

CHAPTER 1

Florence

England, late August 1944

Jack cursed under his breath, wincing in pain as he attempted to force the window shut, and Florence coughed, her throat dry and sore. Completely jammed, the window resisted, and the acrid black smoke continued to billow in.

‘There’s no point,’ she muttered. ‘Save your strength.’

‘It’ll disperse when we’re out of this damn tunnel,’ he said.

She nodded, leant back against the carriage wall, and slid to the floor where she rested her forehead on drawn-up knees and wrapped her arms around her shins. Anything to escape the smell. Not just engine smoke, but the sour odour of unwashed bodies too, and the cheap tobacco that hung in blue-grey clouds throughout the train and clung to their hair and clothes. Sitting in the corridor like this, crumpled and dirty and trying not to breathe, Florence felt exhausted and not quite able to relinquish the fear lodged in the pit of her stomach.

They’d been stuck in the dim light of the tunnel for more than three quarters of an hour, and they still had another train to catch before they could even dream of arriving at Exeter station where she hoped Jack’s father would still be waiting.

Eventually there was a bone-shaking jolt.

Florence lifted her head and caught Jack’s eye. He nodded as they heard a shrill whistle and a muted cheer from the weary passengers as the wheels turned, clanking and rattling as the train awoke. A thin, uniformed guard climbed over three or four servicemen lying half asleep on the floor by the door, their heaps of kit blocking the corridor. Grumbling to himself, he elbowed his way around the tight group of civilians bunched up next to Jack and Florence and then tripped over Jack’s large, booted feet.

‘Westbury,’ he yelled after he had righted himself and glared at them. ‘All change for Exeter.’

Just as well he had such a loud voice. Not only was it a way to let off steam, but also all the station signs had been removed – so unless you were a local, you had no idea where you were.

Jack scowled when, very soon after that, the train pulled into Westbury station. ‘Typical,’ he said as he scrambled up from where he’d joined Florence on the floor. ‘If I’d known we were this bloody close we could have just got out and walked.’

‘Don’t think I’ll walk anywhere, ever again,’ she said, and meant it.

He gave her a commiserating smile. It wasn’t easy for him either. As they had made their escape across the Pyrenees mountains, they had both injured themselves. When she’d fallen badly, Jack had reached out to save her, seriously aggravating an old injury sustained when he’d made a bad parachute landing back in the Dordogne. Her legs felt like jelly; his arm was strapped up. Fine pair they were.

As they joined the crowd shuffling towards the open door people pushed and shoved, desperate to exit the hot train and get to wherever they were going. Fatigued soldiers longing to see their families again, no matter how briefly, had perked up, but the worn-out nurses still in their uniforms stared ahead with glazed eyes. Everyone was grey and drawn.

‘Platform for Exeter?’ Jack asked a red-faced platform guard and was told which way to go.

When the crowd were not too far from the waiting Exeter train, Florence heard two men behind her speaking in a foreign language. She froze and Jack, noticing her distress, took her elbow and propelled her forward.

‘It’s all right,’ Jack said quietly, linking arms with her. ‘Only Polish servicemen. Come on, we need to hurry.’

Florence knew the men hadn’t been German but was so tired that logic and common sense had deserted her. She could never reveal her secret, not now, not back home in the Dordogne, nor in the Pyrenees as they dodged Nazi patrols, and not in Franco’s Spain either. Slowly, oh so slowly, they had avoided capture as they made their way under a burning sun from the north to the south of Spain. In Gibraltar they boarded The Stirling Castle which, before the war, had been an ocean liner, but was now a troop ship sailing back and forth between Gibraltar and Southampton.

Jack firmly pushed her up the steps and onto the next train.

‘Frome – Castle Cary – Langport – Taunton – Exeter,’ another station guard yelled.

Florence had a splitting headache from the constant noise and wished she hadn’t been forced to leave France. This dreary worn-out England wasn’t the England she remembered. But it would have been unthinkable to stay in France. Unthinkable. Irrevocably altered by what had happened to her, she prayed that surely, surely she’d be safe here.

They traipsed along the corridor for what seemed like an age then, thank God, Florence spied two seats and, stumbling over her own feet, she hastily claimed them. Once settled in the carriage, she leant her head back in relief. She would survive this, she told herself. She had survived much worse. And then she fell asleep, vaguely aware of the station stops and only opening her eyes properly when Jack shook her and told her they were almost there. She glanced out of the window as the train pulled into Exeter station and then came to a shuddering, screeching, stop. She spotted a poster with a head and shoulder image of the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, and a quote from him, too. ‘Let us go forward together’ it proclaimed. Yes, she thought. We all need to go forward, and she would just have to find a way to stop herself from looking back.

She felt light-headed as she and Jack straightened up, then stood to stretch their legs and smooth down their crumpled clothes. Tired, hungry, filthy dirty, they were home.

Home, she sighed. Where was that now? It was Jack’s home they were going to. They retrieved their bags from the luggage rack overhead, climbed down from the train and made their way out of the station.

Forty minutes later as Jack’s father, Lionel, drove them downhill along a bumpy gravelled track, Florence caught her first glimpse of the Devonshire cottage. She gaped at it from the front passenger window, blinking rapidly and feeling she’d arrived in the borderlands between what was real and what was not. Thatched and tucked into a cosy space between green forested hills, it had surely grown out of the meadow that lay in front of it. A fairy-tale cottage. And, except for the suicidal scuttling pheasants attempting to escape the wheels it was completely silent. There could be no greater contrast between what they had been through than this and just the sight of it revived her.

‘A place to restore the heart and soul,’ Lionel said with a knowing look back at Jack as they drew closer. ‘Glad to see you safely back in Blighty, son.’

‘Two sides of the house are backed by hilly oak thickets,’ Jack said, on a more practical note. ‘A steep hill slopes down to the house on the third side and, as you can see, a brook and water meadow borders the approach. Magnificent walks in every direction.’

‘Like a sanctuary,’ Florence said, breathing properly for the first time in weeks. ‘And the hills standing guard.’

‘Hope it will be a sanctuary for you, my dear,’ Lionel said and coughed awkwardly, as if that might have been a bit too personal for a first meeting.

Florence smiled at him.

‘Can’t drive across the brook in winter, mind. Have to park this side of it, but you can always cross by foot on the stone slabs over there when the water is flowing,’ he added. ‘Will be absolutely fine now though. Had a go at mowing the lawns myself, but the grass was too long and too thick. Needs a scythe, Jack.’

‘I don’t think I’ve seen a more romantic place in my whole life,’ Florence said, glancing at the teeming wildflowers, the tangled rose bushes, and the clematis cascading over the front of the cottage. ‘Mind you, the climbers need a good pruning.’

‘Like to garden, do you, my dear?’ Jack’s father asked.

He was tall and solidly built, a bear of a man with a full head of grizzly salt-and-pepper hair and ruddy cheeks. Probably a little too fond of a glass of port, she thought privately. She did her best to resist the image of her garden at home in France as it flashed into her mind and almost stopped her breath. She swallowed. ‘I adore gardening,’ she managed to say.

‘She’s something of an expert, Dad,’ Jack added.

Lionel drove over the shallow brook and pulled up outside the cobbled pathway to the house, near a massive horse chestnut tree. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Welcome to Meadowbrook. But for the farmer’s wife, you won’t see another soul. And the old boy up at the manor never comes down here.’

‘I love it,’ Florence said. ‘Thank you so much for driving us. Sorry we’re so filthy.’

‘Not at all. The house has been well aired and there are a few basic supplies. Bread, milk, bacon, and so on.’

‘Thanks Dad,’ Jack said and clapped his father on the back. ‘I don’t know about Florence, but more than anything I need to sleep.’

Florence glanced down at the ingrained dirt in her nails. ‘Me too and tomorrow a bath.’

Jack gave her a weary smile. ‘I think that can be arranged. Come on. Ready to go inside?’




CHAPTER 2

Devonshire, 1944

The next morning

How could she be the person she was before? She couldn’t, but still the past drew her back. All night, dreaming, Florence had longed to stumble upon a garden just like hers in the Dordogne. But it wasn’t a garden she found; in her dream it was a cemetery with her name carved on a headstone, paper roses strewn before it. Torn between worlds, in that hazy state before the day opened properly, her mind felt clouded, her heart unsettled, but then she heard water running over stones. From her bedroom window the evening before, she had spotted that the garden briefly dipped downwards, so the water was a little deeper there before it vanished under shrubs and bushes. Things became clear again. England, the early morning light here more fragile than it was at home, diffused. And then tapping. She heard someone tapping on her door. Barely able to remember the strange dream now, she heard Jack’s voice and rubbed the sleep from her eyes just as he poked his head around the door.

‘Sorry to disturb. You all right?’

She pulled the sheets up to her chin, acutely aware she wasn’t wearing a nightdress. Last night, Jack had dug out a long-sleeved winceyette nightie that had once belonged to his grandmother, but she hadn’t liked to say how much she hated the horrible itchy thing.

Jack ran his fingers through his hair, leaving it tousled, and didn’t quite meet her eyes.

‘You didn’t disturb me,’ she said. ‘I was half awake.’

‘Good. I thought you might be hungry.’

‘Might be? I’m famished!’

‘There’s eggs and sausages from the farm next door and a fresh loaf.’

She smiled. ‘Give me fifteen minutes. No, ten.’

‘Scrambled? Fried? Poached?’

‘Up to you.’

‘Good. Truth is, I can only really do fried.’

She laughed as he left the room. Then she splashed her face and gave herself a quick flannel wash with water from the china jug and bowl on the marble-topped washstand.

Then she put on the dressing gown Jack had given her and brushed her tangled blonde hair, tying it back in a low ponytail. She glanced in the small wall mirror, smiling at her own gunmetal grey-blue eyes, the ingrained dirt on her heart-shaped face and the annoying red spot on her chin. Too bad. She would have to do. Relief at being safe bubbled inside her and as she opened her bedroom door, she could smell the sausages frying in the kitchen. Mmmm. Delicious.

She hurried down the narrow stairs. There was a brick-built outdoor bathroom, a sort of add-on affair, complete with a lavatory, a huge Belfast sink, and an old bath, but no electricity. At night you had to use a torch or a candle. You reached it via the scullery, so at least you didn’t have to go completely outside, and she dashed through before heading for the kitchen.

‘Smells wonderful,’ she said a little later as she joined Jack. ‘I missed a good old British banger when I lived in France.’

He pulled a wry face. ‘Sorry. Burnt them a bit.’

‘The only way sausages are meant to be eaten.’

‘You like them like that?’

‘Absolutely.’

Dark blonde hair framed his strong face, clean-shaven now for the first time, with even his sandy moustache gone. This man who had come into their life so suddenly, who had been a friend to her sisters as well as to the Resistance, had been her way out of France, her means of escape. He smiled at her, his green eyes bright with life. ‘Better?’

She nodded, her mouth full of sausage, then glanced around the oak-beamed kitchen. It was small but immaculate, with a cream-coloured Aga which Jack filled from a store of anthracite in one of the sheds. She’d take over that task when he was gone.

When he was gone.

She didn’t dwell on what else she might do when he was gone. Jack had brought her here so she had somewhere quiet to recover before she made contact with her mother. He hadn’t told her where he would be going, and she didn’t want to think about him leaving, but he was still a member of the Special Operations Executive as far as she knew, albeit with an injured arm.

She forced her mind away from the unsettling subject and looked around her. In the kitchen there was also a built-in wooden dresser, latticed cupboards with wire netting on the inside, hooks hanging from beams, another Belfast sink, and four oil lamps, a nod to the cottage’s fragile electricity supply. The deep window seat, on one side of the pine table, overlooked the water meadow in front of the house. From another window at the back all you could see was the green slope of the hill behind the house where Jack told her the pheasants ran about like lunatics. Even a shadow in the window would be enough to set them off. A massive open fireplace with an oak mantel and a bread oven at the side took up almost one wall and a heavy chopping block lay on a smaller table in the middle of the kitchen.

‘It’s lovely to be here,’ she said.

‘Can’t swing a cat,’ he replied.

‘It’s cosy, and anyway you haven’t got a cat.’

‘Would you like one? Gladys has kittens up at the farm.’

‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘But I can’t see my mother letting me take a kitten to her cottage.’

‘Fair point. When Dad brings his dog over, do you fancy taking him for a walk?’

‘Just as long as I can have a bath first.’

She could already feel the Devonshire landscape calling her. She loved the countryside – the animals she’d seen on the nearby farm, the brook, the water meadow, the wildlife. And from the moment she had arrived the day before, she’d loved the earthy green smell of it too. It helped revive her spirits and lessened the exhaustion, the homesickness, and the loneliness when she thought of her sisters still in France. It had been more than two months since she’d seen them or been in contact; England was still at war and Hitler was still wreaking destruction in Europe. It might be years before she saw Hélène and Élise again.

Later, after Florence had finished her bath and had scrubbed her body until it was pink and glowing, Lionel turned up, bright and jolly, waving aside offers of tea and saying he needed to get going.

Justin was a young, lolloping black Labrador with heart-melting chocolate eyes, so the three immediately prepared for their walk. There were boots, jackets, waterproofs, and wellingtons in the cottage, accumulated over the years, Jack said, and she could always find something to wear. He had inherited the cottage from his grandmother but had often stayed there in the past so had left plenty of his clothes stored in wardrobes and chests.

It helped to have the dog easing the edge between them and they laughed as he bounded off to bark at pheasants and imaginary rabbits.

After crossing the shallow brook at the front of the house, they were now walking up the bumpy gravelled track they had driven down the day before. There was a valley on the left where a stream meandered, and beyond that a bank of beech, elm, and oak trees that marched up another steep hill. Jack strode on ahead and, as she watched him, she couldn’t help thinking about what they’d been through.

‘Do you think about Biarritz?’ she called out.

He twisted back to look at her and frowned.

‘I was so frightened,’ she said, as she caught up with him.

‘I try not to think of it, Florence, and I wish you wouldn’t. But I have to admit I thought we’d never find a passeur.’

‘I can’t help going over it in my head. What could have gone wrong.’

He nodded. ‘I know.’

She remembered blindly following the man into the darkness and the narrow passes of the foothills of the Pyrenees with Jack coming up behind. She’d stumbled and tripped and cried out in fear, her heart pounding.

‘It’ll be all right. The Boche won’t find us here,’ Jack had said when they spent the first night in an abandoned shepherd’s hut listening to gunfire. After everything that had happened, it was hard to even recall the girl she had been a year ago.

Now, as he tramped on calling to the Labrador, she picked up speed too.

‘What’s up?’ Jack asked.

‘Oh, I don’t know.’

He ruffled her hair and smiled. ‘What a funny one you are, Florence Baudin.’ And though he sometimes treated her like a kid sister, she liked it.

That night, after she closed the curtains at the three casement windows, she sat on the sofa, feet tucked beneath her. Larger than the kitchen, the beamed sitting room was rectangular, with a comforting smell of old books. Even though it was not cold, Jack had decided to light a fire. She watched as he layered the twisted paper, kindling, and smaller pieces of wood, and tried to work out what he was feeling but his face, as usual, was unfathomable. Occasionally she would catch his eyes upon her, glittering, intense, and he would seem almost on the point of speaking, but when she smiled to encourage him, he would frown and look away.

She knew she needed to write to her mother and get a message to her sisters to let them know she and Jack were safe in England. Hélène would be sick with worry. She tasted something acidic on her tongue and then smelt something too. Guilt maybe? Could you smell or taste guilt? She glanced toward Jack again. They had already lost so much of their lives to war. Didn’t you just have to grasp each day and live it?

‘The first fire of the season is always special,’ Jack said, seemingly oblivious to what had been going on in her head. ‘Although I know it’s not really the season, but these cottage walls are thick and it can be cool at night.’

He was still squatting as the fire caught but spun round on his heels.

‘Are you happy to be here?’ he asked, gazing up at her. ‘You do seem subdued.’

So, he has picked up on something, she thought as she watched the flickering flames casting shadows across his face. ‘I don’t mean to be. Thank you for bringing me here – I love it.’

‘You don’t have to stay. If you’d rather go to your mother in the Cotswolds straight away, I won’t be offended.’

She frowned. ‘It isn’t that. I’m glad to be here.’

‘Then?’

She turned the issue of Hélène over in her mind again but didn’t have the courage or the will, so spoke of how strange it would be to see her mother after seven years.

Then she fell silent.

She inhaled the scent of wood smoke as they remained without speaking for a few minutes longer, the only sound the fire as it crackled and popped.

‘Damn thing smokes,’ he said, ‘when the wind howls.’ And then he laughed and spoke in a spooky voice. ‘The windows rattle, and the ghosts come out to play. Whooo.’

‘Stop it,’ she said laughing.

He grinned. ‘Well, it isn’t windy now, of course, but when it is you just have to pull out these two knobs.’ He pointed at them.

Again she thought of the Pyrenees.

The wind hadn’t been howling there either, not at first.

On that first night they slept a little and when dawn came she could make out the distant peaks of the mountains, shocked by how high they were and how high the stakes were too. A skinny young Basque guide collected them from the hut but seemed too nervous to know what she was doing. If Jack had chosen the wrong person, his misplaced trust could have meant certain death for them both.

She shook the images away as she realised Jack had been asking her something and wished she didn’t keep going over these dark thoughts. But no one else could understand, no one else had been with them on those wild mountains with the constant risk of death. Just her and Jack. And then Hélène came into her mind again and a feeling of shame inflamed her cheeks as her sister’s face danced in the firelight.




CHAPTER 3

Two weeks later Florence was sitting at the kitchen table reading her mother’s letter for a second time. She needn’t have worried about how things would be after Jack had gone, because she was going to be the first one to leave, after all. Though he was being extremely mysterious about when he would be leaving and where he would be going. Both Florence and Claudette had been thrilled with the news that after the success of D-Day, Germany had surrendered Paris on 25 August. A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts. She smoothed down her hair and opened up to find a pint-sized woman wearing a faded grey jumper, baggy green corduroy trousers, and black wellington boots. She had dark, raisin-like eyes that crinkled as she smiled and her white hair hung in a thick plait down her back.

‘Oh, you must be Gladys,’ Florence said, ‘from the farm.’

The woman bent down to pick up a basket, its contents covered by a tea towel displaying a Union Jack, the red and blue faded with age and the white rather grey. ‘I am indeed, and this here … is Gregory,’ she said and laughed, her eyes crinkling up.

Florence glanced down at the duck now waddling into the kitchen behind the woman.

‘Comes everywhere with me. Hope you don’t mind.’

‘You are both most welcome. Jack told me you might be popping in.’

‘Out, is he?’

Florence nodded.

Gladys glanced at the letter lying on the table. ‘Don’t want to disturb you if you’re busy.’

‘Oh, I’m not. It’s just a letter from my mother. She’s expecting me the day after tomorrow and she’s sent directions about how to get to her place in the Cotswolds.’

‘She’ll be happy to see you. Jack said you have sisters still living in France.’

‘Yes. Hélène and Élise. I’ve written to let them know I’ve arrived here, but you never know with the post. I haven’t heard back so I just hope they received it.’

‘I’m sure you do, love. It must be hard.’

‘It is. I don’t know how they are or what’s happening over there now. Hélène is a nurse you know, for the local doctor, and Élise is expecting a baby. I worry about them.’

‘And you’ve come all the way over here …’ Gladys glanced at her with a question in her eyes. ‘To be with your mother?’

Florence couldn’t tell her the truth about why she’d risked such a long and hazardous journey to England, so after a moment she simply said, ‘It’s rather a long story, but yes.’

Gladys seemed to catch her reluctance and changed the subject. ‘Here, I’ve brought a couple of bits for Jack.’

She plonked the basket down on the table and whipped off the tea towel with a flourish.

Florence glanced down at a beautiful brown loaf nestling in the middle of the basket along with a bottle of something golden. She sniffed. ‘You’re very kind. The bread smells divine, and I can’t wait to know what’s in the bottle.’

Gladys smiled. ‘Gooseberry wine.’

‘How lovely. I used to make fruit wines in France.’

‘Miss it, do you dear? It must feel strange for you coming here while we are all still fighting this terrible war and everyone so weary and plain.’

‘It is. But it was worse in France.’

‘Yes, at least we don’t have the Nazis over here. But the fighting’s gone on too long and everyone’s worried for their menfolk over on the Continent or out in the East.’

Florence murmured that she understood.

‘And people are hungry, them that’s in town that is. Us, with the farm, we’re all right. We grow veg to send to the hospitals here, you know.’

Florence nodded, noting the tone of pride in the older woman’s voice.

‘We all do our bit. I wanted to send food to the Red Cross to parcel up for our boys overseas, but they only need tinned food. You know, condensed milk, Spam, corned beef, processed cheese. Stuff that doesn’t go off. The boys mostly want chocolate and tobacco. That sort of thing.’

For a moment Gladys looked terribly glum but then seemed to rally. ‘Stay with your mother long, will you?’

Florence sighed. She had hardly any money and would have to search for work of some kind to earn her keep while at her mother’s and eventually she’d need to find herself somewhere to live. She felt anxious just thinking about it. How was she going to be able to make a new life in England during a war?

‘Everything is a bit up in the air,’ she said.

As if picking up on her turmoil, Gladys patted her hand. ‘One thing at a time love, that’s what I always say. Now I’d better be off, or my old man will think the Hun have taken off with me.’

Florence smiled. ‘Thank you for the bread and wine.’

‘Not at all. You look tired, my dear, do look after yourself. Off we go, Gregory,’ Gladys said and left the house with a little wave to Florence.

On the morning she was due to leave, Florence was feeling flustered as she finished ironing the green-and-white spotted dress she’d adapted from one of Jack’s grandmother’s. She heard him calling her and glanced up as he came into the kitchen.

‘There you are,’ he said, frowning as he scrutinised her face, ‘and looking a bit overheated. Fancy a stroll in the garden before I take you to the station? There’s time and it might cool you down.’

‘I just need to finish this and get dressed. “Make do and mend” as the posters say. Must look reasonable to go to Maman’s.’

‘Bag all packed?’

She mumbled a reply, fighting tears. She didn’t feel ready to leave Devon and couldn’t bear the thought of saying goodbye to Jack.

‘Chin up,’ he said.

She gave him a half smile, grabbed the dress, and ran upstairs to slip into it. Maybe leaving here really would be for the best. She liked Jack, she really liked him, but her sister, Hélène … She couldn’t complete the thought.

They trailed around the garden avoiding the shade cast by the hill behind the house and walked instead where sunlight slanted through the trees. Florence glanced at Jack and saw his face patterned with ribbons of light. Lionel’s dog followed behind, sniffing the earth around the tangled rose bushes, the overgrown buddleia, and the red and yellow dahlias, all the time sending the pheasants scattering up the hill. She watched the dog, tasting the fullness of a late British summer on her lips, and imagining the autumnal fruit to come. Before long these warm days would end and, much more imminently, her time with Jack. Would she ever see him again?

The dog barked and she realised she’d missed something Jack had said.

‘Sorry, what did you say?’ she asked.

‘I asked if you’d like to know how this cottage came to be in my family?’

‘Of course,’ she said, sensing from Jack’s bright tone that he was trying to focus on something other than her leaving. For both their sakes, she thought. Or maybe not. Perhaps he was only trying to lighten the moment to make her feel better.

Florence forced a smile.

He scratched the back of his neck. ‘My little Meadowbrook cottage is on the estate of, and was once owned by, the family of eighty-five-year-old Lord Hambury.’

‘The old boy up at the manor?’

‘Yes. As a young man, the previous Lord Hambury had a secret “liaison” with the family’s nanny, my great-grandmother, Esther.’

She nodded, listening to him, but also aware of the circus of thoughts going in her own mind.

‘When Hambury’s wife, Maud, discovered them in bed, there was a godawful scene. As the story goes, priceless crystal goblets were hurled at their heads. Esther was turned out without a reference, but Lord Hambury had fallen in love with her, so he ordered the renovation of Meadowbrook and gave the place to her, deeds and all.’ Jack paused and looked at her. ‘Florence, are you listening?’

She blinked rapidly. ‘Yes, of course. I wouldn’t have liked to have been his wife. She must have been spitting nails.’

‘I’m sure she was livid but there was nothing she could do. Hambury supported Esther financially until she married and my grandmother was born, though nobody knows if she was the child of Lord Hambury or not.’

‘Golly. So, you could be the illegitimate great-grandson of a lord.’

He laughed. ‘Knew you’d like this story.’

And for a moment she imagined she could hear Hambury and Esther murmuring in the dark. But they would be friendly ghosts, those two. Perhaps not so his poor wife.

She sighed. It was time and she didn’t want to prolong the pain of parting any longer.

‘Right,’ she said a bit too briskly. ‘I suppose we’d better get weaving.’

He nodded and something twisted inside her as he gave her a look she couldn’t decipher.




CHAPTER 4

Gloucestershire, mid-September 1944

Florence nervously brushed down her dress, glad she’d not worn anything long-sleeved. You couldn’t be sure of the temperature in September, and her choice of outfit was perfect for a day like this. She wiped her brow and approached an elderly station porter to ask about catching an onward train to Toddington or Broadway.

‘Sorry, miss, both gone,’ the old boy said and began to turn away, bustling with self-importance.

‘Wait … I mean, please. Could tell me when the next train is due?’

‘Ah. That’ll be tomorrow mornin’. Sorry, love. Taxi outside. Or hotel of course. We ’ave lots of ’em ’ere in Cheltenham.’ He spoke with pride and a strong Gloucestershire accent. ‘Carry your case?’

She shook her head. If she had to pay for a taxi, she’d need every penny; anyway she had so little her case wasn’t heavy.

‘How far away is Stanton?’ she asked. ‘By road, I mean.’

‘Couldn’t rightly say. Twelve, thirteen miles. Never been there meself. They say it’s pretty. Visiting someone?’

She nodded. ‘My mother.’ Thanking him, she picked up her case and headed for the exit.

The taxi was available and after agreeing the price she settled herself in the back. They set off, wending their way past the elegant buildings of the Regency town centre before reaching a road signposted, ‘Winchcombe’.

‘I thought all the signposts had been taken down,’ she said.

‘They have. Best to confuse the enemy, eh?’

‘Why’s that one still up?’

‘Search me, love, we’ve all seen one or two been forgotten. My son’s going round ripping them down hisself. You from round here?’

‘I’ve just come up from Devon.’

She saw him glance in the mirror to look at her.

‘Just you have, well … sort of an accent I suppose.’ He shook his head. ‘Maybe not an accent exactly. Perhaps just a look.’

‘I see.’ Florence was surprised. She didn’t believe she had an accent at all, and nobody had ever mentioned it before.

‘Sorry, love. Don’t mean to offend. Can’t be too careful these days.’

A little further from the town she wound down the window and, feeling the breeze on her cheeks, she glanced up and took in a lungful of fresh country air. The earlier mackerel sky had given way to a hazy blue wash, dotted only by thin wispy clouds and in the warmth, she let her mind wander. It was such a relief to be out of the noisy train. Two children had squealed with laughter as they raced out of the carriage and up and down the corridor, chased by a harassed mother. There hadn’t been so many servicemen going home on leave this time, so at least it was less smoky than the train from Southampton. It still felt a bit odd hearing the unfamiliar English voices around her, and she couldn’t quite get used to not having to look over her shoulder for the inevitable German soldiers. Nor the fact, as they passed a village of thatched cottages and half-timbered houses as well as some larger Victorian and Georgian ones, that it looked nothing like France.

‘Prestbury,’ the driver said, twisting round to glance at her.

She viewed the lush, still green countryside as they drove on. The road wound upwards, steadily climbing, the hedgerows bursting with berries and now she could see the early signs of autumnal red and gold dusting the trees.

‘Warm for the time of year,’ he added. ‘Indian summer. Though I like it better when there’s a bit of a nip in the air.’

He seemed to want to continue passing the time of day, but Florence didn’t feel like talking any more. Her head was spinning as she went over what she was going to have to say to her mother, Claudette, about why she had come back to England. She hadn’t seen her since well before the war. Hadn’t even been to this cottage. Claudette had sold their old Richmond home after their father’s death, saying they couldn’t afford it. Their family holiday house in France was too small for all of them, she had said, so Florence, aged fifteen, along with her older sisters, had gone to live in France while Claudette had moved into the cottage in England. She had helped settle them in France to begin with and promised to visit occasionally but had never quite got round to it and then the war had kept them apart. But now the time had come.

The landscape turned flatter, more open, with the hay already stacked and cattle and sheep grazing contentedly in the fields, and before long they reached the first honey-coloured stone cottages of Stanton.

‘That’s the manor house,’ the driver said, ‘on your left. In 1543 it passed to Catherine Parr in her dowry. I’ve heard tell it’s haunted.’

‘By her?’ she asked, and he chuckled. She pictured a croquet lawn, a walled garden and the ghost of Katherine Parr wandering around in a long white dress.

‘What was the name of the cottage you wanted?’ he added.

‘Little Charity. And I don’t think it’s haunted. My mother said it’s up the hill just after the post office.’

Each house and cottage flanking the quaint high street as it climbed the hill was constructed of the same golden stone, and many of them were swathed in climbing roses or the last of the year’s honeysuckle. Some of the buildings were grand, others less so, but the entire place looked as if it had been forgotten, lost somewhere in a sleepy past. She imagined the people who must have once lived there: the women in their long dresses and bonnets, the laundress in her oversized apron, her bare arms muscular, the kids playing tag and marbles or rolling their hoops over the cobbles.

When the driver pulled up opposite a small village green just before the street climbed even higher, she paid him, got out, and surveyed her mother’s cottage. Drenched in sunlight, there were three small-paned windows upstairs and two similar ones below. She’d been warned in the last letter that it was tiny, with two bedrooms and only an outside toilet. Florence found it impossible to imagine her poised and very fussy mother coping with that during a muddy English winter. There was a minuscule front garden with a low hedge and as she approached the pillared porch – framed by autumnal Virginia creeper – the front door swung open.

Claudette stood waiting in the doorway, a tight smile on her face, and to Florence it was as though her entire childhood had suddenly appeared there beside her.

‘Chérie, you made it. Come on in. We’re very simple here. I hope you understand.’

Her mother was speaking English, never usually her first choice, but Florence supposed after living in England for so long, especially on her own here, she’d got used to it. Her hair, with a few silver threads in it now, was neatly drawn into a chignon at the back and, elegant as ever, she wore a grey pencil skirt and pale pink twinset with a single row of pearls. Just as she had done when they lived in Richmond.

Florence went to her, pasting a smile on her face despite feeling a huge distance between them. Her mother looked older, not quite like herself, and was she a little bit thinner too? Seven years was a long time.

After a brief hug, Claudette took her hand. ‘Chérie, I don’t understand why you would travel to England while the war is still going on. You didn’t say anything in your letter. Why did you take such a risk?’

‘It’s a long story, I—’

‘You weren’t happy there?’ her mother interjected. ‘I thought you were happy.’

‘Well …’ Florence paused to think about how to reply. ‘I was happy, Maman, up to a point.’

‘So why come back?’

‘The war changed things,’ Florence said, dodging the question, not quite ready to tell her mother the truth. She spoke brightly as she carried on. ‘I told you how I did all the gardening, baking, preserving, and so on? I really loved it.’

‘Mmm.’

‘You should have seen the garden. It was wonderful. I grew all kinds of vegetables, and we had chickens and goats and—’

Claudette hardly seemed to be listening. ‘Heavens, what are we doing chatting like this and still in the hall?’ she said, interrupting Florence. ‘I’ve lit a fire in the living room. It is a bit cold today.’

Florence frowned. She’d been thinking how lovely it was to have such a warm sunny day, just when you thought the summer was fading.

As she put her case down, a simple hall mirror – or looking glass as her mother would say – caught her eye, placed exactly opposite the front door. How like her mother, never known to bypass a chance to admire her own appearance. This time, however, Claudette didn’t even glance at it, though Florence did, patting her unruly blonde curls.

In the tiny hall a large marmalade cat lay dozing on a chair beside a small table on one side and a grandfather clock on the other. The cat opened one green eye to scrutinise her for a moment and then, apparently satisfied, went back to sleep.

‘You have a cat.’

‘Not mine. Belongs to … well, belonged to an old dear who passed over.’

‘She died?’

‘Such an unpleasant word. Anyway, the cat just moved in. I like it.’

‘What’s it called?’

‘Franklin Robinson,’ she said. ‘I call him Robby. Would you like tea?’

Florence raised her brows. Since when did her mother keep cats and drink tea? Through all the years they’d lived in England growing up, when her father was alive, her mother had been resolutely a Frenchwoman, even though she might have dressed like an English lady of the manor.

While Claudette clattered about in the kitchen, Florence looked around the sitting room. The low-ceilinged room was pretty, and she spotted some of the old familiar furniture from their English home: the yellow and blue needlepoint cushions on the two armchairs and a navy blue and white rug that used to be in her parents’ bedroom. But with a roaring fire on the go, it was sweltering, and she longed to throw open a window. After a few moments, her mother returned carrying a tray of tea things.

‘Where’s the bathroom?’ Florence asked, standing up.

Her mother placed the tray on a small side table and pointed towards the back of the house. Florence saw Claudette’s hands were noticeably older.

When Florence returned, her mother was holding the teapot aloft. ‘I’ll be mother, shall I?’ she said. They both laughed.

‘Biscuit? Oat, of course, and there’s never enough butter. I make them for the WI to sell. Raising money for the war effort you see.’

Florence wasn’t sure how to respond. This was an odd version of her mother.

‘And jam. Rhubarb and apple. I grow the rhubarb and there are two apple trees in the garden, though it’s hard to get the sugar. I often use carrots or, in the summer, figs.’

Florence wondered if Claudette had missed their father when she moved up here, whether she missed them, her daughters. She’d never said anything about that in her letters and rarely mentioned their old life in Richmond except to tell them what she’d sold and what she’d kept. Florence wanted to ask how Claudette felt about those days, but her mother never discussed feelings so instead she just said, ‘So, you’re happy here.’

Claudette nodded but looked strained. ‘The house is seventeenth century, you know.’

‘Why did you choose to move here, to this village?’

‘The Cotswolds remind me of the Dordogne.’

‘But Maman, you could have joined us there. While travel was still possible. Then, at least, we could have been together during the war.’

‘No. I could not. You know there was not enough room, not for any length of time. You and Élise would have had to share.’

‘I wouldn’t have minded.’

‘It would have felt cramped. Anyway, you girls were better off being there without me.’

Florence couldn’t help feeling Claudette was avoiding something. Had her mother wanted to be alone so she could see … She paused. Surely not. There had been so many years since her mother had ripped up the red dress. The last time she had seen him. She lifted up her tea and took a sip. It was delicious – clearly her mother’s impeccable taste had extended even to making English tea while rationing was in force.

‘How are your sisters?’ Claudette asked.

‘They’re well, I believe, or were when I left.’ She hesitated. ‘Did you already know Élise is expecting a baby?’

Claudette pursed her lips. ‘Without a husband, as I understand it. But of course, that’s Élise all over. Always was my wild child.’

‘Maman, the baby’s father was Victor. A brave man, whom the Nazis executed. It was terrible. I didn’t think Élise would ever get over it. I’m not sure she has.’

Claudette sighed and shook her head sorrowfully, but Florence wasn’t sure if it was over Victor’s death or Élise’s unmarried status.

‘It was a dreadfully difficult time for all of us,’ Florence said, and her voice shook at the thought of everything that had happened. She steadied her breathing and carried on. ‘Really it was impossible for any of us not to become involved with the local Resistance. Even Hélène couldn’t sit on the sidelines, and you know how cautious she can be. But in the end, well, you were either on one side or the other.’

Claudette nodded but didn’t speak. Didn’t comment about how awful it must have been for them. Didn’t reach out a hand.

‘You wouldn’t believe how divided the village was. Old friends became enemies. It was horrible, although after Victor was executed a lot of people changed their minds. I think it was the last straw.’

Claudette didn’t respond and Florence felt as if her words were falling into a vacuum. Energy was buzzing through her, not at all comfortably, as she fought for the courage to voice what she really needed to. She took a deep breath and then she spoke. ‘Look, Maman, I know I have to tell you the truth about why I had to leave France and there is something I do have to tell you. Something about me. I—’

‘Not now,’ her mother interrupted curtly. ‘Another time. Florence, I have no time for what happened in France at present.’

Florence felt as if she’d been winded and folded an arm around her middle. ‘I want you to go somewhere for me, to find someone,’ Claudette went on, not appearing to have noticed her daughter’s discomfort. ‘It’s urgent.’

‘I’ve only just got here. Can’t it wait?’

‘No. It really cannot.’

‘But Maman,’ Florence said, trying to remain calm when really she was beginning to panic that her mother might never listen to her, ‘I do need to talk to you – about everything that’s been happening – and about the past.’

But her mother seemed to have barely heard her. ‘Well, the past will have to wait. As I said, I need you to go somewhere for me.’

Florence stared at her, jaw tightening. She’d waited such a long time to talk to her mother about this. But nothing had changed. She might have been her mother’s favourite, according to the others, but Claudette had never allowed any of them to talk about difficult matters.

‘Why have you hidden things from us?’ Florence asked.

‘I don’t know what you mean. In any case it doesn’t matter now. None of that matters. This is what matters.’ And she got up stiffly, walked over to a bookshelf, and carried back a small wooden box which she handed to Florence.

‘What is it?’ Florence asked, biting back her anger.

‘Open it.’

Florence lifted the lid and found inside a Catholic rosary with a Maltese cross attached, and a note.

‘Rosalie sent me that.’

Florence frowned. ‘Your sister? How did she know you were living here?’

‘She didn’t. They were lost in the post for ages but eventually turned up at the house in Richmond and were then forwarded to me here. Read the note … from Rosalie. She said she’d write again. There were problems, she said, and she needed my help urgently. But she never did write again.’

Claudette looked close to tears and Florence held out a hand, but her mother, looking terribly forlorn, didn’t respond.

‘How distressing for you,’ Florence said. ‘I’m so sorry. But now I’m here we’ll have plenty of time to talk about what happened, won’t we? And I can help you in other ways too.’

‘No,’ Claudette snapped. ‘For God’s sake, I’m not old and I don’t need help.’

Unaccustomed to hearing such a harsh tone from her mother, Florence recoiled. Élise was used to Claudette’s sharp tongue, cruelty even, but not Florence.

The room went silent for a few moments.

Florence was the first to speak. ‘Do you miss her, your sister?’ she asked.

Claudette sighed deeply and snapped back. ‘Of course. What do you think I am? When she went, it left me in pieces.’

Florence wondered if Rosalie’s disappearance accounted for a great deal about her mother.

‘I think she may be in Malta.’

‘Because of the cross she sent?’

‘Yes. It’s a tiny fortress island just south of Sicily and close to Africa.’

Florence nodded. ‘How did your parents know she’d run away and hadn’t been … well, hadn’t been taken.’

‘They knew. Oh yes. They knew and I did too.’

‘And did they know why?’

‘They did.’

‘And you?’

‘Yes. Now, that’s enough,’ Claudette snapped.

‘Very well …’ Florence said, on the verge of asking exactly what had happened. But seeing the distress in her mother’s eyes her other questions were left to hang in the air. Except for one. ‘All right, what is it you want me to do?’

Claudette looked lost for a moment, her eyes shining with unshed tears. ‘I think Rosalie may be dead. But I want you to find out. Please. If she is alive, it might be my only chance to … well, to put right what happened in the past. I didn’t help her when she needed me in Paris nor when she sent me that note.’

Florence blinked. ‘But she didn’t tell you where she was. And she ran away almost twenty years ago, didn’t she? Nobody has seen her. Nobody knows where she is.’

Her mother’s face crumpled. ‘She was always in trouble, wild and independent, just like your sister. My parents couldn’t cope.’

‘Like Élise?’

Claudette nodded and with a shaking hand she swiped her tears away. ‘And it’s true nobody knows where she is, and I don’t know anything for sure. All I have is this note and the rosary. But if you do find her, I need you to tell her how sorry I am,’ she said. ‘I have few regrets in my life …’

Florence wasn’t sure that was true. Surely her mother had plenty to regret.

‘But,’ her mother continued. ‘I know … well, the thing is … I know I let my sister down.’

‘Do you have a photograph?’ Florence asked.

‘Only the one I stuck on the hall mirror in France. You remember?’

‘Yes, I do. She had red hair, didn’t she? The photo was only black and white, but I remember you saying about her hair,’ Florence said, although she struggled to recall the girl’s face.

‘She had wonderful shiny red hair and beautiful deep blue eyes. Her hair curled way past her shoulders when she was young. Our mother always made her plait it. Said it was as uncontrollable as she was.’

Florence absently scratched the back of her neck, unsure what to think. For her mother – her mother! – to have made such a strange request. Her mother, who never apologised for anything, and who had only rarely mentioned her sister, never explained why she’d gone, had even made out it hadn’t mattered. It had been the family mystery that no one would talk about, and Florence and her sisters had got used to it, accepted it. So, why now? After all this time. What had really happened to Rosalie and why was
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CHAPTER 1

Clemence 

Morocco, Kasbah Clemence, July 1966

The mountains had never been a problem. Blinding sunlight. The deepest shadows. Isolation. Snow. All that just felt like a part of who she was now. Of course, people did vanish, but after what had happened in Casablanca, the mountains had never been where she felt lost. And here, at night, she was so much closer to the stars. Perched up high, the kasbah had once been a fortress built to withstand attack. Now a sanctuary, it spelt safety for Clemence, and was still firm enough to resist assault, albeit of a possibly different kind. 

But one day. One day it would come. 

She stood gazing out of her open bedroom window, hoping to catch the subtle changing of the light. These daily rituals kept her steady: exactly as expected, the mist burned off, the high Atlas Mountains began to shine, and the scent of wild herbs drifted into the air. 

A perfect day. 

She wrapped the turquoise robe around her, fastened its ties, then left the main house and crossed the terrace, pausing for a moment to run her fingertips over the climbing roses and sniff their scent. Blowsy, crimson, and almost at an end, their petals dropped at her touch. Like blood, she thought. At the annexe she unlocked the door, slid the bolts, and went inside. 

Something was wrong. 

She heard the clamour of the birds first then, inhaling sharply, spotted two small copper-coloured butterflies dancing around one of the windows. Overlooking a private courtyard with access to the mountains beyond, the window should not have been open. She glanced around the room, taking in the tray of uneaten breakfast – cooling French coffee, two pieces of freshly baked baguette, butter melting in the early sunlight – and the white robe lying crumpled on the rug. ‘Fingers crossed,’ she muttered, then ran to the bathroom. 

A tap had been left running but no one was there, so she turned the tap off and went to the living room, where she also found no sign of her. 

‘Madeleine,’ she called, aware of the tremble in her voice, but all she could hear in response were the birds.

The woman had bolted. 

Then, right then, she felt the panic. As the distant past reared up, her mouth felt dry, the old fear fluttering as if it were one of the butterflies. She dashed outside and called for Ahmed.

‘Help me,’ she pleaded, and held out her hands to him as he approached. ‘She’s gone.’

He enclosed her hands in his much larger ones and then let go. ‘She can’t have gone far, Madam. I carried her breakfast in only half an hour ago. Has she eaten it?’ 

Clemence shook her head.

‘Then she can only have been gone half an hour at most,’ he said as they left the terrace.

‘Did you unlock the window?’

Ahmed nodded. ‘She complained about the room being stuffy.’

Her heart sank. ‘We have to keep her inside her rooms. She can’t be allowed out alone. Not ever. I thought I had explained.’

‘You did. But the window is so stiff, I didn’t think she’d have the strength to push it wide open.’

‘I’ll have to install bars. Or a wrought iron screen would at least look better. Assuming we find her.’

‘We will.’

But Clemence wasn’t so sure. Madeleine could be devious. ‘You head down the track,’ she said. ‘And I’ll check the grounds.’

She turned her back and set off to search the entire complex. With few remaining perimeter walls, her kasbah was at the same altitude as the last of the trees, and nothing much grew above it, the mountain sides barren and rocky.

Looking down it was different; looking down it was lush. 

Imlil – a collection of little villages – huddled where three rivers merged into one, and the year-long supply of water ensured the terraced hillsides were cultivated. From her vantage point now, she could mainly see the walnut and pine forests, where she walked and collected cones for the fire, and below them, the orchards of apples, quince, almonds, and apricots. She pulled a face at the thought. No one could ever entice her to eat an apricot. Beyond the trees the agricultural land was where villagers grew vegetables, potatoes, and onions, plus alfalfa for feeding a few cows. But there was no chance Madeleine could have walked that far.

The air blowing down from the mountain top was thin and pure and, feeling the cool of it on her cheeks, she glanced up at the rocky slopes. Where had she got to? ‘And in a nightdress,’ she muttered. ‘Pour l’amour de Dieu!’ No wonder she had felt so harried these last few months with Madeleine to look after. Keeping her eyes peeled, she investigated every shrub and every trellis in her garden. This would happen now, just when she wanted to prepare for her granddaughter’s arrival. And she had no idea how that was going to turn out. She passed through the bougainvillea-clad pergola, peered behind the rosemary hedge, checked in between the palms, and went back into the private courtyard where the walls were drenched in jasmine. Nothing. No sign of her at all.

She ran towards the steep downward track Ahmed had taken, leading to where she kept her 1950s Hotchkiss jeep close to Imlil. They’d need it if they had to take the two-hour journey to Marrakech. But if they had to climb the high barren mountain peaks and canyons to search, it would have to be on foot. She swivelled round and then round again. Please, please, let us find her soon. They had to, for the heat and the mountains were cruel if you didn’t know your way. So, so, cruel, and Madeleine did not know her way, and the longer she was out there, the greater the danger. And Clemence could only beg God that if Madeleine began to talk, people would just shrug their shoulders and pay no heed. ‘Oh, it’s only her,’ they’d say. ‘The French woman.’
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