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Prologue The Lutetia, Paris 1945

‘There’s another body,’ says one of the porters. ‘Upstairs, Room 11.’

He sighs. ‘Murder or natural causes?’

‘That’s your business, not mine. I told them you’d take a look.’

He is tired of murder and bodies. The war is over, but death goes on. He gets up and leaves the office and enters the lobby. The Hôtel Lutetia, the jewel on Paris’s Left Bank, is full of people. There are crowds by the entrance, people mingling in the grand dining hall, standing all the way up the vast staircase and along the corridors. The Occupation is just a memory now, or a nightmare.

Today Paris is full of American GIs, British liaison officers and French resistance fighters.

But no one notices them. They only see the survivors. Each survivor from the camps arrives at Gare d’Orsay with their striped rags, shaved heads, bone-thin and some barely breathing. This grand hotel is their new temporary home. They are like ghosts returning to the land of the living.

He reaches the first floor and finds Room 11. Other residents ‘ stand in the corridor hoping for more information. The victim is young. She should have her whole life ahead of her. It is tragic, really, but so are most things in this city after the war. He bends down and puts his fingers towards the neck, feeling for a pulse.

She is dead, right enough. He checks the name on the records.

The Red Cross don’t want bodies registered here at the hotel, so he will say she died in transit, one of the many who never made it back to Paris.

He leaves Room 11 and walks down the grand staircase of this magnificent old hotel, past the latest group of survivors heading to their rooms. In the old days, this hotel was one of the most famous in the world. Guests crowded into the bar, dined loudly in the restaurant, conducted passionate affairs in the suites and bickered over cigars in the lounge. He remembers the magic of the place before the fighting started. Paris was always the city of lights. The last five years have changed everything. For too long, it has been a city of darkness.

He returns to his office, writes up the form and stamps it. At lunchtime, he takes a walk along the Left Bank to clear his head. He feels his hand shake as he puffs on a cigarette, the prick of tears in his eyes as he smokes, his whole body wracked with urgent feelings he can’t explain.

He wasn’t always like this. And, just like the Lutetia itself, the glories of the past seem dead now. They are all survivors here, in one way or another.

Paris will never quite be the same again.

And nor will he.






Day One Present Day








Chapter 1 Olivia

The call comes at the worst possible time.

I’m getting TJ ready for school. As always, he’s refusing to put his socks on because they’re itchy, then also refusing to put his shoes on, and the less said about making sure his geography homework is in his rucksack the better. It’s only me and him and he has enough strength as a six-year-old to make the morning routine more like a WWE wrestling match. I sometimes wish I had The Rock as my live-in partner. I’m sure he could ace the no-shoes dilemma in thirty seconds flat. But, alas, it’s just me. It always feels like I’m doing a two-person job on my own.

Eventually I corner TJ on the stairs and manage to wedge the shoes on, Velcroing them up tightly before he has a chance to protest, and I find the dog-eared homework perilously close to the marmalade jar on the kitchen table. He’s incorrectly identified Asia as Africa and put North America across the shape of Europe. It’s too late now. Only the top corner is sticky, so I wipe it clean with my fingers and then put it in his rucksack and end up, as usual, carrying the damn thing myself.

‘Right, go, go, go, go.’

TJ is now singing to himself. It’s a mangled version of Dua Lipa and Taylor Swift which he must have picked up from the radio in the car on the way to school. I don’t remember my mum doing any of this. She was still in a dressing gown at this point in the morning smoking one of her sixty a day. She thought traditional parenting was so passé, an old-fashioned notion that liberated souls like her rejected, and I always had to get myself ready for school. Now I’m standing in my very proper semi-detached house in a grey, bang average London suburb – Redbridge, if you’re interested, neither glamorous like Islington or fashionable like Camden; no one has ever used the words ‘Redbridge’ and ‘scene’ in the same sentence – holding the door open as my six-year-old sings. I am mum, doorwoman, chauffeur and, last but not least, psychotherapist and memory expert.

The front door is locked. TJ skips to the car. The radio comes on as I force our rickety old Ford Mondeo into life and check the time. We currently have six minutes for a ten-minute journey. I’ve planned our morning routines like a military exercise, so why does time always go missing on a school day? I am up way before seven, squeezing in ten minutes of stretches and exercise and a smidgen of me time. But getting to the school gates by eight-thirty is like running the hundred metres in under ten seconds. It will always be beyond me, as fiendish as algebra or the perfectly cooked risotto.

‘Muuuuuuuuum . . .’

That is another thing TJ’s started doing to get my attention. He knows it annoys me which is why he keeps doing it. He learned it from Kyle, his dad and my ex, the master of saying someone’s name with serious attitude.

I’m about to tell TJ off when the call rings through the car speaker. The number isn’t in my contacts. I’m not expecting anyone to ring. But it could be a patient or someone from the hospital. I answer it and shush TJ. I turn down Sabrina Carpenter belting out ‘Please Please Please’ on the radio.

‘Hello?’ I say. ‘Dr Finn speaking.’

This is usually the only thing that keeps TJ quiet. He has always been mystified by this other person called ‘Dr Finn’. Dr Finn looks and sounds like Mum but has a work voice which is very much its own thing and isn’t constantly telling him not to touch sticky surfaces or to wash his hands. In TJ’s head, I am the Pepper Potts to Dr Finn’s Iron Man, a helpful personal assistant who passes on messages and makes things run on time.

‘Is this Dr Olivia Finn of the Memory Unit at Charing Cross Hospital?’

‘Yes. Who is this?’

‘I am calling from the Hôtel Lutetia in Paris.’

That explains the accent and the odd number. I think it must be a joke at first, despite the tone of voice. One of my guilty pleasures is entering competitions for mini-breaks in the Cotswolds or a five-night cruise round the Med. But I can’t remember anything mentioning Paris and the Hôtel Lutetia. I’m half-French by birth, but I’ve never stayed at the Lutetia. A broom cupboard of a room on the fifth floor is about six figures a night and it’s way beyond my budget. I do have one connection to the Lutetia, but that is something else entirely. And it’s not my connection, or not really, but my family’s.

My thoughts turn to work now. Could it be one of my old patients, perhaps, who still carries my card with them? Or a colleague? But being a psychotherapist isn’t like being a software engineer in Silicon Valley and no one I work with has enough spare change to stay in the Left Bank’s most famous five-star hotel.

I check the car clock. Paris is an hour ahead of London. If I was a Parisian mother, then my son would definitely be late for school. Then again, I would be Parisian so have a waist like a celery stick and a charmingly carefree attitude to school drop-off times. I’d probably be two espressos in by now and off to meet my sizzling younger lover with a name like Gabriel or Jean-Luc. Instead, I have a nine-thirty with a patient called Alan to discuss distressing memories of school swimming lessons. Glamour is my middle name.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, ‘but I’m in London on the school run with my son at the moment. It might be better if I call you back.’

The caller pauses. ‘Do you know a woman called Sophie Leclerc?’

I’ve met a lot of people in my life. I remember patient names as long as I’m treating them. Then they become old files. I once read that the human brain can only cope with a hundred and fifty close relationships. Beyond that, we’re useless. Some days I feel like even fifty relationships is more than enough for me.

‘No,’ I say. ‘Not that I can remember. Look, I’ll give you a ring—’

‘Madame Leclerc is waiting in the lobby of the Lutetia here in Paris. She is deeply distressed and insists that only you can help her.’

‘I’m sorry, but you must have the wrong number. I’m in London, not Paris. And I’ve never met a Sophie Leclerc.’

I glance at TJ. He has lost all interest in the caller and Dr Finn and is instead playing with the Chelsea keyring on his rucksack, jamming part of his thumb towards the sharp bit. I am waiting for the cut, the blood, the tears. This morning is proving to be a bit of a nightmare. And it’s about to get even worse.

‘I’m not sure how to tell you this,’ says the caller. ‘But the woman sitting in the lobby, well, she . . .’

I am about to end the call and focus on getting my son to school.

Then he says it.

‘. . . she claims that she’s your grandmother.’






Chapter 2 Olivia

Gran?

That explains the Paris connection, at least. I sound completely British but have two passports. Gran on my mum’s side is as French as they come, one of those Parisian women I mentioned with the impossible waistline and relaxed attitude to timekeeping. As a teenager growing up in London I used to look out of the window at the rain and think about the Parisian version of me walking along the Left Bank. The French Olivia would be sipping café au lait and talking about existentialism while falling in love and painting devastating watercolours in the evenings. My idealised French men seemed more debonair than the pimpled, brace-wearing Kevs and Mikes and Andys at Oaks Park High School. The fantasy beat biology lessons and compulsory choir practice hands down.

‘Can you describe the woman?’ I ask.

‘Slender, medium height, grey hair in a ponytail, a Japanese-style coat of some sort. I could be mistaken on that last point.’

I sigh. So here we go. It’s finally happened. This is the call that every relative fears the most. Gran hasn’t been well for a long time, but I’ve been in denial about how much she is deteriorating. Raising a six-year-old with shoe avoidance syndrome is hard enough. Juggling that with a ninety-six-year-old who can’t remember anything is a quick route to a sudden heart attack. I wish that I had someone else around to help. But Kyle has his New Girlfriend, and Mum died when I was a teenager. It’s all down to me.

‘That sounds like Gran,’ I say. ‘But her name is not Sophie Leclerc.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘My grandmother is not called Sophie Leclerc. She is called Josephine. Josephine Benoit.’

I don’t usually say it like that. It’s my only claim to fame. And, secretly, I love it. It didn’t exactly make much difference at school given Gran was a painter not a centre-forward at Man United or a semi-finalist on X Factor. But being the granddaughter of one of the world’s best portrait painters has its uses. I hear another pause on the end of the line, as if the caller is looking at the confused old lady again in a new light.

‘Like the painter?’ he says. ‘The person who painted the portrait in the lobby of the Lutetia? The portrait she is sitting under?’

Here we go. Gran’s most famous portrait has been the centrepiece of the Lutetia entrance since the 1960s. She’s painted other portraits, all of them set in wartime, but this is the one that went big. Guests walk through the revolving doors and then get to see one of the most well-known Parisian portraits since the war. It is on the left before reaching the reception and tourists pose for photos by it. Most probably don’t know who painted it, or what it’s about. But it has become a thing. Recently it’s had a new burst of life on TikTok. I once tried to explain to Gran what it means to go ‘viral’.

‘Yes. Well, strictly, not like the painter. She is the painter. And she is most definitely called Josephine and not Sophie.’

‘My apologies. She told me she was called Sophie. She said I must ring this number and speak to Dr Olivia Finn.’

‘I understand.’

I really do understand. Even people who know nothing about art know one thing about Gran: she is a recluse. She is famous for not wanting to be famous. Gran’s shyness ended up being her biggest selling point. Only me and Mum knew the real Gran. The rest of the world just had to guess.

‘Can you come and collect your grandmother?’

‘As I said, I’m in London at the moment,’ I say. ‘I’m taking my son to school.’

‘She cannot stay sitting here in the lobby, even if she is sitting underneath her own painting.’

I am in full-on Dr Finn mode now. One advantage of my job as a psychotherapist is paying close attention to what other people say. I think back to his exact words earlier.

I am calling from the Hôtel Lutetia in Paris.

He didn’t say he worked at the hotel or was calling from reception. I just assumed.

‘Do you work at the Hôtel Lutetia?’

‘No,’ says the caller. ‘My name is Captain Vidal. I work for the Paris division of the DNPJ, the Direction National de la Police Judiciaire.’

This doesn’t sound good, and I slowly realise how serious this could be. Gran has clearly got confused between her art and her life. It’s like a child on their first sleepover trying to find their way home. ‘Why would the police be involved?’

‘We’ll get to that.’

‘Gran has an apartment about ten minutes away from the Lutetia. Her carer comes in at seven a.m. every morning to look after her.’

‘Surely she has some friends here in Paris who could come and pick her up?’

No, I want to say. Recluses don’t have friends. They only have relatives, and I am the last one left. I’ve sometimes even thought about moving to Paris but Gran likes her independence. She hates people fussing. Any suggestion of round-the-clock care draws a fierce stare.

‘All her friends are either old or dead.’

‘That just leaves you.’

I know, deep down, that I will end up going to Paris today to sort this mess out. That is what always happens with daughters or granddaughters and elderly relatives, isn’t it? I thought my late thirties would be all about baking birthday cakes and opening expensive bottles of wine while staring across my gorgeously designed patio garden. I’d look out at the unstained decking and gather round the patio fire pit and enjoy all those alfresco meals with old friends and charming new neighbours.

‘Let me figure something out. Will the hotel be able to look after her until I arrive?’

‘I’ll ask them.’

‘Thank you.’ I look at the time and know that TJ is already late for school. Morning assembly starts soon and one of the teachers with a clipboard will be standing at the gates. Never mind scaring TJ, those teachers scare the bejesus out of me. I could tell them that my bohemian grandmother has dementia and that is the real reason I’m late. But I’m not sure they’d believe me.

‘What was Gran doing at the hotel?’ I ask. ‘Why was she even there?’

‘That’s where things get even trickier, I’m afraid,’ he says. ‘It turns out that she wants to confess to a crime.’






Chapter 3 Olivia

I’m still stunned by his last sentence, but Captain Vidal doesn’t give me a chance to ask a follow-up. I don’t like this one bit. It feels like the past is about to be opened up.

‘How old is your grandmother?’ he asks.

I want to say a woman’s age is sacred. But I don’t feel like joking now. Gran is part of that wartime generation that still fiddled their ages, sometimes taking off years, sometimes adding them on. She answers to ninety-six.

‘She’s in her nineties,’ I say diplomatically.

‘She would have been an adult during the end of the Second World War?’

I don’t need to do the maths. Captain Vidal clearly knows Gran’s name but hasn’t got a clue about her art. Gran is famous for her portraits of Occupied Paris and the hell that France went through during the war. I don’t know if she ever tried to paint other subjects, but she didn’t succeed.

‘More or less.’

‘According to the hotel manager, your grandmother claimed to be called Sophie Leclerc and said she must have access to Room 11.’

‘Gran has been having memory issues for a while. She’s clearly got herself confused. Very confused by the sounds of things. She’s mixing up painting and real life.’

‘Is that a formal diagnosis?’

This is where it gets trickier. ‘She hates doctors and being tested. She always said she doesn’t want to know what’s wrong with her. But she’s been unwell for years.’

Neither of us dare say the D-word itself. It’s cursed, like the C-word. It’s always easier to say ‘senior moments’ or ‘memory lapses’. I talk about memory conditions for a living and even I have hang-ups.

‘You still haven’t told me what’s happened.’

Captain Vidal coughs. ‘About an hour ago, your grandmother entered the lobby of the Hôtel Lutetia. She said her name was Sophie Leclerc. She also made a confession.’

I finally pull up outside the school. It is right next to Oaks Park High School, the same one I went to. TJ has his rucksack on his knee and I lean across and give him a clumsy hug and whisper at him to run to assembly. I have a wave of guilt at not getting him here on time and wonder if I’m more like my mum than I realise. She once said always being late was her way of protesting against late capitalism and the military-industrial complex. She also said that about making me take out the bins.

I turn back to the call. Gran confessed to a crime? She is many things, but definitely not a criminal. She’s always quite sensible, despite being an artist. But senior detectives in the French police don’t call for minor shoplifting offences or because elderly people have popped in for a comfort break. This feels more dangerous.

‘What crime did she confess to?’ I ask.

The voice is calm, but ominous. It frightens me.

‘Murder,’ he says, at last.






Chapter 4 Myles

He hears the phone ringing in his sleep.

Myles hopes it’s a dream. He reaches for it, swipes across. Please, not today.

‘Myles Forsyth.’

No, definitely not a dream. It’s his boss sounding like he’s already on his second espresso having done a punishing workout while also learning rudimentary Japanese.

‘Myles, I’ve got a juicy little nugget for you. Apologies for interrupting breakfast but I know you’re going to want to hear this.’

Myles looks at the time. He is not even meant to be on shift today. It is unscheduled, unplanned, spontaneous – all words that Myles hates. But it’s part of the job now he is in charge of the joint UK–France investigation into the death of Ingrid Fox. At least he’s not still doing his other extra-curricular work too, unlike last year. One job is more than enough to fill his time these days.

‘Morning, boss, I’m all ears.’

Today is a personal day. The itinerary has been double-checked. Myles just about resisted printing and laminating it. But Myles loves order. The world loves chaos. Why can’t other people be as organised as he is?

‘Captain Vidal from the DNPJ just contacted me,’ says his boss. ‘He thinks they might have a development on the Fox case. He said it was just a heads-up, but he’s sent you an email with the details in case you want to follow up given you’re leading the case. It’s about lots of the same people connected with the trial, including Olivia Finn. I’m just passing the message on.’

Those two magic words pull him back: Olivia Finn. They also strike fear into him too. If it ever gets out what he did, then Myles will lose everything. He only took on the lead detective role officially after Ingrid’s death. She died in her home, bleeding out after appearing to commit suicide. Post-mortem analysis later suggested there might have been third-party involvement and the suicide could have been staged. Myles has plenty of other cases to juggle, but this is one that has stayed with him, and not strictly for professional reasons. He wants to close the file and find the answer. But he can’t think too much about that, just like he can’t think too much about the events of last year and how far his quest for justice pushed him to break the rules.

He got away with it then. He can’t crack now.

He’s meant to be playing the fun uncle today and joining his sister, Laura, and her two kids for a catch-up. Technically, she’s not his biological sister, but that’s the term they used for it in the care system and they’ve stayed close ever since. He’s now an honorary uncle.

Perhaps he can skip the playpark and the film and still make it back for pizza and ice cream. Though, technically, the ice cream isn’t for him. He made a kneejerk New Year promise to go sugar-free and has regretted it ever since.

‘Okay, thanks for the update. I’ll get on it.’

The call ends. Myles checks his emails and sees an update from Captain Vidal. While Myles is the overall lead on the case, Vidal is the point man on the French side. Myles reads about Josephine Benoit, Dr Finn, the Lutetia, Room 11 and a murder confession. He imagines the look on Laura’s face if he ducks out of the fun today for work. He hates letting her and the kids down more than anything. Yes, he might get the big stuff right – always on time with birthday and Christmas presents, good for an impromptu game of table tennis or Monopoly – but it’s the little things kids remember. He goes back over what Vidal mentioned in his email.

Olivia Finn. Paris. Recovered memories.

Silently hovering in the background, of course, is Louis de Villefort, Olivia’s mentor. Which links them all back with Ingrid Fox. No, he has to follow this up. It might be nothing, but he can’t take that chance. This is his first big case.

Myles hesitates. He needs a juice or a protein shake. He came in late last night, ignored the leftover salad in the fridge and picked instead at a disappointing chicken and bacon pasta bake. His stomach still feels congealed. The weigh-in today will be a bloodbath. He’ll be like one of those ballet dancers dreaming of half an apple or one spoonful of cottage cheese.

Myles tries to think of anything that will make what he’s about to say better. But he has nothing. He dials Laura’s number and imagines the familiar look on her face. You’ve let me down, you’ve let the girls down, you’ve let yourself down.

‘An early-morning call,’ she says. ‘I take it this isn’t good news?’

And so he tells her and makes all the usual excuses.

‘I’ll try and make it back for ice cream.’

‘Ice cream?’

‘I’ll try and make it back to watch you and the girls eat ice cream. While I reflect on the benefits of my healthier life choices.’

‘That sounds more like it.’

He smiles and ends the call, then heads to the shower and, as he starts soaping up, his mind turns to the case again and what happened after the trial.

Ingrid Fox made some shocking allegations about her time as a patient in the therapy room of Louis de Villefort at Quai Voltaire in Paris. Not long after the trial, she was found dead in her home.

Was Ingrid murdered or did she take her own life?

Perhaps today he will finally discover the answer.






Chapter 5 Olivia

Sometimes I find it hard to believe how much has changed in such a short time. Not long ago I was with TJ sipping hot chocolate at Fisherman’s Cottage. I hadn’t met Tom, the trial hadn’t happened, Gran was in Paris and wasn’t forgetting things like she is now. There were still problems, but they were pebble-in-your-shoe problems. Then it all went wrong.

The trial changed everything.

I phone the Memory Unit and cancel my appointments for the day and then get home and start packing. I can’t believe that Gran has been connected with a murder. I message Kyle and tell him what’s happened and then search the quickest route to Paris and book a ticket for the earliest Eurostar from St Pancras. While packing, I look across at the bookshelves in my bedroom and see all the different editions of Memory Wars. I wrote the book when Tom and I dated. He would sit with his messy hair, glasses perched on his nose, always a cup of English Breakfast tea to hand and vaping like a teenager, and put squiggles in the margins. He munched on chocolate digestives but always picked up the crumbs. He was a bundle of contradictions like that.

Some days everything begins and ends with Tom.

I finish packing and book an Uber then leave the house while dialling the number for Louis. We used to speak every week or so in the lead-up to the trial. Now it is once a month. The phone almost rings out before his trusty personal assistant, Charlotte Fouquet, answers. She keeps everything running at Quai Voltaire where Louis has his psychotherapy clinic. Her voice has a gorgeous singsong quality to it.

‘Olivia?’

‘Charlotte, hi, sorry to ring you out of the blue like this but something’s come up with Gran. I wanted you and Louis to be the first to know. Apparently, there’s been an incident this morning at the Lutetia hotel.’

Charlotte sounds more alert now. The mention of her boss always has that effect. Louis’s CV is like something from a Hollywood film. He was a hero in the French Resistance and then became a pioneering psychotherapist after the war. He trained at the Sorbonne and his first patients were the survivors from the concentration camps who were based at the Lutetia after returning to Paris, the sort of unconventional start that happened after wartime. Later, he established a clinic that’s become famous around the world in his heyday before age caught up with him and he retreated from the limelight.

He is handsome too, and back in the day looked like a cross between George Clooney and the last Tsar of Russia. He is in his nineties now, but he still has his clothes laid out every night, likes the finest tailoring and, on his rare appearances, looks every bit the gentleman. I’ve known him ever since I was small and he was the reason I followed in his footsteps and studied psychology. Gran would take us for tea at his luxury apartment on Quai Voltaire which also serves as his clinic. His son Edward – who he had later in life, becoming a dad well into middle age – and I used to play together while Louis and Gran talked.

It seems like a different world from a semi-detached in Redbridge and, in many ways, it was. Later, when Mum died and my life was going off the rails, Louis took me under his wing and helped me find meaning again. I fled London, studied as a student at the Sorbonne, and went to daily sessions in his consulting room, as he slowly put my mind back together. He helped me recover memories of Mum’s death, and deal with the trauma rather than repressing it, and to this day I still owe him everything.

‘What sort of incident?’ asks Charlotte.

The Uber arrives. I check the numberplate against the app, decide the driver isn’t an immediate threat to life and limb and then get in the backseat.

‘She’s having some kind of meltdown. Her memory loss is clearly getting even worse. I’m heading over on the Eurostar to sort it all out.’

I don’t mention the confession and the idea of Gran killing someone. The thought is absurd and I don’t want to embarrass Gran further. She might be sitting under her own portrait and confusing painting with her own life, but she remains a proud French woman from a generation where no one admitted weakness.

‘I had this smug bastard of a detective giving me the third degree like she was a criminal,’ I say. ‘I should have gone to see her more. I guess I didn’t want to acknowledge the fact that this could happen. But all the signs have been there. She needed a proper test. I should never have let it get this far.’

Charlotte, if nothing else, has a voice built for phonelines. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she says. ‘Your grandmother is so lucky to have you. We all try to avoid seeing memory loss in others in case we one day see it in ourselves.’

She’s right, of course. I spend my life treating patients with memory conditions. But I can’t bring all that pain home with me each day and still get up the next morning. No one can.

‘I wanted you to be the first to know,’ I say. ‘TJ’s dad is on pick-up duties so I might be able to stay a few nights just to get Gran settled back into her apartment and then look at other options for her to get proper care.’

‘And she chose the Lutetia of all places,’ says Charlotte. ‘And that painting. How ironic.’

I read somewhere that even the greatest stars are one-hit wonders. Gran is the same, I suppose. She has her one portrait that people might have heard of. It is set at the Lutetia when it housed thousands of survivors from the Holocaust immediately after the war. It was the moment when Louis first made his name as a medical student treating them. Despite Gran forgetting what she did yesterday or how to put the kettle on, she remembers the painting that made her career, even if she seems to have confused the woman in the painting with her own life.

If Louis inspired me to train as a psychotherapist, Gran’s most famous painting hanging in the lobby of the Hôtel Lutetia helped me choose what to focus on. As Charlotte says, its name seems ironic now.

The painting is called Memory.






Chapter 6 Olivia

The first thing to know about Gran is that she is a painter who doesn’t paint much.

Her first portrait, Memory (1964), is her most famous work. I can still remember seeing it for the first time. I was nine and on holiday with Gran in Paris. Mum often took me to see Gran. She was artsy herself and studied at Central Saint Martins which is where she had a fling with a fellow student. My dad was never involved in my life and died when I was young. Mum stayed on permanently in England because she found she was freer here and not seen as just the daughter of the great portrait painter. For as long as I can remember, though, it has always been me, Mum and Gran, and those frequent trips across the Channel.

On that first occasion, Gran took me to the lobby of the Lutetia hotel to see the original painting. As we stood looking at it, Gran placed her hands on my shoulders and asked: ‘What do you see, my darling?’ That’s what I loved about Gran. She didn’t believe that there was a right answer when it came to art.

What did I see, Gran? I saw a young woman sitting in Room 11 at the Lutetia. The woman is a teenager or early twenties. I remember asking Gran why the woman was dressed in stripy pyjamas, and Gran telling me it was because she had just come from a bad place called a camp. I still thought camps involved tents and sleeping bags, but apparently this was a different sort of camp. I also didn’t understand why the woman in the portrait had her head shaved. Was that fashionable at the time?

The room in the painting has been turned into a mess. The drawers are pulled out, chairs overturned and the curtains torn. Paintings on the walls have been smashed. There is a torn swastika symbol glimpsed through the right-hand window and debris left behind by the Nazis. But the mystery woman sits there, defiant.

She has lost everything but her memories. The world might be destroyed, the painting seems to say, but our memories live on inside us. That’s when I first realised how important memory could be. My work as a psychotherapist came later, but it started in the lobby of the Lutetia with Gran. That moment turned me into a memory expert.

The portrait was first shown in the 1960s. The Lutetia hotel bought it for their art collection and displayed it for everyone to see in the lobby, as a reminder of the hotel’s history.

It was a stroke of genius. Rather than being hidden away in a stuffy museum, the painting was in a public space for everyone to enjoy. Since then, seeing the painting at the Lutetia has been a pilgrimage for art lovers and tourists, the equivalent of taking afternoon tea at the Ritz.

It’s why I had a reproduction of the portrait on my bedroom wall and still have it in my consulting room at the hospital. I’ve looked at it every single day since I was nine. I used to think that the woman in the portrait might be me, somehow, or part of me calling from the past. It’s why I still do journalling and monthly therapy sessions and have spent my life helping patients deal with trauma by understanding their own past.

The painting speaks to all of us. It deals with one of life’s most important questions.

Without memories, who are we?
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I’m not one of life’s born commuters. St Pancras looks like the inside of a spaceship but the queue for security could be something from Noah’s Ark. It’s hard to think that Gran once went to foreign countries without all this. I’m dreading what lies on the other side.

I endure the journey. I’m in Standard rather than Standard Premier or the heights of Business Premier, so there’s no Michelin-starred three courses. I make a dash to the Eurostar Café and emerge with a questionable ‘light bite’ – in this case a chocolate brownie that is already grey at the edges. I have one bite which isn’t particularly light and give up.

There are lots of sleepy faces around me this morning. Whenever I use the Eurostar, I gradually switch from being English to French. It’s ridiculous, really. I like to imagine I could pass for a French woman, but I couldn’t. Gran has that elegance and style, which Mum did too. It’s something about being young in Paris. Growing up with Mum in Redbridge wasn’t the same. Parisians have the Louvre and high fashion. Redbridge has Redbridge football club and a half-decent Burger King.

As we emerge from the Channel Tunnel, it doesn’t feel like being in a foreign country but a home I distantly remember. I’ve made this journey so many times. I can hear French women next to me bickering about one of their husbands, while two of the Eurostar staff are talking about last night’s football game. There are no updates on Gran’s situation. Everything sounds worse over the phone and I’m desperate to see her for myself.

We reach Gare du Nord and I walk out of the station doors into the heat of Paris. I haven’t checked the temperature but it is several degrees warmer than London. I’m overdressed and wish I had more time to prepare. No matter how many times I vow to stick to one layer, I never learn. I’m stuck in three layers and already regretting it.

I find a taxi at the station and get a chatty driver who insists on giving me his life story. It feels like a long time since I last visited Paris and I’ve half-forgotten how different it is to London. Everything seems smaller, more ordered, the dusty buildings with their balconies and narrow streets honking with traffic.

I remember that weekend in Paris with Tom just before everything went wrong. I’d just got an advance for Memory Wars and splashed the lot on a spectacular room at Le Grand right next to the Palais Garnier. I showed him all my favourite places. We ate creamy foods and drank endless wine and forgot real life existed. Gran wasn’t feeling well, and I didn’t introduce them, which was for the best ultimately. Did I know then, I wonder? During that honeymoon phase, did I realise how much this man would change my life? I like to think my spidey sense knew. But maybe Tom really did fool me completely. He was good like that.

Eventually, we stop outside the Lutetia. I’ve left rain and British gloom behind. Everything now seems sunny. This is what I miss about Paris. It feels like the lights are always on here. It’s not quite the fantasy, but it’s close. This is the city of love, after all.

I have never stayed at the Lutetia but I know the basic history of the place. It’s still the only palace hotel on the Left Bank. It opened in 1910 and then closed in 2014 for a gigantic restoration project. The old Lutetia was slightly scruffy and full of memories. According to the new hotel website, the inside is now more like Harrods.

I spot a police car parked outside. One of the hotel porters offers to help with my bag. I am about to explain that I’m a visitor not a guest and demand to see Gran. But it’s too late. The bag disappears into the reception area before I can get the words out and I trail through the revolving wooden doors and into the stone-floored lobby.

There is a young police officer standing by the front desk.

‘Dr Finn?’ he says.

I reply in French. ‘Yes. I’m looking for Captain Vidal?’

The officer nods. ‘This way please, madame.’

The police always make me nervous, even as an adult. Some people say I became an expert in recovered memories because of the trauma in my own life. I suppose they’re right. Every single day I still think about coming home from school and finding Mum in the kitchen with the empty bottle of pills. And, of course, the secret that I’ve kept ever since, the thing that no one apart from Louis knows about me, buried at the back of my brain.

The officer leads me down the main hotel corridor. We stop at one of the corporate meeting rooms and the officer knocks. There are footsteps inside. The door opens and a large bull of a man emerges. He is big and hairy and looks like a wrestler about to enter the ring. His voice matches the rest of him.

‘Dr Finn?’ he says. ‘Welcome to Paris. I am Captain Vidal of the DNPJ.’






Chapter 8 Olivia

Captain Vidal is dressed in a crumpled suit with an open-necked shirt and a chin full of stubble.

His voice is gruff. His hair is swept back, but slightly beyond regulation length. He is older than I imagined, late fifties, and smells of cheap cigarettes. There is something old-school, and faintly stylish about him despite the careless clothing. You don’t get fag-wielding, glass-in-hand, no-nonsense Parisian cops like this in London any more. This guy could stop a fight, throw in some punches, get a confession and call it just a morning’s work.

‘Is my grandmother in there?’

‘Yes,’ says Vidal. ‘Before we go in, though, I should fill you in on the background.’

I desperately want to get in that room and give Gran a hug. Selfishly, I think of myself fifty years from now. I wonder if TJ’s child will be picking me up after some embarrassing incident where I claim to be someone else. I hate that this is happening to Gran. Dementia is such a horrible disease. She doesn’t deserve this. No one does.

‘Your grandmother’s confession is surprisingly detailed,’ says Vidal matter-of-factly. ‘She claims she once killed another woman just after the liberation of the concentration camps in the summer of 1945. And that she was in the concentration camps herself.’

There is a moment of silence as I take this in. I tried to prepare myself, but being told this by a police officer is shocking.

‘She even says her victim was called Josephine Benoit and that she killed her to steal her identity and begin a new life after the war.’

‘She must be confusing what she painted with her own life,’ I say. ‘Her Memory portrait depicts a camp survivor in a room at this hotel. But Gran spent the war in Paris, or at least that’s what she’s always implied. She’s simply got the two things muddled up.’

Vidal doesn’t sound sympathetic. ‘She also demanded to be let into Room 11 of the hotel and said that is where the murder occurred.’

‘The painting is set in Room 11.’

Despite the bits I do know, I have to admit that there is a lot of Gran’s early life that I don’t know. Like most of her generation, she never opened up about what happened during the war. I used to tell her to write things down before she forgot the past completely. But she didn’t want to talk about it, so I stopped asking questions.

Vidal, though, is persistent. ‘Records suggest a woman called Josephine Benoit and a woman called Sophie Leclerc were both here at the Lutetia during the same three days in June 1945. Josephine survived but what happened to Sophie is unclear.’

So that is why he called. This all suddenly feels a lot more serious. What if Gran’s senior moment wasn’t just the dementia talking? What if it’s far, far worse?

Does Gran have a terrible secret from the war? Could it be a repressed memory that has finally spilled out now she has dementia? I’ve seen it happen with other families, but always hoped it would never happen to me.

Sophie Leclerc and Josephine Benoit both arrive at the Hôtel Lutetia in June 1945.

Three days later, only one of them leaves.

Could Gran have recovered a genuine memory from her own past?

‘If she is Sophie Leclerc,’ says Vidal, ‘what happened to the real Josephine Benoit?’
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We enter the meeting room and that’s when I finally see Gran.

Pure instinct takes over and I wrap her in a hug. I am so used to seeing her as the adult in the room that it always takes me a moment to realise that I’m the responsible one now. I’m the person everyone looks to. When I was younger, I wanted that. Now I find it exhausting. TJ needs me, Gran is dependent on me, Kyle still acts like a grumpy teenager half the time. I know that I need to be strong for Gran. But sometimes I wish there was someone strong for me as well. Tom was the closest I ever came to that.

‘I’m here, Gran. It’s Liv. We’re going to get this sorted, okay. You’ve had quite a morning of it.’

Gran has always been spindly, but now her clothes really hang off her. I wonder how long it’s been since she had a proper cuddle. I kiss her forehead and rub some warmth into her and realise how much I’ve missed her. Since my divorce went through, I’ve wanted to curl up in my pyjamas by Gran’s bed and tell her all about what went wrong and hear her withering put-downs about Kyle. No one could cut a disappointing boyfriend down to size like Gran.

‘You should have called me, Gran,’ I say. ‘I would have been here in a heartbeat.’

I keep my arm round her as we sit down. Vidal sits opposite. I keep rubbing her warm again like I used to on all those holidays and weekends where Gran and I would sit at the kitchen table with a glass of wine and put the world to rights.

‘I’m not sure how this happened,’ I say to Vidal. ‘I check in on Zoom most days just to see that she’s okay. I’ve tried to arrange round-the-clock care, or move her to a place with supervision, but Gran always says no.’

‘And did you Zoom yesterday?’

‘No, she was feeling too tired. But the day before she seemed okay. If there were any obvious signs I would have come over. Gran is a recluse though. I always nicknamed her the hedgehog when I was a kid because she loves to hibernate. Trying to get her out of the house is like trying to get my six-year-old son to stop watching YouTube.’

Vidal nods. ‘I like that famous painting of hers. The one in the lobby here.’

‘Memory,’ I say. ‘Yes, everyone likes that one.’

I look at Gran and wonder if she is taking in any of this. What must it be like to paint something as a young woman and still be asked about it in your nineties?

‘That painting is worth a great deal of money, yes?’ says Vidal.

‘The Lutetia bought it back in the 1960s for a steal. Experts say it could go for seven figures now. If Gran had held on to it, she could have made a fortune.’

‘And has she ever spoken to you about her past?’ he asks. ‘Do you know about your grandmother’s childhood or what happened to her during the war?’

‘No, or not as much as I’d like,’ I say, feeling ashamed all over again. ‘I used to ask her but she never wanted to go there. None of her generation ever really do.’

He is about to ask me a follow-up question when Gran’s voice erupts beside me. She is shouting, screaming almost. It is another shock in a day of them. I’ve seen her disorientated, but never as bad as this. It scares me.

‘Who are you?’ she says, gripping my hand tightly. ‘Who are you?’

But she isn’t shouting at Captain Vidal.

She is looking directly at me.
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