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			Prologue

			Paris, 1956

			Despite the passing of the years, he’d hoped that by some miracle he would see her there once more, so when she finally appeared, he wondered if it was the sheer force of his longing that had somehow conjured her up. 

			His breath caught and his pulse quickened as he sat forward in his wheelchair by the third-floor balcony windows, the glass of wine and cigarette forgotten as he tried to believe it was really her. Two decades had passed, and his eyes were not as ­reliable as they had once been. Could they be playing a cruel trick on him? Was his imagination running riot? Yet as she stood on the Pont Neuf and gazed down the swift-flowing Seine towards the distant Eiffel Tower and the rooftops of Paris, it was as if those years had been swept away and she had returned to him.

			He eased further forward, confident she couldn’t see him in the rapidly darkening room, but still not trusting what his eyes were telling him. Her hair was longer than he remembered, flowing over her narrow shoulders in a tumble of silken curls, but her slender figure still retained the delicate grace that belied the fierce energy and determination she’d always possessed. And even in her relaxed state, there was an almost defiant tilt to her chin that he remembered so very well. Dressed in narrow slacks and a sweater, there were suitcases at her feet and she carried an artist’s portfolio, and a coat over her arm. 

			‘Belle?’ he breathed in wonder. ‘Can it really be you?’

			As if she’d heard him, she turned from the river, her gaze sweeping beyond the bridge to the cobbled Quai de la Mégisserie, and the tall grey houses whose balconies and windows overlooked the Seine.

			His breath caught again as her face was illuminated by a nearby street lamp, and her eyes seemed to find his momentarily before she looked away. The disappointment was sharp. It wasn’t Belle, couldn’t possibly be Belle. Too many years had passed, and this girl was younger than Belle had been on that fateful day when they’d met on the bridge. And yet there was something about her that held echoes of the past . . .

			‘Are you all right, Patron?’

			The light was switched on, startling him, and he blinked in its sudden glare. ‘Turn that off and come here,’ he ordered the young man as he turned once more towards the window. ‘See that girl? Go and find out who she is and where she’s come from. Now, quickly, before she leaves the bridge.’

			The look was quizzical, the smile wry. ‘She’s a bit young, even for you, isn’t she, Patron?’ he drawled.

			His impatience made him sharp. ‘Just do as I ask, Max,’ he rasped. ‘I’ll explain later.’

			As Max left the room, he turned once more towards the window. She was looking up now, her gaze drifting over the wrought-iron balconies, perhaps drawn by the sudden glare of light which had just as swiftly been extinguished. Her eyes seemed to hold him there for a second, and he could sense her unease as she broke the spell and hurriedly looked away. 

			He touched the glass in the window as if by doing so he could keep her there, but before Max had even reached the street, she’d picked up her cases, turned her back and was immediately lost amongst the stream of homeward-bound office workers and strolling tourists.

			He slumped back into the chair, the moment lost, his pain raw. He closed his eyes to try to dispel some of his anguish, but all he could see was the young, vibrant Belle who had stood on the Pont Neuf so many years before, and the memories and deep regrets over what had happened to tear them apart now threatened to overwhelm him. 

		

	
		
			1

			London, 1936

			Annabelle Blake padded across the cold linoleum and pulled back the thin curtains to discover it was raining heavily, and the sight of water gushing from blocked gutters, pooling on dirty cobbles and swirling in the clogged drains seemed to emphasise the hopelessness of her situation. Her unfair dismissal from the hospital two weeks before, and the far from glowing reference they’d eventually sent, meant it was proving impossible to find another nursing post – and her money was fast running out.

			Annabelle was twenty-three, with very little to show for all the years of training and hard work at the hospital. She had no family to turn to after her father had banished her from home, and her mother was too frightened to defy him by staying in touch; she was living in a run-down boarding house in a poor part of London where she had little in common with the other tenants. Her sense of isolation was compounded by the fact that her closest friend, Caroline Howden, had left to nurse in Spain’s civil war, and there had been no sign of the usually dependable and supportive George Ashton after she’d turned down his proposal.

			She moved away from the bed-sitting-room window and dragged her fingers through her tangled hair as she tried to see the positive side of things. At least she now had a reference – however double-edged it was; George was intelligent enough to eventually understand why she’d had to turn him down; and although it might not be the sort of day that encouraged being out of doors, she was meeting her mother, Camille, for coffee. As this was a rare and unexpected occurrence – made so because they had to keep their infrequent meetings secret from her father – she should at least try to put a brave face on things and concentrate on healing the breach between them that had widened over the past five years.

			Annabelle mourned the fact that she and her mother had never been close, and although she knew Camille held some affection for her, it was carefully guarded beneath a veneer of coolness. As Annabelle had grown up in that great gloomy house in Fulham there had been little opportunity for her to get to know her mother – her father even less, although that proved to be a blessing because she was frightened of his hard grey eyes and his inflexible rules. 

			She had spent her youngest years upstairs in the nursery with a succession of nannies and saw her mother only briefly when she came up to say goodnight. Even then there was no hug or warm kiss, just a rather distracted pat on the head or shoulder. Camille had never been a tactile person, choosing rather to remain almost aloof, and as Annabelle had matured she’d begun to understand that Camille’s whole existence centred around Edwin – even though it was clear that he terrified her.

			Annabelle snapped from her thoughts, checked the time and got quickly dressed in her best tweed skirt and woollen sweater. With barely enough money for food, let alone new clothes, there was little she could do about her lisle stockings which were heavily darned, or the gaberdine raincoat and black shoes which had certainly seen better days. 

			She put on a defiant slash of lipstick and a few sweeps of mascara and then brushed her dark blonde curls into some sort of order. Regarding her reflection in the fly-spotted mirror, she noted the shadows of sleepless nights beneath her violet-blue eyes, and the lacklustre tone of her once creamy skin. She swiftly dusted on some face powder, rammed on her oldest felt hat and wrapped a scarf round her neck before picking up her umbrella. It would have to do, even though Camille would no doubt throw up her hands in horror, for she was very particular about appearances. 

			Deciding to take the bicycle as it would make the journey quicker, she put her handbag and umbrella in the basket and lugged it down the stairs. Slamming the front door behind her, she opened her umbrella and attempted to steer the bike one-handed as she pedalled over the lumpy cobbles and through the puddles.

			By the time she’d reached the Copper Kettle she knew she must look a fright. The umbrella had blown inside out, her coat was sodden and her stockings were splashed with water and muck from the roads. She managed to get the umbrella sorted and left it in the basket as she tucked her straggly wet hair behind her ears and made a dash for the tea room.

			The Copper Kettle was situated in a narrow cobbled street in a part of town that her father never visited. It was warm and welcoming after being outside in the chill rain and the tables were bright with white linen and flowery china. There were three other women enjoying their morning coffee and they didn’t give her a second glance as they carried on gossiping. 

			There was no sign of Camille, and Annabelle hoped desperately that she hadn’t taken one look at the weather and changed her mind. She had sixpence in her purse, and she doubted very much that it would cover the cost of a cup of coffee in this rather pretentious little place. ‘I’m meeting someone,’ she said firmly to the waitress. ‘As I’m early, may I use the powder room to tidy up?’

			She was shown into a small room which had been painted bright pink and glaring white. But there was hot water, soap and a towel. Annabelle grimaced when she saw herself in the mirror, for her felt hat drooped sullenly over her mass of bedraggled wet hair, her mascara and lipstick were smudged and her scarf and coat were so wet they could have been wrung out through a mangle.

			She found a handkerchief to remove the mascara smears and tidy up the lipstick, and then used the tea room’s hand towel to rub her hair dry and dab at her stained stockings. It didn’t make much difference, so she just ran a comb through the tangled curls and hoped for the best. 

			Having shaken the water from her raincoat and stuffed her sodden scarf in the pocket, she prayed Camille had arrived. It would be horribly embarrassing to ask for a glass of water after using their facilities. She picked up her things and returned to the main room.

			‘Mon dieu,’ gasped Camille as she paused in the act of shrugging off her mink coat. ‘Tu fais peur a voir! Qu’est-ce qui est arrivée?’

			As on their previous meeting in the café, Camille had obviously decided to conduct their conversation in French so the other customers couldn’t eavesdrop. ‘I know I look a fright,’ Annabelle replied in the same language – she’d been fluent since childhood. ‘But this is what happens when one has to bicycle through the rain.’ She smiled at her mother, who was looking dry and composed in her veiled black hat, dark grey two-piece suit and high patent leather heels. ‘I see you didn’t get caught in the downpour.’

			Camille pouted and adjusted her fur over her shoulders as she sat down. ‘I have always found that the London Hackney Carriage people are most helpful when it is raining. You should have called one instead of cycling.’

			Annabelle was stung by the realisation that her mother hadn’t a clue as to the depth of her straightened circumstances, or the extent of her situation. But then Camille had never known poverty so it wouldn’t have occurred to her that taxis were beyond the reach of most people, let alone unemployed nurses. 

			She hung up her coat and hat and joined her at the table. ‘I would hire one if I could afford it,’ she said mildly. ‘Especially on a day like this.’

			Camille regarded her evenly and was then distracted by the waitress. Having ordered, she turned back to Annabelle. ‘I don’t usually have cake,’ she murmured as she regarded Annabelle more intently. ‘But I thought you might like a little treat. You look far too thin, and rather down-at-heel in those awful shoes.’

			Annabelle didn’t need reminding, but was determined to keep the conversation light and friendly. ‘Cake would be a lovely treat, thank you, Maman.’

			Camille was silent for a while, her eyes thoughtful behind the veil of her black hat. ‘Caroline’s mother told me what happened before I received your letter,’ she said eventually. ‘Is it very hard for you?’

			‘I lost the job I love, Maman, and my reputation. It seems that none of the other hospitals will give me an interview, and even the factory managers have turned me down for the most menial of jobs. Of course it’s hard.’ She shook back her damp curls, immediately regretting her bitter tone. ‘But I’ll survive, don’t worry.’

			Camille was silent as the waitress served them, and when she’d gone again, took her time to pour the fragrant coffee into the small cups. Once she’d taken a sip and approved of it, she leant forward. ‘I’m sorry you find yourself in this predicament,’ she said softly. ‘But perhaps you should now reconsider Dr Ashton’s proposal. After all, you’re no spring chick, Annabelle, and he can offer you respectability and a far steadier sort of life.’

			Annabelle stared at her in bemusement. ‘I’m twenty-three, Maman, hardly ready for the shelf just yet. And I’m not going to marry someone just for the sake of escaping the situation I find myself in,’ she said firmly. ‘George is a friend – a very good friend – but I’m not in love with him, and it would be wrong to accept his proposal when I can’t give him the sort of love he should have from a wife.’

			‘Poof. Love has very little to do with it,’ she replied with an impatient wave of her hand. ‘If you love him as a friend and have things in common, then that’s a sound basis for any marriage. You shouldn’t be so fussy, Annabelle. George Ashton might be Irish, which is rather unfortunate, but he’s a solid, reliable young man with a respectable career and excellent prospects. What more could you want?’

			She bridled at her mother’s snooty dismissal of George’s heritage, but to keep the peace let it pass. ‘To be in love with the man I marry,’ she replied. ‘You’re beginning to sound like Father,’ she said in a softer tone. ‘Please, Maman, allow me to make my own choices, and to find a way out of this situation without resorting to compromise. Marriage isn’t the answer; it never was. I’m a nurse – one who’s out of a job – and I need desperately to clear my reputation and do what I was born to do. That’s all I care about at the moment.’

			Camille gave a deep sigh. ‘I suspected as much, so I would like to help.’

			‘I can’t come home, Maman, if that’s what you’re suggesting.’

			‘No, no, that is not it at all.’ She opened her expensive leather handbag and pulled out an envelope. ‘I want you to have this.’

			Annabelle gasped as she realised it was full of banknotes. ‘Maman! I can’t take this. If Father found out you’d given me your allowance, he’d be furious – and we both know what he’d do.’

			Camille gave a secretive little smile and selected a small iced cake which she placed on Annabelle’s plate and chose a slice of Madeira for herself. ‘Eat your cake, Annabelle.’

			Annabelle realised Camille would say nothing more about this mysterious money until she’d eaten the cake, and although she was hungry and it was a real treat, she was so pent-up she hardly tasted any of it.

			Camille nodded her approval, popped a morsel of Madeira into her mouth and sighed with pleasure. ‘It’s almost as good as French cake,’ she murmured. ‘Would you like another?’

			Annabelle was getting fretful, and the envelope seemed to be growing heavier in her lap with every passing minute. ‘No, Maman,’she said evenly. ‘I would like you to tell me how you think you can get away with giving me that much money without Father finding out.’

			Camille savoured another morsel of cake. ‘Edwin doesn’t know that I have it,’ she said airily. 

			‘But you have no money of your own,’ Annabelle replied distractedly. ‘And I know for a fact he counts every penny you spend of your allowance.’ 

			Camille’s demeanour was unruffled as she continued to enjoy her cake, and Annabelle wondered what she was up to – and more importantly, where the money had come from. She had never seen Camille like this before and it worried her.

			‘I have for some time been saving a sou here and there from the housekeeping and my allowance.’ Camille’s tone was casual.

			Annabelle shook her head. ‘It would have taken years to save all that, Maman. Where did it really come from?’

			Camille gave a deep sigh. ‘I have a little hobby which provides me with some extra capital now and again,’ she said with irritating vagueness.

			‘What sort of hobby?’ 

			Camille shrugged and then smiled quite impishly. ‘Just a few games of bezique, piquet or bridge. They can be quite profitable when one is playing with women who prefer gossip to paying attention to the game.’

			‘I never knew you played cards for money.’ She stared at her mother, who was now looking decidedly pleased with herself, and wondered if her card-playing was completely honest to have made so much money. But it was an impertinent thought and not to be voiced. ‘You obviously play very well,’ she said carefully. ‘But why hoard your winnings? Why not splash out on little treats for yourself?’

			She dipped her chin and dug about in her handbag. ‘Your father does not approve of gambling, so of course I couldn’t spend it on new clothes or a nice hat – he would have questioned me about where the money had come from.’ 

			Annabelle waited impatiently while she drew out a gold cigarette case and selected a pink Sobranie. 

			‘At one time I thought I might use it as security for when I finally had the courage to leave him,’ Camille admitted. ‘But I enjoyed seeing it mount up, and when he was out of the house I used to count it and dream of how I might spend it if I had the chance.’

			Annabelle stared at her in amazement, for she’d never heard her mother talk like this. She gathered her wits and pushed the envelope across the table. ‘Then take it back, Maman,’ she said urgently. ‘Your need is far greater than mine. You can get to Paris and Tante Aline’s with this much and I’m sure she can find you some kind of employment or . . .’ 

			She tailed off as Camille’s expression told her how ridiculous she was being to even think about her living with her sister in that crowded Parisian house, let alone having a job.

			Camille concentrated on fitting the cigarette into her long ebony holder. As the flame from her gold lighter caught the tobacco, she drew in the smoke and released it almost impatiently. ‘The money is for you,’ she said firmly. ‘I’m too old and set in my ways to run off to my sister in Paris. But you, Annabelle, are still young, and it is you who must find a new life with Aline.’

			‘But I don’t want to go to Paris,’ she protested. ‘I’m English and my life is here.’

			‘You have the blood of the French in you, ma chère, and it’s time you discovered a world beyond all this.’ Her hand waved dismissively at the rain, the teashop and London in general. 

			‘But my work is here,’ she said firmly. ‘And now I’ve got a reference, I’m sure to get at least one interview.’

			Camille’s gaze drifted down to the table as she tapped her cigarette against the glass ashtray. ‘Sometimes it’s better to walk away and begin in a different place,’ she said quietly. 

			‘I’m not ready to give in and run away to Paris,’ said Annabelle fiercely. ‘I need to clear my name and get another nursing post here in London.’

			As Camille lifted her chin her eyes betrayed her sadness. ‘You have always been strong, Annabelle, although some might call it wilful and disobedient. I admire your courage, but in this instance it’s misguided.’ She reached across the table for Annabelle’s hand. ‘Don’t waste time fighting a battle you cannot win. Not here. Not in London.’

			She felt a chill of foreboding. ‘What do you mean by that?’

			Camille gave a deep sigh and left the cigarette to smoulder in the ashtray as she placed both hands over Annabelle’s. ‘I wish that for once you would simply take my advice and not badger me with questions, Annabelle. Take the money, go to Paris and start again. There is nothing for you here.’

			‘How can you be so certain of that?’ she asked quietly.

			Camille threw up her hands. ‘Zut alors, more questions. You try my patience, Annabelle.’ 

			Annabelle noted how she avoided her gaze, and that her hand trembled as she toyed once again with the cigarette. ‘What are you hiding from me, Maman?’

			She gave a Gallic shrug and pursed her lips. ‘Why should I know anything? After all, I am just a housewife, and of little importance.’

			‘Stop it, Mother,’ snapped Annabelle in English. ‘Stop prevari­cating and tell me what all this is really about.’ She pushed the envelope towards her.

			Camille stubbed out her cigarette, noted the curious glances from the other customers, and leant forward, her voice low as she spoke in rapid French. ‘You might have managed to get a reference because of Caroline’s father’s persistence, but you will not get another nursing post in a London hospital. And I suspect it was your father who has seen to that.’

			Annabelle rocked back in her chair, her gaze fixed on her mother, her thoughts in turmoil. ‘Father? But how? I don’t understand.’

			‘Of course you don’t, why should you? I have no proof that it was him, but it’s the sort of thing he would do out of spite. He’s a vengeful man, and has never forgiven you for disobeying him by going to nursing school.’

			‘But it’s been five years,’ she gasped. ‘Why wait until now?’

			Camille moved her shoulders beneath her fur coat. ‘He has the patience to wait, and he knew that sooner or later you would make a mistake – and when someone slips up, that is when he is at his most ruthless.’

			Annabelle knew that Edwin Blake was one of the most feared barristers in England, and therefore the man to have on your side when prosecuting a case – but God help the person in the dock. The long list of defendants that were now serving prison sentences was testament to his Machiavellian skills, and Annabelle hadn’t even suspected he might use them on his own daughter to get his revenge for her defiance.

			‘You are such a foolish girl,’ Camille said on a sigh. ‘Why did you get involved in those riots in Cable Street and then break the hospital rule by tending that Jarrow marcher in the park? Couldn’t you, for once, have thought about the consequences of your actions?’

			Annabelle had a clear memory of that day in Hyde Park. It had come only a few days after she and George had been caught up in the terrifying riots on Tower Hill and Cable Street between the fascists, unionists and communists. The police had protected the hated Black Shirts, charging their horses into the crowd, trampling women and children and forcing them through the back streets. She’d gone to see the men from Jarrow complete their long, peaceful protest march, and after listening to the speeches, had seen one of the men fall and hit his head. Having checked he wasn’t badly hurt, she’d given him some water and a couple of coppers so he could catch a bus to the next rallying point.

			‘I didn’t purposely get involved in the riots,’ she protested. ‘George and I were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. As for the hospital ruling against helping marchers, it goes against everything I believe in as a nurse, and I only did what any decent person would have done in the circumstances. How was I to know someone would report me to the hospital board, or that I would be so severely punished?’

			She looked at her mother and saw something in her expression that told her Camille knew exactly who it was who’d informed on her, but was reluctant – perhaps even afraid – to actually admit it. ‘It was father at the bottom of all this, wasn’t it?’

			‘I can’t prove it, not really,’ she admitted with reluctance. ‘But I do rely on my instinct, and I’ve spent many years watching your father conduct his vendettas. I don’t know how he was aware of what happened in the park – perhaps he was passing and saw you. But I do know he has powerful friends in high places, and has made it his business to know their secrets.’ 

			Camille lit another cigarette. ‘I too have become adept at discovering secrets,’ she said with the ghost of a wry smile. ‘I listen at doors and on the extension telephone. It is good to be armed with knowledge. I’ve learnt that much since I married him,’ she said bitterly.

			Annabelle regarded her mother with growing awe, for this was yet another side to Camille that she’d never suspected existed. This Camille had learnt to survive Edwin’s harsh regime and bullying tactics, and now was strong and clever and sly – not the cowering, dutiful mouse Annabelle had known.

			‘Of course, I cannot do this all on my own,’ continued Camille. ‘My cleaner, Mabel Watkins, has proved to be an excellent co-conspirator. She tells me who is coming to visit, what she overhears when I am not there, and keeps me abreast of his daily schedules.’ 

			She paused to sip from her second cup of coffee. ‘It was she who informed me of the unexpected visitor a couple of weeks ago, and neither of us could understand why the hospital chief administrator should be calling.’

			Annabelle’s stomach churned and the coffee she’d drunk earlier suddenly left a bitter taste.

			‘It seems that the man had been having difficulties in finding a sponsor to attain membership at some pompous club where your father serves on the committee. I don’t think he was considered quite the thing despite being on the hospital board, but your father promised to get his application passed if he would see to it that your position at the hospital was made untenable.’

			‘But surely he was shocked to be asked such a thing? And his word wouldn’t have been enough anyway. Everything has to go through the chairman.’

			Camille stubbed out her cigarette. ‘It seems the chairman has a nephew who’s a bit of a tearaway. The young man had been arrested several months before and, despite the strong evidence against him, Edwin discovered a point of law and got him off.’ She shrugged. ‘A favour for a favour. The chairman avoided family scandal and the administrator got his club membership. You became the sacrifice when you played right into their hands by helping that man from Jarrow.’

			‘What about the other hospitals? Surely my father’s influence isn’t so great he could manipulate them too?’

			‘A word here or there about your unreliability; a hint that there might have been more to your dismissal; Chinese whispers amongst a closed society. They can all have a devastating effect, Annabelle.’ Camille gave a deep sigh. 

			The evidence against Edwin was too compelling to argue against and Annabelle closed her eyes and buried her face in her hands. Edwin Blake might show the world his intelligent, successful and respectable side, but beneath that veneer was a bully who liked to make his wife and daughter cower and bend them to his will. He’d proved before that he would go to any length to get his own way, which was why he’d banished Annabelle from home when she’d refused to marry the man he’d chosen for her and had used her small inheritance from a great-aunt to finance her tuition at nursing school. She’d never understood why he’d been so against her becoming a nurse – and he’d never explained – so she’d come to the conclusion that it didn’t matter what career she might have chosen, he’d have disapproved simply because it was his way of controlling her.

			‘I’m sorry, Annabelle, I didn’t want to tell you this shameful thing. But now you know what is against you, it would be wise to take the money and get as far from here as possible.’ Camille slid the envelope back across the table. ‘There’s a ticket in there which will get you to Paris in comfort. The night ferry leaves London at nine.’

			Annabelle gasped. ‘Tonight?’

			‘At nine o’clock.’

			‘But I—’

			‘Annabelle,’ she hissed. ‘For once in your life, take advice and be sensible. Your father has ruined your career and is trying to bring you to heel. He knows how you live, and what your circumstances are, and knowing him so well, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he doesn’t do something else which will leave you no alternative but to come home.’

			‘I’ll never go back there,’ she breathed. 

			‘Then go to Aline. You’ll be safe there, and with your fluent French you will soon find a good nursing post.’ She delved into her handbag and drew out Annabelle’s passport and another envelope.

			‘I managed to find your passport in a locked drawer in your father’s study – Mabel has proved quite adept at picking locks,’ she added with a brief smile. ‘This is a letter to Aline that explains the situation. I’ve written her address on the front just in case you had forgotten it.’

			She handed the envelope and passport over. ‘You will love Paris, Annabelle. It is a city for the young at heart, and so beautiful. I almost envy you.’

			‘Then come with me, Maman. We can both start again and—’

			‘Non, ma chère,’ she interrupted. ‘It is too late for me. But you . . . you are young and beautiful and have so much more life to live.’ She softly patted Annabelle’s cheek. ‘Go to Paris, become the woman you were always meant to be, and make me proud.’

			Annabelle nestled her cheek into the soft, delicate hand and blinked back the tears. ‘I love you, Maman,’ she whispered.

			‘And I love you,’ Camille replied softly. The touching moment was fleeting and she became businesslike again. ‘Now we must part. I have to be at home for my afternoon bridge party, and you must pack and prepare for your journey.’ She waved to the waitress for the bill and asked her to telephone for a taxi as she pulled on her coat and gloves. 

			Annabelle fetched her coat, still reeling from everything she’d learnt today. The thought that in just a few hours she would be heading for Paris was simply breathtaking, and yet she knew that her mother’s advice was wise and should be heeded. Edwin had now shown how vengeful and cruel he could be and she knew he wouldn’t be satisfied until she was completely broken and living under his roof again – and that must never happen.

			The taxi arrived and they stepped outside to discover it had stopped raining. As Camille put her arms about her, Annabelle breathed in her familiar French perfume and was taken back momentarily to her childhood. ‘Will I ever see you again, Maman?’

			‘Perhaps one day,’ she murmured. ‘For now we must write many, many letters. Send them to Caroline’s mother, ma chère. She will see that I get them.’

			Annabelle could barely see through her tears as her mother climbed into the taxi and the driver slammed the door. ‘Goodbye, Maman,’ she managed.

			‘Not goodbye, my darling: au revoir,’ she replied through the open window.

			The taxi sped away and Annabelle blinked back the tears as she watched it disappear around the corner. When the sound of it faded, she slowly rode the bicycle back to her lodgings, her mind whirling with thoughts of all she had to do before she caught the train.

			*

			Dr George Ashton had gone to her lodgings because he’d heard that morning that Angus Fraser had changed his mind and agreed to sell him the general practice in Dartford, and had been eager to share his good fortune with her. Now the pleasure and excitement he’d felt had been swamped by an impotent fury that he’d left it all far too late to make amends. 

			He strode down the street, furious with himself, and with Annabelle. What the hell was she playing at, running off like that without a word or a note? And why had he virtually ignored her these past weeks, when he’d known how difficult things were for her at the moment? He knew, of course, that it was because he’d made a fool of himself by proposing to her at the most inopportune time, and his pride simply couldn’t withstand the awful embarrassment. But that didn’t excuse his appalling lack of care for her just when she’d needed it the most.

			He snapped from his thoughts as he saw a taxi and flagged it down. ‘Victoria station,’ he said tersely. ‘And there’s an extra bob if you can get there in five minutes.’

			As the driver hurtled the taxi through the crowded streets, George swept back the lock of dark hair that always drooped over his forehead, and tried to remain calm. Annabelle had left her lodgings with two suitcases and by all accounts was heading for Victoria – which meant she wasn’t returning to her family home in Fulham. Something must have happened to make her leave so suddenly, and his great fear was that she’d taken leave of her senses and decided to join Caroline in Spain. 

			Of all the hare-brained ideas, that about capped it, he thought furiously. A civil war was no place for a girl like Annabelle – or any girl for that matter – and he could only pray that he was in time to stop her.

			As the taxi screeched to a halt outside the station George virtually threw the fare at the driver before hurrying onto the concourse. He looked up anxiously at the departure board, noted that the boat-train was about to depart and began to run.

			Coming to a skidding halt at the gate, he saw the final carriage disappear down the line. ‘Damn, damn, damn and blast it,’ he hissed.

			‘You’ve missed it, sir,’ said the porter unnecessarily.

			‘I do realise that,’ he snapped.

			‘There’s another one tomorrow night,’ he replied almost complacently.

			George just about held on to his patience. ‘Did you see a pretty, fair-haired young woman go on board? You couldn’t miss her. She has the most extraordinary violet eyes.’

			‘I don’t take much notice after twenty years in this job. But there was a pretty girl booked into first class.’

			George knew she couldn’t afford such luxurious travel arrange­ments, so having thanked the man, he walked away. He returned to the concourse, hoping beyond all reason that he’d see her, and when it became clear that he’d set himself an impossible task, he admitted defeat and headed for the station hotel bar and a double Irish whiskey.

			Staring at his reflection in the mirrors behind the bar, his anger and impatience slowly dwindled to an aching sense of loss. He’d fallen in love with Annabelle the first moment he’d looked into her amazing eyes, and he’d spent the past five years hoping that one day he’d be in a position to propose. He knew he could be taciturn and impatient; knew that he wore this veneer of irreproachable confidence in who he was and what he’d achieved because it was expected of him. Yet beneath all that he was a man in love – albeit a man who found it difficult to express his innermost feelings – and he was cross with himself for letting her get so deeply under his skin.

			He took a drink of the whiskey and felt it burn its way down his throat. His proposal had been rejected, which was hardly surprising, but what on earth had possessed her to run off like that without a word? Didn’t she care for him at all? 

			He drained the glass, placed it on the bar and strode out of the hotel. He had no option but to get on with his life in the hope she’d see sense and come back to him. The thought that she might not was something he didn’t dare contemplate. 
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			Annabelle had gone through customs without a hitch and the porter had taken her two cases to the first-class sleeping compartment which would be hers until she arrived in Paris. She couldn’t think how this would happen as she was going on a boat, but didn’t quite have the nerve to ask him. Having tipped him, she unpacked her nightwear and washbag, admired the cosy and surprisingly comfortable sleeping quarters and then went to explore. 

			The dining room was as beautifully appointed as any in the grand London hotels. The tables were covered in starched white linen; crystal glasses and silver cutlery winked in the diffused light of small table lamps, and the menus were tucked away in frames fixed to the walls between the wide, curtained windows. As she explored further, she discovered a comfortable lounge with a well-stocked bar presided over by smartly dressed stewards. There were daily newspapers and the latest glossy magazines stacked on the low tables, and as she sat down a steward came to ask if she’d like a drink.

			Annabelle felt slightly intimidated by her surroundings as she sipped from a glass of sherry and watched the other passengers. She was still catching her breath after the mad rush to prepare for this journey, and as everything had happened at such a pace she couldn’t quite believe she wasn’t dreaming. But the shouts of the guards and porters were real enough, as was the luxury of the first-class lounge, and the ticket in her handbag was the proof that she really was going to Paris.

			The two small suitcases she’d brought contained everything she owned of value, and it wasn’t a lot to show for five years, but at least she looked respectable enough in her best clothes. The cream straw hat with the red velvet ribbon around the brim and crown had been a parting gift from Caroline and was very chic, and although her navy-blue overcoat wouldn’t have stood close inspection, it was well made, as was her good black leather bag. She could do nothing to disguise the fact that her shoes were shabby even though she’d polished them, so she folded her feet beneath the seat hoping no one would see them.

			As the compartment began to fill and grow noisy, she heard the sound of French voices intermingle with the English ones. Drinks orders were made, cigarettes lit and curtains pulled across the windows as people fussed over newspapers and travel­ling rugs and the steward passed along the carriage to ask which sitting was preferred for dinner in the dining car.

			Annabelle sat there in a haze of excitement and terror. She’d never travelled first class, had never been to Paris, and had certainly never taken the packet-steamer across the Channel. And yet there could be no turning back, not now she knew about her father. 

			Her thoughts turned distractedly from wondering if she was expected to change for dinner to her abandoned bedsitter in Goose Lane. It had been a shabby place, with badly fitting windows, damp in the walls and the all-pervading smell of other people’s cooking, but she’d made the room her own with bits of junk shop furniture and second-hand curtains and rugs, and had been quite sad to leave it. It had probably already been stripped bare by the other tenants and she didn’t begrudge them, yet she would miss London and George.

			She gasped as she realised that in all the rush and excitement she hadn’t given George Ashton a single thought. But how could she have done that? How awful of her to abandon him after he’d been turned down by the general practice he’d interviewed for and she’d rejected his heartfelt but badly timed proposal. He might have been avoiding her of late, but he’d still be very hurt to discover she’d left without a word, and would rightly think of her as being utterly self-absorbed and uncaring. 

			She stared out of the window in a lather of indecision as the last few passengers rushed along the platform. She should go and find him, or at least telephone the hospital and leave him a message. But did she dare to leave her cases and jump off, thereby not only possibly losing everything she owned but wasting her train ticket and missing her boat? She shifted to the edge of her seat, poised to make a move, but unable to come to a decision. 

			She and George had met at the hospital during her nursing training, and although there was six years’ age difference, they’d become close friends. They’d spent their precious leisure time together walking in London’s parks or visiting the Crystal Palace, and she’d helped him choose his suit when he qualified as a doctor, while he’d taken her out to supper when she passed her nursing exams. 

			Annabelle loved him dearly as a friend, but hadn’t realised George was in love with her until Caroline had pointed it out, and his sudden, ill-timed proposal had perhaps made her rather harsher with him than she’d intended. But she’d been reeling from her dismissal the previous day, was torn between Caroline’s urging to join her in Spain and her need to clear her name in London, and beleaguered by thoughts of what the future might hold if she couldn’t nurse. How could she possibly have made any sensible decisions at such a time? 

			She snapped from her thoughts and saw the guard was raising his flag as the last door was slammed. The piercing whistle echoed through the station and smoke and steam billowed past the window as the wheels began to turn. She sank back into her seat with mixed emotions. It was too late.

			With an inward sigh of distress she silently promised George she would write to him the minute she reached Paris. Their friendship meant too much to her to simply run out on him without explanation. 

			*

			During the three-hour train journey to Dover, Annabelle discovered she was travelling with people like her parents, who took such luxury in their stride and were quite blasé about everything that she found so exciting. She ate a delicious dinner – the cheapest meal on the menu – stuck to drinking water, and after sitting in the crowded, smoky lounge for a while, went to her sleeping compartment. There were few on board of her age, and she’d felt rather out of things as they talked amongst themselves and made no effort to include her.

			It was lovely and peaceful in her couchette, and as she sat at the window and tried to make out the details of the passing scenery, she realised that it was almost midnight and soon they would be arriving in Dover. She was still intrigued as to how the train would go on the ship, for that seemed to be the only way in which she could sleep in here.

			Annabelle’s thoughts turned to Caroline and her brothers as the train chuffed its way through the darkness. They had made a similar journey only the day before, but their destination had been Madrid, not Paris, and she wondered if they’d arrived yet, and what the conditions were like in a country ravaged by civil war.

			Caroline Howden had been her friend since childhood, and her older brothers, Bertram and Arthur, had accepted her as just another annoying little girl who followed them about. Annabelle had had a fearsome crush on Arthur at one time, but thankfully he hadn’t seemed to notice, so there was no awkwardness between them. Now her childhood friends were heading into a war zone despite their parents’ best efforts to dissuade them, and Annabelle could only pray that they came through everything unscathed.

			Annabelle stared out into the darkness, remembering the night, several weeks ago, when they’d all sat down to dinner at the Howdens’. Robert and Philippa had been as welcoming as ever, but the pleasant evening had been ruined by an innocent remark Annabelle had made about the amount of cheese and butter Arthur was using on his biscuits. He’d replied that he had to feed himself up in case there weren’t decent rations in Spain, and from then on the atmosphere had grown tense. 

			When Caroline announced that she too would be going to Spain, her mother had burst into tears and Robert had had great difficulty in keeping his temper. He’d made a powerful and embittered speech which had shocked them all and still resonated in Annabelle’s memory.

			‘I have no doubt your nursing skills will be needed,’ he’d said, ‘but you won’t be working in a pristine hospital with beds and clean sheets, or even the most basic of equipment or medicines.’ His brown eyes had regarded his daughter with unflinching steadiness. ‘At best, you’ll be in a tent in the middle of a muddy field. Surgeons will be operating without anaesthetic on men ripped apart by shellfire and bullets. You’ll see men with their limbs blown off, half their faces gone and their innards in their hands while they scream for their mothers. And those screams will live with you day and night, Caroline – and long after you return home.’

			Caroline had tried to argue with him, but he’d been adamant that things hadn’t changed since he’d been a soldier in the First World War. He’d gone on to talk about the endless barrage of gunfire, the attacks by enemy planes, the stench of death and the tragic futility of using men as cannon fodder to take a scrap of land which would be lost again within hours. 

			He’d become impassioned when his sons tried to silence him, and had slammed his hand on the table. ‘War is bloody and vicious and a terrible waste of young lives,’ he’d roared. ‘And there’s no such thing as the glorious dead. The dead are dead, and the sacrifices they made will soon be forgotten when the graveyards begin to fill again.’

			Annabelle shivered at the memory, for his words still rang in her head and conjured up the most terrible images. She had been contemplating going to Spain with Caroline, but after that speech she’d had second thoughts, and begun to doubt that she would ever be brave enough to face such horrors. And yet Caroline and her brothers had stood firm. They wanted a chance to do their bit to fight fascism and put a stop to the very real threat of another world war, and for that Annabelle admired them. 

			A light tap on the door startled her from her thoughts. ‘Yes?’

			‘It’s your steward, miss.’ He opened the door. ‘All passengers will be alighting at Dover to walk on board the SS Hampton Ferry. I would advise you to wrap up warmly, miss. It can get very cold being this close to the Channel.’

			‘But I thought I was to have this sleeping carriage right through to Paris?’

			He smiled back at her. ‘Indeed you do, miss. The first-class sleeping carriages will go onto the ship, so you won’t have long to wait until you can retire.’

			He closed the door before she could question him further. ‘Goodness,’ she breathed. ‘I can scarcely believe it.’ Not wanting to miss a moment of this rather baffling arrangement, she pulled on her coat and hat again, found her gloves, scarf and bag and shoved her feet back into her shoes. It might be almost midnight after a long, traumatic day, but she was wide awake.

			Returning to the lounge area, she discovered that it was almost deserted in the rush to prepare for the arrival at the port. She sat at the window and through the smoke coming from the train’s funnel she could see the harbour, and the white cliffs of Dover in the distance. As the wheels slowed and the train chuffed into the station and came to a standstill with a sigh, the lounge area was suddenly filled with people who babbled in excitement as they determinedly edged towards the carriage doors.

			Annabelle held back from the initial rush and then followed them down to the platform where the second- and third-class passengers were already heading for their waiting room. The wind was sharp as it blew in from the sea, its salty tang quite refreshing after the heated carriages, and she took a deep, restorative breath.

			The enormous steamship was anchored at the end of the railway lines, and she could hear the rush of water above the still panting engine and the screeching gulls. She followed the others to the first-class waiting room, where they were greeted by stewards serving cups of hot chocolate, and went to warm her hands at the welcoming fire blazing in the hearth. Yet she was intrigued to see what would happen next, so she moved to the window, and was soon joined by others who hadn’t made this trip before.

			Ghostly-white seagulls swooped and mewled in the beams of the strong harbour lights as they shone down onto the ship, which seemed to be floating within some sort of lock system. As the water filled the second enclosure and the ferry began to slowly lower, Annabelle could finally see the tracks on both decks. 

			The sluice gates opened and the ferry edged closer to the end of the platform until the tracks were aligned. There was a sudden rush by the stevedors and dockers who quickly wound thick ropes round the capstans to secure the ferry firmly. 

			As Annabelle and the others crowded at the windows to watch, the engine chuffed off onto a smaller branch line and the first-class carriages were uncoupled from the rest of the train. Then the carriages were shunted one by one along the lines and onto the decks. 

			There was a lot of shouting and toing and froing by the dock workers, but finally the carriages were considered to be correctly aligned and evenly weighted on either side of the ship. Once they’d been chained firmly into place the lock gates closed again and the ferry slowly rose back to sea level.

			‘All aboard,’ shouted the guard some time later. ‘Mind your step, ladies and gents. Steady as you go up the gangway.’

			There was a great deal of chatter and excitement as they trooped back into the cold, salty air and carefully made their way up the sloping gangway to midships. More stewards were waiting to take the lucky few to their sleeping carriages, and Annabelle had only a fleeting glimpse of the public rooms as she passed through them. It seemed that those less fortunate would have to sleep in their seats, but there was a dining room of sorts and somewhere they could buy a sandwich or a cup of tea. 

			As the steward closed Annabelle’s door quietly behind him, she looked nervously out of her window into the black night pierced by the harbour lights. The sea appeared to be calm, but as they were still within the harbour walls that didn’t mean much, and she had no idea whether she would prove to be a good sailor or not. 

			It seemed an awfully long way down to the water, and in a moment of sudden panic, she searched for and found the life jacket neatly stowed away beneath her bunk. She didn’t really feel very safe, and surely, if it was rough, the carriages would rock alarmingly even though they’d been tethered by heavy chains?

			She pulled the blind down and determinedly prepared for bed. If she thought about all the things that could go wrong, she’d never get to sleep. Besides, she reasoned, these ferries had been going back and forth for years with no mishap. 

			As she lay in the narrow bed she heard the shouts of the men on the dockside and the rumble of the great steam engines below deck. With a blast from the funnel, the ship began to move, smoothly at first, and as it began to dip and rise, she realised they had passed through the arms of the harbour walls and were ploughing through the choppy waters of the Channel.

			Annabelle slowly relaxed and allowed the movement of the ship to soothe away her fears, and as she snuggled beneath the warm blankets the arduous, emotional day took its toll and she fell asleep.

			*

			She was woken by the sounds of people moving along the narrow corridor of the carriage. Sitting up and stretching luxuriously, she was amazed to find that it was only five in the morning, and yet in those few hours she’d had a refreshing sleep and was now ready for the next part of her journey.

			She pulled on her dressing gown and lifted the blinds, squinting into the brightness of a rising sun which sparkled on the sea. The water was clear and as smooth as glass, the white wake made by the ship curling languorously across the blue.

			A discreet tap on the door was followed by a stewardess bearing a large tray, which she placed on the small table beneath the window. ‘We shall be docking in an hour,’ she said, smiling warmly, ‘so there’s no need to rush your breakfast.’

			Annabelle returned her smile and then sat down at the table. As she lifted the silver covers on the chaffing dishes she discovered scrambled eggs, grilled bacon, toast and warm croissants. There was a pot of tea with milk, sugar and slices of lemon, and small dishes containing marmalade and thick strawberry jam. Her mouth watered and she realised she was ravenous as she tucked in. The eggs were fluffy, the bacon crisp – just the way she liked it – and the croissant was so light and flaky that it melted in her mouth.

			Having eaten her fill, she washed and dressed for her onward journey, and went up on deck to catch her first glimpse of the French coastline. As it became clearer she could see the long stretch of beach, the sand dunes and little houses perched by the shore where fishing boats were already setting sail in search of an early catch.

			As it was high tide, there was no rigmarole of going into the lock system and waiting for the water levels to adjust, and the ferry edged directly to the quay. Annabelle and the other passengers followed the instructions to debark, and stood watching as the first-class carriages were efficiently removed from the ship and carefully hooked onto the waiting engine. Once all the carriages were in place everyone climbed aboard.

			Many of the passengers returned to their sleeping compartments, but Annabelle was far too excited to sleep, and was determined not to miss a minute of this extraordinary adventure. She managed to get a window seat in the salon, and as the great iron wheels turned and the smoke billowed from the engine’s funnel, she gazed out at the French countryside. 

			The scenery reminded her of the southern counties of England, for there were a few hills on the horizon, but mostly it was flat farmland, with tiny villages and hamlets scattered across it. Now and again she was forcibly reminded that this was France, for they passed through a town with the inevitable belltowers and steeples of churches rising above the clustered red-tiled roofs. There were great sweeps of tilled fields and solitary barns and farmhouses made of a light-coloured stone; lines of tall slender poplars marking boundaries, and dark mysterious forests that looked impenetrable.

			Annabelle was charmed by it all, and waved cheerfully back to the children who came out of their houses to watch them pass. She saw more children walking to school, nuns emerging from a church doorway, their wimples gleaming white like great wings, and housewives hurrying back from the bakery clutching their long batons of bread. It was all so quintessentially French, and the land felt foreign with its endless horizons and wide sky, but Annabelle had a feeling she would like it here.

			As the train drew nearer to Paris there was a quickening in the atmosphere, and people began to talk just that bit louder as they hunted for lost gloves and spectacles and prepared for their arrival. Annabelle went back to her sleeping compartment and packed away her nightwear and washbag, remembering to leave a tip for the stewards. With only two light cases, it didn’t seem at all necessary to ask for help, so she carried them back to the salon and placed them at her feet.

			The guard came through to tell them they would be arriving in five minutes, and Annabelle’s heart began to thud with excitement as well as anxiety. She had heard a great deal about Tante Aline, but had never met her. Widowed after just three years of marriage, she was still only forty years old, and according to Camille, led a rather disgraceful life as an artist. Was she as bohemian as her mother had said? Did she really have a house full of writers, poets, musicians and artists – and would Annabelle be welcome there? 

			She dug in her handbag for the letter Camille had written to her sister and memorised the address before consulting the map she’d bought while waiting for the carriages to be unloaded from the ferry. Aline lived at number four, rue de l’Arbre, which was a small cul-de-sac off the Boulevard de Strasbourg on the borders of the third and fourth arrondisements. As Annabelle’s finger traced the long boulevard down to the River Seine, she realised that this map wasn’t detailed enough to show every small street. But at least she knew where to look for it, so it shouldn’t pose too great a problem.

			The train slowly chuffed and puffed into the station, and there was a rush to alight. Picking up her cases, Annabelle waited impatiently and then stepped down onto the platform. The great glass ceiling of the Gare du Nord echoed with the sound of train engines and iron wheels on tracks, the confusing reverberating voice of the station announcer almost lost in the excitable chatter of the people surrounding her and the sharp whistles of the guards. 

			Annabelle showed her passport at customs and was waved through without her cases being checked. She stood on the bustling concourse watching the milling crowd and listening to the rapid French of those passing by. It wouldn’t be long, she realised, before she began thinking and dreaming in French, and it certainly would make her life easier, for she hadn’t really spoken it much for five years and knew she was rusty. 

			Clutching her cases, she headed for the exit and emerged into a bright, crisp, sunny Parisian morning. The noise of the endless stream of traffic that rumbled over the cobbled streets was quite a shock, but above the tooting horns and the high-pitched whistle of the gendarme attempting to direct the traffic could be heard the clear chimes of a church clock striking the quarter hour. 

			Women hurried past, looking chic even though they were dressed for the cold weather. Men walked quickly by, the brims of their hats at a jaunty angle, their suits and overcoats of finer cut and quality than any seen in London. The smell of French cigarettes, garlic and olive oil wafted to her from a nearby café and she was tempted to stop and buy a cup of coffee. But sitting at a café and watching the world go by was a joy to be savoured at another time, for she needed to find her aunt’s house first. 

			Annabelle eyed the ranks of taxis waiting at the kerb, but decided her cases were light enough to carry; she didn’t have far to go and it would save money to walk. It was a beautiful day, perfect to get her bearings and absorb the atmosphere of this famous city. She checked the map, then tucked it into her coat pocket before setting off along the rather unfortunately named rue de l’Abattoir to cross into rue de Saint-Quintin, which would lead into the broad Boulevard de Strasbourg.

			As she strolled along enjoying the sights and sounds of this vibrant city, she was struck by how clean and ordered it was. There was no litter in the streets, no graffiti on the walls; small cafés had bright awnings to shelter the tables set out on the pavements, shops tempted with colourful window displays, and the myriad of wrought-iron balconies that graced the tall grey-stone buildings were made even more attractive with potted herbs and winter pansies. There was the vague hint of drains amidst the more pleasant smells, but as she was used to the overflowing gutters of the East End, she accepted it as part of city life.

			Despite her awe and excitement at being here, it wasn’t long before Annabelle began to regret not taking a taxi. Her cases seemed to have become heavier as she’d walked, and the distance felt much further than the map suggested. But it was when she saw the banks of the Seine ahead of her that she realised she’d somehow missed her turning. 

			With a sigh of frustration she crossed the narrow street and walked along the broad embankment to the Pont Neuf – the New Bridge – which Annabelle knew from her mother was in fact the oldest bridge in Paris. Drawn to it, she slowly walked along until she was at its centre. Putting down her cases, she flexed her numbed fingers as she admired the bronze statue of Henry VI on horseback, and then leant on the ancient stone parapet to take in the view. 

			The two graceful arches of the Pont Neuf spanned the Île de la Cité, on which stood the Place Dauphine and the sprawling building of the Sainte Chapelle. As she looked downriver she could see the magnificent Louvre museum, and far off to her left, the top of the Eiffel Tower. There were five more bridges spanning the river before it turned west, and looking back, she could see many more beyond the towers and spire of Notre-Dame Cathedral. 

			So this is Paris, she thought in awe. Spread out before her beneath a clear blue sky, its river running dark and swift beneath bridges that had been here for centuries, it was like a precious gift after the smog and filth of London. She could almost feel the history surrounding her, could almost discern the city’s heartbeat beneath her feet as she gazed along the boulevard of lovely trees and admired the timeless grace of the tall grey buildings whose windows reflected the sun. No wonder it was called the city of love, and regarded as one of the most romantic places in the world.

			She felt a flutter of excitement that was laced with hope as well as doubt. Would she find romance – or would she simply love being here? She suspected she would fall in love, but it would be this beautiful city that would capture her heart. 
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			Paris

			Henri-Pascal Baptiste and Etienne Benoît had known each other since they were toddlers, growing up in an isolated farming community close to the French town of Bayonne and the Spanish border. They were of the Basque people who lived in the region and could speak Spanish, French and their own Basque patois. With their black hair and olive skin they were as alike as brothers, but for Henri’s bright blue eyes. Henri was twenty-six and older by a month, but it was always the more adventurous, hot-headed Etienne who led them into trouble – and Henri’s cheeky grin and blue eyes which got them out of it. 

			They’d had little interest in farming, even as boys, and although they helped their fathers and uncles in the fields, they preferred the silence and solitude of the wide open spaces that sprawled between the shadow of the Pyrenees mountains and the wild surf of the Bay of Biscay. As boys, they’d built a hideaway formed of driftwood and stones they’d gathered from the shore, and had made a rough thatched roof from grass and turf and bits of old tin they’d found lying around. It was here that Henri drew and painted pictures, and where Etienne would write wild adventure stories and keep a diary. 

			‘Do you remember our little hut?’ asked Henri as they strolled back along the embankment from their early-morning meander through the galleries of the Louvre.

			‘Of course, but what made you think of that today?’

			He shrugged and paused to look around him as the traffic thundered over the cobbles. ‘I don’t know,’ he confessed, ‘but now and again I long for the peace and solitude we found there. I’d paint and you’d write, and somehow we were lost to the rest of the world, whereas here there is always noise and bustle and people demanding things of you.’

			Etienne came to stand beside him and leant his back against the parapet to light a cigarette. ‘We came to Paris to make our fortune,’ he said as the smoke dribbled from his mouth. ‘You’re not having regrets at this late stage, are you?’

			Henri shoved his hands into his trouser pockets and breathed deeply of the clean, green watery scent of the Seine. ‘Not really. But I had hoped I could have found a patron to support me by now. It’s been almost seven years, Etienne, and I still have to sell my soul to the tourists in Montmartre to keep a roof over my head. After looking at those great paintings in the Louvre, I’m beginning to wonder if I should just throw it all in and go home.’

			Etienne raised a dark eyebrow, his almost black eyes widening in surprise. ‘You’re sounding very sorry for yourself all of a sudden.’ His handsome face lit up in a broad smile. ‘Has little Amélie thrown you over for someone richer and more dashing? Is that what this is all about?’

			Henri laughed as he leant against the balustrade. ‘Amélie’s a free spirit with an eye on the main chance. She’ll never be tied down to someone as poor as me. But she was a good model – and cheap.’

			Etienne laughed with him. ‘There are plenty of pretty girls in Paris who would model for you, Henri. And most of them will come cheap if you flash those eyes and give them your most beguiling smile.’ 

			He turned to lean against the balustrade, shoulder to shoulder with Henri, his expression suddenly far more serious. ‘As you’re feeling so restless, have you given any more thought to what we discussed last night?’

			Henri lit his own Gauloise and turned his thoughts from the luscious but unreliable Amélie to the darker subject of the Spanish Civil War. The Basque people had always suffered at the hands of both the French and the Spanish, but now that the fascists were threatening to overrun Spain and cause havoc throughout Europe, his natural patriotism was beginning to stir a hitherto dormant fighting spirit.

			‘I feel the same as you, that we must do something,’ he said eventually. ‘But neither of us are fighting men. What good could we do by getting involved?’

			‘You can handle a rifle, as can I. Our fathers taught us as soon as we were big enough to hold one. And we can ride as well as anyone, should there be horses involved.’ Etienne regarded his friend thoughtfully and then nudged him with his elbow. ‘You’re not afraid, are you?’ he teased.

			‘Yes, I am,’ Henri said flatly. ‘I’m an artist, not a soldier, and any sensible man would admit as much.’ His rather stern expression melted into a grin. ‘But then you never were sensible, Etienne. And neither was I to let you persuade me to come to Paris in the first place.’

			‘We’ve had some adventures, though, haven’t we?’ Etienne replied with a smile. ‘Remember when we were about five or six and we packed food in a feed bag and went off into the mountains looking for the legendary chimera? And when we were eight we made a raft out of tree branches and tried to set sail for America.’

			Henri flung his arm around his friend’s shoulder and gave him a hearty squeeze. ‘I remember our fathers giving us a strapping after we disappeared for four days and came home half-starved and scared witless, and how our raft sank and we almost drowned. It was just lucky that old fisherman hauled us out in time otherwise we wouldn’t be standing here today. You’re a liability, Etienne, and always will be.’
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