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To Carole,

my twin sister,

with love


CHAPTER ONE

PARIS, 1930

There is blood on my hands.

I am not speaking figuratively, you understand. Literally. Under my nails. Embedded in the soft valleys between my fingers. Strings of scarlet, glossier than paint, are dripping from me on to the Persian rug, ruining it. I stare at them, bewildered. My mind jams.

Where has it come from?

I lift my head and instantly hear a loud thumping sound deep inside my ears, like a drum beaten in an empty room.

Lift my head?

Why am I lying on the floor? I sit up, heart racing, and wait for the room to stop performing handstands around me, while I struggle to remember what happened. But a black hole lies where my memory should be. I shake my head to drive it away, but pain tramples through my mind and when I look again the black hole is still there. Bigger this time. Darker. An inky pool with a sheen skimming its surface and I feel panic uncoil inside me.

I rise jerkily to my knees and find myself facing walls lined with books. My heart gives a lurch of joy. I am at home. In my father’s study. I know those books intimately, I love those leather-bound volumes of Victor Hugo, Zola, Maupassant and my favourite, Alexandre Dumas. Their covers bear the sweat imprint of my fingers and their pages have witnessed my tears. I am safe at home here in Paris, even though I am for some unknown reason lying tucked up against my father’s big oak desk.

I start to convince myself that I am asleep. This is a nightmare. I close my eyes, waiting to wake up, and the thumping in my ears grows duller, fainter, but I am aware of a pain down the left side of my head. I touch it. My hair is wet. My eyes shoot open to examine my fingertips, but I know what I will find. More blood. I am not asleep.

I drag myself to my feet and leave crimson handprints on the wax-polished surface of Papa’s desk as I cling to it. He will not like that. Panic starts to bubble its way up through me and I open my mouth to scream. That’s when I see the shoes. They are my father’s shoes. Stylish black brogues, their leather so soft it looks as though it came from an unborn lamb.

My scream dies in my mouth.

There are feet in the shoes. Sprawled on the floor. I can see a strip of black sock above each shoe before the ankles disappear behind the corner of the desk.

‘Papa,’ I whisper.

There is no answer. I scramble to the edge of the desk and look down on my father’s body flat on its back on the floor, his pale grey eyes staring and sightless. My heart stops. The noise in my ears becomes a roaring and my eyes feel as if they have been skinned. A paperknife is sticking straight up out of his throat and his white shirt is the colour of my hands.



I am afraid. Afraid of myself. Afraid of what is inside me. I am alone in a closed room with my dead father and I know I have murdered him.

In his lifeless hand lies a paperweight in the form of a brass pyramid that he brought back from Egypt years ago and one of its sides is streaked with blood. My blood. I know it, though I can’t tell you how I know it. I touch my hair again, feel its curls sticky with blood. I touch the raw edges of my scalp, split like the skin of a peach.

I fall to my knees beside Papa. His fingers curl around the brass weight even in death, as though still trying to defend himself from me. I pump his shirt front to force air into his lungs, even though I know it is futile. What good is air in your lungs when you have a great hole in your windpipe?

I can’t breathe. It feels like bands of steel tightening around my lungs as I lay my cheek on his broad chest to listen for his heartbeat. The wet shirt is warm on my skin. I quickly raise my head to search once more for a flicker of life in his face. A face without life is not a face. It is a mask.

I am staring at Papa’s mask. The same wide forehead and strong oppressive brow that used to scare me; the heavy jowls and broken veins of a bon viveur. They are still there. All the unmistakable features of the ruler of this household. Tears cloud my vision but I can see that the man whose word was law is no longer part of the body that lies broken on the parquet floor, which he insisted must be polished every day, except on a Sunday. Yet I bend forward and press my cheek to his.

Behind me I hear the click of the study door but I do not turn. Soft footsteps enter. The door closes. I know who it is even without lifting my head, in the same way that my right hand knows exactly what my left hand is doing. It is my sister. Her violent intake of breath sucks the air from the room and I am conscious of her standing over me.

‘What have you done?’ She doesn’t shout. Her low-pitched tone is worse, far worse, than a shout. ‘Oh God, Romy, what have you done?’

‘I’ve killed Papa,’ I whisper.

My words break something inside me. Suddenly I am frozen by grief. I cannot move. I cannot speak. I cannot think.

So my sister does my thinking.

‘Why did you kill him?’

I shake my head.

‘You are seventeen,’ she says. ‘You will go to prison and then you will be executed by guillotine. In public. Outside St Pierre prison.’

Her words are slow, picked out separately to make sure I understand.

In the terrible silence that follows, I can sense her heartbeat is as rapid as my own, and her fingers grip my shoulder, digging in hard. Carefully avoiding the pool of blood that is seeping into the oak floor, she forces me to my feet. Then she does what I cannot bring myself to do – she stares at the paperknife embedded in our father’s throat. She glances down at my hands and I do not ask what images are rearing to life inside her head. She slips out of her blue cardigan, her favourite cashmere one, and uses it to wipe the silver handle of the paperknife. Over and over, she rubs it hard and I see the scarlet lips of the wound widen. I want to beg her to stop but I don’t.

Finally she backs away from Papa’s body, her limbs stiff, her face rigid, but when I take a step towards her she turns away and starts to rub the surface of the desk. Removing all trace of me. Brisk and thorough. Then she switches her attention to my hands and cleans them as best she can. The blue cardigan has turned purple and I murmur her name, I want her to look me in the face but she won’t. She frowns and stares at the paperweight cradled in Papa’s hand.

I move. For the first time since she forced me away from his side, I jerk into life. I copy her. I pull my lilac jumper over my head and I snatch the pyramid from his limp fingers. I scrub it hard with the unstained back of my jumper, but the blood from my head wound has seeped into its brass indentations and won’t come out. I hurry over to the ebony cabinet that stands by the window with a decanter of Papa’s finest cognac on top of it. I long to drink it, to drown in it, but instead I tip the amber liquid all over the paperweight to swill out the last pockets of blood, and I rub it furiously with my jumper.

Satisfied, I replace the pyramid on the desk. Where it belongs. The relief I feel is strong. To be doing something. Anything. To see my hands functioning. To know I am not dead. Yet.

I do not ask myself if what I am doing is wrong.

My sister opens the door a crack, peers out into the black and white tiled hall, seizes my arm and drags me out of the study, pushing the door shut with her foot. To me it has the hollow sound of a lid closing on a tomb, condemning Papa to eternal blackness. I cannot bring myself to abandon him, but she wrenches me forward and up the stairs at a run.

She is strong, my sister Florence.

My twin.



‘We won’t get away with it,’ I state.

‘Hush, Romy. Of course we will.’

I am standing in the bathtub and Florence is washing me down like a muddy dog. Nakedness has never worried us. Maybe because we spent nine months entwined naked in the womb together. When I step out of the tub she pats me dry, her hands gentle, but she is worried about the gash and the swelling on my head, though I tell her it is nothing. She has bathed the blood from my hair and stands over me for ten minutes with a cold flannel pressed hard against the wound to stem the bleeding. I make no sound. The pain is deserved.

I see her hand trembling when she reaches into my wardrobe for a fresh outfit for me. I go to her. For a brief moment we embrace, our limbs entwined once more. It is a rare occurrence. Strangely, though we constantly touch each other, brush shoulders, nudge ribs and bump elbows, we rarely embrace. We do not hug or kiss cheeks or show overt affection. It would feel all wrong. Like hugging or kissing oneself. But the love is there between us, binding us to each other like an umbilical cord and we accept it as naturally as we accept that we both have curly blonde hair.

She sits me on my bed. I tuck my feet under myself as if I can tuck away what lies unheeded downstairs. Florence perches next to me, wraps the quilt around my shoulders and it is through her fingertips that I feel her nervousness. It does not show on her face.

‘Now,’ she says matter-of-factly, ‘tell me what happened. Tell me quickly.’

She fixes her gaze on me. I look back at her intently. Our faces are alike, but we are not identical twins. She has large round blue eyes that know how to melt your heart, eyes that are warm and capable, eyes that you don’t want to look away from. My eyes are a muddy amber. Long and narrow. Cat’s eyes, Florence calls them. I have claws to match. Her face is narrower than mine, more delicate, something I always envied, but we have the same straight nose and angular jawline. And identical mouths that are too wide for our faces. Hers is pulled tight now. She was born only twenty-five minutes before me, but sometimes it feels more. Much more.

I try to speak in a calm manner. But I fail. I hear my words quivering and want to snatch them out of the air and replace them with sturdier ones.

‘I don’t remember what happened,’ I say. ‘I don’t remember anything.’

‘You must.’

‘I don’t.’

‘Merde!’

Florence never swears, and despite the fact that I have just murdered my father, I am shocked. She pushes her face forward, closer to mine, and seizes a handful of my curls. Not harshly. But firmly. She draws me even closer and I see the tiny black flecks of anger embedded in the soft blue of her irises.

‘Don’t lie,’ she says.

A white-hot flame of sorrow flickers at the base of my chest. We never lie to each other. To our parents, yes; to our teachers, bien sûr; to the priest at the Jesuit Église Saint-Paul-Saint-Louis, of course. Even to God himself. But never to each other.

‘I swear I remember nothing. I woke on the rug in Papa’s study and found him . . . like that. Blood on my hands. So I must have . . .’ I can’t say it. Cannot. Cannot.

Florence says it for me. ‘Stabbed him.’

I nod.

‘The paperweight?’ she asks.

‘Papa hit me with it.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. I can’t remember.’

‘That will not save you.’ So soft. So painful. My sister’s voice aches for me. ‘The police will take you.’

‘Help me,’ I whisper.

She rests her forehead against mine. I can smell the scent of fresh-cut grass on her hair and it triggers a flash of memory. Of standing in the hall, sunlight streaming in through the open front door, carrying with it the scent of freshly mown lawns. Maman’s voice calling out from the kitchen, asking for someone to fetch roses from the garden. And the shadow of a man in the doorway.

It is gone in a flash. The wound on my head is throbbing.

It is as if Florence can see inside my head because she says, ‘Roland was here. He and I went into the garden to pick roses for Maman. Remember?’

I sit back. ‘Yes.’

‘Anything else?’

‘No, nothing after that. It’s . . .’ I blink hard, ‘gone.’

I stare around at my room. It is plain. Much plainer than Florence’s, which is a shrine to the Paris Opéra and Ballet and the power of pink tulle. Mine is stark. Pale modern furniture, much to Maman’s disgust, a simple wooden hairbrush on the dressing table and one framed picture on the wall. It is a photograph of the first woman in the world to pilot an aeroplane, Raymonde de Laroche at the wheel of her spindly Voisin aircraft in 1909 in Paris. I look hard at each item in the room, soaking up every colour and curve, the sheen on the satin quilt, the way the brass door handle catches the light. I may never see them again.

Florence takes my hand and wraps it between hers, holding it tight on the lap of her elegant cream skirt. I hear her breathing hard the way she does when she is about to do one of her dives into a swimming pool. Sharp little snorts of air.

‘Romy.’ Her eyes are quick, darting over me. ‘I know what to do. We will say you were with Roland and me in the garden. The three of us. Picking the flowers.’

I am transfixed. By the lie. The blatant deception that falls from her lips, and I feel it entwine its tendrils around the coils of my brain, soft and tempting tendrils that paralyse me so that I cannot move, not even an eyelid.

‘Well?’ She gives me a smile, but it is all crooked.

I snap the tendrils and take her delicate face between my hands.

‘You would do that for me?’

‘Of course.’

‘If we are caught, you will be put in prison as an accessory.’

‘We won’t be caught.’

‘What about Roland?’

She rolls her beautiful blue eyes. ‘Roland will do whatever I ask.’

My heart is thundering. I open my mouth to shout yes, yes, yes. Lie for me. Save my life. But instead different words come out of my mouth. ‘What about the gardener?’

‘Pardon?’

‘The gardener. Karim. Did he see you?’

Her tongue flashes across her lips and I know she is thinking of lying, but she doesn’t. Not to me.

‘Yes. I spoke to him. He was cutting the beech hedge.’

‘That’s it then. He knows I wasn’t there. My head will roll.’

I touch my neck, a white slender column that the angled blade of the guillotine will slice through like celery. The tips of my fingers are frozen, but I draw a line with them across my throat.

‘Poor Papa,’ I whisper. ‘Poor Maman. I am sorry.’ The words drain something from me.

Florence slaps my face. Not hard. But hard enough. ‘Listen to me, Romy. Together we cut the roses for Maman and I handed them to her through the kitchen window. You were with me every minute. Then the three of us . . .’

She pauses, her brow creased, thinking up an alibi.

‘. . . Lay on the lawn in the shade of the willow tree,’ I venture.

‘And we talked about . . .?’

‘Josephine Baker.’

Florence smiles a tight smile. ‘Yes, of course. That’s good. About her sultry dance in Siren of the Tropics.’ Two dark flares have risen on her cheeks and her eyes glitter. ‘You hear me?’ she demands fiercely. ‘You hear what I’m saying? You were with us all the time, then Roland left and you and I came up here to wash off the grass stains.’

‘But what about Karim? Where was he?’

‘Don’t worry about him.’

‘He will tell the police I wasn’t there.’

‘No one will believe him.’ She slips off the bed. ‘Come on, we must bury your bloodstained clothes before the police arrive.’

I seize her arm and drag her back. ‘No, Florence. Roland may lie for you, but Karim won’t.’

A scream pierces the silence of the house and hurtles up the stairs. The hairs rise on my arm, the skin prickles on my neck, and I know it has begun.

‘Karim will not lie to the police to save me,’ I murmur. ‘He will tell them I was not there.’

‘But his testimony will be irrelevant. Because I will swear he wasn’t anywhere near enough to see you.’

‘But you just said you saw him by the hedge.’

‘Did I? I was mistaken.’

‘What?’

‘I didn’t see him. I remember now, Karim wasn’t in the garden.’

I frown uneasily. With growing caution I ask, ‘Where was he?’

‘In the study with Papa.’

I stare. For a long moment I don’t understand. Or is it that I don’t want to understand? Florence has fixed her gaze on me and she shakes my shoulder hard.

‘Understand, Romy?’

I grip her wrist and feel my twin sister’s pulse racing as fast as my own. A pool of my father’s blood seems to open up at my feet and without hesitation I step over it. An image of Karim’s face swims inside it, a long dark-skinned face with sad eyes and a polite mouth, but I look away from it.

‘Yes,’ I whisper. My words are only for my sister’s ears. ‘I understand. I was in the garden. With you. And Roland. I remember now. Karim went into the house.’

We both know we will go to hell.


CHAPTER TWO

Eight years later

PARIS, JULY 1938

‘Come on. Lift. Lift, you bastard.’

Romaine Duchamps yelled the words at her flimsy Gipsy Moth as it plunged nose-first towards earth like a screaming bucking banshee.

‘Don’t give up on me now. Just pop your nose up a fraction. A centimetre? That’s all I ask of you, my little one.’

She had been racing before the storm, fleeing the black wall of raging clouds that was tight on her tail. But it reached out, caught her, and knocked her right out of the sky. One moment she was flying her tiny aircraft straight and steady through sparkling blue heavens above the silky green heartland of France, and the next she was hurled around the sky the way a hound flings a rat back and forth to snap its neck. Tossed up a hundred metres, smacked on to one wing, tipped on end, then dropped like a stone.

Fear gripped her. Not of death itself – she knew for certain that it was heading her way in the next few seconds – but of leaving her life. Unfinished. Undefined. And in such a wretched mess. Rain sheeted down into the open cockpit, soaking her, flooding her goggles, blinding her. Battering the fragile plane as ferocious winds wrenched it out of her control. Every muscle in her body was rigid, taut with effort as she fought back, hauling on the control stick. Aware that the unseen ground below was hurtling towards her.

Fear does strange things to you. It strips you. To bare bones. Everything bleeds away from you. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t see. Yet her hands were strong and knew exactly what they were doing, even while she could feel the plane trying to tear itself apart as it dived, shaking and shuddering. Within the semi-darkness of the storm cloud, the luminous instruments glowed an eerie green from the dashboard and she struggled to read the altimeter. It was hidden within the blur of water.

How high? Five hundred metres?

One hundred?

Less?

She braced herself against the safety harness. Muscles twitching. Bones ready for impact. But still her hands would not give up. They were as stubborn as her mind and pulled relentlessly on the stick, praying that the control rods to the elevators would not snap. And just when she could almost smell the summer grass growing beneath her, she felt movement. A change of angle. Faint at first, but growing. Centimetre by centimetre the nose of the Gipsy Moth clawed its way up into the air. The de Havilland engine roared in triumph and Romy let rip with a roar of her own.

She breathed again. Felt her grip on life tighten once more. Heart pounding, skin sweating, mind soaring, she gave the engine full throttle, circled to gain height and pushed on through the rain northwards up the Rhône valley. To Paris.



The lights of Paris gleamed through a grey veil that obscured the features of the late afternoon. The rain came down on the wings of Romy’s biplane like a million silver bullets, the visibility so bad that even in the cockpit the wing tips were shrouded from view. To her, it felt like having her fingertips cut off. The city spread itself beneath her, the pulsing heart of France that never missed a beat or a wild dance step, however severe the summer storms that raged overhead.

It was with a rush of relief that Romy spotted the string of landing lights as she dropped altitude and held the biplane steady in the teeth of the buffeting north-westerly. Easy now, don’t panic. The small private DeFosse airfield was tucked away on the eastern edge of Paris and emerged reluctantly through the gloom. From above she caught a glimpse of the windsock and of two figures running towards the centre of the landing area, hunched over against the rain. They stood there in yellow oilskins, waiting to catch hold of the wing tips of the aircraft the moment she landed.

‘Martel,’ Romy muttered through chilled lips, ‘one of these days I’ll take your bloody head off if you’re not careful.’

She eased back on the throttle, reducing her approach speed to fifty-eight knots and fighting the wind all the way. She felt the wheels touch down and strong arms seize the wings to hold the plane firmly on the ground, defying the wind’s attempts to flip it over. The men ran alongside and, as she taxied over the grass to the hangar, muddy sprays of water rose like a bow wave on each side of her.

Landing a plane did something bad to her. It was always the same, in rain or in sunshine. Each time she felt the wheels clutch at the grass strip, she experienced a profound sense of failure, a fierce twist in her gut. She wasn’t meant to be down here. She belonged up there, high above the clouds, all alone. Yes, of course she faced dangers when flying. Yes, sometimes she teetered on the edge, chest tight with fear. But it was always her hand on the control stick, no one else’s. Down here, caged within the mean streets of Paris, she felt battered by storms far worse than those in the sky.

She throttled back to 900 rpm, keeping the throttle fully open until the airscrew ceased its rotating. She checked that the ignition, electrics and fuel cock were all turned off, then with reluctance climbed stiffly out of the cockpit on to the wing, flexing her knees, and jumped down to the concrete floor inside the hangar. Immediately, the larger of the two oilskins hurried towards her and the weight of a heavy hand landed on the sodden shoulder of her leather flying jacket.

‘What the devil do you think you’re doing, you bloody fool? Flying in a storm like this.’

Romy shook her shoulder free. She tried to undo the strap of her leather helmet, but even inside fur-lined gloves her hands were numb with cold.

‘What are you grumbling about, Martel?’ She had to shout over the drumming of the rain on the corrugated roof. ‘You’ve got what you wanted.’ She shifted the package that was tucked under her arm and dumped it into the big man’s hands. ‘Here, take it.’

But she could feel his anger still there in the damp air that she breathed, clinging to her skin, dragging her back into this grimy world on the ground. His voice buzzed in her ears, like a wireless not quite correctly tuned. She always had to reaccustom herself to the sound of people instead of the warm steady throb of a four-cylinder de Havilland engine.

‘Any message from Mendez?’ he asked.

‘Yes. He said to tell you the package is complete.’

‘Good.’

Something resembling a nod of satisfaction escaped him. He pushed the square brown-paper package under his dripping oilskin without a thank you.

‘You could have got yourself killed. Merde! Will you never learn?’

But she wasn’t fooled. ‘You’re only worried about who would fly your precious planes if I weren’t around,’ she responded.

The lights of the hangar flickered on and off in the storm, sending strange-shaped shadows crawling up and down the walls. Beneath her flying boots the concrete grew dark as water ran off every part of her, while at the far end of the hangar a mechanic broke off from working on the sleek blue Caudron C.460 racing plane that she coveted. He raised his head from the cowling and watched them with interest. Only then did Romy realise how loudly she was shouting.

Léo Martel was not a man to waste words. He uttered a long sigh as though a pocket of air had stuck in his windpipe. ‘Don’t kid yourself, Romaine. There are plenty of other tadpoles in the river. Eager pilots out there, queuing up to get your flying job or any other job around here that means messing around with planes.’ He started to turn away but stopped himself and gave her a hard, exasperated stare. Raindrops still glistened like diamonds in his thick black eyebrows, ruining the effect of his stare. ‘And they are men,’ he added. ‘Who have more sense than to risk destroying my plane.’

She gave him a tight smile. ‘But they are nowhere near as good as I am and you damn well know it.’

She stepped aside to fetch the chocks to tuck under the Moth’s wheels, but when she turned, Martel was already hurrying off without a backward glance, broad shoulders hunched against the summer storm.

‘You bastard,’ she called after him.

‘Don’t mind him.’

It was Jules Roget, the other yellow oilskin. A tiny wisp of a man who barely came up to her chin. In his early fifties, he had a permanent grey stubble on his chin and possessed clever hands that were far too big for him. A mechanic’s hands. They had the patience of Job and could cajole and beguile the most stubborn of engines to succumb to their persuasive touch. Romy smiled at him.

‘Merci, Jules. Thanks for coming out in the rain.’

‘How was the flight?’

‘Bumpy. Cold. Wet.’

‘So you had a good time then.’

She laughed. ‘Yes, you’re right. I had a good time. The Gipsy ran sweet as a bird.’

She took down a chamois cloth from a hook on the hangar wall and started to wipe down the sleek blue fabric flanks of the plane with long sweeping strokes that caressed its skin. She wasn’t ready to abandon her Moth. Not yet.

‘He worries,’ Jules said to the back of her flying helmet.

‘Of course he does. He worries about his plane and his package.’

Jules’ voice, when it came again, was sharper. ‘No, ma chérie, he worries about his pilot.’



The DeFosse airfield was small and cramped, with a bad habit of throwing up clumps of turf under your wheels on takeoff. But its bar was long and inviting and abundantly stocked with an array of the finest wines that could rinse the grit off your tongue and the aches from your bones. The place was a favourite with the pilots and Romy was sorely tempted when she heard the contented hum within it now, but with reluctance she turned her back on the bar and headed down the corridor. To a green door with a plaque that declared Martel Enterprises.

Romy entered without bothering to knock. She steered clear of the hard chair in front of the desk and slumped on to the sofa against the wall, despite its horsehair innards oozing out like a disease. She threw her satchel on the floor, stretched the cramps out of her back muscles and pulled off her wet flying helmet. She mussed a hand through her short dirty-blonde curls, but immediately she regretted losing the firm grip of the leather on her head. In an odd way it stopped her thoughts from spilling out.

Martel’s office was ramshackle. Heaps of files sprawled on every surface. He was seated behind his desk with the brown-paper package open in front of him and was reading intently from a sheet of paper that looked like a list of some sort, though Romy couldn’t read it from where she was sitting.

He was a big man, wide-shouldered and too muscular for a suit. Like a lot of big men, he looked older than he was. Romy guessed he must be somewhere around thirty-five but he could easily pass for more. There was something about his grey eyes. A sense of too many things seen and done, and much of the time his eyelids hovered at half-mast, as though he was only half engaged with the world around him. It was not the case, but some were fooled into the mistake of believing it was. He flicked a glance in Romy’s direction.

‘Is everything there?’ she asked.

He nodded. ‘Yes. It’s all here.’ He placed the sheet of paper face down on the desk. ‘Any problems your end?’

She could have told him about the hailstones that tried to punch holes in the fabric of her wings just north of Limoges, or about the mist over the Pyrenees mountains, so dense it was like flying through milk. Always expecting a jagged chunk of Spanish cliff to smack her in the face. Or she could have mentioned the welcoming committee of three Fiat CR.32 fighters belonging to the Spanish Nationalist Air Force that meant she had to drop like a stone into a deep valley where the shadows hid her Moth from sight.

But she said none of these things. She shrugged and said, ‘No problems.’

‘Did Colonel Garcia Mendez take delivery of the crate himself?’

‘He did. He and his Republican troops were waiting on the airstrip and unloaded it fast from the Moth to a truck. He gave me that package for you.’

‘Nothing else?’

‘No.’

She lied well. She knew she did. So why did he blink like that, damn him? As if he could smell the lie. He rose from his chair, poured a shot of his favourite pastis into two glasses and walked over to her. He handed her one glass without comment. She drank it down in one slug, faster than she meant to. She didn’t want him to think she was desperate for it. But he took no notice and did the same with his own, then squatted down on his heels in front of her. Still big, even when making himself small.

‘Alors, Romaine. What happened?’

She could lie again. He needn’t know. Sure as hell Garcia Mendez wouldn’t tell him. The Spanish colonel knew exactly what Martel thought about stepping over the line.

‘Cigarette?’ she asked. Buying time.

Impatiently he pulled out one of his black Turkish smokes, handed it over and lit it for her. His eyes watched her like a hawk.

‘There was a man,’ she said. ‘He needed a ride. The front cockpit was empty.’

‘Merde!’

Romy inhaled hard on her cigarette, silencing herself.

‘His name?’ he demanded.

‘I didn’t ask.’

‘Where did you drop him?’

‘Outside Béziers.’

Martel’s breath came at her, a blast in her face. ‘Romaine, for Christ’s sake, you know my orders. You fly to Spain to do the job I ask and fly back here. Nothing more. The risks are high enough as it is.’

‘The man was wounded, Martel, and Franco’s troops were after him. He had to get out of Spain. He needed help. That’s what we’re committed to doing, isn’t it? Helping the Republicans to win the civil war in Spain and defeat Fascism, that’s what we’re working for, you know that.’ She turned her face from him. ‘I couldn’t leave the poor bastard there to die.’

‘Yes, you could. And yes, you should.’ Martel rose to his feet, towering over her. ‘One man, Romaine. Is one man worth putting our whole network at risk for? Use your brains, girl.’

Romy was wet. Cold. Hungry. She stood up.

‘Go to hell,’ she muttered and edged around his bulk, heading for the door. The heat of the alcohol in her empty stomach made her crave more.

He let her get as far as one hand on the door handle before he spoke.

‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’

She glanced back. He was standing in front of his desk holding her satchel in one hand and a Manila envelope in the other. His gaze was skimming over her from head to toe, the way he would assess an aircraft to see if it was sound. Romy cursed under her breath and retraced her steps. As she took the envelope from him she slipped him a smile of sorts.

‘I don’t mean to get you riled up, boss.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s just a natural talent I have.’

His face didn’t change expression but his broad chest in its faded denim shirt heaved for a moment, as though suppressing a ripple of laughter. She reached quickly for the satchel. He held on to it.

‘What the hell have you got in here?’ he demanded. ‘It weighs—’

‘An engine part picked up in Spain for Jules.’ She removed the strap from his grip.

‘Lying around on the airstrip, was it?’

‘Something like that.’

She slung the strap over her shoulder and strode to the door again.

‘Where are you off to in such an almighty hurry?’ he asked.

She tossed him a grin now that she was safely out of reach. ‘I’m going to a party.’


CHAPTER THREE

Romy rode the Paris Métro, taking Line 2 from Place de Clichy, and walked the rest of the way down Avenue Kléber. Named after one of Napoleon’s generals who threw his weight around in Egypt at the end of the eighteenth century, it was one of the twelve grand boulevards that spread like the points of a star from Place de l’Étoile with the imposing Arc de Triomphe at its centre. This part of the city unsettled her. Like walking on glass.

This was where her sister lived.

The rain had eased back to no more than a drizzle. It painted a silvery gloss on the elegant avenue and drew forth the whisper of the leaves on the plane trees and the scent of the earth in the millions of window boxes that adorned the City of Light. Paris had always had a special smell in the wet, a perfume all its own that Romy inhaled with relief. There had been moments during that last storm when she had not expected to enjoy the scent of Paris again. Except in a wooden box under the rich black soil of the Père Lachaise cemetery.

Avenue Kléber ran directly through the 16th arrondissement to the Place du Trocadéro and Romy approached with her usual caution. As if it might bite. The road was lined with grandiose seven-storey buildings, embassies and the palatial government offices that had once been the Hotel Majestic. They all boasted intricate stonework and sculpted classical figures. Paired columns flanked doorways. To live here you had to be rich. Or powerful. Preferably both. It was always the same, the urge that seized her to run to the house with the stone lions guarding the massive doors and hammer like a mad creature to be let in.

And yet. At the same time she had to shut down the urge to turn. To flee. Her breath came hot and fast, scalding her throat. She hurried up the wide front steps, hitched the satchel on her shoulder and jabbed at the brass doorbell.

Don’t mess it up. Not this time. Smile, be nice, don’t rattle her. How hard can it be? Oh Christ, flowers. I should have bought flowers for her. She glanced to the end of the street where a bedraggled vendeuse under an umbrella was selling blooms from a barrow and took a hasty step in her direction. But too late. The door swung open.



Her sister’s apartment took up the whole of the sixth étage and the door to it was open by the time Romy stepped out of the lift. A maid in a black dress and white lace cap stood on the threshold, wielding a polite smile that didn’t quite hide the unease in her eyes.

‘Good afternoon, Mademoiselle Romaine. Madame was expecting you earlier. She’s busy now with—’

‘The party. Yes, I know, Yvette. I’m late.’

She entered the handsome hall that greeted her with the fragrance of roses. Six lavish arrangements of white roses adorned the semicircular reception area, overwhelming Romy with their scent. She longed to light up a cigarette to banish it. She didn’t care for roses. Not any more. Their sickly-sweet perfume carried too many tainted memories.

The maid hurried away to inform her mistress of the new arrival and Romy was left to stand under the watchful gaze of two vast portraits. They stared down at her from heavy gilt frames that, until Florence’s marriage, used to hang in her parents’ house. They were the formal paintings of her two formidable grandfathers, resplendent in full military regalia and intimidating moustaches. Romy could not bear to look at them. Instead she set off in the maid’s wake across the expanse of black and white Italian tiles to the drawing room.

It was one of those lavish fin-de-siècle Parisian salons with high ceilings, moulded cornices and silk wall hangings that cried out to be filled with music and champagne and formal dancing. But today three rows of children in party dresses were perched on chairs watching a puppet show of woodland animals. The children were wide-eyed and giggling. Behind them a line of well-groomed mothers sat with wine glasses in their hands, but at the side of the room the maid was speaking to a tall young woman in a chic silver-grey dress. It looked far too stylish for a child’s party. The woman was Florence.

A triple strand of pearls accentuated her long creamy throat. There was no mark on it. No bone or tendon severed by the flash of a guillotine blade. A pain, short and sharp in Romy’s own neck, made her lick her lips. In need of a drink. Yet even now she admired her twin sister’s cool elegance. The sweep of her long blonde hair, like a swirl of sunlight, in a knot at the back of her head that looked so casual but had probably taken hours to perfect. And the way she carried her chin just a little higher than most people, daring the world to cross her.

Florence’s huge blue eyes narrowed in an unconscious sign of displeasure as she listened to the maid and her gaze shot to the drawing-room door. At the sight of Romy standing there, she froze. No more than half a heartbeat. But Romy saw it. Then Florence hurried over with a wide-open smile and an outstretched arm.

‘Romaine, I’m so pleased you’re here at last.’ She brushed her sister’s cheeks with her own. She smelled expensive. ‘Come,’ Florence said, lowering her voice. ‘Let’s not disturb the children’s show.’

She started to steer Romy from the room but a small head with golden ringlets whipped round and an excited young voice cried, ‘Tante Romy!’

Feet scampered across the room and suddenly two small arms fixed around Romy. Instantly she scooped up her niece and whisked her out into the hall, away from watching eyes, where she kissed the rosy, flawless cheek. She felt the usual ache in her throat, as familiar and as destructive as the scent of roses in this apartment.

‘Bon anniversaire, little one. Are you having a happy birthday?’

‘Yes. Maman gave me a doll. It’s a princess in a shiny gown with gold . . .’

Romy let the eager words wrap around her. The excitement of the six-year-old in her arms was infectious. Cornflower-blue eyes bright with laughter, breath as sweet as clover.

‘We expected you earlier, Romaine,’ Florence said.

‘I’m sorry. Bad weather messed up my flight.’ She eased the child to the floor. ‘But I’ve brought you something, Chloé.’ From her satchel she drew a rectangular box wrapped in a swathe of white silk that she had salvaged from a damaged parachute. The agent who’d dangled from the other end of it had broken his neck. Before his final flight Romy had shared a beer with him. Had spent the night with him. He had been her friend. After cutting around the machine-gun bullet holes in the silk last night, she had dreamed of him.

‘Thank you, Tante Romy.’

‘I warn you, it’s not a doll.’

‘May I open it now?’

‘Of course.’

The small hands scrabbled with the white material and carefully unwound it. Both pairs of blue eyes, mother’s and daughter’s, grew as round as coins.

‘It’s an aeroplane,’ Florence exclaimed. Romy detected no pleasure in it.

‘It’s an aeroplane,’ Chloé echoed, her voice brimming with delight.

‘It’s a flying model,’ Romy explained. ‘It has to be assembled – that’s easy – and then it will fly. It is called a FROG Interceptor. Look.’ She lifted the lid. ‘Power-driven by a rubber band with a duralumin fuselage and doped paper wings.’ Her own fingers itched to take it out.

Chloé’s smile set the hall alight. ‘Can I fly it now?’

Before she could reply, a door opened. Romy felt a shift of air, sensed a tightening of the skin on her cheek as if it knew who was coming. She looked up at the library door, solid as a drawbridge. It swung wide and two men in summer suits, both in their thirties, emerged and crossed the hall. One was blond, tall and unknown to her. The other was a muscular figure with hair as black as an oil slick, and he strode chest first through the hall as if he owned it. Which he did. He was Roland Roussel. Florence’s husband.

Romy could hear the snick of irritation in each step as he approached, but there was no hint of it in the tone of his voice.

‘Well now, what is all the noise going on here?’ He turned towards his sister-in-law. He greeted her with a smile that was polished to perfection like the blade of a knife. You could cut yourself on it, if you weren’t careful. ‘Good afternoon, Romaine.’

‘Good afternoon, Roland.’

She matched his smile, tooth for tooth.

‘Tante Romy is here for my birthday party,’ Chloé announced.

‘Is she indeed?’ The words slid out smooth as glass. ‘In which case I’d have expected her to change into a party frock before she arrived.’

‘Oh no, Papa.’ The small hand touched the damp leather of Romy’s flying jacket, the way believers touch the stole of a priest. ‘I like it.’

‘Which is the reason I wore it.’ Romy grinned at the child and kept her eyes off her brother-in-law.

The blond stranger stepped closer, tall and soft-spoken. He extended a hand to Romy. ‘At last,’ he said. ‘I’ve been looking forward to seeing you, Romaine.’

‘This is my sister, Romaine Duchamps,’ Florence said with a sharp warning look in his direction. ‘She is an aviatrix.’ It was a term that Romy had never heard her sister use before. It bestowed a glamour on the act of flying that didn’t exist in reality. ‘Romaine, let me introduce Horst Baumeister from Berlin. He’s here to work with – ’ her glance skipped to her husband ‘ – with a government delegation from Germany.’

His handshake was firm and brief, but he regarded Romy with interest. Not the kind of interest that made her skin crawl, no, not like that. His pale blue eyes tightened as his gaze took in her face and her curly hair, cropped short as a boy’s. He took note of her flying jacket with its scuffs and mends. Her shoes, brown and practical. He observed her the way a scientist in a laboratory might observe a species of moth. That kind of interest. Studying her closely. She did not object. Did not feel the slither of scorn that often uncoiled inside her when men looked at her. Because there was something in his gaze that pleased her. It was respect.

‘You actually fly?’ he asked.

‘I do.’

‘Roland, mein Freund, where have you been hiding this Fliegerin?’

To Romy’s surprise, her sister laughed. ‘Don’t go encouraging her, Horst. We are trying to civilise her.’

Civilise?

Is that what the silk chemises and kid-leather gloves that arrived outside her door with monotonous regularity were for? To civilise her? As if she were some kind of illiterate barbarian. She looked at her sister and wanted to ask her which was more civilised. A person who knew how to wind her hair into an elaborate chignon and set a room on fire with a syncopated foxtrot? Or some grubby flier who could coax an aircraft over mountains to Spanish people in desperate need of arms and equipment in their fight to defend a nation against the stranglehold of Fascism. Which one, Florence? Which would you say does more for civilisation?

‘So, Fräulein Duchamps,’ the German continued, ‘where have you been flying today in this filthy weather?’

‘To Lyon.’ The lie came easily. ‘Delivering a business client to a meeting. I flew low beneath the cloud base and followed the railway line.’

Well, part of it was true. Railway lines were an invaluable aid to navigation.

‘Do you fly?’ Romy asked.

‘No. But I love aircraft.’

His eyes dwelled on the model plane in the box and he nodded approval, but it was Roland who drew the conversation to an abrupt end. ‘Chloé, I think you should go back inside the salon now and rejoin your friends at the party.’

‘And Tante Romy too. Please, Papa?’

‘No. Your aunt is leaving.’

‘Why?’ There was something fearless in the clear blue eyes that the child turned on her father. ‘Just because she is not wearing a party frock?’

‘Because she is busy.’

But Romy did not let him get away with that one. ‘I am never too busy for you, ma petite,’ she assured Chloé.

Though she was looking at the child, she caught the uneasy flicker of her sister’s eyelashes, the quick nip of her lip by perfect white teeth. It was always the same. That awareness. That consciousness of her sister’s every movement even when her gaze was directed elsewhere, as if it were a continuation of her own movement. A shadowing. A ripple that flowed from herself to her sister, but one she couldn’t control.

‘But I want her to stay, Papa. To fly my aeroplane with me after my party.’

Romy bent down, her face on a level with her niece’s. ‘Tomorrow,’ she said. ‘It’s too late now. I’ll come back tomorrow and we will fly it then.’ She touched a wave of the long silky hair, soft as a spider’s web. ‘Bright and early.’

A small finger curled around one of hers. ‘Before breakfast.’

Romy laughed. ‘No. But straight after, I promise.’

She kissed the birthday girl’s forehead, said speedy goodbyes, shook hands with the German again, and without looking back she found herself descending once more to the ground floor in the lift with its beautiful Lalique pyramid electric lamps. Each one probably cost more than she earned in six months. There was a gilded mirror too, but she kept her back turned to it. She couldn’t stand to see her face.

Somewhere deep in a cold place inside her chest there was the usual pain when she left this house, as though a propeller blade had nudged up against her ribs.


CHAPTER FOUR

It was dark by the time Romy turned into rue Lamarck beyond the cemetery, eager to get her business over and done with quickly. She had other plans for the evening. She headed straight for the shop on the corner. The pinkish light from its window spilled into the street, turning a grey cat purple and painting the bumper of a parked Citroën the colour of candyfloss.

She was back in the narrow streets of Montmartre where she rented a room in one of the dingy alleyways of the 18th arrondissement. She felt safer here. Though that was probably not the right word. Montmartre was anything but safe. It crawled with penniless artists and writers, pickpockets and addicts who would happily stick a knife to your throat in exchange for a handful of grubby centimes to buy their next glass of illegal absinthe.

The wind had driven the clouds from the night sky and stars fought a losing battle with the sulphurous glow from the city. Millions of street lamps cast shadows over the worst of the grime and softened the city’s sharp edges. In Montmartre it was the dirt that seemed to hold the buildings together and it was best not to think about what lay underfoot on the cobbles.

A bell rang above her head when she pushed open the shop door and entered its rosy interior. Strings of soft pink fairy lights garlanded every surface.

‘Mademoiselle Romy!’ exclaimed the man behind the counter. He blew her a kiss. ‘You brighten my dreary evening. I haven’t seen you for weeks and I’ve missed my favourite customer.’

Romy laughed. ‘You say that to all the girls, I’m certain. And the boys.’

‘Ah non, chérie. Only to you.’

He grinned, pulled out a bottle and two glasses from under the counter and proceeded to fill them with a heavy viscous red wine that was the product of his family’s vineyard. He was a slight, willowy figure with eyes that didn’t take life seriously. He was wearing a white shirt, a scarlet bow tie, a black velvet skirt to his ankles and poppy-red nail varnish. His name was Louis Capel and his shop bought and sold second-hand clothes. His weakness was for fur coats. Among other things.

Romy placed her heavy satchel on the wooden counter in front of him. ‘How’s business?’

‘Slow. I live on bread and water.’

‘And wine,’ she added as she took a mouthful from her glass and felt the alcohol light a small fire inside her.

‘You have something for me?’ He prodded a finger at her satchel. ‘Another pair of kid-gloves?’ He rolled his eyes in mock exasperation.

‘No, Louis. I’ve brought you these.’

Out of the satchel she tipped three guns. They clattered on to the counter. Then silence. It settled in the shop as softly as feathers and Romy gave a chuckle at the back of her throat to dispel it.

‘Interested?’

Louis’ immaculately groomed eyebrows rose. ‘Spanish,’ he announced and picked one up. ‘A Star Bonifacio, but an early one. About 1919. 6.35 mm. The left grip is cracked.’

‘Interested?’ she asked again.

‘I won’t ask where they came from.’

‘I wouldn’t tell you if you did.’

She glanced pointedly around the shop at the rows of shimmering gowns, velvet capes, flounces and feathers and glossy fur coats. She had no doubt that most of them fell out the back end of a burglar’s sack with no questions asked. Louis was good at keeping his mouth shut.

She finished off her wine, licked her lips, leaned her elbows on the counter and watched him flutter his long black eyelashes at her.

‘How much?’ he asked.



Romy knelt beside her bed.

The air in the attic room was sticky. It felt as though it had been breathed by too many city people already and had found its way into her room to die in the corners. The electricity didn’t reach this high up in the house, so she burned cheap candles. She possessed an ancient oil lamp that she kept on a shelf, but kerosene cost good money, so she only lit it when she had to. Tonight she didn’t have to, so she put a match to the stub of a candle and her fingers worked efficiently in the gloom.

They unlocked the bootstrap that tied up the split in the underside of the mattress, though it was more a gathering of lumps and bumps than a mattress. She thrust her hand deep into the stuffing of tangled horsehair and felt her heart perform its familiar skip of relief when her fingers closed on the small scrap of canvas tucked inside. It was still there. Her fear was that one day it would be gone. And she knew if that day ever came, she would not be able to stop herself rampaging through the rooms of the other tenants in the house with a carving knife in hand until she found it.

She shivered. Hid that thought away. She’d done enough damage for one lifetime with a paperknife.

Like most Paris streets, the house consisted of six storeys plus attic rooms that became a furnace in the summer and an icebox in winter. It was a crumbling, rumbling, shabby building with water pipes that shook the plaster off the walls, rats that camped out in the cellar and a roof that leaked. Romy kept a bucket in the middle of her floor for the drips, but on days like today it became a torrent that overflowed to the floors below. Other tenants came and went with regularity, except for Madame Gosselin on the ground floor who was a fixture. She was the black-clad concierge and kept an eye on everyone’s movements with a dedication that made Romy’s heart sink.

If ever the mattress was empty, she would know where to go looking first. But today it wasn’t empty. She tugged on the canvas and out popped a small drawstring bag which she opened and carefully checked its contents. It contained a wad of neatly folded banknotes. She counted them twice and added to them the new roll of francs she’d earned today from flying down to Spain and from the sale of the three Spanish guns. Her mind flipped back to the Spaniard, the one with the bullet wound in his wheezy chest and the fear in his dark eyes as he climbed into her plane.

‘Take them,’ he’d said when she’d landed in the rutted meadow outside Béziers and he kissed her hand in gratitude. ‘Take the guns.’ He had thrust them into her hands, three old Spanish pistols. ‘I will be arrested if they are found on me.’ And now they were on Louis’ back shelf, wrapped in a length of oilcloth, waiting to be passed down into the hands of the criminal underworld of Paris. That was another thing Romy chose not to think about.

She tightened the drawstring on the pouch of money, pushed it deep into the mattress and rethreaded the bootlace stitching, but not before she had removed two hundred francs and slipped it into her pocket. She was tempted to take more. To risk it. She had a feeling in her gut that the cards would dance in her favour tonight.

That thought made her smile. A wary smile. She had once lost half her savings on a pair of aces. Never again. Two hundred francs. Not much. Inflation had destroyed the value of French currency. But that was all she allowed herself. First she had a meeting to go to and Martel would be there.

She was still on her knees beside the bed, ready to rise to her feet and have a wash before heading out into the dark, when a sudden wave of tiredness hit her. It caught her off guard. The day had been long. Her emotions were wound tight. Without thought she rested her forehead on the mattress and immediately started to slide into that nameless, formless place that is the frontier of sleep, where all defences melt like walls of ice in the sun. Don’t risk it.

But it was too late. She was tumbling on the very edge of sleep. The place where danger lay. Warm and defenceless.

Mademoiselle Romaine, why you tell those untruths to the judge? The voice in her ear was soft-spoken and insistent. Why? You know I never went into the house that day.

Romy’s eyes shot open. She was breathing hard. Staring wildly around the room. It was empty. Just the black window and the dusty naked floorboards. Nobody whispering. No body. No ghost. She jumped to her feet and thrust her hands into her trouser pockets to stop them shaking. Her heart felt as if it had split open and was trickling blood – or was it tears? – into her chest cavity. She spat on the floor, expecting to see scarlet, but it was only spittle that ejected painfully from her mouth.
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