
[image: image]


Little White Lies

Lesley Lokko

[image: image]


Contents

Cover

Title Page

GODMOTHERS

Prologue

PART ONE Teenagers

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

PART TWO Escape

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

PART THREE Beginnings

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

PART FOUR Sink or swim

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

PART FIVE Swimming

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

PART SIX Arriving

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Chapter 82

Chapter 83

Chapter 84

Chapter 85

Chapter 86

Chapter 87

Chapter 88

PART SEVEN Drowning

Chapter 89

Chapter 90

Chapter 91

Chapter 92

Chapter 93

Chapter 94

Chapter 95

Chapter 96

Chapter 97

Chapter 98

Chapter 99

Chapter 100

Chapter 101

Chapter 102

PART EIGHT Deceiving

Chapter 103

Chapter 104

Chapter 105

Chapter 106

Chapter 107

Chapter 108

Chapter 109

Chapter 110

Chapter 111

Chapter 112

Chapter 113

Chapter 114

Chapter 115

Chapter 116

Chapter 117

Chapter 118

Chapter 119

Chapter 120

Epilogue

Reading Group Notes

The Story behind Little White Lies

For Discussion

In Conversation with Lesley Lokko

Suggested Further Reading

About the Author

Copyright


GODMOTHERS

‘Always a godmother, never a mother. That sucks.’

Courteney Cox


Prologue

2013

Martha’s Vineyard, Cape Cod, USA

She lay on the ground with her cheek pressed flat against the Persian rug, her mouth stirring sporadically, as if she were about to speak. Her hands were tightly balled fists at her sides and her breathing was laboured and shallow. Outside, amidst the muffled noise of running feet and barking dogs, a child cried out: David, perhaps, or Joshua? She couldn’t tell. Whoever it was, he was hurriedly picked up and hushed. It was nearly six p.m. and the hard, high ball of fire that was the sun had started slipping towards the horizon. It was only May but already the days were long and hot. A week ago, just before her guests arrived, she’d ordered the covers off the swimming pool. Every morning, the servants unfurled the large white patio umbrellas and plumped up the blue-and-white striped cushions, making the shimmering turquoise pool the centre of the day’s activities. Every day, including today. Today. Her skin began to crawl.

For the hundredth time, her mind skittered over the hours that had passed since that morning, trying to make sense of it all. The day had begun like every other day. She’d gone out early, just as dawn was breaking, drink in hand – orange juice, with the barest splash of vodka – just enough to get the day going. She’d dipped her feet in the heated water at the shallow end, enjoying the early-morning quiet. Toys, the debris of games begun and abandoned, lay scattered around the grey birch decking that ran all the way around the house. Toys. Children’s toys. At the thought of the toys, her lips began to tremble all over again. She moved her head a fraction and the rich, dense colours of the carpet rose up to meet her half-closed eyes. Yellow: pomegranate, chamomile, egg-yolk. Red: blood, wine, burgundy, ruby. Black: walnut, bark, night. It was a beautiful carpet. Large and soft, it stretched from one end of the study to the other. Expensive, too. She’d lied to Adam about the price, of course, knocking off a few thousand dollars, though she’d no reason to – it was her money, after all. But Adam was so unpredictable these days, especially where money was concerned. Her stomach gave a horrible, twisting lurch. Oh, God, Adam. He would be back from New York any minute now. What would he say? He would blame her, of course. Everyone blamed her and why the hell shouldn’t they? It was her fault. She was to blame, no one else.

Her mind began to wander uncontrollably again, darting back and forth over the day’s events but without any sense of order. When did it happen? Before or after breakfast? After she’d come in from the pool? Had she really told Clea to take a break? ‘No, no, you have an afternoon off, Clea. I’ll look after them. Come on, four kids . . . it’s not rocket science!’ She’d grinned at her. Clea. Lovely Clea, the cousin of one of the girls who worked for the Lowensteins, her neighbours. Betty Lowenstein introduced them soon after Tash arrived; she’d hired her on the spot. She seemed so nice. And so capable. It was she, Tash, who wasn’t capable.

You’ve got to get up. Her own voice. She tried to lift her head. It felt wobbly, as though it wasn’t properly attached. Footsteps approached suddenly; someone was coming up the stairs. Heavy. A man’s tread. It must be the inspector. No, not inspector – detective. Wasn’t that what they called inspectors over here? Detectives? Officers? Sergeants? No idea. The steps slowed and he came to a stop. She could hear his breathing through the door. She held her own breath. Please don’t come in. Not yet. A minute spooled slowly by, then another, and another. She waited. Just when she thought she might scream at him to go away, she heard him turn back. She exhaled very slowly, the breath leaving her body in short, sharp gasps. He was wary of her; she’d sensed it straight away. Something in the way he couldn’t quite hold her gaze, despite the seriousness of the occasion. His eyes kept slipping away from her to the cars parked in the driveway, the enormous house, the works of art, the furniture and the Persian rugs and the servants who kept flitting in and out like lost bees. She knew exactly what he was thinking. Rich bitch. Rich, foreign bitch. The line dividing the residents of the luxurious holiday homes along the water’s edge from the locals who lived in Edgartown was clear. Them and us. Rich and poor. The idle and working classes. But he knew nothing. He knew nothing about her, where she’d come from, what she’d done. He had no idea. And, idle or not, rich or not, the absolute worst had come to pass. Tragedies can happen anywhere, to anyone. She, of all people, should have known that.

He walked down the stairs, his heels clipping out a sharp, crisp rhythm that slowly faded to silence. Somewhere on the ground floor a door opened; there was an exchange of voices but she couldn’t hear what was said. There was the short, staccato burst of a walkie-talkie or a radio. A car swept into the driveway, scattering gravel; the dogs barked wildly. More voices. The house was beginning to fill up with people. More police. She struggled upright. Her knees and hands were shaking; her mouth was bone dry. It was time to call Rebecca.
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1993

TATIANA BRYCE-BRUDENELL

Chelsea, London

With the sort of anxious concentration that only teenagers can muster, seventeen-year-old Tash Bryce-Brudenell carefully examined herself in the tiny bathroom mirror. Things weren’t looking good. Mousy brown hair pulled back into a ponytail (a style she’d sported since the age of six); pale blue eyes (set much too far apart); short, barely there eyelashes (blonde, not brown, highlighting their absence even further). At least her skin was reasonably clear – a few spots, a few freckles – not as bad as some of the girls in her class. Not Annick, though. Or Rebecca. She sighed. What kind of malicious deity had made her so goddamn plain and her two best friends so goddamn pretty? She had no answer.

She soldiered grimly on, baring her teeth in an approximation of a smile. She grimaced. Her teeth were dreadful – too many, too long, too crowded, too crooked. Smile only when absolutely necessary. Chin? Weak, but at least it wasn’t receding. She’d been lucky there. She’d never met her father but in the few photographs her mother had shown her, he had an unmistakably receding chin. She turned slowly sideways. Her nose now came into its problematic own. It was large and long with an uncomfortably high bridge that made it difficult to keep her glasses on. Another typical Bryce-Brudenell feature (or so her mother said).

‘Tatiana?’ Her mother’s voice came barrelling through the door. ‘Chto ty tam delaesh? What you doing in there?’ As ever, Lyudmila said everything twice, once in Russian and then (as if Tash didn’t understand) in English.

‘Nothing,’ Tash yelled back unconvincingly. ‘I’ll be out in a second.’ She hurriedly turned on the taps.

‘My budem pozdno. We gonna be late.’

We’re going to be late, not we gonna be late, Tash automatically mouthed. Not that Lyudmila would take any notice. She’d lived in England for almost twenty years but her voice, syntax and grammar had lost none of their sensual, throaty Russianness.

‘What you doing in there?’ Lyudmila asked again, exasperated. Hers was a voice that could penetrate lead.

‘I’m coming,’ Tash hissed. She rinsed her hands and yanked open the door. ‘What’s the bloody rush?’ Her eyes narrowed suspiciously as she surveyed her mother. Lyudmila was dressed as though ready to go out – a long, floor-sweeping fur coat that, although it had clearly seen better days, was still impressive; black high-heeled boots and a soft black beret over her blonde, waist-length hair. Almost every penny of the meagre allowance that came through every month from the Bryce-Brudenell family solicitors in Edinburgh was spent on clothes – Lyudmila’s, not Tash’s. Lyudmila spent more than enough on Tash’s school fees, she lamented. Daily. ‘Why you not ready, dushen’ka?’ she asked, impatiently tugging on her gloves.

‘Ready? What for?’ Tash frowned. ‘Are we going somewhere?’

Lyudmila rolled her eyes. ‘Dushen’ka, I told you. We have invite. Lady Soames invite us. You and me. We must to go now.’

Tash groaned. ‘Oh, God, Ma, no! Not Lady Soames! Why do I have to come? No one’ll even notice if I’m not there. Why don’t you go by yourself?’

Lyudmila shook her head firmly. ‘Nyet. I promise her you coming. Hurry up. You know she doesn’t like it when we is late.’

‘When we are late,’ Tash corrected her sulkily.

Lyudmila shrugged. ‘Is. Are. No difference. Come. Where is coat?’

‘Where I left it.’ Tash sighed. She followed her mother reluctantly down the corridor. Lyudmila was up to something; she could tell by her excited, distracted air.

‘Dushen’ka, why you always so nezgovorchivaya?’ Lyudmila paused to view her reflection in the mirror before opening the front door. Nezgovorchivaya. Disagreeable. It was her favourite word, especially when it came to Tash.

‘Because that’s the way you made me,’ Tash said, tightening her ponytail defiantly.

‘Not true,’ Lyudmila said calmly. ‘I try everything make you nice girl.’ She opened the cupboard door and pulled out Tash’s coat, a sensible black woollen schoolgirl number. ‘Okay, here is coat. Come. We late.’ She marched ahead.

We are late, Tash mouthed silently, crossly. She followed her mother disconsolately out the door.

‘Taxi!’ Only in Lyudmila’s mouth could the word come out as ‘texy’. A black cab on the opposite side of the road, spotting the long blonde hair and fur coat, turned immediately and screeched to an abrupt halt.

‘Where to, love?’ The driver looked Lyudmila appreciatively up and down. Tash hung back instinctively.

Lyudmila grasped the door handle and climbed in. ‘Christchurch Street. You know where is it?’

‘Christchurch Street? What . . . the one round the corner?’ The driver sounded disbelieving. Tash’s face began to burn.

‘Yes.’

‘You’d be quicker walking, love.’

‘I like drive.’ Lyudmila pulled out her compact and started powdering her nose. For a second, Tash caught and held the driver’s incredulous gaze. She looked away. He pulled out into the traffic without a word.

‘Dushen’ka, be nice today, hmm?’ Lyudmila turned her attention away from her own face just briefly. She reached across and tucked a stray lock of lank hair behind Tash’s ear. Tash only just resisted the temptation to smack her hand away.

‘Why?’

‘Because,’ Lyudmila answered cryptically.

Tash turned her face back to the window. Yes, her mother was definitely up to something. She caught a glimpse of her own reflection. She looked down at her hands. It wasn’t easy being Lyudmila’s daughter, especially not her ugly daughter.

‘Lyudmila! How lovely to see you, my darling! What a surprise! Do come in! Come in. It’s absolutely perishing outside! And here’s the lovely little Tatiana. How splendid of you to come! You know the way – of course you do!’ Lady Pamela Soames stood in the hallway, practically (and inexplicably) rubbing her hands in glee. She looked like a cross between a sumo wrestler and a poodle, Tash thought to herself uncharitably. How on earth could it be a surprise when she was clearly expecting them? And who in the world would ever call her ‘lovely’ – or, even more ludicrous, ‘little’? Her height was the only thing she’d inherited from her mother. At seventeen she was nearly six feet tall. ‘How are you, darling?’ Lady Soames looked up at her indulgently.

‘Who? Me?’ Tash scowled down at her and was rewarded by a sharp prod from Lyudmila.

‘Teenager,’ Lyudmila said helplessly, making it sound like a terminal illness. ‘What I can do?’

‘Oh, don’t I know it,’ Lady Soames said conspiratorially, tucking her arm into Lyudmila’s as she led them towards the conservatory. ‘It’s a dreadful time, absolutely dreadful. For all concerned.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Now, listen, darling. I’ve asked Rupert to come downstairs but he’s a bit reluctant, I’m afraid. You know what they’re like at his age.’

Tash stopped dead in her tracks. Rupert? Rupert was Lady Soames’ eldest son. So that was why she’d been dragged along. Oh, Christ. Lyudmila was playing matchmaker. A wave of embarrassment washed over her. She could have killed her! Wasn’t it enough that she had to endure the pitying glances of all Lyudmila’s friends? Did she have to endure their sons’ sniggers as well? She glared daggers at her mother’s rapidly disappearing back. Not that Lyudmila would notice. Or care.
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‘So what’s he like?’ Annick was eager to hear all the details. It was half past ten and the most embarrassing day of Tash’s life was finally drawing to a close. ‘Is he good-looking?’

Tash snorted derisively. ‘God, no! He’s about half my size.’ She wedged the phone between her chin and neck, attempting to talk and paint her toenails at the same time. ‘And he’s got ginger hair. He’s repulsive, actually. Besides, I don’t want a boyfriend, and even if I did, I’m hardly going to ask my mother for help. I’m perfectly capable of getting one on my own. If I wanted one. Which I don’t.’ She enunciated her words clearly, keen for Annick to get the point.

‘Darling, if we wait for you to sort yourself out in that department, we’ll be waiting for ever. You’re so bloody picky.’

‘I am not. Besides, I’d rather be picky than a slut.’ She grimaced. ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean that.’

‘Yes, you did. Anyhow, we’re not talking about me. Can we get back to the subject, please?’

‘There is no subject. He came downstairs, took one look at me and fled.’

‘Oh, Tash! He did not! You’re making it up.’

‘I’m not. You should’ve seen his face. I’d just stuffed a scone in my gob and a bit of cream oozed out, so I scooped it up with my finger and licked it off in front of him. He nearly died. His mother looked at me as though I’d gone mad. It was funny, though. You should’ve seen Ma’s face. Anyway, I’d better go. I’ve still got that history essay to finish. Have you done yours yet?’

‘Nope.’

‘Er, it’s due tomorrow.’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘You hassle me about boyfriends and I hassle you about homework. How does that not make you a slut?’

‘All right, point taken.’

‘I’d better get on with it, then. You’d be advised to do the same.’

‘I might. I’ll see how I feel.’

‘Fine, you’ll get an “F”. See you tomorrow.’

‘Mmm.’ Annick sounded about as interested in her essay as Tash had been in Rupert Soames. ‘Meet you outside the gates at nine.’

Tash put down the phone, lay back against the pillows and held out her hand. She looked at the tattoo nestling in the fold between her thumb and first finger. It was almost healed. A week earlier, she, Annick and Rebecca had walked past a tattoo parlour on the way home from school. Without saying a word, they’d all stopped in front of it. They looked at each other.

‘Won’t it hurt?’

‘Oh, Rebecca.’ Both Tash and Annick turned to look at her.

‘Sue Parker’s brother got one done the other day. She said he said it hurt like hell.’

‘Yeah, but I bet his covered half of his back, or something stupid like that. We’re only going to get something small.’

‘Like what?’

Annick shrugged. ‘How about a rose?’

Tash rolled her eyes. ‘Bo-ring. Let’s get something that actually means something. To all of us.’

‘Like what?’ Rebecca’s curiosity got the better of her.

‘How about something . . . something like that?’ Tash pointed at something in the window.

‘Which one?’ Annick stepped closer to see.

‘That one. The triangle. Three points – that’s us, right?’

‘How about a triangle set in a circle?’

‘Genius. Fucking genius.’ Tash grinned. ‘The three of us, together, always. I love it. Here, right here where we’ll always see it.’ She pointed to the spot between her thumb and forefinger.

‘Come on, before Rebecca chickens out,’ Annick laughed.

‘I won’t. Does . . . does it have to be right there?’ she looked at her hand. ‘Can’t it be somewhere more . . . well, hidden?’

‘Scaredy-cat. You’re afraid of what your mum’s going to say. Don’t worry, when your hand’s closed, you’ll hardly see it.’

And that was it. They exited the shop half an hour later, each looking a little paler than before, holding a little wad of cotton wool over their bleeding hands. They’d chosen the design together – a thin blue triangle, enclosed in a circle. ‘Best friends for ever, huh?’ The tattoo artist grinned approvingly at his handiwork.

‘Yup.’ They all spoke at once. The triangle had been Tash’s idea, the circle enclosing it, Rebecca’s. Annick concentrated only on not crying. Unbelievable how something barely the size of a ten pence piece could hurt so much, she said weakly. Lyudmila nearly fainted when she saw it, as did Aunt Mimí, Rebecca’s mother. Annick’s mother hadn’t seen it yet and probably wouldn’t notice it anyway. Her parents were barely there, and when they were, their attention was always claimed by someone else, someone more important.

Tash traced the still-puckered flesh with her fingers. She rolled over onto her stomach, burying her face in her pillow. She didn’t like lying to anyone, least of all Annick. The afternoon hadn’t been quite as funny or as entertaining as she’d made out. Lyudmila and Lady Soames disappeared as soon as Rupert finally came down, leaving the two teenagers locked together in a silent agony of sullen resentment. Every so often, a tinkling laugh could be heard down the corridor, making the silence between them even more uncomfortable. Rupert looked at his shoes. Tash looked down at her hands. The silver tray of scones and tea lay untouched in front of them. Tash racked her brains for something to say.

‘So what’s Eton like?’ she asked finally.

He looked up. His expression hovered somewhere between boredom and disgust. ‘’S’all right,’ he muttered.

Tash felt a rush of feeling at the tip of her nose; any second now it’d turn red and shiny and she’d burst into tears. She forced herself to look away. ‘D’you want some tea?’ she asked after a moment.

‘No.’ There was another monumentally awkward pause. Then he jumped to his feet as if he’d been bitten – or possibly shot. ‘Look, I’d better go. I’ve forgotten something—’

Tash opened her mouth to say something – anything – then snapped it firmly shut. He ran out and suddenly the room was quiet. She looked around her slowly and poured herself a cup of tea. In a flash of inspiration, she poured a second cup and drank that as well. Then she polished off the scones. When the adults returned half an hour later, two empty cups sat side by side on the tray. Not even a dollop of cream remained.

‘Did you enjoy yourselves?’ Lady Soames said, beaming. ‘Where’s Rupert?’

‘You just missed him. He’d forgotten his homework or something,’ Tash said calmly. It was half true. She saw Lyudmila glance at the empty teacups with a small, self-satisfied smile. Job done. She beamed at Tash. Tash blinked slowly and looked away.
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ANNICK BETANCOURT

Mayfair, London

Several miles and an entire world away from Tash’s cramped little basement flat, in her own enormous but empty apartment overlooking Hyde Park, Annick Betancourt sat down and opened the history book she’d been half-heartedly thumbing through before the phone call. She struggled to concentrate. How far was Henry VII’s government threatened by rebellions in the years 1485 to 1509? She stared at the question. The problem with it – as with most history questions – was that she didn’t actually care. She found it hard to summon up any kind of enthusiasm for things she had absolutely no interest in . . . and therein lay the problem. Although she wasn’t the only girl at St Benedict’s Sixth Form College who wasn’t academically inclined, she was certainly one of its most high-profile. In a school filled with the offspring of rock stars and royalty, Annick Betancourt was both. Her father, the handsome, charismatic Sylvan Betancourt was the president of Togo (not that anyone knew where Togo was). Her mother, the gorgeous, glamorous Anouschka Malaquais, was a bona fide film star. Rarely a day went by in her native France without some mention of her in the press. She was perhaps lesser known in Britain for her roles than her robes, but Annick had long got used to the sight of her mother’s face staring impassively back at her from the cover of Hello!

With two such illustrious parents it was inconceivable that their only child should turn out to be a dunce. But that was exactly what had happened. When it became known that Annick Betancourt would, in all likelihood, fail her A-levels, the school suggested (perfectly nicely) that she might perhaps be better off somewhere less, er, stringent in its pursuit of academic excellence. Anouschka immediately flew from Lomé to London (via Paris and the haute couture shows, of course), to protest. In person. As the excited girls whispered to each other afterwards, the headmaster was so overcome at the sight of Anouschka Malaquais-Betancourt, all high heels, flowing blonde hair and the unmistakeable whiff of power and wealth that clung to her like perfume, that he immediately capitulated. Annick stayed on.

Annick herself wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or annoyed. She was relieved not to have to leave – that would have meant leaving Tash and Rebecca behind, in itself an unthinkable prospect. Between St Benedict’s and the Hyde Park apartment, she had little else to call ‘home’. Her father spent most of his time in Lomé, the Togolese capital, where she holidayed once a year – twice, if she were lucky. Her mother flitted back and forth between Lomé and Paris with the occasional stopover in London if the fashion shows were on. Annick very occasionally joined her at the beautiful Left Bank apartment in Paris for Christmas but it had been several years since she’d spent Christmas anywhere other than at Rebecca’s – which was daft because Rebecca was Jewish and didn’t celebrate it. Still, Aunt Mimí always put on the most fabulous lunch for the thirty-odd friends and relatives who always came to Harburg Hall on the day itself – and it sure as hell beat sitting in her own living room, alone or having Christmas dinner with the housekeeper, which was worse.

A sharp tap at the door interrupted her.

‘Come in,’ she muttered.

‘Everything all right, Annick?’ Mrs Price asked, her eyes quickly sweeping the room. Like a lighthouse, Annick thought to herself irritably.

‘Everything’s fine, Mrs Price,’ she murmured. ‘Just doing my homework.’

‘I thought I heard you on the phone earlier and I know you’ve got a lot of homework on.’

‘Yeah.’ They both hesitated. Mrs Price was clearly waiting for Annick to elaborate further and Annick was determined not to. Annick always found it difficult. Although the palace in Lomé was stuffed full of servants, Mrs Price unnerved her. She didn’t quite fit the category of servant, at least not in the way the servants back in Togo did, and yet she was definitely not a family member. Still, there were times when Annick came home from a particularly bad day at school or she’d been waiting a week for one or other of her parents to call and the only person in the world she had to talk to was Mrs Price. On days like those, instead of going straight to her room, she hung around the kitchen, watching Mrs Price expertly slice onions or roll out a sheet of pastry for a pie and for a few minutes she could pretend she was like all her other friends with a mother to talk to, a father somewhere in the house . . . people who cared. Not that her parents didn’t care, she always reminded herself quickly. They just happened to live six thousand miles away and each had a job to do. They were busy people.

‘Well, don’t stay up too late, then,’ Mrs Price said finally, acknowledging defeat.

‘I won’t.’

‘Goodnight.’

‘Goodnight, Mrs Price.’

The door closed behind her. Annick blew out her cheeks and began to tidy her desk. She didn’t like thinking about her parents, especially not before going to bed. At night, without the distraction of traffic outside or the occasional sound of the neighbours, the flat was at its most silent. It was the silence she dreaded. When she went home in the holidays to Lomé, the house was always full of noise and laughter, people talking, arguing, debating, shouting. Life flowed around them: it was everywhere, in every visitor, every car that swept up the impressively long driveway; in the noisy, excited chatter of the many servants who lived in the quarters to the rear of the palace . . . noise, noise everywhere. In Lomé it was impossible to feel alone. London was the opposite. There were nights she felt as though she were the loneliest person alive.

She shut her eyes tightly, trying to picture them – Maman, Papa and her – sitting in the sunny, spacious salon de thé in the apartment on rue Matignon. As always, she could see herself quite clearly but whenever she tried to focus on her mother or father, the image slipped, becoming fuzzy and unclear. She could picture certain things – the colour of her mother’s hair, especially after a visit to the hairdresser, or the small gold necklace with the three diamond circles that she always wore; her father’s dark tweed suits, smelling faintly of cigar smoke and aftershave and the way his beard always showed up dark and bruised under his skin. But not the whole picture. Not the three of them, together, complete. That image stubbornly refused to come. She closed her eyes tightly and tried to think of something else. Anything. No point in ruining another weekend by feeling homesick. Although how could you be homesick when you didn’t really have a home?
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REBECCA HARBURG

Hampstead, London

Sitting opposite Adam Goldsmith, her second cousin on her father’s side whom she’d never met, Rebecca Harburg was in an agony of embarrassment – and, face it, lust. The object of her desire sat with his legs (in ripped and faded Levis) spread insouciantly apart, a cup of tea calmly balanced on his muscular thighs, chatting easily to the elderly aunts, spinsters, mothers and three other cousins who’d come to gape at this Goldsmith from the Belgian branch of the family, a creature from another planet. Blonde, blue-eyed, athletic and well over six foot tall, Adam Goldsmith looked like no other Harburg, dead or alive. He was twenty-three years old, fluent in half a dozen languages, now a trainee banker with the family firm and had recently returned from a two-year stint in the Israeli army. This last, of course, was the icing on the cake. No Harburg had ever done anything like it. He’d volunteered to serve in the Israeli army? What a mensch! Despite those rather uncomfortably Aryan looks, no one could accuse him of not being Jewish enough. In a sea of dark-haired, dark-eyed, pale and sensitively intelligent faces, the man who looked as if he’d stepped off the catwalk was going down a storm.

Embeth Hausmann-Harburg, known to friends and family as Mimí, was sitting opposite him, her teacup and saucer balanced daintily on her knees, trying unsuccessfully to suppress a frown. The Friday afternoon gathering was at her house and it was her daughter whose mouth was hanging open. She stared at Rebecca, trying to get her attention. Pointless. Rebecca, along with everyone present – a half-deaf grandmother, three elderly great aunts, four girlish, simpering cousins and the maid – were dumbstruck. Orit, the maid she’d brought back from Tel Aviv, had almost dropped the tray when she saw him. She’d gone beet-red when he opened his mouth and said, ‘Shalom’ and then had to leave the room, quite overcome and without serving anyone to boot. Silly women. Had they never seen a good-looking man before? ‘Rebecca,’ Mimí hissed. ‘Rebecca! Cierra la boca! Close your mouth!’

But Rebecca was beyond hearing. She was sitting close enough to reach out and touch him. Those long, lean, finely toned thighs; the broad chest underneath the cream Fair Isle sweater that offset his tan; the bulge of his biceps; the thick, sandy blonde hair; and those tanned, rugged cheeks with a morning’s worth of beard already showing through. She was rendered completely dumb. He reminded her of the marble statue of Adonis, the beautiful Greek god who stood outside the library at school. An image of the statue’s limp penis suddenly slipped into her head and she choked on her scone, sending crumbs flying out of her mouth.

‘What’s matter with her?’ Eleanor, the oldest of the great aunts, suddenly spoke up. She was hard of hearing and squinted anxiously in the direction of the noise.

‘She’s choking! Get her some water!’ Another great aunt sprang into action.

‘The girl’s choking?’ Aunt Eleanor fumbled for her spectacles.

‘Will someone get the girl some water?’ Aunt Rosa yelled. ‘You want she should choke to death?’

‘I’m . . . I’m fine,’ Rebecca stammered, furiously wiping away her tears. The embarrassment was almost as bad as the coughing fit. ‘No, really . . . I’m fine.’ She waved off their concern.

‘She’s fine. It just went down the wrong way, that’s all.’ Mimí soothed her anxious relations. ‘Why don’t you go and wash your face?’ she turned to Rebecca calmly. ‘And get some fresh air,’ she added firmly.

Rebecca jumped to her feet, stealing a quick glance at Adam. He was eating his scone as if nothing had happened.

‘Poor thing,’ she heard one of the aunts say to another as she left the room. ‘Such a fright she gave me! D’you remember the Meyerson boy? The tall one? Had an allergy to nuts. Dropped dead, just like that! One minute here, the next . . . gone!’

‘Oooh, don’t remind me, please! Terrible business, terrible. It took them years to get over it—’

‘Such things you don’t get over, Miriam. Never.’

Rebecca stifled a giggle as she closed the door behind her. Every Friday, her mother served afternoon tea for a neverending stream of aunts and great aunts, followed by the traditional Friday night seder. Lesser family members fought over the invitations like dogs over scraps of meat. Embeth’s seders were beautiful occasions, more social than spiritual. An invitation to Harburg Hall on a Friday night was a sign that you’d arrived. There was to be a special seder that evening to welcome Adam to London. He was about to join the family bank, starting with a position right at the bottom. It was the way they did things at Harburg’s. In three generations, no one had ever made director without having worked everywhere, ‘from the mail room to the boardroom,’ as Lionel, Rebecca’s father, liked to say. It seemed rather unlikely that Adam would be delivering mail, Rebecca thought to herself as she hurried to the bathroom. If she was lucky and found herself seated next to him at dinner, perhaps she could ask him what he would be doing? At the thought of dinner and possibly being seated next to Adam, she brightened.

She bent down and splashed cold water onto her face to cool down her still-burning cheeks. She eyed her reflection anxiously, tucking a few stray strands of hair behind her ears. Her eyes, normally a clear dark-brown colour that often verged on black, were unnaturally bright. She traced the line of her eyebrow tenderly with a finger, slicking it into shape. Her skin was pale, lightly dusted with freckles across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. Her long, poker-straight hair fell on either side of her face from a centre parting, which she hated but everyone said suited her. She longed for Annick’s wild masses of dark-brown corkscrew-tight curls that drew gasps of admiration from everyone – even total strangers – when she let them spring free. ‘Why can’t I have hair like yours?’ she moaned to Annick, endlessly.

‘Because.’

Not a lot you could say to that. She checked her reflection for the last time, turned off the taps and opened the door. Her heart missed a beat. Adam was there, right in front of her, crossing the hallway towards the front door.

‘Hey,’ he said lightly. ‘I was just nipping out for a fag. Want one?’

Rebecca gaped at him. She didn’t smoke. No matter. She did now. ‘Yeah,’ she said, as nonchalantly as she could manage. ‘Love to.’ She trotted obediently after him. He held the front door open for her and they both stood in the portico, sheltering from the rain. He fished a packet of Marlboro Lights from the pocket of his jeans and handed one over. A bolt of lightning shot through her as their hands touched. A second bolt hit as he cupped her hand to help her light it. Annick and Tash smoked; she didn’t. She tried desperately to recall how they did it. Bring cigarette to mouth. Open mouth. Inhale. Slowly. Exhale. Quickly. The fit of coughing that overtook her brought tears to her eyes.

‘Easy,’ Adam said, smiling down at her.

Her heart did a slow somersault. ‘S . . . sorry, just . . . it’s that bloody scone again.’

‘Sure it is.’ His voice was full of teasing laughter.

She took another, less enthusiastic draw, and cautiously looked up at him from underneath her lashes. He was just so goddamn beautiful – blue eyes, the colour of the sky on a hot summer’s day; blonde hair that reminded her of sunlight; skin that glowed with rude health. ‘Adam, can I ask you something?’ she said suddenly, the words tumbling out of her mouth before she could stop herself.

‘What?’

‘Ha . . . have you ever killed anyone?’

It was the dumbest thing she’d ever said. The way he looked at her just confirmed it.

‘He just looked at me,’ she wailed half an hour later on the phone to Annick. ‘I mean, what kind of an idiot asks a question like that?’

‘So what did he say?’ Annick asked breathlessly.

Rebecca paused to blow her nose. ‘Nothing. He just looked at me. Then he stubbed out his cigarette and said, “Funny, every girl I meet asks me that.” So not only am I dumb, I’m just like all the others.’

‘Well, there are worse things to be,’ Annick said cheerfully.

‘Like what?’

‘I . . . well, I can’t think of them right now,’ Annick said carefully. ‘But I’m sure there are. So where is he now?’

‘He’s going back to Belgium for a couple of weeks. It’s funny, he’s completely English when he speaks to me – to us – and then he speaks to his mother in French and he sounds so different. He’s just like you.’

‘I’m hardly six foot three, darling, and I certainly haven’t come back from some army camp.’

‘You know what I mean. Sometimes when I’m with you and I hear you on the phone to your mum, or your friends from home, or whatever . . . you look like you, but I don’t recognise your voice. It’s weird. He spoke Hebrew to Orit and she nearly dropped dead.’

‘He sounds lovely,’ Annick said loyally. ‘But he’s your cousin. You can’t.’

‘Can’t what?’

‘Marry him, silly.’

‘Who says I want to marry him?’ Rebecca asked indignantly. ‘And anyway in our family it’s allowed. It’s practically enforced.’

‘Well, there you go. It’s settled then. You’ll marry the gorgeous Adam, you’ll move to Israel and live on a – what d’you call it again? A kibi? You’ll have fifteen kids and live happily ever after.’

‘It’s a kibbutz, you idiot, and in any case, with my luck, they’ll find me some distant cousin from Poland who’s thirty years older than me with no chin and no hair and I’ll have to move to Lódz,’ she said glumly.

‘Oh, you’re so melodramatic, Rebecca. You ought to move to Hollywood.’

‘Maybe I will. Anyway, I didn’t call just to talk about Adam. Have you made your choices yet?’ Rebecca asked, reminding them both of something of far greater importance. University. Rebecca knew Annick was worried about getting in. Their exams were four months away and at the rate Annick was going, she would never get the grades she needed. She ought to at least pass French – it was her mother tongue, after all – but you still had to read the set novels and have more than a passing acquaintance with the characters. Annick just didn’t seem to care. Her concern about university wasn’t the university itself or the course of study she’d chosen, or even whether or not she’d find it difficult. Annick’s real concern, Rebecca knew, was not to be left behind.

‘No,’ Annick said glumly. ‘I keep putting it off. Have you?’

‘History of Art.’

‘You guys are so lucky,’ Annick said enviously. ‘At least you’re good at something. I haven’t got a clue what to do.’

‘I thought you were going to do languages?’ Rebecca asked carefully.

‘Well, that’s only because it’ll be easy.’

‘So choose something harder.’

‘Me? Since when do I ever do anything hard? I just hope I get in, that’s all. I couldn’t bear it if you two got in and I didn’t. Knowing me, I’m the one who’s going to wind up in . . . where was it? Lobs?’

‘Lódz,’ Rebecca giggled. ‘Now look who’s being melodramatic. Anyhow, I’d better go. I’m blessing the candles tonight and I’d better not screw that up. Mum’ll kill me. Aunt Rosa’s always complaining that they don’t teach me how to do things properly. I wish you could meet Adam. Actually, no, I don’t. One look at you and it’ll be all over for me. He won’t be able to take his eyes off you.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

‘I’m not,’ Rebecca said glumly. ‘That’s just it. I’m not. Tash is so fucking clever, you’re beautiful . . . me, I’m just average. Tash is going to wind up some hotshot lawyer or something, you’re going to marry someone rich and famous and I’ll be the one who gets left behind. Just you wait and see.’
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1935

LIONEL HARBURG

Hamburg, Germany

He turned away from the table, impatient with the talk. His uncle Abraham, eyebrows working magnificently like two thick, hairy Raupen – caterpillars – was holding court. To Uncle Abe’s left sat his mother, Sara, the matriarch of the clan. Sitting bolt upright, those dark, attentive eyes missing nothing, she listened without speaking. His older brothers were ranged around the table in order of age and importance: Felix, Otto, and George. And then him, of course. At eighteen, he was the youngest. Ordinarily he wouldn’t have been here at this time. He would have been in uniform, doing his military service, like millions of other young Germans. But six months earlier that particular tradition had ended abruptly. Jews were now banned from serving in the army.

A tram rumbled past; on the polished sideboard the wine glasses rattled gently. He fished in his pocket for a cigarette, avoiding his mother’s disapproving frown. Couldn’t they all see what was happening? A month earlier, at a rally in Nuremberg, Hitler had announced a new law for the Protection of German Blood and German Honour, making marriage between Germans and Jews illegal. Barely a week later, another one had been passed. This time it was the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service. It meant Jews could no longer work in government. The picture was sharpening with each passing month. Slowly but surely, they were being shepherded back into the very same ghettos from which their forefathers had escaped. For the Harburgs, and families like theirs whose very fortunes depended on trade and the freedom to move around Europe, it was a death knell. He could see what was happening. It was crystal clear. He drew angrily on his cigarette. It was absurd. Whilst Hitler and his cronies plotted their strangulation, Uncle Abe sat and talked and his own father locked himself up in his first-floor study and listened to Brahms. They were slowly being strangled, ‘strangled to death!’ Lionel had burst out the week before. Uncle Abe laughed gently. ‘Ach, such fantasies! We’re German,’ he insisted. ‘Always. First and foremost. You think they’ll get rid of us? Rothschild? Warburg? Harburg? It’s inconceivable. Inconceivable. They need us! This nonsense will pass, you’ll see. It’s not the first time, you know.’

The sound of girlish laughter from the adjoining room floated through the partially open door. His sisters – Lotte, Barbara, Rebecca and the youngest of them all, six-year-old Bettina – were playing cards. They rarely joined in these family discussions. Only his mother sat amongst the men, as she’d always done. She was more of a man than anyone he knew, he thought to himself suddenly, admiringly, watching her. For a second their eyes caught and held. She knew exactly what he was thinking.

He turned away and looked back down at the street. Snowflakes swirled in ever more intricate flurries, drifting eventually towards the ground. On the spires and steeply sloped roofs around them, huge piles of white, fluffy Stoff had gathered, softening the city’s edges. It was December and Hamburg was in the grip of winter. He smoked quietly, his mind running ahead of itself, weighing up the options, thinking about potential destinations, contacts, people on whom he could call. They were running out of time. He’d lunched that afternoon with Uncle Sigmund and that dreadful friend of his, Chaim Weizmann. Weizmann was en route to New York, trying to persuade rich American Jews to support his vision of a Jewish state. Otto seemed charmed by him but Lionel was ambivalent. Emigrate? To where? Palestine? It meant little to him. For nearly three centuries the Harburgs had operated successfully in that lucrative, fluid area between the Jewish and Gentile worlds. They were on excellent, first-name terms with statesmen, politicians and business leaders across Europe. Of the great Jewish banking dynasties – the Rothschilds, Warburgs and Harburgs – the Harburgs were the smallest but they were by no means the weakest. Three centuries of slow but steady advancement – he saw no reason to give it up and flee halfway across the world to some barren, dusty patch of land and grow what . . . oranges? They were bankers, not farmers.

He ground out his cigarette and pulled out his watch chain. It was nearly eight in the evening. From his parents’ elegant villa on Rothebaumchaussee it was a short walk to his own small apartment on Feldbrunnenstraße. The opulent home where he’d spent his childhood was a far cry from the cramped little apartment that was now his. Sara, though restrained enough in her outward emotions, was a woman of surprisingly rich, decorative tastes. She favoured the neo-Classical style of the German haute-bourgeoisie – dense, colourful patterns, heavy wooden panelling, ornate picture frames, potted plants, mirrors and pictures on every conceivable surface. Although he would never say it out loud, Lionel sometimes felt stifled by the surfeit of colours and patterns and textures that he’d grown up with. When his father and Uncle Abe (or the other way round, to be more precise) had made a gift of the bachelor apartment five minutes’ walk from the family home, he was relieved. He was drawn to the clean lines of the Modern movement, to the spare, elegant architecture of Gropius and the young Mies van der Rohe who’d taken over the running of the Bauhaus. But the Bauhaus too had fallen foul of the new regime. Lionel had heard, amongst other, more disturbing things, that the school was to be closed down the following month. None of it augured well.

‘Lionel,’ Sara called out, drawing him back to the dining table. ‘Uncle Abe is leaving.’

Uncle Abe levered himself up from his chair, gripping each of his nephews by the shoulder in a gesture that was meant to bolster them after a Friday-night dinner shadowed by fear.

Lionel walked over to him. ‘Uncle,’ he murmured, feeling the older man’s heavy grip on his own shoulder.

‘Chin up,’ Uncle Abe said in what he thought was a reassuring voice. ‘This will pass. You’ll see.’ Lionel was on the verge of telling him what he really thought but Sara’s eyes flashed a quick warning. Uncle Abe pulled on his coat and lumbered into the drawing room where the girls sat listening to Bettina play the piano. There was an outburst of laughter and squeals as he flirted with them, cracking jokes and playing the role of favourite uncle.

‘Don’t,’ Sara murmured in an aside to him, as Lionel’s fists clenched involuntarily. ‘Don’t say anything, mein Liebling.’

‘Mama, this is absurd!’ Lionel hissed. ‘Chin up? He’s insane!’

‘Shh. Your brothers’ll hear. I’ll see Uncle Abe off, and then let’s you and I have a glass of port together in the study. Calm down, Lionel. It’s not good for your blood pressure.’

He said nothing but watched her move regally through to the drawing room. His brothers were still arguing mildly over the merits of some play or another. He turned away in disgust. What was the phrase? All of Rome is burning and the band plays on. He lit another cigarette and moved again to the window. Outside, seemingly oblivious to the impending doom, snowflakes continued to fall.

SARA HARBURG

It was nearly midnight by the time Lionel stopped talking. ‘England?’ Sara put up a hand to nervously touch the locket she wore around her neck. It was a small, uncharacteristic display of weakness. But in her next breath she rallied, caught hold of herself. She was aware of how much he depended on her. ‘England,’ she repeated slowly, but it wasn’t a question this time. ‘Have you spoken to Uncle Paul?’

He nodded, drawing on his cigarette, taking care not to blow the smoke anywhere near her face. ‘He’s confident he can get us in. But only if we leave soon. We can’t wait any longer, Mama. We’ve got to go. Now.’

Sara nodded slowly. She looked at the room, at the wood-panelled walls laden with bookshelves, pictures, the plump, comfortable furniture; the beautifully aged leather chairs with the red, ruched-silk cushions she’d had specially sewn. Over in the corner, there was the standard lamp with its fringed shade and the gilt and rather gaudy Blackamoor that Uncle Paul had bought at Sotheby’s and brought over to Germany as a gift . . . it was their home. Her home. This was their life. Generation after generation had worked hard, saved and sacrificed personal gain. For those that come after, the mantra by which every man in the Harburg family lived. That they’d come from such humble beginnings had never been forgotten, not like some she knew. You worked hard in this life to provide for those whose turn it was next. And by God, they’d worked hard. What was more, the accumulation of their wealth had nothing to do with the display of it. The Harburgs had never flaunted their success, never taken it for granted. That old, ancestral fear of displacement had never quite left them, though in Sara’s generation the fear had been buried, sublimated under the libraries and art collections and the patronage for which she, Sara Harburg, was so renowned.

But what use was all of that now? What use was a Harburg box at the Staatsoper when they were banned from stepping inside? Lionel was right. Slowly but surely the Nazis were stripping them of everything that made them human, made life worth living. Scores of families they knew had left Germany, many of them to Palestine. But, just like Lionel, Sara was alarmed by the thought of leaving the world that she knew – music, good food and wine, conversation, the ballet – for an unknown culture in a corner of the world she knew little about. She had no desire to go to Palestine but she wasn’t delusional, either, like Abe. If others like Max Warburg were talking openly of rescue, Lionel was right. They had to leave. And quickly. And yet . . . every one of her eight children had been born in that house. Leaving this would mean leaving some essential part of herself behind.

As if sensing her thoughts, Lionel suddenly put out a hand and touched her arm. ‘It’s a hard choice, Mama. God knows. But it’s no choice at all. It’s this . . . or nothing.’

She looked down at his hand, and then covered it with her own. She nodded slowly. ‘Do what you can, Lionel. Make the preparations. Your brothers won’t come, you know that?’

‘I know. But you will. And Lotte and Bettina, of course. But Rebecca . . . I don’t know about Rebecca. There’s the thing with the Rosenberg boy—’

‘You’re a good son, Lionel,’ Sara interrupted him slowly. ‘A good son. Strong. I couldn’t have asked for better, you know that. You’ve made me so proud of you. Your father—’ She hesitated, and then stopped. They both knew what it was she couldn’t say. She got to her feet heavily, brushing his arm aside and walked to the door. ‘Do what you have to. Get us out of here. Those that will come.’ She closed the door firmly behind her and made her way upstairs.

He would remain there, smoking quietly, thinking things through, she knew. The comment about his father, though she’d stopped herself just in time, would have hit the mark. Although still so young, Lionel would be the one to save them, not her husband. She’d married a weak, vain man: loving and kind, yes, but weak. It pained her to say it but it was the truth. She shook her head at how things had turned out. The daughter of a prominent Altona banker, she was seventeen when she married, not yet a woman. At first she was delighted with the charming young man, whose arrival in their solemn house brought warmth that was previously lacking. But she misunderstood the charm, believing it to be his real nature. It was not. He was weak, feeble. In another life, he might have been an academic or a poet, a man of letters and words, not actions. In another life, she’d have been a man. She was married before she could have any real idea of what the world might offer her. She saw at once that a dreadful mistake had been made but she was a practical girl. She produced her children, one after the other . . . ten in all. Eight of them survived.

When her fourth child and last son, Lionel, was born, she knew that she’d been saved. Of all her offspring, only he was like her. Now that he was almost a man, the ambition that she’d suppressed in herself for so long was born again. They would move to England, reinvent themselves, as they had to, and find a way to survive. It came as no surprise to her now, after nearly sixty years, that it would be her son, not her husband, who would save them – those who had the courage to follow, of course.
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1939

FOUR YEARS LATER

LIONEL

London, England

A hush fell over the small knot of employees gathered in the banking hall. The secretaries exchanged nervous, half-excited glances. It was rare that the great business of banking ever ground to a complete halt, even rarer that the men for whom they all worked ever came down to the hall and stood with them, cigars and cigarettes in hand, just waiting. Even the telephones were silent. Everyone held their breath. There was a short burst of static, then the strong, confident voice of Chamberlain filled the hall.

‘I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at Ten Downing Street. This morning the British ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note stating that unless we heard from them by eleven a.m. that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently, this country is at war with Germany.’ Lionel quickly glanced across the room to where his uncles, Siegfried and Paul sat. Both men wore looks of impassive, impressive calm. ‘Now may God bless you all,’ Chamberlain continued. ‘May He defend the right. It is the evil things that we shall be fighting against – brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution – and against them, I am certain that the right will prevail.’ There was complete silence as Chamberlain’s voice faded away. It was as if the morning was holding its breath. A second passed, then another and then suddenly the air was ripped apart in a heart-stopping, heart-thumping shriek. The air-raid sirens had gone off.

In the chaotic scramble to get to the basement of the building that served as the street shelter, he found himself pressed up against a young girl, one of the many secretaries who worked on the second floor. Her pretty face was distorted by fear. He quickly looked away. There was something about seeing in the faces of others what he kept buried in himself that made him deeply uncomfortable. It stirred memories of their escape from Germany. It had taken them four days to make the crossing from Hamburg to Rotterdam and he’d been afraid every single second of the way. With his mother and two sisters beside him, he couldn’t give in to the dread seeping through him whenever the train stopped or a bell sounded or he heard the voices of the guards coming down the corridor. For their sakes, if not his, he maintained an air of unflappable calm, much as his uncles were doing now. They stopped once in the middle of the night at a shunting yard somewhere in the no-man’s land just before the official Dutch border. It was the absence of noise that woke him. The great creak and sway of the train that he’d grown used to, ceased suddenly. He got up carefully so as not to disturb the others. He could hear his mother’s laboured breathing. The journey, which had already taken the better part of two days, had been hard on her. And it wasn’t over yet. He opened the door and shut it quietly behind them. In the dark, silent corridor, he could hear nothing other than the thump of his own heart. The train gave the odd twitch and creak as it stood still, patiently yoked to the tracks like an ox. It was cold; there was an open window about halfway down the corridor. He moved towards it, his heart hammering, and carefully stuck his head outside.

The night air was sour; a yellowed smell of urine and brake fluid rose sharply from the ground. He could see lights ahead and the ominous hit-and-miss of flashlights as shadowy figures moved up the tracks towards him. Fog swirled around one of the sodium-orange floodlights. Somewhere dogs began to bark; there were shouts and he could feel reverberations of doors slamming further down the train. A few minutes passed, spooling out towards infinity. He could feel rivulets of nervous sweat prickling his underarms, his back. His hand went to the two tiny packages in his left trouser pocket. In one, a small black velvet pouch contained several beautifully cut and polished diamonds. In the other hand, a small pillbox containing three vials of cyanide. Two packages, two choices. Live or die. Hans von Rilke, a classmate and one of the few left who still took his calls, had tipped him off. ‘Take diamonds,’ he said guardedly. ‘They might come in handy, you never know.’ Diamonds were the insurance of choice. It was too risky to be caught carrying cash.

The sound of footsteps grew louder, but it was a single footfall. The door at the far end opened and someone stood in the doorway, a dim, yellowy light spilling around him. Lionel’s fingertips went to the velvet pouch. The officer – there was no mistaking the measured, confident tread – walked down the corridor towards him and stopped. They were almost of equal height. There was a moment’s pause as the officer looked at him, sizing Lionel up. There was no tell-tale yellow star, no ‘J’ pinned to his dark grey overcoat.

‘Ausweiß, bitte.’ The words were clipped, measured. What happened next depended entirely on Lionel.

He withdrew the small velvet pouch and carefully, very carefully, placed it in the officer’s palm. There was no mistaking his intent. In complete silence the officer weighed it up, jiggling the little pouch, assessing its contents.

‘Gute Reise.’ He slipped it into the pocket of his uniform and turned on his heel. For the rest of his life, Lionel knew he would remember that moment as if it were yesterday.

Now, as he watched the faces of the young girls and men around him, blinking dazedly in the dim, weak underground light, the fear of that journey washed over him like a sweat. He desired only to be safe. A second later, as if in answer, the shriek of the all-clear sounded, mingling down there with the groans and cries and sighs of relief. A false alarm.

Uncle Paul’s hand was on his shoulder as they all trooped noisily up the stairs. ‘Narrow escape, eh?’ he murmured. ‘Let’s hope there’ll be more of those.’

Lionel nodded, not trusting himself to speak just yet.

‘D’you have a moment, my boy?’ Uncle Paul asked as they both reached the first-floor landing together. ‘Come up to my office. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.’

Lionel nodded. ‘I’ll just get my cigarettes,’ he said, opening the door to the small office he shared with his cousin Henry, Uncle Paul’s oldest son.

Uncle Paul chuckled. ‘They’ll be the death of you, those sticks,’ he said. ‘Hitler might not get you, but they will.’ He continued on his way.

There were three gentlemen in Uncle Paul’s office. He recognised Samuel Warburg immediately. He was chairman of S.W. Warburgs, their bigger, more established rival on Cheapside. The Warburgs had been in England for decades, although they were originally German, like most of the Jewish bankers in the City. He looked at the other two gentlemen, whom he’d never seen before. The man who sat with his back partially turned to the window was vaguely familiar – Lionel had seen his photograph somewhere – a newspaper, perhaps? He couldn’t quite place him. The man standing by the window was different, in all senses of the word. Olive-skinned, with thick, jet-black hair, a proper handlebar moustache of the kind that had long ago gone out of fashion, he was dressed in a smart black suit, silk cravat and a snowy white shirt straining over an impressively domed stomach. He looked Italian, or Spanish, perhaps, certainly not English, or German.

‘Ah, Lionel.’ Uncle Paul looked up as he came through the door. ‘Come in, my boy, come in.’

The three men turned. Samuel Warburg looked him over gravely, then turned to his uncle Paul with an eyebrow cocked, as if to say, So, this is whom you’ve been talking about? Lionel recognised the look. He’s young. Very young. It accompanied most introductions that came his way.

‘Good afternoon, gentlemen,’ Lionel said, crossing the room to shake hands before the invitation to do so had been issued. He could see the wary approval in everyone’s eyes. A confident young man.

‘Fred Schultz.’ Uncle Paul made the introductions. ‘And Georges Malouf.’

Ah, Lionel thought, recognising the name. Frederick Schultz. A colleague of Uncle Abe’s from Hamburg – not Jewish, a Gentile. What was he doing in London? he wondered. And the other man? From the name – Georges Malouf – he presumed the man was an Arab, but what was he doing in Uncle Paul’s office?

‘Gentlemen,’ Uncle Paul began, without delay. ‘Shall we get down to business?’ He indicated the polished oval table with its eight chairs in the centre of the room. Lionel waited until the four men were seated and then took his own opposite his uncle. Uncle Paul sat down and cleared his throat. He looked up from the dossier of documents in front of him. ‘Thank you for coming, gentlemen. You all know the situation we find ourselves in. We have two options. Either we abandon the bank to the Nazis or we effect a temporary transfer of control. Samuel, I believe you’re in the same boat, which is why I’ve asked you to be here. I do not wish for this firm, which has been my life’s work, as yours has, Samuel, to be destroyed. I’m therefore proposing we take the latter route. I’m proposing we transfer control to you, Fred, until this is over.’

He looked up again. There was an expression in his face that Lionel hadn’t seen before, a kind of openness . . . an appeal of some sort. Before he could ponder it further, Uncle Paul continued. ‘This . . . this madness will end one day, gentlemen. And when it does, the whole world will have changed. I believe in being ready for those changes. We must be ready, which is why I’ve asked my dear friend Georges Malouf to be here. Gentlemen, our fortunes are inextricably linked. Germany, Britain, the United States and Palestine. I’m proposing an alliance, my dear friends, that will see us through the coming years. And I’ve asked Lionel, my youngest nephew, to be present because it will be his task, just as it has been mine for the past thirty years, to build on what we’ve been given.’
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The office felt strangely emptied after they’d gone, as though the very air had been sucked out of it, replaced by a melancholy that produced in both himself and Uncle Paul a strained reluctance to speak. Neither seemed willing to break the spell. Lionel lit a cigarette and smoked quietly. Uncle Paul got up from his seat at the polished oval table and walked to his desk. He sat down heavily, removing his spectacles to pinch the skin between his eyes, a gesture that struck Lionel as ineffably sad.

‘So this is it,’ he said after a moment. ‘Three hundred years we’ve been in business. I never thought I would be the one to make such a decision.’

Lionel’s mind was moving quickly. ‘It’s the right thing to do,’ he said carefully, stubbing out his cigarette. His uncle was seeking some other form of reassurance, separate from the hard-nosed business decision he’d just had to make. Something deeper, another form of consolation. ‘And you’re the only person who could have done it. Uncle Abe won’t listen. He thinks Hitler will be finished within the year.’ He gave into a hollow laugh. ‘And as for my father . . .’ He shrugged. There was no point in saying anything further.

Uncle Paul nodded absently. His mind seemed elsewhere. The minutes ticked by slowly. Lionel finished his cigarette and was just about to get up when Uncle Paul spoke suddenly. ‘Listen, my boy, I want to tell you something. It’s about your father. Something I think you ought to know.’

As he spoke, Lionel saw that he was retreating into another relationship with him, as if the role of banker was another, different matter. ‘It’s not because I want to excuse him,’ Uncle Paul said, wagging his finger from side to side. ‘No, not at all. I know what a disappointment he’s been, not least to your mother.’ He swivelled his chair around so that he was facing the impressive portrait of Samuel Harburg, the founder of the bank. He fell silent for a moment. Lionel was aware of the ornamental clock on the mantelpiece behind them, ticking away. ‘There are things you need to know, to understand,’ Uncle Paul continued. ‘Not for his benefit, mind you, for yours. No man should have to make his way in the world thinking of his father as a failure. He may have failed certain, shall we say, challenges. But he’s not a failure, no. Not when you understand what he came from.’

‘What do you mean?’

Uncle Paul sighed. He rested his elbows on his desk, steepling his fingers together. ‘I don’t suppose anyone’s ever told you, have they?’

‘Told me what?’

‘That your father’s not . . . not quite who you think he is.’

Lionel stared at him. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘I expect you’ve always thought of him as simply one of us. A Harburg. Oma Rebecca’s son. Well, he
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