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  November 1944

  Derbyshire, England

  She was a scrappy wisp of a girl who lived with forty-three other children in a large ugly house on the edge of a country town. The meagre grounds of Blackdyke House were
  covered not with grass, but with gravel, and enclosed by a wooden paling fence because the original wrought iron had gone for scrap. The orphanage had been evacuated here from London, but that was
  long before the girl had arrived. Her mind refused to contemplate the past. She’d blotted it out. So far as she was concerned, she might always have lived at Blackdyke House. Perhaps she
  always would.

  The dark-panelled walls inside were studded with gloomy portraits whose eyes seemed to follow her as she walked in line with the other children from dormitory to refectory, from refectory to
  schoolroom. In the entrance hall hung the painting she feared most of all. It showed a row of dead rabbits and birds nailed to a beam. The glazed eyes and the trickles of dried blood that ran down
  their bodies had been executed with deft brushstrokes, as though the artist had taken pleasure in the task. She would hurry past it without looking, but still she could sense it there.

  The town was near an airfield, and whenever planes roared overhead she would run to hide in a cupboard or under a bed, where she lay curled up, her small body taut with terror, until
  they’d passed. Some of the older children teased her about being afraid of their own planes, but she couldn’t help her reaction. And she didn’t explain because she couldn’t
  speak.

  The nurses at the orphanage were not uncaring. They simply did as Matron said: ‘Treat the children equally, be kind but firm, don’t get too close.’ Some of their charges were
  grieving, several had lost both parents in terrible circumstances, but Matron believed that a strict routine should settle them: good plain food, fresh air, church twice on Sundays. A list of rules
  was displayed on a board outside Matron’s office, opposite the picture of the dead creatures. At five years old the girl could not read all the words, but she knew each rule began with the
  same instruction: Don’t.

  The number of children in the orphanage wasn’t always forty-four. Sometimes a relative would come to claim one. Sometimes there would be a new face: sad and bewildered, or angry and
  desperate. Never anything to cause Matron to deviate from her routine.

  And every now and then there would be a viewing. A married couple might come to inspect the children and perhaps pick one out. For adoption, was the awed whisper. The children knew about
  adoption – it meant being given a new mother and father to replace the old ones. Most of the children longed to be adopted, to have somewhere to belong. Yet she noticed the doubtful
  expressions of some who were chosen. Not all the prospective parents looked kind.

  She wanted to belong somewhere, but nobody ever chose her. Most of the couples picked babies or toddlers, and those willing to take an older child certainly didn’t want a girl who
  couldn’t – or wouldn’t – speak. That might be storing up all kinds of trouble.

  So she lived her life day by day, unable to mourn the past she’d suppressed or to hope for the future. She wasn’t unhappy, exactly. Rather, her heart had frozen up inside. Only in
  sleep did she know deep happiness or sorrow. Sometimes her dreams were full of noise or fear or simply laced with loneliness.

  There were some nights, however, that she dreamed of someone singing to her in a soft low voice, a woman’s voice. A woman with a lovely face and gentle hands. And after such a dream she
  would wake to find her pillow streaked with tears.

  


  Chapter 1

  March 1956

  Paris

  Fay pushed open the heavy door and followed the other girls into the soft gloom of the interior. The air hung heavy with incense and it took a moment to adjust to the
  whispering darkness and the vastness of the space. On either side of the nave, a line of arches undulated towards a light-filled area before the altar. High overhead soared a vaulted ceiling. It
  was all breathtakingly beautiful.

  ‘Gather round, girls!’ Miss Edwards’ well-bred English tones summoning her sixth-formers sounded distant and dreamlike. Fay crossed the chequered floor, and lingered at the
  edge of the group in time to hear her say, ‘Notre Dame is French for what? Our Lady, that’s right, Evelyn. A masterpiece of gothic architecture, and the heart and soul of Paris for
  centuries. The cathedral is built on the site of . . .’ but Fay was hardly listening.

  Her attention was attracted instead by a row of stained-glass windows. She edged sideways to contemplate them more clearly. Each was a patchwork of glowing colours with rich, sensuous names.
  Crimson, she said to herself. Imperial purple, indigo, lapis lazuli. Far from being overwhelmed by the darkness of the church, the colours shone out, their beauty enhanced by it. She
  was pondering the significance of light shining out of darkness when Miss Edwards said, ‘Fay, dear, are you still with us?’ which brought her out of her reverie.

  ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled. After that she did her best to keep up.

  When they reached the open space before the choir stalls and the altar, the girls loitered, pointing in wonder at the great rose windows floating high above the transepts on either side, bathing
  everything in jewelled light. Even Margaret, usually bored by sightseeing and culture, spread her arms to admire the rainbow on her coat. ‘Golly,’ she managed to muster, her bold eyes
  softened with delight. ‘Golly.’

  Fay smiled at this, but as she glanced about, half-listening to Miss Edwards, she felt troubled. The more she tried to catch at her unease, the stronger it became. It meant something to her,
  this place – and yet how could it? She’d never been here before. This school trip was her first time in Paris. She knew it was.

  Later they explored the aisle that curved round behind the altar, and stopped to peep into some of the prayer chapels that fringed the outside walls. Fay and Evelyn liked an altar where there
  was a carving of the Virgin Mary cradling the dearest Baby Jesus, who reached out a dimpled hand. Evelyn insisted on lighting a votive candle there, but Margaret hung back, more interested in a
  group of boys in striped blazers who were milling about outside.

  ‘Aren’t they with us?’ she whispered to Fay.

  ‘I think so.’ She recognized one, a tall slender lad with butter-coloured hair that gleamed like a choirboy’s in the dimness, remembering him from the Channel ferry.
  She’d been going up on deck to get some air and had met him coming the other way down the narrow stairway. He’d smiled as he’d held back to let her pass.

  The girls were leaving the chapel when it happened. From somewhere high in the building a bell began to toll with a sound so deep and grave that the very air vibrated. Fay clapped her hands over
  her ears to shut out the sound, but on and on it rang. She couldn’t breathe. She needed to get out. Turning, she ran blindly. And barged straight into someone. A hand gripped her arm.
  ‘Whoa!’ the someone said softly.

  She looked up to see the blond boy. ‘Sorry,’ she gasped wildly, but allowed him to steady her.

  As suddenly as it had begun, the ringing stopped. As the echoes died, her panic, too, ebbed away.

  ‘Are you all right?’ the boy asked in his clear, cultured voice. He released her and she stepped back, hardly daring to look at him properly. His forehead was crinkled in a frown.
  Such an expressive face he had, the dark eyes full of concern.

  ‘Thank you, I’m fine now.’ She could not stop the shame rising in her cheeks. Evelyn came across to claim her whilst Margaret set off with her funny loping run to fetch Miss
  Edwards. The boy remained quietly by. His companions hung about in the background, cuffing each other and laughing.

  Eventually the graceful figure of Miss Edwards hurried up and Fay was glad to hear her light tones: ‘Fay! That’ll do, everyone. It’s all over now.’ And she steered Fay
  away with gentle firmness.

  They sat together in the chapel before the Virgin and the entreating baby. ‘What on earth was the matter, Fay?’ her teacher murmured. ‘It was only a bell. Summoning people to a
  service, I expect.’

  ‘I don’t know,’ Fay answered with a shiver. ‘It frightened me, that’s all. I’m all right now, really.’ She was struggling to capture a formless memory.
  No, whatever it was had gone.

  That evening, the chatter of English voices rose to the roof of a huge reception room in the Hôtel de Ville. It was like the twittering of starlings in the trees of Place
  de la Concorde at twilight. At the sound of a car backfiring, the birds would lift together in a great cloud, its shape forming and reforming against the purpling sky.

  These were gaudier birds than starlings – several hundred sixth-formers and their teachers from fifteen English schools gathered under one roof for the final night of a spring trip to
  Paris organized by the League of Friendship. The girls were awkward and self-conscious in their first evening gowns, the boys hot and uncomfortable in formal suits with stiff collars. Earlier there
  had been lengthy speeches by stuffy French dignitaries, then a buffet supper of strange meats in aspic and an oily salad. Rumours of a skiffle band had been dismissed, but now that the string
  quartet was tuning up beside the area cleared for dancing, excitement was mounting all the same.

  From her place of safety by the wall, Fay scanned the crowd, wondering where Evelyn and Margaret could have gone while she’d been in the powder room. They’d all been talking to two
  boys from Winchester a moment ago; or rather Evelyn and Margaret had. Fay hung back, unpractised in the flirtatious banter the occasion demanded, and worried that her neckline was sinking too low.
  She’d muttered an excuse and slipped away.

  In the ladies’ she’d repinned the dress then stared at her fragile features in the ornate looking-glass. She tried not to notice how the garment’s murky shade of green made her
  skin look bleached, and dulled the blue of her eyes. Her mother, reluctant to let her come on this trip at all, had not been able to afford a new dress to be made up for a single night, so Fay had
  borrowed one from a neighbour’s daughter.

  Mummy had done her best to alter it, Fay conceded, and had shown her a pretty way of wearing her dark hair – she tucked a stray wave back into the slide – but they both recognized
  that the dress would no more than ‘do’. Certainly she felt dreary next to striking, chestnut-haired Margaret, sheathed in full-length ivory, or fair Evelyn, pretty as a doll in gauzy
  blue. She frowned at her reflection, scooped up her homemade evening bag and set off back to the hall. There must be some boy, she thought grimly, who would save her pride by claiming her for a
  dance.

  Standing by the wall, watching the crowd, she eventually spotted a statuesque white figure that could only be Margaret. As she started to weave her way towards her, someone touched her arm and a
  clear voice said, ‘Hello, again.’ She turned and found herself looking into the face of the blond boy from that morning.

  ‘Adam Warner,’ he said rather shyly, putting out his hand. ‘You remember . . . from Notre Dame?’

  ‘Of course I do,’ she said, shaking it. ‘I’m Fay – Fay Knox.’ She added, ‘I should apologize for my ridiculous behaviour.’

  ‘Nothing to apologize for,’ he said quickly. His forehead wrinkled in that nice way he had, as though he was really listening to her. ‘Are you all right now?’

  ‘Yes,’ she nodded, a little too enthusiastically. ‘Completely all right.’

  ‘Good, I’m glad.’

  ‘I’m not usually so silly.’

  ‘The bell was very loud,’ he said with a grave expression.

  ‘It was, wasn’t it?’ She was relieved to be taken seriously. ‘And it was the urgency of it.’ She’d puzzled about the incident for the rest of the day,
  remembering how the sound had cut into her, unmade her. Margaret had snorted with laughter afterwards, of course. Their school lives were ordered by bells. Why make a fuss about this one? Fay still
  had no answer.

  Just then, the musicians struck into a lively foxtrot and all around them people started pairing off. Fay glimpsed Margaret taking the floor with the taller and cockier of the boys from
  Winchester, but couldn’t see Evelyn.

  ‘I say, do you like dancing?’ Adam asked.

  ‘I’m not very good at it,’ she said cautiously. She’d hated dance classes at school, the stupidity of being paired with other girls, nobody wanting to lead.

  ‘Nor am I.’ It was his turn to look relieved. ‘Shall we try? Perhaps we wouldn’t tread on each other’s toes very much.’

  He offered her his hand and she took it, and followed him through the crowd. She’d feared being a wallflower this evening, but here she was, asked for the first dance by this, not handsome
  exactly, but certainly very nice-looking boy. Margaret raised an eyebrow as she sailed by in the arms of her partner and Fay couldn’t help giving her a smug smile.

  She found dancing with Adam delightful and her toes were quite safe. It was much more natural than having to lead Evelyn in lessons. They seemed to float along, she giving him little glances
  that took in the rich brown of his eyes, his fair skin with its light dusting of freckles. He’d only just started needing to shave and his mouth still had a boyish tenderness.

  They weren’t able to hear easily above the music, but she learned that he was at one of the older grammar schools somewhere near the Welsh border. A couple of hundred miles then from
  Little Barton in Norfolk, where Fay lived with her mother, and the girls’ high school she attended in Norwich. This League of Friendship trip was a one-off, so realistically, they were hardly
  likely to bump into one another again. For her this lent the occasion a certain poignancy.

  The foxtrot ended and a waltz began. They kept passing Evelyn, dancing with another boy from Adam’s school, a boy who rather gauchely kept addressing comments to Adam instead of talking to
  his partner. Then that dance, too, ended and Fay and Adam found themselves standing awkwardly on the edge of the dance floor, neither sure what to do next.

  ‘It’s awfully hot, isn’t it?’ she said, fanning herself. She didn’t want him to think he had to stay with her out of politeness – that would be
  mortifying.

  ‘Would you like a drink?’ he asked and she nodded gratefully.

  They found a small side room with a bar from which Adam fetched lemonade. As they edged their way through the crowds with their glasses, looking for a place to sit, someone knocked into Fay,
  splashing her drink over her dress. Adam solemnly produced a handkerchief and they stood together in the cool air by an open window whilst she mopped up. Then they looked out at the silvery river,
  the soft lights on the bridges, each searching for something to say.

  ‘It is lovely, isn’t it?’ Fay said. ‘Have you enjoyed Paris?’ She cursed herself for such an obvious question, but he didn’t seem to mind.

  ‘Very much. It’s so sophisticated compared to London, isn’t it? Not that I don’t like London,’ he added hastily, ‘but when you read writers like Camus and
  Sartre you realize how stuck we English are in our old-fashioned ways.’

  ‘We’ve not really read them, I’m afraid. Our teacher Miss Edwards pointed out that café where they’re supposed to go – what’s it called, Les Deux
  Magots? But I think she finds what she calls their “irregular lives” a little shocking.’

  Adam laughed. ‘She seemed rather a brick today, your Miss Edwards, but I can well imagine.’

  ‘What do you make of Existentialism?’ she asked, genuinely curious. Miss Edwards had at least explained the philosophy, but made it sound grim.

  Adam glanced to where, nearby, a strapping boy was gesticulating as he told some funny story very loudly to an admiring circle. ‘It’s a bit difficult to explain in a nutshell,’
  he said and she felt sorry that she’d asked. Perhaps he thought her too serious. People often did.

  The music changed to another waltz. ‘Oh, this is Strauss,’ she said, changing the subject. ‘Our orchestra played this last year.’ She listened to the joyous swing of
  it.

  ‘You’re a musician, obviously,’ he said, watching her fingers move to the music.

  ‘I play the violin. And the piano, too, though I gave that up.’

  Fay’s mother was a pianist. She taught music at the village school and took in pupils at home. For a long while she’d taught Fay, but Fay had come to prefer the passionate voice of
  the violin. It expressed so many things she couldn’t put into words so that it became her voice too.

  It was when Fay outgrew the violin teacher in Little Barton that her mother had found Signor Bertelli. Long ago, before running off with his conductor’s young English wife, Signor Bertelli
  had been Leader of the most prestigious orchestra in Milan. Fay visited their flat in Norwich near the cathedral twice a week after school for lessons, painstakingly saved for by her mother. If she
  played well he closed his eyes and listened with an expression of dreamy pleasure, but if she hadn’t put enough work in, he would slap his brilliantined head in despair and groan, ‘No,
  no, no,’ as though grievously wounded.

  ‘I’m fond of listening to music,’ Adam was saying, ‘but a duffer when it comes to playing. I admire anyone who can scrape the catgut and get a few notes out of
  it.’

  ‘It’s not made of cat,’ she said, laughing. ‘I love it. It’s all I want to do.’

  ‘Good for you.’ He sighed. ‘I haven’t the faintest clue what I want to do. University, I expect. I’m thinking about languages – my French isn’t too bad.
  After that, I’ll see what turns up. Your glass is empty. Would you like another?’

  ‘No, thanks. I ought to see if my friends are looking for me.’

  ‘Yes, of course you must.’ He sounded disappointed.

  She was still clutching his handkerchief. ‘I’m sorry, it’s quite sticky,’ she said, holding it out to him.

  ‘Keep it,’ he said. ‘I’ve plenty. I was given some of my father’s.’ A cloud of unhappiness passed over his face and was gone.

  ‘Oh. Well, thank you. I enjoyed dancing.’

  ‘So did I. Very much.’

  She didn’t see him alone for the rest of the evening, though they smiled complicity if they passed, dancing with other partners.

  Very early the next morning, Fay saw Adam arrive on the platform with the rest of his school group at the Gare du Nord as she was about to board the train. She gave him a
  tentative wave and his face lit up. ‘Bon voyage,’ he said.

  ‘Thanks. Vous aussi.’

  When she was sitting with the other girls she felt another pang of sadness, knowing that after today she’d probably never see him again. There was something about him that echoed a call
  inside her, though she couldn’t say what this something was.

  She’d stuffed his handkerchief in her coat pocket and her hand closed over it now. What was it that he’d said? That he’d inherited a lot of handkerchiefs from his father. The
  implication struck her. Perhaps he, like her, was fatherless.

  Fay’s father had died when she was a toddler and she had no memory of him. He was American, Mummy had told her. A doctor, dedicated to helping people, and he’d been killed in the
  war, in an air raid. Fay couldn’t recall the house that Mummy said they’d lived in, either. It had been in a leafy part of London, apparently, near an old walled park stocked with deer
  that kings had once loved to hunt. Mummy had shown her a picture of the house. It was pretty, part of a Georgian terrace, painted white and with a tiny front garden full of roses, which her mother
  adored. Two years after Fay’s father’s death a stray doodlebug had dropped on that house in broad daylight, destroying it and most of its contents. ‘It was lucky that we were
  out,’ her mother said. Fay thought this sounded wrong. Why should they have been lucky and her father unlucky? Luck, it seemed, was very capricious. The piano had also survived. That,
  apparently, was lucky, too.

  Fay’s clearest early memories were of Primrose Cottage in Little Barton, which Miss Dunne, a much older friend of her mother’s, had lent them after the bomb, when her mother decided
  they should leave London for the relative safety of rural Norfolk. Since then, family life had always been her and her mother. They rarely heard from Daddy’s family in America, just a card
  from his sister at Christmas. Miss Dunne had lived twenty miles away on the Norfolk coast, where they visited her occasionally, but she died when Fay was ten, leaving them the cottage.

  Fay knew by now not to ask too many questions about her father and her early life, because when her mother was made to think about the past a glazed, unhappy look crossed her face. Fay hated
  making her mother feel sad. Occasionally, not often, there were bad days when Kitty Knox was so sad she didn’t leave her bed and Fay had to manage for herself.

  That evening, safe at home after the long journey, Fay laid the kitchen table for supper and told her mother about the trip. ‘From the Eiffel Tower, we could see right
  across to Sacré-Coeur. It looks like a Russian Palace, with turrets, and its dome shines golden in the sunset. That’s funny, though, because up close it’s white.’

  Kitty set down the shepherd’s pie on a mat. It was piping hot and the browned forked pattern of the potato glistened with melted cheese, the way Fay liked it. She smiled across the table
  at her daughter’s rapturous face. ‘It must have been marvellous,’ she remarked, pulling up her chair. She remembered the thrill of that view of Paris spread out below her, the
  Seine like a silver ribbon striped by bridges, glinting between the buildings.

  ‘After that we walked along by the river. Oh, I adore those little stalls. Honestly, though, Margaret bought a postcard of that naked statue, David. It’s a good thing
  Miss Edwards didn’t see. It’s not even in Paris, is it? Mags couldn’t have claimed it was a souvenir.’

  Kitty tried to look stern. ‘Certainly not.’ She dished up a generous plate of pie for her daughter, then served herself. No, she was being greedy. She scraped some back. Lately
  she’d had difficulty doing up her skirts. It was to do with being forty, she supposed. Or the new nerve pills the doctor had given her, which were definitely making her sluggish. She pushed
  the bowl of home-grown greens across to Fay, who wrinkled up her nose and transferred a single soggy leaf to her plate.

  ‘Where else did you go?’

  ‘Notre Dame.’ To her dismay Kitty saw her daughter’s happy expression grow troubled. ‘Do you know,’ Fay said, ‘something peculiar happened to me
  there?’

  ‘What was that?’ Kitty held her breath.

  ‘I made an awful fool of myself. A bell started to strike. It was dreadfully loud and went on and on, and the noise frightened me. Miss Edwards had to calm me down. There was a boy . .
  .’ She stopped, because her mother was giving her such a worried look.

  ‘A bell?’ her mother frowned.

  ‘Yes,’ Fay said, a little hesitant. ‘It reminded me of something.’ She looked at her mother for a reaction.

  ‘And what did it remind you of?’ Those huge blue eyes, Kitty thought as she helped herself to greens. She felt a moth-like flutter inside, of fear. Had she looked as vulnerable as
  Fay at that age? She wanted to reach out and reassure her daughter, to fold her close and smooth her hair as she always had, but perhaps, in her seventeenth year, Fay was getting too old for that.
  There was, after all, a new maturity about her. The trip had been beneficial, she supposed, but Kitty hadn’t wanted her to go.

  ‘I know I’d never been to Paris,’ Fay said as she picked up her knife and fork, ‘but sometimes it felt as though I had. Don’t you find that odd?’

  Kitty’s fear spread its wings and she placed a hand over her heart. ‘Very odd,’ she echoed. She then reached for her fork and took a mouthful of food, but despite the cheesy
  topping and the rich gravy, found it without real taste.

  ‘Perhaps it was in a previous life,’ Fay said. ‘Do you remember that book about reincarnation I found in the library? The people in it all said they were once someone famous
  and that can’t be right. Some had to be ordinary, a peasant or a street musician. I wonder if in my past life I lived in Paris?’

  ‘Not in the Revolution, I hope. That would have been a bit too exciting.’

  Fay laughed and Kitty sipped some water, daring to relax. Her daughter had always been prone to these flights of fancy. She was still so young and innocent in many ways, her darling daughter.
  Kitty had tried to keep it that way, to give her a proper childhood. Girls grew up so quickly nowadays. They wore too much make-up and exuded a sort of knowingness. Take Fay’s friend
  Margaret. Her mother had her hands full there.

  But don’t let Fay turn out like that, please, she breathed, not my dear little Fay. Yet she had to face the fact that Fay was a young woman now. And pretty, too. She was
  developing a lovely figure, which even that awful gymslip couldn’t conceal.

  No, Kitty hadn’t wanted Fay to go to Paris, she had to admit that. The girl was young for her year. Most of the others were already seventeen. The trip had only been for four nights, but
  Fay had never been on a school trip away before and, well, why did it have to be Paris?

  In the end she hadn’t been able to resist Fay’s pleading. Margaret and Evelyn were going and that meant Fay simply must go or she wouldn’t have been able to bear
  it, so Kitty had given in and scraped together the money.

  Fay would be all right, she had comforted herself. Margaret was a menace, self-centred, too aware of her fresh-faced good looks, but Evelyn was a nice girl, as you’d expect of a
  vicar’s daughter. So silly of Kitty to panic really. Of course Fay would come back safe. But when four days ago she’d watched the train depart it was as though the invisible cord that
  connected her to her daughter had been stretched to breaking point.

  ‘A bit of peace and quiet for us then,’ Evelyn’s gentle mother had sighed as the train disappeared into the distance.

  ‘That poor Miss Edwards. I hope our Marge behaves herself.’ Margaret’s handsome mother gave a sardonic little laugh. Five children, the woman had, and the youngest one not her
  husband’s, or so people said.

  Kitty couldn’t speak for the lump of sadness in her throat.

  She remembered how she’d left the two women and walked back to the bus stop, wrapping her arms round herself as though the spring breeze had turned cold. Fay’s departure had been
  like the past repeating itself. And the worst thing was that there’d be more of it from now on. Her precious only child would grow up and leave home. What would she do then? Why did it have
  to be this hard?

  She knew why. Because of what had happened. The past was always with her, it simply would not lie down. It made her over-protective.

  Fay’s next question broke upon her thoughts.

  ‘Seriously, Mummy, are you sure I’ve never been to Paris before? Not when I was little?’

  For a moment Kitty was dumbfounded. Her instinct was to lie. She’d told so many lies, what harm would one more do? But those hadn’t been proper lies, she argued with herself, only
  white ones, the sort you tell to soothe someone you love. Her daughter’s limpid gaze implored her for an answer. She opened her mouth to say ‘no’, but Fay got there first.

  ‘I suppose we couldn’t have done. The war would have been on.’ She’d answered the question herself.

  ‘Yes, the war was on,’ Kitty said, relieved. ‘No one could travel to Paris then. Most of France was cut off when the Nazis occupied it in 1940. Like so much of
  Europe.’

  Fay looked thoughtful then said, ‘So why did the city feel so familiar? Why?’

  ‘I don’t know, my love.’ But she did. She remembered all right. It was impossible to forget the things that had scarred her for a lifetime.

  Some day she would have to explain everything to her daughter. There had been times she nearly had, when Fay had asked probing questions. But then Kitty would look into those trusting blue eyes
  and the words just wouldn’t come. She simply hadn’t been able to speak of the terrible things that had happened. She couldn’t have borne to see her daughter’s face fall, to
  have her turn away, to reject her.

  One day she would have to tell her – but not yet, please God. Not yet.

  


  Chapter 2

  March 1961

  London

  Fay was humming to herself as she tripped up the dingy stairs to her flat, violin case in hand. The hum was a snatch of a song that had been haunting her all afternoon, very
  melancholy, very French, the sort sung by some waif on a street corner in a husky voice that caught at the heart. She couldn’t think where the tune had come from, it had just popped into her
  head and made itself at home. Perhaps it had something to do with the piece of news she’d received that morning.

  It was the middle of March, sunny, with that clear light that made grimy old London look washed clean. On her way back from her rehearsal she’d noticed with pleasure the daffodils in
  Kensington Gardens opening into flower. The evenings were still chilly. She’d have a bath later if Lois hadn’t hogged all the hot water. First she’d grill some Welsh rarebit for
  supper. If her flatmate hadn’t finished off the cheese.

  The flat was on the first floor of a cream-coloured building near Whiteleys department store in Bayswater and it had two principal advantages. Firstly, it was only a short step from here to the
  Albert Hall, where the orchestra Fay currently played for was based; secondly, the flat on the other side of their living-room wall was empty and the elderly man living above very deaf, so no one
  ever complained about her practising. Downstairs was Jean-Paul’s, a hairdressing salon, and Fay enjoyed catching glimpses of the clientele emerging with fashionable crops or elegant
  updos. Jean-Paul, who was a sweetie and had asked the girls to call him by his real name, which was Derek, said he couldn’t hear her violin over the noise of the dryers but wished he could,
  so there were no problems there either.

  There had never been any question as to what Fay would do after she left school four years before. With rigorous coaching from Signor Bertelli and the determined support of her mother, she had
  secured a place at the Royal College of Music, from which she’d graduated six months ago. She played wherever she could get work but hoped that a permanent position with the West London
  Philharmonic Orchestra might open up soon. It was because one of the second violins had injured himself that she was practising with them at the moment.

  On the landing, she stopped mid-hum, hearing the jangling tones of Cliff Richard and The Shadows, Lois’s passion of the moment. She opened the door of the flat to find her flatmate in
  housecoat and slippers, lounging on the sofa, fair hair in rollers, painting her fingernails Oyster White.

  ‘Hello, darling.’ Lois’s plummy tones rang above the music. ‘I’ll be out of your way in two shakes. Simon’s fetching me at half-past. How was your
  day?’

  ‘Lovely, thanks.’ Fay put down her instrument and shrugged off her coat, looping it over a hook. ‘What about you?’

  ‘Oh, mad as ever. Rescue that, will you?’ The Shadows had faded, to be succeeded by an irritating scratching sound. Fay went and lifted the stylus then stopped the turntable. The
  sudden silence was blissful.

  Despite their different tastes in music, it was hard to be annoyed with Lois, a bright, cheerful girl employed as a secretary in an advertising agency and currently dating one of the account
  managers. Fay had answered her newspaper ad for a flatmate a few months before and they’d taken to one another at once. She liked sharing with Lois because she was even-tempered and
  didn’t penny-pinch, and also because she was out most of the time. The downsides were few, but principally derived from Lois’s inability to do anything quietly at any time of day or
  night, and her somewhat erratic approach to housekeeping.

  Fay started to say, ‘I had a bit of good news actually,’ but was too late. Lois had jumped up, blowing on her nails, and was flying to her room. ‘There are chocolate eclairs in
  the kitchen,’ she called behind her. ‘Help yourself,’ and bang went her bedroom door.

  In the shabby kitchenette Fay explored the pantry and was relieved to find both bread and cheese for her rarebit. There was even a scraping of mustard left in the pot. An éclair would
  finish supper off nicely, she decided, as she lit the grill and laid a plate on the chipped Formica. Lois, who didn’t like cooking and often ate out, rarely bought proper food, only
  treats.

  As she settled on the sofa with her supper, Lois, now dressed, emerged from her bedroom in a cloud of Worth’s Je Reviens and started to stuff the contents of one handbag into
  another. ‘Heck, I nearly forgot,’ she said, examining a scrap of paper. ‘Somebody left this downstairs by the phone.’

  ‘Thanks,’ Fay said, taking the paper. Written on it in spindly Biro was Miss Knox to ring Mrs Gloria Ambler, Norwich 51423. Her mother’s neighbour in Little Barton. Why
  would she be calling?

  ‘Anything wrong?’ asked Lois.

  ‘I hope not.’

  Just then the doorbell rang. ‘Oh, lor’, that must be Simon!’ Lois said. ‘I’ll be right down!’ she called into the intercom and started shuffling into her
  shoes.

  ‘Lois,’ Fay said, swallowing a mouthful too quickly. ‘Listen. I’ll be away for a week in April. You’ll never guess. I’m going to Paris with the
  orchestra!’

  ‘Paris?’ Lois swung round, one arm in her coat. ‘You jammy devil! How did you wangle that?’

  ‘That second violin who’s hurt his wrist won’t be fit enough. It’ll be hard work, mind you, there are three concerts, but just think – a whole week in
  Paris!’

  ‘In the spring,’ breathed Lois, looking wistful. ‘Simon has never taken me further than Brighton.’

  Fay couldn’t help smiling. It wasn’t often that Lois envied her.

  The doorbell rang again, this time more urgently. ‘Coming!’ Lois sang into the intercom. In the doorway she turned dramatically and said, ‘Paris. You lucky, lucky thing,’
  before going out, slamming the door behind her.

  Fay grinned. She was delighted at this chance, but as she ate her supper, thinking about the trip, part of her was troubled. It was five years since her schoolgirl visit to Paris – how
  young and naïve she’d been then, as green as salad. Certain memories from that time lingered The strange feeling she’d had of déjà vu in Notre Dame, the shock of the
  bell tolling. And Adam. She still thought about him sometimes. A boy she’d met at sixteen and only talked to for part of an evening, but had liked very much. She’d never heard from him
  again, but then she hadn’t expected to.

  Since she’d moved to London she’d been out with several men. One of them, a young solicitor whom she’d first met when a friend brought him to a concert, had, after a few months
  of them seeing one another, asked her to get engaged. Jim had been a charming, classically handsome man, if a little staid. She’d been rather flattered by his attention and found him good
  company, but when she considered the prospect of spending the rest of her life with him, it felt as though a heavy weight was pressing down on her. He talked about buying a house in Surrey and his
  ambition to be a partner of the firm, and the underlying assumption was that she would be a housewife and support him in all this. She couldn’t see how there would be room for her music. In
  fact, she couldn’t see herself at all in this picture of suburban bliss.

  No man had really breached her reserve. Some found her aloof, though Jim seemed to have liked that about her. She had thought she loved him, but she can’t have loved him enough. She should
  have put him out of his misery earlier. In the end he’d got fed up with waiting and found somebody else. Fay had cried for a whole day then quickly recovered.

  It was strange how her life was turning out differently to that of her old friends, Fay thought as she licked delicious cream from the chocolate éclair. She rarely saw Evelyn and Margaret
  now. Despite their talk about getting glamorous jobs in London, they had both been happy to stay in Norfolk. Evelyn had trained as a bank clerk, but had recently left work to become a
  farmer’s wife. Margaret had got herself into trouble at eighteen with a fresh-faced lad who sold insurance. He was no one special but she married him anyway, to her mother’s obvious
  relief. Now she was tired and shrill-voiced from running around after two lively small boys, and spoke of her husband as though he was a wayward third.

  Fay knew that she needed more for herself than that. She wanted the kind of love her mother had had for her father, a deep, eternal love, and there was no sign of anything like that at the
  moment.

  These days she went home to Little Barton as often as she could, but felt guilty that it wasn’t more. She rang her mother once or twice a week from the coin box downstairs, and though
  Kitty never complained, Fay sensed her growing loneliness and sadness. The truth was that as Fay’s life was opening out with new opportunities to explore, her mother’s had stagnated,
  for Kitty no longer had her beloved daughter to look after. It was as though everything she did had been for Fay, and now that Fay had left home she’d lost all purpose in life.

  If it had been only that, however, Fay would have understood, but there was something else that created a barrier between them. It was silence. Fay sensed that there were things she needed to
  know, things that her mother perhaps wanted to tell her, but had not quite managed to do so yet. Once, early last summer, during a weekend visit home, she’d found Kitty gathering roses in the
  garden and saw with alarm that she’d been crying. When she asked her what was wrong, Kitty had wiped her eyes with a weary movement and murmured, ‘It’s just I miss . . . oh Fay, I
  can’t – I’m only being silly . . .’ before reaching for the trug and starting back to the house. ‘I must put these in water before that boy comes for his
  lesson,’ she’d called behind her in a strange, hoarse voice.

  Later that evening, as they finished supper, Fay asked, ‘What was wrong this afternoon?’

  ‘I was only thinking of your father,’ Kitty replied, ‘I still miss him, you know.’

  When Fay took courage and asked about the air raid that killed him, an expression of pain crossed Kitty’s face, to be succeeded by that familiar blank look. Then her chair grated on the
  wooden floor as she stood up and carried their plates to the sink where she started washing up noisily.

  ‘It isn’t fair of you not to tell me anything!’ Fay had cried out, throwing her napkin down.

  Kitty turned and glared at her. ‘Nothing’s fair in this life. You’ll learn that soon enough, my girl.’

  Fay was shocked. Her mother rarely spoke to her so cruelly. She said no more. They were both too upset and they’d never liked to hurt one another. Each was too aware that the other was all
  they had. It had always been Fay and Kitty, playing music together, going on spur-of-the-moment picnics on sunny days, making fudge and peppermint creams from carefully hoarded sugar. But now she
  was grown up Fay was all too aware that her mother kept secrets from her. And so although they loved each other as much as ever, the silence between them spread and deepened. And with it came
  frustration. And for Fay, a feeling that was much much worse.

  It took bravery to admit it and she was ashamed of her feelings, but Fay was furious with her mother.

  She dabbed at the last crumbs of chocolate on the éclair wrapping and glanced again at the scrap of paper lying on the coffee table. Her mother’s neighbour had only telephoned her
  once before, and she remembered with a dragging sensation what that had been about. She reached into her handbag for her purse. She’d best do what she was dreading and ring Mrs Ambler.

  


  Chapter 3

  Norfolk

  ‘I’ve come to see my mother, Katherine Knox.’ Fay didn’t know the middle-aged nurse with wary eyes who answered the door at St Edda’s Hospital.
  It was a Friday morning, two weeks after Gloria Ambler’s telephone call. ‘I spoke to Dr Russell’s secretary yesterday to arrange it.’

  ‘Ah yes, you’re Fay, aren’t you? Doctor said he’d like a word with you first.’ The woman spoke into a telephone and after a minute or two, Dr Russell, a
  fatherly-looking man with untidy iron-grey hair, appeared, his white coat flapping open to reveal his stocky, suited figure. He shook Fay’s hand with a hearty grip.

  ‘Your mother’s in the garden today, it being so warm.’ This was her third visit to the hospital and she’d liked Dr Russell from the start. The sympathy in his hazel eyes
  had drawn her trust. ‘I’ll take Miss Knox out there myself, Nurse,’ he said. ‘We’ll have our chat on the way.’

  Fay walked with the doctor down a high-ceilinged corridor painted a drab green and lined with radiators. She knew this to be the old, secure wing of the hospital. The closed doors they passed
  had viewing hatches set into them, which imparted the feel of a prison. Behind the doors she could only guess what was happening. At least her mother didn’t need to stay in this part of the
  building.

  ‘How is Mum?’ Fay asked.

  ‘Calmer. She’s settled in, I’d say.’ They had to stop to hold open a door for an orderly pushing an elderly man in a wheelchair, then the doctor spoke briefly to a nurse
  accompanying an unkempt young woman with a shuffling walk. None of the patients Fay had ever seen in here looked mad, exactly, she thought as she waited, just pitiful and helpless. It was sad that
  they had to live in this austere Victorian building, away from the rest of the world, but perhaps it was a haven of sorts. At least there was every hope that her mother would be sent home
  sometime.

  ‘How much longer must she be here?’ she asked when they set off again.

  ‘It’s hard to say at the moment.’ Dr Russell was hesitant and Fay’s spirits fell.

  When Fay had returned Gloria Ambler’s telephone call the woman had had a distressing tale to tell. A ten-year-old pupil had arrived at Kitty’s house for her usual piano lesson the
  afternoon before, but no one had answered her knock. Finding the door on the latch, the girl had ventured in and discovered Mrs Knox in the kitchen, slumped at the wooden table weeping, a bottle of
  pills spilled out in front of her. The child had fled in alarm and fetched her mother who, with the help of Mrs Ambler, had taken charge. Kitty hadn’t swallowed many pills this time, thank
  goodness, but since it was the second time in three years that something like this had happened, the family doctor had arranged for her to be admitted to St Edda’s Hospital on the edge of
  Norwich, a place which local people still referred to by its old name, the Asylum.

  ‘Her progress is slower than I’d like,’ the doctor went on.

  ‘Oh,’ Fay said mournfully. ‘I had hoped . . .’

  ‘I think this has been building up for many years,’ the doctor went on. ‘We mustn’t expect any overnight miracles.’

  ‘No, but still . . . Doctor, can I ask your advice? You know I’m supposed to go away on tour on Monday – do you think I still should go?’

  ‘How long did you say it was for?’

  ‘A week. We leave first thing Monday morning and come home on the Sunday afternoon.’ She explained to him about the concerts they were giving in Paris and what an opportunity it
  might be for her workwise.

  ‘It sounds wonderful, Fay, and to be honest I think you should go. Your mother is unlikely to be aware of a longer gap between visits at the moment.’

  ‘Poor Mummy.’ Fay sighed. ‘I’ve been thinking, perhaps I should come home to Norfolk altogether. Then I could look after her.’

  ‘And give up your music?’ The doctor slowed his stride and studied her with an expression of concern. ‘Personally I would regard that as a terrible mistake. In fact, if I had
  any say in the matter, which of course I don’t, I would forbid it. What good would it do for you to give up the life you have before you? You’re so young still, and we should be able to
  help your mother through these difficulties without sacrificing your future. I know you have no other family to speak of, but she has friends in your village, I believe?’

  ‘Oh yes, lots. And many of them have been very kind.’ She thought of Mrs Ambler and the vicar’s wife – Evelyn’s mother – both of whom would do anything for
  Kitty. She sensed, however, that others steered clear and she worried about the effect of the illness – that was what the doctor called it, an illness – on her mother’s work.

  ‘Well then, don’t do anything silly for now. As for going away for a week, although your mother enjoys your visits, she is not always aware of the passing of time. It’s an
  effect of the medication, I’m afraid. Anyway, it doesn’t sound as though you will be leaving her for more than a few days longer than usual, so my advice would certainly be to go to
  Paris. She will be perfectly well looked after here.’

  ‘Oh, I have no doubts about that,’ Fay said. She felt relieved, though still guilty. ‘Thank you.’

  They came to a heavy metal door which Dr Russell unlocked, relocking it behind them. They were now in a newer, less forbidding part of the building. ‘Perhaps we could stop here for a
  moment,’ he said.

  He drew her to sit on a bench by one of a row of big windows. Despite the bars across it, the window gave a pleasant view of the grounds. Warm sunshine was pouring in and soon a cheerful aroma
  of oranges rose from the bag she’d brought for her mother.

  ‘I was glad that you had asked to see me,’ Dr Russell said, regarding her in his fatherly way, ‘because there’s a matter I wanted to consult you about.’ He paused
  briefly. ‘I believe there’s something important that your mother isn’t telling me and I don’t know what it is. I hoped you might be able to shed some light.’

  Fay thought for a moment and then said, ‘No, I’m sorry, Doctor, I don’t think I can. My mother . . . I believe there’s a great deal that she’s never told me. About
  my father and my early childhood.’

  Dr Russell rubbed his jaw and frowned, thinking for a moment. ‘Well, perhaps you could clear up a small point for me. Do you know of a woman named Jean?’

  ‘A woman? Not a woman, no. She probably means Gene with a G, short for Eugene. He was my father.’

  ‘Ah, that makes perfect sense in the circumstances. Thank you.’

  ‘What did she say about him?’ Fay asked, full of hope.

  ‘I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to tell you.’

  ‘Oh, of course not.’ It was disappointing.

  They set off once more, then the doctor showed Fay out into a high-walled garden. Here, several female patients were walking about in the sunshine or sitting quietly under the eye of two nurses.
  Fay’s gaze was immediately drawn to a lonely figure sitting in a chair on the other side of the garden, by a magnolia tree that was coming into flower. It was her mother. She hadn’t
  seen Fay yet. Her arms were folded in her lap and her head was bowed as though in sorrow. Fay’s heart twisted with pity.

  ‘I’ll say goodbye to you here,’ Dr Russell said quietly. ‘I’m sure one of the nurses will show you out when you’re ready.’ Fay took the hand he offered.
  ‘I do hope the tour goes well,’ he said. ‘And please don’t worry.’

  ‘It’s hard not to, but thank you, Doctor,’ Fay said. As she set off across the light-filled garden she glanced back and caught him watching her, a thoughtful expression on his
  face.

  ‘Mummy?’

  ‘Fay, darling!’ Kitty raised her head and smiled, a spark of life leaping into her eyes. ‘This is a lovely surprise,’ she said, as Fay bent to kiss her. ‘Did I know
  you were coming?’

  ‘Yes, I told you on Sunday.’ So the doctor was right about her mother’s loss of awareness of the passing of time. Fay pulled up another chair and sat beside her, clasping her
  hand in hers. ‘You look better,’ she lied, studying her. In fact, her mother’s face was drawn, and the skin round her eyes was puffy. ‘How do you feel today?’

  ‘Brighter for seeing you.’ Then Kitty’s bravado faded and she leaned back in her chair looking weary, older suddenly than her forties.

  ‘I brought you oranges,’ Fay said, passing her the paper bag. ‘I know how you love them.’

  ‘What a treat, thank you, darling,’ her mother said, holding the bag on her lap without looking inside. ‘The stodge they give us in this place is awful. I’m sure
  I’m piling on the pounds.’

  Her mother didn’t look any fatter, Fay thought, just sort of blurred round the edges. Still pretty, though. Her normally curly hair was lank, but at least it had been brushed and she even
  wore a touch of the lipstick that Mrs Ambler had taken in last week. This gave Fay hope. If her mother was able to take care of her appearance, then surely she was improving.

  ‘Have you come to take me home?’ Her mother sounded confused and Fay’s hopes were dashed again.

  ‘No,’ she said gently. ‘But soon, I’m sure. You must get properly better first.’ Fay had only the vaguest idea of the treatment that her mother was receiving. Dr
  Russell, for all his kindness, had betrayed very little and she was too inexperienced to know what to ask. For now it was enough that Kitty was in a safe place and that Fay was able to visit
  regularly. She rarely glimpsed any visitors for the other patients when she was here, which was odd. Were their relatives not allowed to come, or didn’t they want to?

  Fay stayed with her mother for the best part of an hour, trying to engage her attention on a variety of subjects, among them the famous moodiness of her orchestra’s conductor, Colin
  Maxwell, and her flatmate Lois’s racy stories about life at the advertising agency, all the time avoiding telling her the really big thing, which was about going away. After a while, though,
  she sensed Kitty wasn’t really listening. Instead her mother stared across the garden, unseeing, brooding on her own thoughts. The doctor was right: something was troubling her.

  ‘What’s wrong, Mummy?’ she tried asking. Her mother’s gaze met hers and Fay saw the anguish there. She waited, hoping her mother would say what was in her heart.
  Kitty’s lips parted as though about to speak – then instead, she lowered her face and began to fiddle with a loose thread on her skirt.

  ‘Mum?’ Fay said again, and when her mother looked up her eyes seemed to plead with her. Yet still she said nothing. ‘Mum, I hate seeing you like this. I feel it’s my
  fault. For moving away.’

  ‘How can it be your fault?’ her mother whispered. ‘It’s what I always wanted for you, to do well with your music. You love it so.’

  ‘I do, but it’s meant leaving you alone. We’ve always had good times together, haven’t we? Do you remember the upside-down days we used to have?’

  Kitty gave a slow smile. ‘Pudding for breakfast and cornflakes for tea.’

  ‘Yes. And going skating that winter?’

  ‘You were eight,’ Kitty sighed. ‘So excited by the snow.’

  ‘The river was so beautiful with all the frosted trees, I remember. It was like an enchanted world. That was one of the best days of all.’

  ‘Was it? Was it really?’ Her mother’s eyes were shining now – not with tears, surely?

  ‘Mum?’

  ‘I’m not crying. I’m just . . . so glad. That you have such happy memories.’

  ‘I do, though sometimes . . . there’s still that other one.’

  ‘What other one?’ Her mother looked at her almost sharply.

  ‘Oh, you remember. That time at Starbrough Hall.’

  ‘Oh, that.’

  ‘You said it must have been something I dreamed.’

  ‘Yes,’ her mother said, but hestitantly.

  ‘But I’m not so sure.’ She thought back to that dreary winter’s day when she was eleven. She and her mother had visited a stately home in the countryside where Fay was to
  play a violin solo in a children’s charity concert. During the afternoon rehearsal she had left the drawing room in search of the lavatory, but muddled the directions. She’d wandered
  the corridors and fetched up in a great dark room at the back of the house where her footsteps echoed on bare floorboards. Suddenly a sense had come to her of being in another such space, one full
  of people, but she had been lonely. Her mind rang with ghostly voices. She turned in distress and fled.

  ‘I suppose,’ Fay said carefully, ‘it was a bit like what happened to me in Paris – that time in Notre Dame. Which reminds me, there’s something I need to tell
  you.’

  Now she’d plucked up the courage she delivered her news quickly. Her mother reacted strongly, but not with the fears of abandonment that Fay had predicted.

  ‘You’re going to Paris again?’ Her attention was certainly on Fay now.

  ‘Yes, I’ve only played with the orchestra since Christmas, and I’ve been asked to go on tour! Isn’t that marvellous?’

  ‘I suppose so.’

  ‘It’s only a short time, Mummy. No more than a week. I know I won’t be able to visit you, but I’ll come as soon as I’m back.’

  ‘A week,’ her mother echoed. She was staring at Fay now, her eyes full of urgency. Then she muttered something unexpected. ‘It might be long enough.’

  ‘Long enough for what?’

  ‘To visit somebody,’ her mother said, impatient.

  A shadow fell across the grass and they glanced up to see an orderly approach. She stood before them, a stout, sour-faced woman, her stolid demeanour and the set of keys hanging at her belt
  giving her the air of a jailer. ‘You must be goin’ now, miss,’ she addressed Fay. ‘Her hev to go for her dinner.’

  ‘Goodness. Lunch already?’ Fay was disconcerted by this lack of charm. She got to her feet, but her mother hung on to her hand.

  ‘Wait, Fay. Please listen. Before you go to Paris, go home and look in the trunk. There’s a box in the bottom there . . . you’ll see—’

  ‘Come along now, Kitty,’ the orderly interrupted, the keys at her belt clinking with an urgent sound.

  ‘It’s Mrs Knox, not Kitty,’ her mother said with some of her old spark.

  ‘The trunk in your room, you mean?’ Fay said. ‘I can do that. I was going home to fetch a few things for Paris.’ The house was ten miles away, but instead of taking the
  train today she had managed to borrow Lois’s boyfriend’s car. ‘What is it you need?’

  ‘I don’t need anything. Just look inside the box in the trunk.’ The orderly was helping Kitty out of her chair.

  ‘Where’s the key to the trunk?’

  ‘The Wedgwood pot. Fay, promise me you’ll do it.’

  ‘Yes, of course.’

  The orderly was leading her mother away, but Kitty was twisting round and saying something Fay didn’t quite catch.

  ‘What?’ Fay called back, hurrying behind.

  ‘By the church. Ask for Maremarry,’ her mother said, or something like it.

  It made no sense. Fay’s mother was being led through the French windows. Fay saw her clutch the doorframe for support before she was dragged from view, and wondered who or what Maremarry
  might be.

  She knew what Kitty meant by the trunk. Her mother used it as a storage chest. It was the only thing inside the house apart from the medicine cupboard in the bathroom that had ever been kept
  locked. Fay had seen it open once or twice when her mother wanted a spare tablecloth or the summer curtains. It was full of such stuff, all very dull and smelling faintly of camphor. It had to be
  kept locked, Kitty explained once, or the lid didn’t stay shut properly. Fay hadn’t felt remotely curious about the trunk after that, but now it appeared that she should have done. It
  must contain something important, something her mother hadn’t wanted her to find. Until now.

  Again, that rush of irritation with her mother; again, that feeling of guilt. Yet there was also something else. A low, but growing thrum of excitement.

  


  Chapter 4

  It had only been a fortnight since Kitty had gone into hospital, but Primrose Cottage already wore a desolate look. The daffodils in the tiny front garden needed tying back and
  the grass was overgrown. Fay unlocked the front door with a sense of trepidation. It was the first time she’d been home since her mother’s illness and it was sad knowing Kitty
  wouldn’t be there to welcome her. Mrs Ambler from across the road had been taking care of everything. It was she who had packed Kitty’s suitcase for the hospital; she was also good
  enough to pop by occasionally when anything extra was needed. Fay gathered up the morning’s post from the mat and went inside, leaving the door open to the sunshine.

  In the kitchen a pile of letters lay on the table. Bills mostly, by the look of them. She slit open the envelopes and sorted them out, slipping the most urgent in her handbag for payment.
  Otherwise there was a picture postcard of a Welsh castle from Evelyn’s mother and a rose catalogue, both of which she put to one side before glancing about for anything else that wanted
  doing. The kitchen was tidy, but the old clock on the wall needed winding and there was something poignant about the single cup and saucer propped upside down on the draining board so she put them
  away.

  She started to wander about the house, sharing its loneliness. The sitting room was neat, the fireplace brushed and bare. There was little reminder of her mother in here. She straightened one of
  the paintings on the wall before going out.

  Entering the music room at the front of the house was worse. Here she missed her mother most. It was a lovely airy space, where on a day like today the sunshine falling through the garden trees
  danced restlessly on the walls. Generations of local children had played the beautiful old upright piano set in its shaded alcove. The room was normally orderly, the music filed away in the tall
  corner cupboard, but today the cupboard door wasn’t quite closed. She went to investigate and found the piles all higgledy-piggledy, as though her mother had been frantically searching for
  something. Fay tidied everything and managed to get the door shut. Then she turned her attention to the piano. The lid was up and a sheet of music spread open on the ledge. She slid onto the bench,
  where she’d sat so many times before, and arranged a hand on the ivory keys to play a broken chord. She hesitated, her attention caught by the title of the pages in front of her, surprised to
  see that it was Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight’ Sonata.

  Her mother had been playing the Moonlight! Kitty always gave the impression she disliked it. She simply wouldn’t listen to it. Once when it came on the portable wireless in the kitchen,
  she had reached across and switched it off. ‘But I love it,’ Fay protested. Her mother turned the wireless back on then marched out into the garden where she started weeding the rosebed
  with fast, furious movements. Fay watched through the window bemused, wondering what she’d done to upset her.

  She hadn’t even known that her mother possessed the music to the Sonata, yet here it was. Fay studied it for a moment, then picked out the open chords of the first few bars using the
  pedals to sustain the long notes of the left hand. The mournful beauty of the music was unbearable in her present mood so she stopped. As the notes died away she was visited by an overwhelming
  sense of loss.

  Going upstairs, she found her bedroom was as always, though the china animals on her chest-of-drawers were frosted with dust. It had always been dusty, this cottage, the ancient plaster flaking
  off the walls. House martins scrabbled under the thatch to make their nests, occasionally a mouse would run across the floor, which needed sweeping most days. It was a living house, Fay always
  felt, not like those sterile red-brick boxes that had recently sprung up down the road, where the horses’ field had been. She opened the wardrobe and looked in vain for something suitable to
  wear in Paris, then caught an unexpected glimpse of herself in the inside mirror. Her hair badly needed cutting, she saw with dismay, and her skirt and blouse were impossibly dowdy for Paris. She
  must go shopping for clothes tomorrow, though maybe her mother had something she could borrow.

  Kitty’s bedroom was peaceful in the afternoon sun, the bed made, the trunk in its place by the wall, a lace cloth spread over it. Fay picked up the familiar photograph in a tortoiseshell
  frame, from the dressing table. It was of her father, taken on her parents’ honeymoon, which must be why he looked so happy in it. There was a deep crease across one corner of the print, and
  the right-hand edge had suffered water damage, but Eugene Knox’s open round face with its broad smile, his fair curly hair blowing in the breeze, was still clear to see, looking out across
  the years. As a child, Fay would sometimes sneak in here and study his face, trying to remember something about him. The timbre of his voice, the warmth and scent of him, his laugh even. But
  nothing suggested itself. It was the only photograph of him her mother had. Now Fay looked deep into those smiling eyes. ‘Who are you?’ she whispered and remembered with a pang what the
  doctor had said: her mother had been talking about him. Fay wondered again what she’d said.

  She laid the photo down carefully, because its hardboard stand was rickety, then opened the Wedgwood pot next to it and fished out a small key. Kneeling by the trunk, she swept off the lace
  cloth and worked the key until the rusty lock sprang open. She lifted the lid and began to remove the piles of material within. Some were familiar. The winter curtains for the sitting room. Bright
  scraps left over from a pair of yellow brushed cotton pyjamas Kitty had made Fay once. She stacked spare sheets and pillowcases up around her. Then, near the bottom, she pushed aside a worn
  eiderdown to reveal a cardboard shoe box with the name of a local department store printed on the lid. She brought it out onto her lap, surprised by how light it was. Inside was a layer of tissue
  paper. She peeled it away. And stared, uncomprehending, at what lay underneath.

  Folded up in the box was a small canvas rucksack. She took it out, put the box aside and laid the rucksack flat. It was worn and travel-stained, the canvas straps frayed and the leather
  fasteners in their buckles cracked and twisted with age. She knew this rucksack, but she couldn’t think from where. Had it been hers, or perhaps her mother’s? Her own, she thought. Her
  fingers remembered how to open it and when she put her hand inside, she felt rough cloth. She knew what it was before she drew it out and unfolded it. A child’s dress, greenish-brown, of a
  simple shape. She contemplated it for a moment, remembering how, when she’d worn it, the material had scratched her neck, only that. Her hand slipped back into the rucksack, as if hoping to
  find something else, but it was empty. She felt a frisson of panic because she had expected something, something precious. She looked again into the rucksack, and again it was empty. There had only
  been the dress.

  She was folding the dress back when she saw a torn piece of card sticking out of a pocket inside the rucksack, so grubby and curled up that she’d almost missed it. She smoothed it out. It
  was a label. On one side was written in a black sloping hand, Fay Knox, Southampton. The other side read, Couvent Ste-Cécile, Paris. St Cecilia’s Convent. The name meant
  nothing to her and yet she sensed it should. A convent. In Paris. And she was going to Paris!

  She sat staring at the label for some time, while the faintest glimmer of a memory rose in her mind. Sunshine falling on flagstones, the blue robes of a statuette, and . . . but no, it was gone.
  It was as though a door had opened, just a chink, in her mind, before it shut again. She knew now that her mother had been trying to tell her something, something to do with Paris. Since the
  rucksack was her own, it suggested that they’d both been in Paris, she and her mother. But surely that couldn’t be right. When she was little there had been the war, and Paris was
  occupied by the Nazis – and her mother had never spoken of that. Instead she’d talked of living in the whitewashed house at Richmond.

  Fay put the rucksack aside to take with her, then replaced everything else in the trunk and locked it. But when she returned the key to its pot she accidentally knocked the photograph frame,
  which slipped forward and fell to the floor. She bent to pick it up and saw to her relief that the glass hadn’t broken. It was coming apart, though. She tried to fit the backing board into
  place but it wouldn’t go. Something was in the way. She prised up the metal tabs to investigate.

  A postcard had been inserted between the photograph and the back, the same size as the frame. She turned it over. It was a sepia-coloured shot of a battleship, its prow carving through the
  water. It was just possible to read the name on the bow: HMS Marina.

  The Marina. It meant nothing to her, but it was a beautiful craft and staring at it she could sense vividly how it might feel to be standing on deck with the wind in her hair, the smell
  of tar, the taste of salt on her tongue. For a moment it felt as though she was there, feeling the low throb of the engines and the sea spray on her cheeks. How funny. As far as she knew
  she’d never been on a ship. This card, she thought, must be there to hold the photograph firm in the frame, for its reverse was not written on and she could see no further significance. She
  fitted everything back together and stood the frame in its place next to the pot.

  Over the next few days she often took up the canvas rucksack and examined it, smoothing out the small dress it contained and wondering what it meant. Maremarry, her mother had said
  – Maremarry by a church. Ste-Cécile’s convent might be by a church, and Maremarry might be Mère Marie. She would try to find out when she got to Paris.

  Fay borrowed from her mother’s wardrobe an ivory blouse, a black cardigan and an evening stole that Kitty wore to concerts. In London the next morning she dipped into her
  savings to buy a coat of sky blue, a pair of black patent court shoes, an evening dress and two skirts, an unusually fashionable choice for her. Then returning to the flat at lunchtime, laden with
  bags, she walked into Jean-Paul’s salon to ask for an appointment.

  It was busy as usual, but to her surprise Derek said in his faux-French accent, ‘Give me ten minutes, chérie,’ and before she could change her mind, he whisked a gown
  round her shoulders and sat her in a chair with a magazine to look at.

  When he was ready, she explained where she was going and, very tentatively, what she wanted. He nodded and stared hard at her face in the mirror, arranging her hair this way and that, frowning.
  Then without further ado he dampened her hair with a spray, took up his scissors and began to cut. She shut her eyes, unable to bear the sight of her dark brown locks falling to the floor, and
  listening to the confident snip snip snip.

  ‘Voilà!’ Derek said. She dared finally to look in the mirror and her eyes widened with astonishment.

  ‘Très chic, don’t you think? Très gamine.’ Derek pulled a frond across her cheek, ruffled the new fringe and beamed at her reflection. And indeed he
  had worked a miracle. With her hair shorn into a short wavy bob and layered to give it lightness, her eyes appeared even larger in her serious oval face.

  ‘Thank you, that’s wonderful,’ she breathed. Derek helped her out of her gown. ‘How much do I owe?’ She reached for her bag.

  ‘Don’t you worry about zat,’ Derek said, with a wave of his ringed hand, and when she argued he told her, ‘Do a little spying for me. Ze latest Paris styles, you know?
  Zat’ll be enough.’

  ‘You are so kind,’ Fay said.

  ‘It eez my playzhure. Give my love to Paree, won’t you?’

  Upstairs, Lois was out. As Fay whisked about packing, she kept meeting her new self in the dressing-table mirror or the one on the bathroom cabinet. The transformation she saw made her feel
  different, braver.

  On Sunday night, in her overheated hospital ward, Kitty lay awake and anxious, waiting for the sleeping pills to take effect. She hoped her daughter had found the canvas
  rucksack, that somehow she’d pick up the threads of the past that Kitty had cut, that now at last, Fay would learn the truth Kitty could never bring herself to tell. What would happen when
  she did, Kitty didn’t dare to imagine. That would be for her daughter to judge and decide.

  She knew she should have spoken to Fay long ago about the secrets of the past, the things she’d suppressed. It was the heavy burden of them, and her untapped grief, that had made her ill.
  Fay was right, Kitty hadn’t been fair to her – but how did one tell a beloved daughter that because of her mother’s negligence, because Kitty had put her husband first,
  their little family had endured so much suffering? That, worst of all, her little girl had become the cause of the most terrible thing . . . No, she mustn’t think about that, she
  couldn’t bear it.

  She’d done her best over the years to make up for all this: she’d put Fay first ever since. She must think of the good times they’d had together, but now Fay was old enough to
  know the truth. She must learn it. Well, maybe not everything. The Reverend Mother could be relied on to be discreet. She was one of the few who had not betrayed them, one of the few who would
  remember Eugene. Gene, her darling Gene, she thought drowsily. Tomorrow she would tell the doctor about him. Maybe she’d tell him the whole story. She needed to, in order to get better, she
  saw that now. At the thought her heart grew light.

  When she finally slept, her dreams were of Paris. Paris in that glorious autumn of 1937, when she’d first met Eugene.

  


  Chapter 5

  September 1937

  Paris

  Early one Tuesday morning in Paris’s Latin Quarter, Dr Eugene Knox was sitting outside a café in the Rue St Jacques reading the Paris Herald Tribune, when
  his attention was drawn by a slender young woman with a suitcase crossing the road towards him. There was something about her appearance that piqued his interest – the litheness of her walk,
  perhaps, or the determined set of her small head with its crop of dark curly hair. She had a round face with a serious expression, and large brown eyes, and her gaze rested on him for the briefest
  of moments, as though he was someone she thought she knew. After she’d passed on her way Eugene returned to his newspaper, but found that he could no longer concentrate.

  Kitty Travers quickly forgot the burly, fresh-faced young man who’d stared at her so openly. Weary from her overnight journey, she was intent on finding St Cecilia’s Convent, which
  she knew to be somewhere in the maze of streets between Notre Dame and the Panthéon. In the end, she stopped an elderly gentleman to ask directions and he sent her down a narrow cobbled
  alley she’d failed to notice before, though she must have passed it twice already in her search. The alley displayed no name and hugged the wall of a church before opening out into a tiny
  tranquil square, empty but for several sparrows squabbling over a crust of bread. They flew off into a hedge as she crossed the square towards a broad mansion of crumbling yellow stone on the far
  side, which being the only building with an entrance must be the convent. Her heart lifted, for it looked so welcoming. Its brown-painted shutters were thrown open to the autumn light and in the
  paved garden a cherry tree with leaves flushed magenta and gold spread its branches wide.
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