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  To my daughters




  Prologue

  Maine, February 2011

  The house is at its most beautiful in the mornings.

  He designed it to be that way, with wide, wide windows which stretch from floor to ceiling, to bring in the sand and the ocean and the wide, wide sky. In the mornings the beach is empty and
  clean, a page on which the day is yet to be written. And the sunrise over the Atlantic is a daily miracle he always feels honoured to witness.

  He never forgets how different it could have been.

  There are no curtains in the house, nothing to shut out the view. The walls are white and they take on the tint of the light; pearly pale, or pink as the inside of a seashell, or the rich, warm
  gold of maple syrup. He sleeps little these days and mostly he is awake to see the slow spread of dawn on the horizon. Sometimes he comes to suddenly, feeling that familiar touch on his
  shoulder.

  Lieutenant, it’s 4.30 a.m. and you’re flying today . . .

  A circle is closing. The finger tracing it on the misted glass is slowly coming around to the top again, to the point where it all began. The memories are with him almost constantly now, their
  colours fresh, voices vivid. Dawns of long ago. The smell of oil and hot metal. The plaintive, primitive thrum of engines on the flight line and a red ribbon on a map.

  Today gentlemen, your target is . . .

  It is such a long time ago. Almost a lifetime. It is the past, but it doesn’t feel like it’s over. The ribbon is stretching across the ocean outside his window, beyond the distant
  horizon, to England.

  The letter lies amid the bottles of pills and sterile needle packs on the nightstand beside him, its familiar address as evocative as a poem. A love song. He has waited too long to write it. For
  years he has tried to reconcile himself to how things are and to forget how they should have been, but as the days dwindle and the strength ebbs out of him he sees that this is impossible.

  The things that are left behind are the things that matter, like rocks exposed by the retreating tide. And so he has written, and now he is impatient for the letter to begin its journey, into
  the past.
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  London, February 2011

  It was a nice part of London. Respectable. Affluent. The shops that lined the street in the villagey centre were closed and shuttered but you could tell they were posh, and
  there were restaurants – so many restaurants – their windows lit up like wide-screen TVs showing the people inside. People who were too well-mannered to turn and gawp at the girl
  running past on the street outside.

  Not running for fitness, wearing lycra and headphones and a focused expression, but messily, desperately, with her short skirt riding up to her knickers and her unshod feet splashing through the
  greasy puddles on the pavement. She’d kicked off her stupid shoes as she left the pub, knowing she wouldn’t get far wearing them. Platform stilettos; the twenty-first-century equivalent
  of a ball and chain.

  At the corner she hesitated, chest heaving. Across the road was a row of shops with an alleyway at the side; behind, the pounding echo of feet. She ran again, seeking out the dark. There was a
  backyard with bins. A security light exploded above her, glittering on broken glass and ragged bushes beyond a high wooden gate. She let herself through, wincing and whimpering as the ground
  beneath her feet changed from hard tarmac to oozing earth that seeped through her sodden tights. Up ahead there was the glimmer of a streetlight. It gave her something to head towards; she pushed
  aside branches and emerged into a narrow lane.

  It was flanked on one side by garages and the backs of houses, and by a row of plain terraced cottages on the other. She swung round, her heart battering against her ribs. If he followed her
  down here there would be nowhere to hide. No one to see. The windows of the houses glowed behind closed curtains, like slumbering eyes. Briefly she considered knocking on the door of one of the
  small cottages and throwing herself on the mercy of the people inside, but realizing how she must look in her clinging dress and stage make-up she dismissed the idea and stumbled on.

  The last house in the little terrace was in darkness. As she got closer she could see that its front garden was overgrown and neglected, with weeds growing halfway up the peeling front door and
  a forest of shrubbery encroaching upon it from the side. The windows were blank and black. They swallowed up her reflection in their filth-furred glass.

  She heard it again, the beat of running feet, coming closer. What if he’d got the others to look for her too? What if they came from the opposite direction, surrounding her and leaving no
  escape? For a moment she froze, and then adrenaline squirted, hot and stinging, galvanizing her into movement. With nowhere else to go she slipped along the side of the end house, between the wall
  and the tangle of foliage. Panic made her push forward, tripping over branches, gagging on the feral, unfamiliar stink. Something shot out from beneath the hedge at her feet, so close that she felt
  rough fur brush briefly against her shin. Recoiling, she tripped. Her ankle was wrenched round and a hot shaft of pain shot up her leg.

  She sat on the damp ground and gripped her ankle hard, as if she could squash the pain back in to where it had come from. Tears sprang to her eyes, but at that moment she heard footsteps and a
  single angry shout from the front of the house. She clenched her teeth, picturing Dodge beneath the streetlamp, hands on his hips as he swung around searching for her, his face wearing that
  particular belligerent expression – jaw jutting, eyes narrowed – that it did when he was thwarted.

  Holding her breath she strained to listen. The seconds stretched and quivered with tension, until at last she picked up the sound of his receding feet. The air rushed from her lungs and she
  collapsed forward, limp with relief.

  The money crackled inside her pocket. Fifty pounds – she’d only taken her share, not what was due to the rest of the band, but he wouldn’t like it: he made the bookings, he
  took the money. She slid a hand into her pocket to touch the waxy, well-used notes, and a tiny ember of triumph glowed in her heart.

  *

  She’d never broken into a house before. It was surprisingly easy.

  The hardest part was crawling through the hedge, and beating through thorny ropes of brambles and spires of stinging nettles in the garden as her ankle throbbed and burned. The glass in the back
  door was as brittle and easy to break as the crust of ice on top of a puddle, and the key was still in the lock on the other side.

  The kitchen was small, low-ceilinged. It smelled musty, as if it had been shut up for a long time. She turned around slowly, her eyes raking the gloom for signs of life. The plant on the
  windowsill had shrivelled to a twist of dry leaves set in shrunken soil but there was a kettle on the gas stove and cups hanging from a row of hooks beneath the shelf on the wall, as if the
  occupant might come in at any moment to make a cup of tea. She shuddered, the hairs on the back of her neck rising.

  ‘Hello?’

  She spoke loudly, with a confidence she didn’t feel. Her voice sounded peculiar; flat and almost comically Northern. ‘Hello – is anyone there?’

  The quiet engulfed her. In a sudden flash of inspiration she fumbled to find the pocket of her jacket and pulled out a cheap plastic lighter. The circle of gold cast by the flame was small, but
  enough to show cream tiled walls, a calendar bearing a picture of a castle above the date July 2009, a kind-of vintage cupboard unit with glass-fronted doors at the top. She moved forward
  awkwardly, reaching out to support herself on the doorframe as pain sank its teeth deeper into her leg. In the next room the glow of the tiny flame outlined a table by the window and a sideboard on
  which china ladies curtseyed and pirouetted to an invisible audience. The stairs rose from a narrow passageway. She paused at the foot of them. Staring up into the darkness she spoke again, softly
  this time, as if calling to a friend.

  ‘Hello? Anyone home?’

  Silence greeted her, and the faintest breath of some old-fashioned perfume drifted down, as if she’d disturbed air that had been still for a long time. She should go up to check that there
  was no one there, but her aching ankle and the sense of absolute stillness deterred her.

  In the room at the front she let the flame go out, not wanting to risk its glow being spotted from outside. Drooping curtains were half pulled across the window, but the light from the
  streetlamp filtering through the gap was enough to show a sagging and lumpy settee pushed against one wall, with a blanket made up of crocheted squares in clashing colours covering its back.
  Cautiously she peered out, looking for Dodge, but the pool of light around the streetlamp was still and unbroken. She sagged against an armchair and breathed a little easier.

  It had been an old person’s house, that much was obvious. The television was huge and comically outdated, and an electric bar fire stood in front of the boarded-up grate. Against the front
  door a pile of mail had gathered like a drift of autumn leaves.

  She limped back into the kitchen and turned on the tap above the sink, letting the water run through the clanking pipes for a few moments before cupping her hands beneath it and drinking. She
  wondered who owned it and what had happened to them; whether they’d gone into a home, or died. When someone died their house got cleared out, surely? That’s what had happened to
  Gran’s, anyway. Within a week of the funeral all the clothes and pictures and plates and pans, as well as Gran’s vast collection of china pigs and the fragments of Jess’s
  shattered childhood had been packed up and dispersed so the council could get the house ready for the new tenant.

  The darkness felt mossy and damp against her skin. Goosebumps stood on her arms beneath her fake-leather jacket. Maybe the owner had died and not actually been discovered? Some masochistic
  instinct brought out by the dark and the quiet made her picture a body decaying in the bed upstairs. She dismissed it briskly, reasserting common sense. What harm could the dead do to you anyway? A
  corpse couldn’t split your lip or steal your money, or close its fingers round your neck until stars danced behind your eyes.

  Suddenly she felt bone tired, the pulse of pain in her ankle radiating outwards so that her whole body throbbed with exhaustion. She made her way haltingly back to the front room and sank onto
  the sofa, dropping her head into her hands as the enormity of the events of the last hour overwhelmed her.

  Shit. She’d broken into a house. An empty and neglected one maybe, but even so. Breaking and entering wasn’t like nicking a packet of crisps from the corner shop because you
  didn’t want to be called a skank for having a free school dinner. It was a whole different level of wrong.

  On the upside, she had escaped. She wasn’t on her way back to the flat in Elephant and Castle with Dodge. She wouldn’t have to endure the lust that afflicted him after a beery
  evening watching her sing in the slapper’s gear he made her wear. Not tonight, not ever again. The first thing she’d do when her ankle was better was find a charity shop or something
  and spend a bit of the precious money on decent clothes. Warm clothes. Clothes that actually covered up her body, rather than displaying it like goods in the window of a cut-price shop.

  Wincing, she lay back, resting her leg on the arm of the sofa and settling herself on the cigarette-scented cushions. She wondered where he was now; whether he’d given up looking and gone
  back to the flat to wait, confident that she’d come back eventually. She needed him, as he liked to tell her; needed his contacts and his bookings and his money, because without him what was
  she? Nothing. A Northern nobody with a voice like a thousand other wannabe stars. A voice that no one would ever hear if it wasn’t for him.

  She tugged the crocheted blanket down from the back of the sofa and pulled it over herself. In the wake of the adrenaline rush her body felt heavy and weak, and she found she didn’t
  actually give a toss where he was, because for the first time in six months what he thought or felt or wanted was of no relevance to her whatsoever.

  The unfamiliar house settled itself around her, absorbing her into its stillness. The noise of the city seemed far away here and the sound of cars on the wet street had receded to a muted sigh,
  like waves on a distant beach. She stared into the shadows and began to hum softly, to keep the silence at bay. The tune that came into her head was not one of the songs she had belted out on the
  stage in the pub earlier, but one from the past; a lullaby Gran used to sing to her when she was small. The words were half-forgotten, but the melody stroked her with soothing, familiar fingers,
  and she didn’t feel quite so alone.

  Light was filtering through the thin curtains when she woke, and the slice of sky visible in the gap between them was the bleached bone white of morning. She went to adjust her
  position and instantly pain flared in her ankle, as if someone had been waiting until she moved to hit it with a sledgehammer. She froze, waiting for the ripples of agony to subside.

  Through the wall she could hear noises; the rise and fall of indistinct voices on the radio, then music and the hurried thud of feet on the stairs. She sat up, gritting her teeth as she put her
  foot to the floor. In the icy bathroom she sat on the loo and peeled off her shredded tights to look at her ankle. It was unrecognizable; puffy and purpling above a foot that was smeared with
  dirt.

  The bathroom didn’t boast anything as modern as a shower, only a deep cast-iron bath with rust stains beneath the taps and a basin in the corner. Above this there was a little mirrored
  cabinet, which she opened in the hope of finding something that might help. Inside the shelves were cluttered with boxes and bottles that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a museum, their
  faded labels advertising the mysterious medicines of another time; Milk of Magnesia, Kaolin, Linctus. In amongst them, on the bottom shelf, there was a lipstick in a gold case.

  She took it out, turning it around between her fingers for a moment before taking off the lid and twisting the base. It was red. Bright, vibrant scarlet: the colour of poppies and pillar-boxes
  and old-fashioned movie star glamour. An indentation had been worn into the top, where it had moulded to fit the shape of the lips of the user. She tried to imagine her, whoever she was, standing
  here in this bathroom with the black-and-white tiles and the mould-patterned walls; an old woman, painting on this brave daub of colour for a trip to the shops or an evening at the bingo, and she
  felt a burst of admiration and curiosity.

  There was a roll of yellowing crepe bandage on the top shelf of the cupboard, and she took this and a packet of soluble aspirin into the kitchen. She unhooked a teacup and filled it with water,
  then dropped in two of the tablets. Waiting for them to dissolve she looked around. In the grimy morning light the place looked bleak, but there was something poignantly homely about the row of
  canisters on the shelf, labelled ‘TEA’, ‘RICE’, ‘SUGAR’, the scarred chopping board propped against the wall and the scorched oven gloves hanging from a hook
  beside the cooker. The cup in her hand was green, but sort of shiny; iridescent like the delicate rainbows in oily puddles. She rubbed her finger over it. She’d never seen anything like it
  before, and she liked it. It couldn’t have been more different from the assortment of cheap stained mugs in the flat in Elephant and Castle.

  She drank the aspirin mixture in two big grimacing gulps, her throat closing in protest at the salty-sweetness, then took the bandage into the front room where she applied herself to the task of
  binding up her ankle. Mid-way through she heard whistling outside, and stopped, her heart thudding. Footsteps came closer. Dropping the bandage she got to her feet, tensed for the knock on the door
  or, worse, a key turning—

  With a rusty, reluctant creak the letterbox opened. A single, cream-coloured envelope landed on top of the heap of garish junk mail and takeaway menus.

  
    
      Mrs S. Thorne

      4 Greenfields Lane

      Church End

      London

      UNITED KINGDOM.

    

  

  It was written in black ink. Proper ink, not biro. The writing was bold and elegant but unmistakably shaky, as if the person who had written it was old or sick or in a rush. The paper was
  creamy, faintly ridged, like bone or ivory.

  She turned it over. Spiked black capitals grabbed her attention.

  
    
      PERSONAL and URGENT. If necessary and possible PLEASE FORWARD.

    

  

  She put it on the mantelpiece, propped against a chipped jug bearing the slogan ‘A Present from Margate’. Against the faded furnishings the envelope looked clean and crisp and
  opulent.

  Outside the world got on with its weekday business, but in the little house time faltered and the day dragged. The initial euphoria of having got away from Dodge was quickly eroded by hunger and
  the savage cold. In a cupboard in the kitchen she discovered a little stash of supplies, amongst which was a packet of fig rolls. They were almost two years past their sell by date but she devoured
  half of them, and made herself save the rest for later. She kept trying to think of where to go from here, what to do next, but her thoughts went round in futile circles, like a drowsy bluebottle
  bashing senselessly against a closed window.

  She slept again, deeply, only surfacing when the short February day was fading and the shadows in the corners of the room had thickened on the nets of cobwebs. The envelope on the mantelpiece
  seemed to have absorbed all the remaining light. It gleamed palely, like the moon.

  Mrs S. Thorne must have been the lady who had lived here, but what did she need to know that was ‘Personal and Urgent’? With some effort she levered herself up from the sofa and
  scooped up the landslide of mail from beneath the letterbox. Wrapping the blanket around her shoulders she began to go through it, looking for clues. Maybe there would be something there to hint at
  where she’d gone, this mysterious Mrs Thorne.

  Most of it was anonymous junk offering free delivery on takeaway pizzas or bargain deals on replacement windows. She tried hard not to look at the takeaway menus, with their close-up photographs
  of glistening, luridly coloured pizzas, as big as bicycle wheels. In amongst them she found a newsletter from All Saints Church with ‘Miss Price’ scribbled at the top, and several
  flimsy mail order catalogues selling ‘classic knitwear’ and thermal nightwear addressed to Miss N. Price.

  No mention of Mrs Thorne.

  She tossed the church newsletter onto the junk pile and stretched her cramped spine. The idle curiosity that had prompted her to start the search had faded when it yielded no instant answer, and
  the pizza photographs made her feel irritable and on edge. Since she wasn’t even supposed to be here it was hardly her responsibility to make sure the letter reached its destination, and it
  wasn’t as if she didn’t have enough of her own problems to sort out. She didn’t need to take on anyone else’s.

  But still . . .

  She got up and went over to the fireplace, sliding the letter out from behind the clock. ‘Personal and Urgent’ – what did that mean anyway? It was probably nothing. She knew
  from Gran that old people got in a state about all kinds of random things.

  The paper was so thick it was almost like velvet. In the gathering dusk it was difficult to make out the postmark, but she risked taking a step towards the window to squint at the blurred stamp.
  Bloody hell – USA. She turned it over and read the message on the back again, running her fingers over the underlining where the ink had smudged slightly. Tilting it up to the dying light she
  could see the indentation in the paper where the pen had scored across it, pressing hope into the page.

  Personal and Urgent.

  If possible . . .

  And before she knew what she was doing, before she had a chance to think about all the reasons why it was wrong, she was tearing open the envelope and sliding out the single sheet of paper
  inside.

  
    
      The Beach House

      Back Creek Road

      Kennebunk, ME

      22 January 2011

      Darling girl

      It’s been over seventy years and I still think of you like that. My darling. My girl. So much has changed in that time and the world is a different place to the one where we met,
      but every time I think of you I’m twenty-two years old again.

      I’ve been thinking a lot about those days. I haven’t been feeling so good and the meds the doctors have given me make me pretty tired. Not surprising at ninety years old,
      maybe. Some days it seems like I barely wake up and lying here, half sleeping, all those memories are so damned vivid I almost believe they’re real and that I’m back there, in
      England, with 382 Squadron and you.

      I promised to love you forever, in a time when I didn’t know if I ’d live to see the start of another week. Now it looks like forever is finally running out. I never stopped
      loving you. I tried, for the sake of my own sanity, but I never even got close, and I never stopped hoping either. The docs say I don’t have much time left, but I still have that hope,
      and the feeling that I’m not done here. Not until I know what happened to you. Not until I’ve told you that what we started back then in those crazy days when the world was all
      upside-down has never really finished for me, and that those days – tough and terrifying though they were – were also the best of my life.

      I don’t know where you are. I don’t know if the house on Greenfields Lane is still yours and if this letter will ever reach you. Hell, I don’t know if you’re
      still alive, except I have this crazy belief that I ’d know if you weren’t; I ’d feel it and be ready to go too. I’m not afraid of Death – my old adversary from
      those flying days. I beat him back then so I’m easy about letting him win this time around, but I ’d give in a hell of a lot more gracefully if I knew. And if I could say goodbye to
      you properly this time.

      I guess that pretty soon none of this will matter, and our story will be history. But I’m not done hoping yet. Or wishing I could go back to the start and do it all again, and this
      time make sure I never let you go.

      If you get this, please write.

      My love

      Dan

    

  

  Oh.

  Ohhhh . . .

  She folded the letter in half again and shoved it hastily back into the envelope. She shouldn’t have touched it; would never have done if she’d thought for a minute it would be so .
  . . serious. Life and death kind of serious. Personal and urgent.

  But it was too late now. The letter had been torn open and couldn’t be resealed. The plea sent out from across the world by a dying man had been heard, however inadvertently, by her and no
  one else. And so now she had a choice: to ignore it, or to make some attempt to find Mrs S. Thorne. Whoever she might be.
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  London, August 1942

  No one expected a wartime wedding to be lavish, but the parish ladies had done their Reverend proud.

  The austere brick interior of St Crispin’s was decked with dahlias, phlox and chrysanthemums garnered from tired August gardens, and across the road in the church hall a spread of bloater
  paste sandwiches, Spam rolls and Marjorie Walsh’s inevitable scones had been lovingly laid out around the one-tier cake. King’s Oak was a small suburb of North London, mostly made up of
  Victorian terraces with tiny brick-paved yards at the back, and neat pairs of semidetached houses built after the last war. It certainly wasn’t a rich parish, but no one could say it
  wasn’t a generous one. Coupons had been swapped and rations pooled, and the resulting feast was a tribute to the resourcefulness of the St Crispin’s parishioners, and the high regard in
  which they held their vicar.

  He stood at the front of the church, not facing them as he usually did, but with his head bent in private conversation with God. There was something vulnerable, Ada Broughton thought from her
  usual place in the third-row pew, about the pinkness of his neck above his collar, and something rather impressive about his solitary communion with the Lord. He wasn’t a particularly young
  man – the difference in years between him and his bride had been much muttered about during meetings of the Mothers’ Union and the Hospital Supplies Committee – but his bookish,
  undernourished appearance gave an impression of youth, and inspired in his lady parishioners (in the days before rationing, at least) an urge to bake him suet puddings and individual cottage pies
  with the leftovers from the Sunday roast.

  They’d all had him down as a confirmed bachelor and his engagement to young Stella Holland had come as quite a surprise. In fact, as Marjorie Walsh sounded a strident chord on the organ
  announcing the arrival of the bride, Ada saw his head snap upwards and his eyes widen, as if he too had been caught off-guard by this turn of events. His expression, as he looked at his best man
  beside him, was almost one of panic, poor lamb.

  Ah, but the bride was a picture. Looking over her shoulder, Ada felt her eyes prickle and her bosom swell beneath her best pre-war dress. Slender as a willow, her narrow shoulders held very
  straight, her face pale behind the mist of her veil, little Stella looked like Princess Elizabeth herself rather than a girl from the Poor School. The bridal gown was another collaborative effort,
  donated by Dot Wilkins (who’d worn it in 1919 when her Arthur had recovered enough from the gas to rasp ‘I do’) and altered by the Ladies’ Sewing Circle. They’d
  stopped making field dressings for an entire month while they updated the style and took in all the seams to fit Stella’s tiny frame, which was currently further dwarfed by the solid
  tweed-clad figure of Phyllis Birch walking beside her, in lieu of a father. But it was Stella who drew everyone’s gaze. None of them had ever dreamed that the mouldy old lace dress could be
  transformed into this vision of loveliness. Ada dabbed a tear and allowed herself a moment of maternal pride. In the absence of the girl’s mother she didn’t feel she was overreaching
  herself too much.

  Her expression soured a little as it came to rest on Nancy Price, walking behind the bride. Her dress was of ice blue satin, which had looked smashing on Ethel Collins’s daughter when
  she’d been a bridesmaid in the summer of ’39, but less so on Nancy. The colour went well with her bottle-blonde hair, but she inhabited the demure garment with an attitude of secret
  amusement, as if the puff-sleeves and modest sweetheart neckline were somehow ridiculous. Even doing something as simple as walking down the aisle, Nancy managed to make herself look faintly
  unrespectable. The two girls really were chalk and cheese – it was a wonder they were such good friends, though maybe having no family and being brought up in one of those places made you
  cling to whatever comfort you could find. Ada hoped that now Stella was going to be Mrs Charles Thorne and a vicar’s wife, she’d grow out of the unsuitable friendship.

  Marjorie speeded up the tempo of the wedding march as the bride approached her waiting groom. Shafts of sunlight poured over their bent heads, filled with dust motes like fine, golden celestial
  confetti. Ada put aside all other thoughts and settled down to enjoy the vows.

  Charles’s first name was actually Maurice; until she heard the vicar saying it, Stella hadn’t known that. Maurice Charles Thorne. It seemed so strange and so funny
  that she couldn’t focus on anything else as she repeated her vows, and afterwards she had no recollection at all of promising to love and honour and obey. She supposed she must have done,
  because there was the shiny gold band on her finger – just a thin one, which was all they could get – and people were kissing her on the cheek and slapping Charles on the back and
  congratulating them both on being husband and wife.

  Wife. Standing outside the church, her arm tucked through Charles’s as Fred Collins adjusted his camera, she hugged the word to herself and felt something expand and glow inside
  her chest, like an ember unfurling. Wife meant security; a proper home filled with your own things, not a narrow strip in a dormitory surrounded by the snifflings and mutterings of twenty other
  girls. She thought of the wedding presents displayed on the dining-room table in the Vicarage – a china tea set patterned with roses from an aunt of Charles’s, a crystal rose bowl from
  Miss Birch and an embroidered dressing-table set from the girls at Woodhill School – and her smile widened, just as the flashbulb exploded.

  The church hall looked lovely. The damp-stained corners were hidden by Union Jack bunting, hoarded since the armistice, which lent the drab green interior a holiday atmosphere. A banner, painted
  on a frayed bedsheet, hung over the buffet table, bearing the words ‘The Happy Couple’.

  And everyone had been so kind. Even Charles’s parents, conspicuously smart and decked in brittle smiles, had kissed the air beside each of her cheeks and pronounced themselves delighted.
  It was no secret that they would have much preferred their son to marry a girl from the tennis club in Dorking, who could make up a four on Lillian’s bridge afternoons and converse with her
  friends in the right sort of accent, but Stella was grateful to them for keeping up the pretence.

  ‘Such a pretty dress!’ Lillian Thorne exclaimed brightly, standing back to look Stella up and down. ‘Did you make it yourself? It looks terribly professional.’

  ‘It belonged to one of the ladies in the parish. The sewing circle altered it for me.’

  ‘Really? Oh, gosh, you should have said – you could have had mine! It was a Hartnell: cost a small fortune, and now it’s just squashed into a trunk in the attic. If I’d
  known you were in need of one I’d have dug it out.’

  The offer would have been kind, but since it came about three months too late Stella wasn’t sure how to respond. Unperturbed, Lillian ploughed airily on. ‘What a sweet bouquet too
  – though it looks like it could do with a drink.’

  Stella looked down at the roses wilting in her hand. Lillian was right. They were tea roses of the old-fashioned kind – donated with great pride and ceremony by Alf Broughton from the one
  bush in his tiny patch of garden that he had refused to give up to rows of sprouts and potatoes – but they were already beginning to collapse. Stella remembered the roses in Lillian’s
  garden in Dorking, which were as stiff and immaculate as she was, and realized that the compliment was as barbed as their stems.

  ‘It’s not the only one,’ Roger Thorne muttered, looking irritably across the room to where Alf was cheerfully dispensing bottles of stout and glasses of lemonade from a
  makeshift bar by the kitchen hatch. Mr Thorne had somehow managed to lay his hands on a case of champagne, but it was still underneath the trestle. The people of King’s Oak didn’t go in
  much for fancy stuff like that, and Alf – a stout man in every sense – wasn’t up to the engineering feat required to open a bottle.

  Stella took a sip of her lemonade, aware of the dangers that lurked like Atlantic mines beneath the surface of the conversation. ‘It’s not you, it’s me,’ Charles had said
  curtly, staring out of the train window on the way home from their one visit to Dorking. They’d never understood him, he explained. They were baffled by his calling, and annoyed that he
  hadn’t followed the path that had been prepared for him into Roger’s accountancy firm. Stella had sensed a deep hurt, and her heart had ached for him. Family dynamics were a mystery to
  her, but once they were married they would build their own family and Charles, at its centre, would be healed by her understanding and the huge stores of love she had inside, just waiting to be
  given.

  ‘Where is Charles?’ Lillian asked testily, as if reading her mind. ‘I’ve hardly spoken a word to him.’

  That makes two of us, thought Stella, following Lillian’s gaze as it roamed the hall. It was quite crowded now, with members of the St Crispin’s parish who hadn’t bothered
  coming to the church service slipping in to grab a free bite to eat. Stella barely knew most of them, but felt a beat of affection and relief at the sight of Nancy,incongruously dressed in blue
  satin and smoking a cigarette, like a film starlet captured in Picture Post relaxing backstage between scenes. There was no sign of Charles inside, but a movement in the yard outside
  caught her eye.

  ‘He’s out there, talking to Peter.’

  Peter Underwood was Charles’s best man. A friend from his days at theological college, he was now the vicar of a small parish in Dorset. It was the first time Stella had met him, though
  Charles talked about him a lot. From the tone of these comments Stella had expected someone altogether more charismatic than the slight, sallow-skinned, cynical young man whose eyes were owlish
  behind his spectacles.

  ‘Well he shouldn’t be,’ Lillian snapped. ‘He should be in here, talking to his guests with his new wife.’

  That at least was something they could agree on.

  ‘I’ll go and have a word,’ said Roger, excusing himself with a note of relief. ‘The buffet has almost disappeared. Surely it must be time for the speeches?’

  Miss Birch was the first person to climb the rickety steps to the small stage. As she cleared her throat in that emphatic way that demanded silence Stella had such a vivid
  sense of déjà-vu that she was surprised to look down and see Mrs Wilkins’s white lace rather than her dark green school pinafore.

  ‘It is my great pleasure and privilege to stand before you on this joyful occasion and say a few words on behalf of the new Mrs Thorne,’ Miss Birch said in her Assembly Voice, and a
  ripple of applause went through the hall. ‘Stella is one of the great successes of Woodhill School, and I had no hesitation in putting her forward for the position at the Vicarage when
  Reverend Thorne found himself in need of a housekeeper. Little did I suspect that I wasn’t only helping fill a domestic breach,’ (here her severe features took on a most
  uncharacteristically playful look) ‘but playing cupid too. As the months progressed it was not only the Vicarage hearth that was warmed, but the heart of its incumbent too!’

  Heads turned in Stella’s direction and a collective ‘ahh’ echoed around the assembled crowd, as if they were watching a display of fireworks. Her face burned. ‘The
  qualities that made her such a valuable member of Woodhill – her kindness and diligence, her cheerful outlook on life and her faithfulness and loyalty – will also make her a wonderful
  vicar’s wife,’ Miss Birch went on. Stella wished she still had the lace veil to hide behind. Or Charles, but he was standing with Peter Underwood beside the stage. Suddenly she glimpsed
  Nancy, who rolled her eyes and pulled a face, and she felt better.

  ‘I wish the Reverend and Mrs Thorne every happiness in their life together. May it be long and full, unblighted by this blasted war, and blessed with the joy of children,’ Miss Birch
  concluded, in the ringing tone she used when announcing the next hymn. ‘Do please join me in a toast to the happy couple – the bride and groom!’

  Mr Thorne’s champagne was still in its box beneath the trestle, so the bride and groom were dutifully toasted in stout and lemonade, or – in the case of the groom’s parents and
  Dr Walsh – with nothing at all. Charles mounted the steps to fill the place vacated by Miss Birch.

  Stella loved to hear him speak. During the months of their engagement she had sat in a side pew at St Crispin’s on Sunday mornings while he delivered his sermon and her blood had secretly
  thrilled. There was something remote and romantic about him then, standing before the altar in the cavernous church or reading from the vast Bible in the pulpit. However, it didn’t quite
  translate to the church hall. The solemnity and passion with which he preached deserted him as he stood between the limp plush curtains and stammered his thanks to Miss Birch, then went on to
  deflate her claim that she had brought Stella and himself together, giving the credit to God instead.

  ‘Many times I questioned Him about His purpose – a lovely young wife wasn’t something I had expected to find in my ministry at St Crispin’s – but it’s not
  unusual for God to have to put things right in front of my nose before I notice them.’ He smiled his shy, boyish smile and the ladies of his congregation sighed. ‘That only left me with
  the task of convincing Stella!’

  Everyone laughed indulgently, but Stella’s face felt stiff with smiling. The halting progress of their awkward courtship was the last thing she wanted to be reminded of today, when at last
  they could start life properly as man and wife.

  Secretly Stella wasn’t entirely sure that she believed in God, but she had certainly felt His presence, like a disapproving chaperone, whenever she and Charles had been alone together
  since their engagement. Charles had kissed her for the first time on the evening he’d asked her to marry him, but it had been a hurried, dry thing that carried with it a sense of relief
  rather than longing, and a far cry from the lingering, melting kisses she and Nancy witnessed in the Picture House on a Saturday afternoon (both on the screen and in the back row). Stella always
  left the cinema with a sense of restless yearning, weighted down with all the love she longed to give. Now that there was no extra-marital sin to police, she hoped God might leave them in peace to
  get on with it.

  On the stage Charles rather stiffly thanked the bridesmaid, and Nancy gave a cheeky little mock curtsey, which he pretended not to notice. Peter Underwood made his creaking way up the steps.

  Heat was gathering beneath the rafters now. The men had taken off their jackets and rolled back their shirtsleeves and the children could be heard shrieking and whooping in the yard outside.
  Everyone was getting restless. In the kitchen the ladies doing the washing up had forgotten to whisper and, as the best man’s speech stretched from five minutes to ten, most people tuned out
  his thin, sardonic drawl and listened instead to the far more interesting conversation drifting through the kitchen hatch, about Ethel Collins’s sister who’d been bombed out of her home
  in Enfield and had moved in with her son and daughter-in-law in Bromley.

  ‘And it was in the summer of ’31 that Charles and I embarked on our memorable fishing trip to North Wales. Just as Jesus our Lord found himself on Jordan’s banks with five
  loaves and a few small fishes, so Charles and I found ourselves stranded in the middle of Lake Bala with only a meagre cheese sandwich between us . . .’

  Stella’s attention wandered away from the wilds of North Wales to the kitchen, where Ethel Collins’s voice rose indignantly above the groan and hiss of the tea urn.
  ‘They’ve got an inside lav, but Joan’s not allowed to use it. She’s handed over her ration book, but there’s barely a scrap of food, and that woman swiped all her
  coupons and used them for a new dress for herself . . .’

  Guiltily Stella retuned her mental wireless back to Peter Underwood. The hearty, outdoor Charles emerging in his speech bore little resemblance to the man Stella knew. Or didn’t know. She
  might learn something if she listened.

  When Peter finally turned the last page of the sheaf of papers in his hand, there was a relieved ripple of applause, then Miss Birch bustled forward clapping her hands and announcing that it was
  time for the bride and groom to cut the cake. Fred Collins was dragged back from the yard and ordered to put down his stout and pick up his camera. Stella found herself standing beneath the banner
  beside Charles, once more smiling into the lens. On the photographs it would look like they’d been at each other’s side all day, though the reality had been rather different. His hand
  covered hers on the cake knife and her chest clenched. He had such lovely hands – long fingered and elegant. She thought of later on, in the hotel in Brighton, and how those fingers would
  undo the buttons of her nightdress and move across her skin . . .

  ‘We’ll have to do that one again,’ Fred Collins guffawed. ‘You had your eyes closed, Mrs Thorne!’

  The Vicarage was a solid Victorian house with its own particular scent of boiled vegetables, damp tweed and masculinity that Stella hoped would somehow alter when she was
  properly in residence, as a wife rather than a housekeeper. Carrying her cardboard suitcase she led the way upstairs, with Nancy following behind, peering into rooms as they passed.

  ‘Big old place, isn’t it? Just fancy – all these rooms are yours now.’

  ‘Not really. The house belongs to the church, not Charles, but I know what you mean. I’m very lucky.’

  ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ Nancy muttered as she followed her into the bedroom that from now on was to be Stella’s. The high wooden bed was covered by a mustard-coloured
  counterpane and there was a wooden cross bearing a carved figure of the tortured Christ hanging on the green-painted wall above it. Everything in the Vicarage seemed to be painted green; the same
  shade as the church hall, and the pavilion on the playing field, come to think of it. ‘Anyway, it’s not luck,’ Nancy went on. ‘You deserve all of this and more. He’s
  the lucky one, marrying a gorgeous girl like you.’

  ‘I don’t think his family see it that way. I’ll always be the girl from the Poor School to them.’

  ‘That shows what they know.’ Brusqueness, in Nancy’s case, was a sign of sincerity. The bed creaked as she collapsed back onto it, hitching up Betty Collins’s blue
  bridesmaid satin to reveal a packet of cigarettes tucked into her stocking top. ‘You’re a cut above the lot of ’em. Daughter of a Duke, that’s who you are.’

  Perching on the stool in front of the squat chest of drawers that did service as a dressing table, Stella smiled. All she knew about the mother who had given her up was that she’d been in
  service in a big house in Belgravia. Her father’s identity was a mystery, but Nancy’s theory was that he was from ‘upstairs’, which explained what she called Stella’s
  ‘ladylike ways’.

  ‘Well, it doesn’t matter whose daughter I am now, does it?’ she said softly, beginning to pull out the pins securing her veil. ‘I’m Charles’s wife.
  That’s all that matters to me.’

  ‘If you say so.’

  ‘I do. I know you think I’m mad, but it’s all I’ve ever wanted: a house to keep and a husband to love. A tea set with roses on it. You know that.’

  Looking out of the window, Nancy exhaled a sighful of smoke. There was a long pause, in which the only sound was the hiss of the brush through Stella’s hair and the distant sounds of
  children shouting in the street. ‘I’ll miss you,’ Nancy said, suddenly sombre.

  ‘Oh, Nance – I’m only going to Brighton for four days.’

  ‘I don’t mean that, and you know it. Things are bound to change. You can’t go out dancing and eat chips on the bus on the way home now you’re a vicar’s wife, can
  you? You’ll have to cook his tea and be there to hand round biscuits at all those evening prayer meetings he has.’

  ‘It won’t be so bad. We’ll still see each other.’ Stella supposed Nancy was right about the dancing, but she wasn’t sure she’d miss it that much. It seemed a
  small thing to forgo in exchange for all that she would be gaining. ‘Here, help me out of this dress would you? We can meet up on Saturdays for the pictures or a look in the shops, and you
  can come round here whenever you like.’

  Heaving herself up off the bed, Nancy gave a humourless laugh. ‘I don’t think Charles would be too happy about that.’

  ‘Well, he’ll just have to get used to it. We’re as good as sisters, you and I; he knows that. You’re the closest I’ve got to family.’

  ‘Except Miss Birch. I reckon she thinks of herself as family now – can you believe what she was like today?’ Cigarette wedged into the corner of her mouth, Nancy smirked and
  said in her best Miss Birch voice, ‘Stella is one of the great successes of Woodhill School . . .’

  A volley of Miss Birch impressions followed, accompanied by much giggling, as Stella dressed in the powder-blue suit Ada Broughton had snaffled from the donations for refugees and Nancy re-did
  her hair, pinning up her curls in one of the styles she had learned in the salon where she worked, and which she had assured Stella was the height of sophistication. When she’d finished she
  settled a little powder-blue hat on it, tilting at a daring angle.

  Stella looked at the finished result uneasily, turning her head this way and that. ‘I look very . . . grown up.’

  ‘You look gorgeous. You’ll knock his socks off. Talking of which . . .’ Nancy turned away and picked up her handbag from the bed. Out of it she produced a small,
  brown-paper-wrapped package. ‘Wedding present. Or, honeymoon present, more like.’

  She watched as Stella opened it and, laughing, held up the slippery sliver of pale pink satin.

  ‘Nance, it’s beautiful! What is it?’

  ‘It’s to wear in bed, silly. On your wedding night.’

  Stella’s cheeks glowed, and there was a peculiar tingling in the pit of her stomach. ‘I couldn’t! There’s nothing of it – I’ll freeze!’

  ‘Don’t be daft – you’ll be burning up with passion. Charles won’t know what to do with himself. He’ll have so much to praise the Almighty for he won’t
  know where to start.’

  Everyone came out of the hall to wave them off. Fred Collins made them stand beside the open door of the taxi for a final snapshot, Charles’s arm stiffly around her, his
  expression tense because he was aware of the meter ticking away. And then she was kissing Nancy again, and Ada and Ethel, and even, awkwardly, Roger and Lillian. She was about to get into the taxi,
  hurried up by Charles, when Nancy shouted, ‘Your bouquet!’

  ‘Oh!’

  She ascertained where Nancy was standing, then turned her back to the crush of well-wishers. But as she threw the bouquet upwards, the roses’ thorny stems snagged on her gloves and its
  trajectory was altered, so that it sailed over her head in a confetti of velvety petals, straight into the hands of Peter Underwood.

  Stella craned her head to look through the rear window of the taxi as they drove away. Everyone had crowded into the road and was waving frantically, except for Peter who was standing quite
  still holding the bouquet.

  ‘It was supposed to be Nancy who caught it,’ Stella muttered, anguished.

  ‘Peter always was rather a marvel in the slips,’ Charles said, admiringly.

  The taxi turned the corner at the bottom of Church Road and everyone was lost from view. Settling back on the seat, Stella felt sudden, inexplicable tears prickle her eyes. Looking down she saw
  that her glove was torn and the pristine whiteness stained with blood.
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  The short days bled into each other, through endless stretches of night.

  The best way, the only way, to cope with the darkness and the cold and the hunger was to sleep. In the absence of electric light, television, regular mealtimes, her body clock reset itself to
  some more primitive rhythm and she did this with astonishing ease, like an animal hibernating, so that chunks of time were simply swallowed up by oblivion.

  When she was awake, the silence boomed and echoed in her head and she felt her voice shrivel and harden in her throat, like the Little Mermaid’s. It made her realize how much she wanted
  – needed – to sing; how, in spite of Dodge and her soured dreams, it was still part of who she was. Slipping soundlessly through the shadowy house she felt like she’d ceased to
  exist. Like a ghost.

  The world shrank to fit within the damp walls and the narrow slice of street visible through the gap in the curtains. Because the lane in front of the house was a dead end, traffic along it was
  limited and she became familiar with the regular passers-by. The house next door belonged to a young woman in her twenties, with either a job or a boyfriend that took her away from home overnight
  sometimes. She watched her leaving early in the morning, her heels clicking hurriedly up the front path, her ponytail swishing silkily, and envied her efficiency, her purpose, her cleanliness.

  The house at the other end of the row was lived in by two middle-aged men, who left together in the morning, bundled up in bright, knitted scarves, and returned separately at night, one of them
  weighed down with bulging carrier bags from a posh supermarket. She hadn’t seen the resident of the remaining house, but guessed it was an old person. Cars pulled up outside it three times a
  day, from which blue-uniformed women emerged. Carers, she assumed. Their visits were timed to coincide with mealtimes, and reminded her of her own hunger.

  The meagre stash of supplies in the kitchen cupboard had dwindled to almost nothing. She had finished the fig rolls, as well as a tin of rice pudding, one of peaches and a box of soft, stale
  Ritz crackers. All that remained was another tin of peaches and a jar of meat paste. Just looking at it made her feel ill; she would only resort to eating that in the direst emergency.

  The hunger was worse than the darkness or the cold because it didn’t just affect her body but her mind too. When she wasn’t asleep she found it increasingly hard to find the energy
  to move from the sofa, where she huddled beneath the blanket and gazed glassily out of the window as her thoughts scrolled, never finding focus. For months – since the night when Dodge had
  hurt her properly, frighteningly, for the first time – she had thought of nothing else but getting away from him. Most of the time it had felt like a hopeless ambition, but now she had
  achieved it she was like someone who had quite literally emerged from a dark tunnel into dazzling light. She had escaped, but couldn’t see where to go next.

  In the end it was the immediate need to eat that forced her to act. During her three days (was it three? . . . she’d lost track) on the sofa the pain in her ankle had eased until she was
  able to put weight on it and walk. She had the money in her jacket pocket . . . But she also had filthy hair, no shoes and the kind of dress that was likely to result in hypothermia and unfortunate
  assumptions. Wearily she mustered her remaining energy and applied it to the task of overcoming these obstacles.

  She started with the hair.

  There were scissors in the drawer in the kitchen; big ones, with long, rusty blades. Standing in the bathroom, she tipped her head upside down and, gathering her hair into a ponytail, attempted
  to cut it off. The blunt jaws of the scissors gnawed on it, like a dog chewing on a piece of tough meat, but eventually a heap of dark, lank hair lay at her feet. There was no shampoo, so she put
  her head under the tap, gritting her teeth as her scalp constricted beneath the icy water.

  Afterwards she felt lightheaded from the cold, the inversion of gravity and the absence of her long, heavy hair. She rubbed her head vigorously with the scratchy towel, then stood in front of
  the mirrored cabinet to examine the results of her handiwork.

  Oh God, she looked like a Victorian orphan, or someone from the chorus in Les Misérables. Her eyes and mouth were suddenly too big for her face, which was tiny and pinched
  beneath her new ragged hair. Her nose was bright red with the cold. But she felt cleaner. Lighter. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself and went towards the stairs.

  The downstairs of the little house had become so familiar it almost felt like her own home, but so far something had stopped her from going upstairs. It felt intrusive, somehow; disrespectful.
  Her harsh laugh bounced off the walls of the narrow stairwell. She’d broken in, stolen food from the cupboards, opened mail that wasn’t addressed to her. She was up to her neck in
  ‘intrusive’.

  At the top of the stairs there was a tiny square landing, with a door on either side. The one to the left was closed, but the other was half open, letting in light and revealing a bedroom too
  small to contain much more than a double bed and dressing table, and an old-fashioned wardrobe made of flimsy dark wood.

  The bed was covered with a quilted counterpane in salmon-pink polyester, and though the dressing table was bare, on closer inspection it still bore the traces of spilled powder and the sticky
  rings left by bottles and jars on its polished surface.

  Feeling like she was being watched, she went over to the wardrobe. The door stuck for a second before swinging back, so that the wire coat hangers inside gave off a silvery murmur. Most of them
  were empty, but pushed to the far end there were garments hanging; things from another era, another world, where women dressed like ladies in tailored suits and button-through dresses, and wore
  high heels and hats. In the darkness right at the back she saw the soft gleam of fur, the glitter of teeth and glassy eyes. Unnerved, she unhooked the nearest hanger, which held a beige trench
  coat. That would do to cover up the dress and provide a bit of warmth without making her look like the Granny in Red Riding Hood, or the Wolf.

  At the bottom of the wardrobe shoeboxes were stacked in haphazard piles of two or three. The labels on their ends showed sketches of the contents. The ones on top were sturdy and unlovely, the
  type of shoe designed to cushion bunions and accommodate swollen ankles. Probably just what she needed, yet her gaze flickered over them to the bottom of the pile, where the boxes were older and
  more fragile, showing yellowed line drawings of elegant slippers with pointy toes and high heels. She slid out a box.

  The shoes inside were of soft black leather, covered with a furring of mould like the bloom on a plum. She buffed it off with the edge of the pink bedspread and slipped them on. The heels were
  no more than an inch high, but they were narrow and she wobbled precariously as she took a couple of experimental steps. They were a bit big, but since the alternative was going barefoot
  she’d just have to manage.

  A whisper of perfume wreathed itself around her as she slid her arms into the coat. It reached to the knee, fastening with big horn buttons and a fabric belt with a buckle. After a
  moment’s hesitation she rejected the buckle and, dredging up some long-buried image from an old black-and-white movie or something, knotted it tightly instead.

  Outside the light was already dying. She studied her headless reflection in the dressing-table mirror and saw nothing that she recognized. She looked smart, sophisticated; a woman of the world
  instead of a girl from the roughest estate in Leeds. And then she bent her knees and saw her face, ghostly in the gloom, her asylum hair, and the effect was shattered.

  With a grimace she straightened up and left the room. At the top of the stairs she paused and looked at the closed door. The encroaching dusk cloaked everything in veils of grey, blurring
  boundaries and giving her a sudden sense of unease. She twisted the handle, rattling it this way and that, but the door remained closed. Locked.

  She withdrew her hand sharply and backed away, then hurried down the stairs, ignoring the pain in her ankle, forgetting the need to be quiet, wanting only to get out of the shadowy house with
  its locked doors and mysteries and secrets and back into the world of lights and people and normality.

  Will Holt stopped the car in front of a row of garages at the end of the road and slumped back against the seat. Greenfields Lane. At sodding last; next to Platform
  nine-and-three-quarters and the Lost City of Atlantis it had to be the most difficult place on earth to find, especially in rush-hour traffic.

  Not that you could tell it was rush hour from down here, tucked away from the car-clogged roads. Greenfields Lane might not be as rural as its name suggested, but by London standards there was a
  fair amount of shrubbery – most of it growing around number four. According to the manageress of St Jude’s Nursing Home, Nancy Price had only left her house two years ago, but in the
  early February dusk Will could see that undergrowth had almost engulfed it already.

  It was pretty, though – or could be, if it was as well-kept as the others. The terrace was older than the houses around it, and consisted of four simple little red-brick cottages, probably
  built for workers of some kind when this part of London was no more than a village, separated from the city by fields where cows grazed. He wondered what it had been like here before the bigger
  Victorian and Edwardian villas had encroached, their backs turned like boorish guests at a party. Before the garages and the double yellow lines and the rows of wheelie bins.

  He twisted uncomfortably and stretched, as far as he could in the tiny car. A 1975 Triumph Spitfire was a thing of beauty, but it was not, unfortunately, a thing of comfort, economy or
  practicality. Outside it was raining half-heartedly, and in the hour and ten minutes since he’d left St Jude’s the erratic heater had finally got up a pleasant fug, making the prospect
  of getting out extremely unappealing.

  Plunging his hand into the crumpled M&Ms packet on the passenger seat he felt a stab of guilt when he found that it was empty. On the radio the pips sounded the hour. At least he could go
  straight home after this; there were no new leads and surely even Ansell the Arse couldn’t come up with anything more that could be done on this case today. And that would be another Thursday
  over.

  God, he thought, scrubbing the heels of his hands into his tired eyes, what am I doing, wishing my life away like this? Getting fat and embittered working for the biggest twat in London in a job
  that was only one step up from selling dodgy life insurance or grave robbing? A Mickey Mouse job, as his father had once sneeringly called it.

  And just like that, at the exact moment when he thought of his father, the radio presenter announced that he would soon be talking to ‘top historian and Professor at St John’s
  College Oxford, Dr Fergus Holt’ about his ‘epic new TV series’, conjuring him out of Will’s head so that his face hung in the frigid air before him like the genie from
  Aladdin’s lamp.

  He switched the radio off quickly. The day was bad enough already without being forced to confront his father’s stellar success, as well as his notable lack of it. Reaching for his
  faux-leather salesman’s briefcase he got out of the car into the cold, wet afternoon.

  He started with the house at the opposite end of the terrace to Nancy Price’s. The front door was painted the sort of indeterminate greyish-blue-green that denoted Good
  Taste, and there were herbs growing in the window box beneath the front window. After a minute the door was opened by a man wearing a striped butcher’s apron, wiping his hands on a tea towel.
  Music – something classical Will recognized but couldn’t name – was playing in the background.

  ‘Yes?’ He peered at Will over square, black-framed glasses, his natural good manners not quite masking his irritation at being disturbed.

  ‘Hi, I’m so sorry to disturb you. I’m Will Holt, from a firm called Ansell Blake, Probate Researchers. We’re looking into the estate of a lady called Nancy Price, who we
  believe used to live in the house at the end there, and I wondered if you might be able to help fill in some details?’

  Experience had taught Will that he needed to get through this little speech quickly. If he managed to get that far without having the door shut in his face, he was halfway there. Mike Ansell
  would always round it off with the suggestion that he ‘come in for a quick chat’, at which point he’d step forward, giving the hapless homeowner a choice between moving aside or
  forcibly ejecting him. ‘And since nobody wants that kind of unpleasantness in their own home, you’re in.’ Will knew a little bit more of his soul would die if he ever resorted to
  tactics like that to get his commission.

  The man dragged a hand through his sparse hair, distracted. From the kitchen behind him the smell of toasting spices wafted, redolent of warmth and comfort. In spite of the M&Ms Will’s
  stomach rumbled.

  ‘I’m not sure I can help you. My partner and I bought this place just over a year ago and the house at the end was empty then. To be honest, it’s a bit of a problem, looking so
  run down – it brings the area down, if you see what I mean. If you can get something done about it that would be extremely good news.’

  ‘Well, if it does turn out to have belonged to Miss Price, it would be sold and the proceeds of the sale distributed amongst any heirs. You don’t happen to know anything about her,
  do you? If she had any relatives?’

  Before Will had finished speaking the man was shaking his head, eager to get back to his cooking and his music and his ordered evening. ‘Sorry, I’ve no idea. The old guy next door
  will know, though; Mr Greaves. Good luck with the search.’

  ‘Thanks,’ Will said to the greenish-greyish-blue door.

  Mr Greaves’s door was unequivocally red, though the paint had dulled and the cast iron knocker had been nibbled by rust. Will knocked, and waited, turning his back against the rain and
  bowing his head. Jesus, it was cold. The path beneath his feet had once been well-kept, but now weeds sprouted through the cracks between the paving stones. He knocked again. Before he’d got
  his hand back into his pocket the door was yanked open.

  ‘Hi – sorry to disturb you—’

  ‘Whaddayawant?’

  Will’s speech stalled. The woman who’d answered the door was Chinese, and tiny. Through the narrow gap she’d left between door and frame he could see that she was wearing a
  blue tunic with white piping on the sleeves and collar, and a ferocious scowl.

  ‘I wondered if I might speak with Mr Greaves?’ Even to his own ears his voice sounded stupidly posh, uncomfortably close to the mocking impression Ansell was fond of doing in the
  office.

  ‘No. Mr Greaves have his tea now. He no see visitors.’ Her accent was a curious mix of the Far East and the East End.

  ‘I can wait? Or come back in half an hour? I’m from Ansell—’

  ‘No. After tea I get him ready for bed. No visitors today. You come back tomorrow.’

  And that was that. The door shut with such force that the knocker rattled and Will was left standing in the dark and rain, both of which were getting heavier. He sighed. The house next door
  – the third in the row – was in darkness, but he trudged dutifully up the path anyway and knocked, without hope or enthusiasm, then counted silently to twenty before turning away.

  He’d got back into the car and was just about to start the engine when he noticed a figure coming up the lane, head down, walking slightly unevenly. In the darkness it was just a
  silhouette against the bright lights of the street beyond, but there was no doubt that it was a woman; a woman in shoes that seemed to be causing her some discomfort. She was carrying a bulging
  shopping bag, and as she got closer, into the circle of light cast by the streetlamp, he could see that her face was pale, her jaw set, her dark hair beaded with rain. She seemed to be heading
  towards the row of cottages – towards the house at which he’d just knocked, he guessed. Wearily he opened the door and braced himself against the wet.

  ‘Hi! Hello? Hi there—’

  She started visibly, her white face a mask of alarm. God, I’m such an oaf, Will thought as he broke into a sort of half-jog towards her. What woman wouldn’t be terrified at being
  approached by a bloke in a car down a dark backstreet? He tried to produce an encouraging, sensitive smile.

  ‘Sorry . . . Sorry, I didn’t mean to . . .’ Seeing the stricken expression on her face he stopped a few feet away from her. ‘Sorry. I knocked on your door, but you
  weren’t in. Obviously.’ Oh God. ‘I’m from a firm called Ansell Blake—’

  She was shaking her head, shrinking away, as if she wanted to run. ‘I don’t know anything about it. You’ve got the wrong person.’

  And he’d actually thought the day couldn’t get much worse. ‘I’m so sorry, I thought you lived here. Do excuse me. I was looking for someone who might be able to help me
  find out about an elderly lady who used to live in the empty house there and I just assumed . . .’ He was babbling, and he stopped himself. ‘Sorry.’

  Just for a moment, no more than a split second, her pinched face showed a glimmer of interest. And then it was gone, extinguished by wariness.

  ‘Sorry, I don’t know.’

  Head down, she walked away, as fast as she could in the troublesome shoes, struggling with the cumbersome bag of shopping. And he was left, standing in the rain and feeling not only foolish, but
  oddly guilty too, as if he’d scared her away.

  He was watching her, she could feel it. She couldn’t turn round and go back to the house now. There was nothing for it but to keep walking.

  Reaching the garages she pushed through the undergrowth she’d come through the other night, trying to look as nonchalant as possible. Oh God, he must think she was a complete weirdo
  – if he didn’t already know exactly who she was and what she was doing. She couldn’t remember the name of the company he’d said he worked for, but they sounded like lawyers
  or something. What if someone had seen her and tipped them off about squatters?

  Her mind raced. But he’d said he was trying to find out about an old lady, hadn’t he? The old lady who’d lived in the house. Stumbling out from the bushes behind the bins she
  stopped for a moment to relieve the pressure on the blister that had formed on her heel. She should have played along, pretended she lived in the area, asked him the old lady’s name. Maybe he
  was looking for Mrs Thorne too?

  The idea gave her a weird tight feeling in her chest, which might have been excitement or unease. She wanted to find her; she owed her that much as repayment for the fig rolls and the rice
  pudding and the loan of the coat and shoes. She’d squared it with her conscience by promising herself that she’d do her best to trace Mrs Thorne and hand over the letter from her lost
  love. If there was someone else looking for her, that would probably double her chances of success, which was a good thing.

  And yet, it felt strange. Like Mrs Thorne was hers, even though she knew nothing about her. Nothing ordinary, anyway, like her first name or what she looked like or even whether she was alive or
  dead; only that she had once been in love with an American airman called Dan, and that he had loved her too. And loved her still.

  She had been walking mindlessly, not paying any attention to where she was going, thinking only of filling in time until it was safe to go back to the house, but now she noticed a church on the
  opposite side of the street. It was an old-fashioned kind of church with a big square tower of dirty grey stone, and a sign outside which said, ‘All Saints Church. All Welcome’
  above a list of times for services and Holy Communions. Remembering the newsletter she’d discovered in the heap of junk mail, she found herself crossing the road.

  The porch floor was deep in drifts of leaves and crisp packets. Noticeboards lined the walls. Shaking the rain from her hair she peered through the gloom at these, to see if there was any
  mention of Miss Price on the flower arranging rota or list of Sunday School helpers. There wasn’t. The door to the main body of the church was slightly ajar, and cautiously she looked through
  the gap.

  The space was huge and completely still, dimly lit by great glass lanterns miles above the aisle. She pushed the door open enough to slip through and took a few tentative steps, which echoed
  around the high walls. Her breath hung faintly in front of her face, and above the smell of cold stone and furniture polish the enticing aroma of coffee reached her.

  A little area behind the far row of pews had been claimed as a sort of domestic space, with a square of red carpet on the floor, two wicker chairs, a shelf of books and a yellow plastic box of
  toys. A length of kitchen worktop had been fitted against the wall, and on this there was a coffee machine. As she got closer, drawn by the smell, she saw the plate of biscuits beside it, and a
  notice on the wall above, written in flowing, churchy writing:

  Please Help Yourself.

  She put the carrier bag down on one of the wicker chairs and looked around. There was no one to be seen. She read the notice again, wondering if it was some kind of trick, but the lure of
  caffeine and sugar was too strong to resist. Cups and saucers were set out on the worktop. She took one and filled it with coffee, helped herself to one biscuit, then another. She was just reaching
  for a third when the sound of brisk footsteps made her drop it back onto the plate.

  ‘Ahh, you found our refreshments. Good, good. I hope the coffee’s still drinkable. I made it this afternoon, but if it sits too long it tastes like burnt mud.’

  The most striking thing about the man who’d spoken was that he was wearing the most hideous jumper imaginable; oversized and hand-knitted in uneven, garishly coloured stripes. The second
  most striking thing was his smile, which was wide and white against his dark beard.

  ‘N-no, it’s fine. Thank you.’

  ‘In that case, if you’re not just being polite, do help yourself to another cup. There’s no choir practice or anything on tonight, so I shall just be pouring it down the sink
  if you don’t. I’m Tony, by the way. Tony Palmer.’

  He leaned across and held out a hand. She shook it timidly, trying not to stare at the neck of the jumper to work out if that was a dog collar beneath it, or just an ordinary shirt. He seemed
  very friendly for a vicar. Very normal.

  ‘Are you—?’

  ‘The vicar here, that’s right.’ He stepped past her and poured himself a coffee, then balanced a biscuit on the saucer. ‘Do you mind me asking your name? You don’t
  have to tell me if you don’t want to.’

  She didn’t particularly, but since she was drinking his coffee and eating his biscuits it seemed rude to say so. ‘Jess,’ she said. ‘Jess Moran.’

  ‘Nice to meet you, Jess, and welcome to All Saints. Although on a cold night like this I’d be the first to admit that it’s not the most welcoming place.’

  He shivered elaborately in his ugly jumper and smiled again. It was a nice smile, but she steeled herself against it. She didn’t want him to mistake her for a churchgoer. She and Gran
  never used to miss an episode of Songs of Praise but they only watched it for the singing – joining in with the words at the bottom of the screen was how Jess had first discovered
  she had a voice. But the church itself was full of busybodies, Gran said; women with too much time on their hands and nothing better to do with it than arrange flowers and pass judgement on those
  who were just struggling to get on with things.

  She shrugged. ‘I’m not religious or anything. I was just . . . passing.’

  ‘That’s OK. People come in for all sorts of reasons, and they’re all welcome. Except the ones that come in to nick the candlesticks – those ones I could do without
  – but everyone else is, whether they’re after a chat or a sit down in the quiet, or a cup of not very nice coffee. Churches need people. When they’re empty they’re just
  buildings.’ Tony Palmer took a sip of coffee and said ruefully, ‘Mostly people don’t feel like they need churches these days, which is why we have to work at keeping them going.
  Here we run toddler groups and a book club and an art class and a lunch club for the old people, all without mentioning the G word.’ He looked heavenwards and mouthed,
  ‘God.’

  Jess thawed a little. The old people’s lunch club reminded her of why she’d come in. ‘You don’t know anyone round here called Miss Price, do you? An old lady. She might
  come to your lunch club?’

  ‘Miss Price . . .’ He considered it. ‘The name sounds familiar, though I can’t put a face to it. I don’t think she comes to the lunch club, but I’ve only been
  here for eighteen months so she may have been previously. Is she a relative of yours?’

  Jess put her cup down and shook her head. ‘A friend of a friend, that’s all. It doesn’t matter.’ She picked up her bag of shopping from the chair. ‘Thanks for the
  coffee. And the biscuits.’

  ‘Anytime.’

  Aware of his eyes following her, she tried to walk as normally as the too-big shoes and her painful ankle would allow. She’d almost reached the door when he called out to her.

  ‘Jess? Just a thought—’

  She turned round. He came towards her, tapping a finger against his bottom lip. ‘Look, I don’t know how you’re fixed with work or other commitments, but you’d be very
  welcome to come along to our lunch club – then you could ask some of the other members about your Miss Price. It’s on Mondays and Thursdays, in the church hall.’ He grinned
  sheepishly. ‘Of course, when I say you’d be very welcome, what I really mean is it would be great to have some younger blood. It gives the older folk a real lift to see a fresh face.
  You’d get a free lunch, of course. Hot food, and plenty of it.’ He patted the slight paunch beneath the jumper.

  ‘OK . . . Thanks.’

  She had been going to make some excuse, but she was so hungry that the prospect of a free hot lunch was simply too tempting to turn down. It was only as she walked away that it occurred to her
  that he’d known that. It was that, rather than anything to do with old folk or young blood, that had prompted him to ask her.

  The thought was strangely unsettling.
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  The autumn days were getting shorter. At five o’clock Stella gave up struggling to peer through the gloom and did the blackout. It seemed such a shame; the sky was still
  streaked with ribbons of pink, against which the church’s terracotta roof tiles looked like a frill of black lace, but it was just another thing to add to the list of wartime privations she
  supposed. Oranges. Chocolate. Soap. Autumn sunsets.

  She went into the hallway to knock on the study door and ask Charles if he’d like her to do his blackout too, but the thread of light beneath the door told her there was no need. The
  meeting had gone on for most of the afternoon. An hour ago she’d taken in a tray of tea and eggless sponge, made especially in honour of the bishop who enjoyed the status of a Hollywood
  matinee idol in Charles’s eyes. They had stopped their conversation while she set it down on the table, and the bishop had said – in a particularly loud, hearty voice so that Reverend
  Stokes, who was elderly and deaf, would hear – ‘So this is the lovely Mrs Thorne. With cake! Something of a water and wine miracle, given the circumstances. Well done, my dear!’
  She’d retreated, glowing at praise from such an elevated source, pleased as much on Charles’s behalf as her own.

  The kitchen was warm after the gusting draughts in the passageway, and deliciously scented with the beef she’d been cooking slowly all day. Brisket, stringy with sinew and unpromising in
  its paper wrapping, but Ada Broughton, queuing behind her in Fairacre’s the butchers, had told her that done on a low heat for long enough it would make a nice stew. Stella hoped so, since it
  was their meat ration for the week. She’d decided Woolton pie and cheese bake would be worth suffering for one special Saturday night meal, and had gone to some effort to lay the table in the
  dining room and the fire in the sitting room.

  In truth she’d suffer a lot more than Woolton pie and cheese bake to breach the wall that seemed to have sprung up around Charles. Since they’d returned from Brighton he had slipped
  further and further from her reach so that she felt that their relationship was even more like that of employer and housekeeper than it had been before the wedding. Perhaps a quiet dinner –
  something less depressing than their usual dreary fare – and then the concert on the wireless afterwards, by the light of the fire . . .

  Perhaps . . .

  She shoved her feet into her ugly utility lace-ups and slipped out into the damp indigo evening. The air was scented with earth and cold and smoke from chimneys as she picked up fallen apples
  from beneath the tree, holding her apron up like a basket to collect the good ones. There weren’t many; the season was almost at an end, and the harvest had been shared. There was hardly a
  household in King’s Oak that hadn’t had an apple pie this autumn, though the apples were green and sour and devoured valuable sugar. Stella had been terribly mean with what she’d
  put in the sugar bowl on the tea tray earlier, so she’d have enough to make a good crumble, and custard. Charles was too thin. The hollows beneath his cheekbones had got deeper, the angle of
  his jaw sharper, which she couldn’t help taking as direct evidence of her inadequacy as a wife.

  Before going back inside she paused on the back step, gazing out towards the city. Saturday night. The sky had lost its pink tinge now and was a deep, soft purple, scattered with a few stars and
  a waxy yellow harvest moon. A Bombers’ Moon they used to call it, though the nights of the raids seemed a long time ago now and everyone had become quite blasé about the possibility of
  them returning. She thought of Nancy, who would be dolling herself up for a night on the town with her friends from the salon. Several times she’d invited Stella to join them –
  ‘you’re a wife, not a prisoner, aren’t you?’ – but Stella always found an excuse. She remembered that crush of bodies, the measuring stares. It wouldn’t seem
  right to be in that atmosphere now that she was a married woman.

  She and Nancy had met up for the pictures last week though; Clark Gable and Lana Turner in Somewhere I’ll Find You. There had been a useful film before the main picture, featuring
  recipes for stale bread. When Stella had scribbled one of them down on the back of her ration book Nancy had laughed so hard that the woman behind had tapped her on the shoulder and hissed at her
  to shut up.

  In the light of the kitchen she saw that the apples were bruised and worm-eaten. What was left after she’d cut out the unusable bits would only be enough for the smallest of crumbles, but
  at least it would use up less sugar. She left the fruit stewing on the stove and went to check that everything was ready in the dining room.
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