from me? More likely to have a real defence against the memories stored here, wrapped up in fabric and paper. When Andrew was with me it was easier not to think of the past and only hold onto what joy the present provided.

			‘Thank you,’ said Peta, speaking softly as I unlocked the door and she followed me through. I tripped on a loose board and she steadied me. 

			‘It should be in here.’ I bent down. The battered leather case sat in plain sight among the school trunks, as if it held nothing more than cobwebs and yellowed linens. Tucked away in here was my past. I couldn’t bring myself to throw it out, a choice that now felt foolish. Laying the case on the floor, I steeled myself then slid the catches. 

			On the top, wrapped in tissue, was the veil. When a child, I had played the same games that Peta had, parading down the wide staircase as the radiant bride. My sister had waited at the bottom holding a silk top hat, standing in for the man of my dreams. How foolish we’d been, how churlish to hold onto the anger for so long. But anger was better than grief. Both had left me less than before, no longer Adele but Elle.

			‘Gran?’ Peta touched my shoulder. I shivered despite the heat.

			‘Yes?’

			She picked up the delicate lace, handmade over a hundred years ago. Her eyes gleamed. ‘Thank you.’

			‘A pleasure. May it bring you – no, may it crown your joy.’ It hadn’t brought happiness to Mother but at least Grandmother had had a happy if short-lived marriage. Grandfather had died in World War I.

			She kissed my cheek. ‘What else have you squirrelled away?’ She peered over my shoulder and I dropped the lid before she saw the contents. The thump shook the dust from the rafters. The locks clicked.

			‘Nothing of importance.’

			

			5 June 1943

			‘Are you sure about the Wrens?’ Amelia stretched out on the grass at the edge of what was left of Windward’s lawn, lying back to look at the sky. The day was warm but a fresh breeze blew off Falmouth Bay, tempering the heat and stirring her blonde hair.

			I put down my book of poetry and looked at my sister. ‘Yes, and thanks to Father we’ve had long enough to think about it.’

			She rolled onto her side. ‘Everyone but us joined at seventeen.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t think he refused permission because he felt we were too young. “Immature,” he said.’ 

			‘Mother.’

			She nodded. We looked at each other, understanding what neither of us wanted to express. She looked out to the bay. ‘I can’t believe they let me join the senior service.’

			‘Of course they want you. You can drive already, much to Grandmother’s despair.’

			‘Don’t know why you don’t like driving.’ She pursed her mouth just like Grandmother and I shrugged, thinking about the speed and Amelia racing along until she almost lost control.

			‘But I was in control.’ She threw a daisy at me and I raised an eyebrow. ‘Plus I love engines, thanks to Patrick.’ Her eyes sparkled, full of mischief.

			Again I raised my eyebrow, remembering Grandmother’s handsome chauffeur. I also recalled the time Amelia had been kissing Patrick instead of learning from him how to drive, and I’d had to suddenly pretend to have an interest in flowers so I could lead Grandmother down the garden path and away from them. I don’t think Grandmother had been fooled – Patrick had left her employment shortly after my moment of gardening enthusiasm. However, I’d been dying to know what kissing him had been like and I’d worried that Amelia would fall pregnant. She’d howled with laughter, explaining that she hadn’t done that. 

			‘But you’d be wasted as a driver,’ said Amelia, ‘far too clever. Father seems certain that you’ll have a place at Cambridge.’

			‘That’s because he went there.’ I sighed. ‘I want to go to Durham.’ Looking up at the cloudless sky, I thought of the distance from here, not wanting that but craving a place where I would not be a twin and not be Father’s daughter. Yet I did not want to be away from Amelia. I didn’t know how to be apart from her, but it was about to happen regardless.

			‘Rebel.’ She laughed. ‘Miss Parsons’s influence, no doubt.’

			‘Possibly.’ I brushed the stray pieces of grass off my skirt. Neither my neat attire nor my behaviour gave any sign of rebellion. ‘What time are we due on the beach?’

			‘Tide’s on its way out now.’ Amelia looked at her watch. It matched mine exactly. It was an early eighteenth birthday present from Grandmother. Even though we tried not to dress alike everyone still treated us as if we were the same person. Today Amelia wore a violet coloured blouse while I wore white. I knew I’d be cooler. Maenporth Beach would be a heat trap, sheltered as it was from the northerly winds. ‘So if we leave in an hour.’

			I nodded, plucking a blade of grass. Everything had been so slow in coming and now time was disappearing too quickly. Having passed the interview and the medical both of us had to wait until we’d reached eighteen. ‘I hope I make it through training.’ I held the grass between my thumbs and blew against it, making a squeaking sound. Telegraphy was so intricate that it required six months of training, while Amelia would be away for only one to become a driver. Father approved of my path, but like Grandmother he was less keen that Amelia was going into the Motor Transport division. I wouldn’t have put it past them not to put pressure on people in high places to make sure she only drove officers and not transport vehicles.

			‘You will and, of course, I’ll be green with jealousy over your months in London.’ She looked at Windward. ‘I’m not going far for training and only a month away. Lucky me gets to be the immobile Wren.’ She wrinkled her nose.

			I tried not to laugh at her expression. It wasn’t fair that I was allowed to go and she had to stay. My parents felt I was the more stable. I should have been happy that they saw I was more responsible, but they only knew the half of it. We appeared and sounded the same but if people bothered to look closer our differences were obvious. Yet no one saw us as individuals except Amelia and me. We were simply written off as a pair and at times treated like a circus act.

			‘Who else would make sure Mother and Grandmother don’t kill each other?’ I asked. We both laughed at this, and I marvelled again at how the sound matched and merged into one. 

			‘True. I’ll miss you. Who will I laugh with?’ she said, echoing my thoughts for the millionth time. 

			‘Good question. I suppose letters will have to suffice.’ I stood and squinted into the distance, counting ships out of habit. Amelia extended her hand and I grabbed it. 

			‘You’ll see plenty of Father and Aunt Margaret though.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Do you think she misses Uncle Reg as much as Grandmother thinks she should?’ She raised an eyebrow.

			My aunt, impossibly glamorous as she was, wouldn’t let her worry show. It wasn’t done. ‘I suspect Grandmother’s reflecting her own worries for her son onto Aunt Margaret, who isn’t playing along.’ We locked arms and walked back to Windward.

			She turned to me. ‘You will call and write often, won’t you?’

			I dropped my head onto her shoulder. I was as uncertain as she was about my leaving her. In all our lives we’d always been together. But recently I’d been longing for the chance to be just me – not me and Amelia, not twins.

			‘You’ll know how things are even when I don’t call.’

			‘That hasn’t been too hard when you haven’t been far away, but we’ve never tested distance before.’

			‘I know.’ I hugged her arm closer to me. ‘I suppose this is one way to find out.’ We both laughed, catching each other’s glance. Her pupils were pools of dark uncertainty. Looking at Amelia I saw my own fear. Swallowing hard, I forced a smile. As scared as I was, this was exciting and I was leading the way.

			

			I stood with Mother in the kitchen. She always looked lost here. This was beyond her and anything she ever thought she would need to deal with, but she wasn’t as bad as Grandmother. The kitchen was so far removed from Grandmother’s life before the war, she barely knew how to cope with it. She’d had to learn to boil a kettle now that Mrs Tonks who had been the cook had gone to work on a farm. Fortunately Amelia had a flair for cooking and the evacuee children from Latimer School who had stayed here had not cared what it was so long as they ate. But they had gone back to London and the house felt empty without them. Mother had been low since their departure, and I suspected mine would not help her state of mind.

			‘What time is your train tomorrow?’ She handed me a knife. Potatoes were abundant at the moment and seemed to make up a large portion of our meals. Not that I was complaining. It was food. I scrubbed off the clumps of soil and watched the grit slip down the sink. 

			‘Midday.’

			She frowned. ‘Your grandmother has insisted you travel first class.’

			I nodded.

			‘She doesn’t want you mixing with the hoi polloi.’

			‘Indeed.’ I laughed.

			Mother squinted, peering out of the window. How would she fare with just Grandmother while Amelia was away most of the day? Mother and Grandmother hadn’t seen eye to eye on things since my parents had married. Mother had wedded for love and, according to Grandmother, below her station. Nigel Seaton was a surgeon and worked for a living and this had taken us all over Britain. Grandmother’s goal was to at least marry us well, but the war had interrupted her plans and Aunt Margaret wouldn’t be presenting us at court. 

			Wrapping a tea towel around her hand she looked at me. ‘You will take care.’

			‘Of course.’

			She reached out and touched my arm. ‘Yes, I can rely on you for that. But less so with your sister.’

			‘She’s the fun one, I’m the sensible one.’ I hid my own worries behind a smile. Who would help Amelia out of scrapes and who would pull me into them? Without each other I was far too serious and she too reckless. But she was the lucky one staying here, although she didn’t see it that way. Windward was the home of my heart, from its granite quoins hewn from the nearby quarry to its vast seaward-facing windows. I loved it here and it was Amelia who missed London, our last place of residence.

			‘I know. And that’s what worries me.’

			I turned away from Mother. Her fear chilled me. ‘She’ll be fine and so will I.’ 

			‘This wretched war.’ She paused, sighing. ‘It will be the end of us.’

			I frowned. ‘We won’t let Hitler win.’

			‘Whether he wins or not we are lost.’ She walked out to the garden and I stared after her. She bent to Grandmother’s vegetable bed and wrenched up some carrots. 

			‘Daydreaming on the job?’ Amelia tapped my shoulder then waltzed out to Mother.

			Guilty. I sighed and put the potatoes into the pot of water, thinking about Mother’s words. We are lost. I put the lid on the pot. Who knew what was ahead for any of us? I prayed that life would return to normal soon. The granite lintel above the range hinted at permanence. I touched it. It was a relic of the farmhouse that had stood here before Grandmother built Windward. This terrible war couldn’t and shouldn’t wipe away our lives. But it had changed them already. Excitement vied with fear, twisting my stomach round. Tomorrow I would be leaving Windward and Amelia. 

			16 August 2015

			The veil was stretched out on some old lace-drying racks that Peta had found in the attic. The years of dust had been washed away and the colour was now more of a bright ivory rather than that of weak tea. Her capable hands had begun to repair the damage the years had doled out. I walked around it in awe of its fine detail. At eight I hadn’t noticed any of this. It was simply beautiful and would make the wearer feel happy and loved. It had for Grandmother and, at that time, I thought it had for Mother. 

			Having been wrapped with dried lavender, the withered grey flowers had fallen onto the carpet when Peta had opened it. I bent to sniff the fabric to see if any of the fragrance had remained after laundering, but it smelt of soap, nothing more. Here in the dining room it was far from harmful sunshine as it dried. Peta was keen to conserve this piece of history. I fought the urge to rend it apart. It had no magic power to make happiness or to change the past. We choose our own path.

			I walked to the stairs. After yesterday’s jaunt into the attic my joints ached more than normal. But the physical discomfort I could take. Strangely I welcomed it. It was real. My body was old and slowly it was failing. Last night as I lay in bed thinking about the suitcase and its contents, my heart opened. For so long I had kept it closed, but last night the pain of the past pinned me to the bed. Unable to move, I had felt my heart slowing until it stopped. I don’t remember it starting again but it had. Hate and anger were bitter tastes in my mouth upon coming to consciousness, unlike the salty tang of my tears.

			My vision blurred and I clutched the banister. I had to face the old demons. Breathing was hard but I walked the landing until I reached the stairs to the attic. 

			‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Jack’s voice was more amused than cross.

			‘I’m going to the attic.’ 

			‘Well, I knew it wasn’t a trip to the shops.’ He walked towards me. ‘You really think this is a good idea?’ He raised an eyebrow and again I saw his grandfather’s humour. Andrew never told me off as such, but humoured me until I came to his way of thinking, even about marrying him.

			‘So you think you will manage these old stairs with your cane and your dodgy hip?’ He leaned against the wall. ‘This I have to see.’

			‘I am nothing if not determined.’ I placed the cane on the first step. Yesterday I had done this without a problem. But today was different. It was as if the trip through the locked door had set off a timer inside of me, counting down.

			‘This I know is true. But I think I’ve only seen you go in the attic once in all my life. What’s so essential up there that you need it now?’

			‘That would be telling.’ I looked away from his inquisitive glance. Since yesterday I’d been haunted by the other things I’d glimpsed in the suitcase.

			‘It would, and it might make more sense to tell me what you want and let me find it.’

			‘That would be boring.’

			‘Indeed, boring and sensible.’ His smile transformed his serious face. 

			I made it up the first step, but wobbled.

			‘Gran …’

			I stepped to the second. A quick count told me I had twelve more to climb before I had to manage the tricky bit at the top. Why wasn’t there a railing? I reached the third step and heard Jack move to the one below me.

			By step five my head was nearing the opening at the top. I leaned forward so that I didn’t hit the ceiling when I ventured in. The air was thinner. Dust filled my nose. I sneezed, lifting my hand to my mouth. Jack’s arms grabbed my waist as I swayed.

			‘You’re hard enough to manage without adding broken bones to the list.’

			‘True.’ I climbed another step and then another. Jack’s hand never left my waist until we reached the top and began to walk through the odd chairs, ripped lampshades and other bits of discarded junk.

			‘It had better be worth it.’

			‘That, I can’t promise.’ In truth I wasn’t sure why I was doing this. If the letters were still there, would it help to look at them? 

			Placing the cane on the uneven floorboards, I teetered to the end. I hadn’t relocked the door yesterday. It swung on its hinges. I searched for a draught or some other cause, but saw no source. Everything looked as it had yesterday. Old trunks, a discarded chest of drawers, a rolled carpet, broken tennis racquets and there among this junk was my old case. Yesterday I had removed only the veil and hadn’t allowed Peta or myself to look at the rest of the contents, but they were there and would not be silent. My thoughts rang with their pleas. I clutched a rafter.

			Jack stood still not saying a word. His unspoken questions were there in his posture. He stood with his feet far apart, hands on hips, and I knew he was waiting for an explanation. I turned from him and pulled on the light, which revealed the dust motes hanging in the air. 

			The boards cracked as I made my way to the case, staying in the middle where my head wasn’t in danger of making contact with the beams. Jack followed silently until I stopped in front of the small tower of school trunks.

			‘Fancied a trip down memory lane, did you?’

			‘Not really, but I need to retrieve something.’ I noted that my sister’s trunk sat on the top of the pile. Why was it still here? 

			Jack studied the names. ‘Ha, here’s Dad’s. Doubt there’s anything worth keeping there, maybe the odd sock.’

			‘True, but he did like to keep it and wouldn’t let us use it for your aunt.’

			‘Probably kept his lads’ magazines in there.’

			‘No, those were under his mattress.’

			Jack laughed. ‘No secrets, eh?’

			I smiled and looked away. ‘None.’

			He stopped at the one stamped on the top A.D. Seaton. He frowned. I tensed. ‘Not your initials, Elle Seaton. I suppose this is some relative of yours?’ He shook his head. ‘Why do people hold onto these old school things?’

			‘Yours is at the other end of the attic.’ I pointed to where I had seen several metal trunks.

			‘Just bin the damn thing.’ He laughed. ‘Shall I help you and then bring this suitcase to the sitting room?’

			I pursed my lips. The sitting room was too public. ‘My room. Thank you.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Four

			Maenporth Beach, Falmouth, Cornwall

			5 June 1943

			

			All of the rocks at the base of the cliffs were revealed along with the seaweed which was used to make penicillin and our reason for being on the beach. Only August would bring a lower spring tide this year and I wouldn’t be here to see it, which I tried not to think about. It would be the first summer that I could remember that I hadn’t spent at Windward. I stood up, leaving the bucket on the ground, and rubbed my lower back. The sand seemed to stretch for miles into the turquoise waters. Days didn’t come much more beautiful than this. 

			Tonight was my last night at home, however, and I shivered despite the heat. Looking for Amelia, I found her across the beach near the first pillbox closer to the high water mark. On a day like today there was no hardship involved, but we’d been out here in foul weather too. Sweat rolled down my back and damp tendrils of hair clung to my neck. A swim would cool me off but there was no time for that. We had a job to do. Everyone played their part. I bent to work again, thinking of what would happen tomorrow. I was heading to training, but nothing was certain.

			‘You’ll have a ball in London.’ Amelia laughed as I jumped at her voice. She took the bucket from me and emptied it into a bigger one. I shrugged, taking mine back. ‘You will,’ she said. ‘I know you will.’

			Our glances met. ‘Not without you.’

			‘We couldn’t be together always, silly.’ She looked out to sea.

			‘Ah, yes, you are going to marry … was it Eddie, Philip or Angus?’

			‘Philip’s yours, remember!’ She hit my arm. ‘Angus Lambert is for me. I want the one who’ll take me away to far-flung places with strange-sounding names.’

			I laughed. She was forever falling in love. I had liked Angus first, but I couldn’t compete since she had kissed him before me. With trepidation I’d confessed my plans to her while sitting on a rock overlooking the cove, and then she’d just walked up to him on the beach and kissed him. I’d hated her for all of a day then laughed and asked for all the details. After telling me his mouth tasted of peppermint and cigarettes she’d told me he wouldn’t know it hadn’t been me. She swore she’d done it to stop me from messing it up and making it all awkward. She was right. I would have made a botch of it, but if I were honest, part of me was still a bit cross. However, she made flirting appear effortless. Even now, here on the beach, she had a young sailor hanging on her every word. How did she do it? We were so alike and yet when it came to men I was inarticulate and bumbling while Amelia radiated joy. 

			Pausing to stretch, I rubbed the salt off my hand and onto my hankie while I studied my sister as she bent to her work. She was so much better with her hands. Despite having spent more time kissing Grandmother’s chauffeur than learning, she could take an engine apart and that knowledge would now be put to good use.

			‘Hi.’ A young man came up to collect my seaweed. ‘Amelia?’ He grinned.

			I looked up and tried not to frown as I corrected him. ‘Adele.’

			‘Gosh, I always get it wrong.’ He shrugged.

			I silently added, you’re not the only one. I just wished he didn’t appear so disappointed. Without my twin around I had a chance to be seen.

			‘Anyway, we’ve enough today.’ He held out a hand for my bucket, emptied it into the larger one and then searched for my sister. What was wrong with me? 

			I glanced down and saw some mussels clinging to the base of the rocks. Maybe we could have them for dinner tonight. I began to collect some in my emptied bucket, and when I checked, he’d wandered off towards Amelia who was laughing and holding her hair off her neck. Her breasts lifted in the process and I wasn’t the only one who had noticed. Was she aware of it? Did she understand the effect she had? Turning away from her I went further along the rocks. I should try and be more like her, more relaxed and flirtatious. She made it look so easy. If I attempted the same manoeuvre it would be awkward, blatant. 
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