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  The Portrait


  She hangs in the National Portrait Gallery now. Her smile has not faltered through the years, and her hair still falls just above her jaw, as sleek as cat’s fur. She sits awkwardly: the pose of a moment held for eternity. Her eyes squint slightly, shielded from an invisible sun by her hand.


  Who is she? The drawing bears no clue, nor the little square of text beside it.


  [image: image missing]


  Friend is a difficult word – it can conceal so much. Who was she, really, to the young man who sat down and sketched her one afternoon, with the spoils of their picnic beside them? Even this most gifted of artists is restricted by his medium to work only in the realm of the visible. Some things must be lost to time.
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  Hertfordshire, August 1928


  Already the gardens are thrumming with life. The air is scented with expectation; people are here to do reckless things, stupid things that they might later regret, though the point of it all is in not regretting. For the idea of the party is youth. Not all of the guests are young, but that does not matter – youth can easily be faked with the right attitude. It is this attitude that counts. It is there in the pale knees that flash beneath hemlines, the clink and spill of champagne, the jungle beat of the drums. Most of all it is in the dancing – fast, too fast to identify each of the individual movements, so that all one can make out is a sort of hysterical blur, seething, sweat-sheened.


  Tom is not a dancer. Or, at least, not until he has had three or more glasses of champagne, the first of which he is drinking thirstily. The spindly stem and the wide saucer with its fragile glass lip were not designed for hasty gulping, and he manages to pour a good deal of it down the front of his shirt, where the material now sticks translucently to his skin.


  Tom is somewhat out of his depth. He has never been to this kind of event before. It is the sort one reads about in the society columns: drunken, wealthy youths performing outrageous stunts; the Bright Young People. The press love and hate them – they celebrate them, they vilify them, and they know full well that they would not shift nearly so many papers without them. There are men with cameras stalking the shadowy perimeters of the grounds. Tom spotted a couple planted by the bushes as they came in, though no flashbulb flares were wasted on his entrance. He is here as a ‘plus one’ – the guest of his well-connected Oxford acquaintance, Roddy. They have both been up there for a year now, and Tom is not quite convinced that the friendship will see them through to Finals. Tom is a couple of years older – his university career having been delayed by his father’s ill health – and they seem to have practically nothing in common, but, nevertheless, here they are together. ‘You’re pretty,’ Roddy explained, ‘so you’ll attract the gals, and I’ll swoop in and snare them.’


  The theme for the evening is Arabian Nights. Tom wears a fez and tabard, embellished with pieces of mirror and coloured beads. He found them both in an antique shop in Islington. They smelt of mothballs and insidious damp, but he was proud of his discovery, though concerned that they might be too much.


  He needn’t have worried: the other guests are apparently competing to be too much. Roddy pointed out the hostess herself as they entered – Lady Middlesford, swathed in scarlet chiffon, beringed and bejewelled with the treasures of the Orient, veiled with a scarf of the same red from which a thousand metal ornaments dangle and clink together with the chime of tiny bells. A woman smiles up at him, sooty rings of kohl around incongruously pale blue eyes. By the doors that open on to the garden stands an odalisque, her stomach bare save for the adornment of a winking ruby.


  Roddy left Tom as soon as they stepped out into the garden, promising to go in search of drinks, but it has been nearly an hour now, and there hasn’t been any sign of him since.


  A woman approaches. ‘Have you a light, darling?’ Her accent is regally, glassily precise, the very apotheosis of Englishness, though her outfit of ballooning silk pantaloons and tight fuchsia jerkin is pure Scheherazade. An imp’s face – not pretty, too pinched about the eyes, the front teeth too long – but interesting, all the same. An androgynous sparrow’s body and hair, shingled below the ears, of an unfeasibly lurid apricot hue. Then suddenly he recognizes her. He doesn’t read the Mail as a rule, but you’d have to be a hermit not to know of this particular Bright Young Person. Babe Makepeace: ‘twenty-one and lives for fun’. Lives, if the rumours are true, on a pitiful allowance begrudgingly bestowed by her disapproving old pa. Subsists, apparently, on a diet of nuts and Prairie Oysters, to keep that boy’s body so fashionably slender in a flapper’s shift.


  He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his lighter. She lifts the cigarette to her lips, pinching her funny little face together in a deep inhalation.


  ‘You’re a jewel.’ She gives him a playful knock on the arm. ‘What’s your name?’


  ‘It’s Thomas. Thomas Stafford.’


  ‘Well, Thomas … Tommie … will you join me for a dance?’ She peers up at him expectantly through the jewelled loops of her headdress.


  ‘That would be lovely … but perhaps later? I’m not much of a dancer.’


  ‘Suit yourself, Tommie.’ Before either of them can say another word she is grasped about the waist by some hearty and hauled off into the throng on the dance floor. Tom doesn’t much mind. He’s perfectly happy, in fact, to stand back and take in the exotic strangeness of the scene before him. Down on the lake, a small boat has left the bank. In it are three figures, two men, sitting, and a woman who stands between them, laughing and dribbling champagne into their open mouths straight from the bottle. One of the men pulls her down into his lap. She shrieks and the small craft rocks crazily upon the dark water.


  He turns his attention back to the seething group of dancers again. He’d like to see Babe Makepeace dance: apparently it’s quite something. Right in the middle of the crowd he spies a familiar gingery head: Roddy. So that’s where he got to. And then he sees her. The way she dances makes him think of the movement of a swan, the energy and activity beneath the surface, the smooth glide above. She rides the music, she moves within it, above it. The bare skin of her arms is pale and bright in the lantern light and her hair is dark, bobbed beneath her ears. Even from a distance he feels sure that where it meets her neck the shorn part would be as soft and dense as a cat’s fur. She is, quite simply, mesmerizing. There is something else, too – something more than the mere spectacle of her. She seems … what? Familiar. Yet the sense of recognition refuses to reveal itself fully to him.


  He strives for a proper look at her face. His sightings of her are snatched and incomplete. Finally, the band tinkles and grinds to a halt, and a new, slower melody begins. Dancers pour away towards the bar, slick with sweat, glassy-eyed and flushed with enjoyment. And she is leaving too, smiling at Roddy and politely shaking off the red hand he has landed on her upper arm. She is moving in Tom’s direction, towards the house. Tom breathes out, unsteadily. Is he going to talk to her? He isn’t talented at speaking to women. Having sisters should have been some sort of initiation, but being the youngest of the three, and therefore picked upon by the others, has merely given him the impression of women as intimidating, quixotic beings.


  As she moves closer, he sees that her beauty is charmingly flawed. Her mouth is slightly too large for her delicate face with its small, narrow nose and sloe eyes. She is taller than most of the women around her, and on the thin side – ‘scrawny’, his sister Rosa might say.


  She is a mere few feet away, and he knows he is staring – she will notice him any second and he will look like an idiot. Just in time, he drops his gaze. His heartbeat pounds in his ears. She is passing him, passing right by, and the silvery stuff of her dress brushes against his leg. It is the slightest of sensations, yet every nerve ending in his body sings.


  ‘Tom?’


  He is sure he’s imagined it at first, and doesn’t look up.


  ‘But it is you, isn’t it? Tom Stafford?’


  When he raises his head, she is right there in front of him, her face level with his own. There is the faintest trail of freckles across her nose, and her eyes are the most unusual colour, not dark, after all, but a strange quicksilver grey.


  He clears his throat. ‘Yes … that’s right.’ His voice sounds odd to him, like an instrument playing in the wrong key. ‘If you don’t mind my asking, how …?’


  ‘Oh, Tom, I can’t believe it!’ Her smile is wide, delighted. Suddenly the feeling of recognition that has bothered him unfurls into understanding. Alice.


  ‘Alice?’


  *


  Tom last saw Alice Eversley in 1913. She was six years old, a scant couple of months younger than he. Her legs were too long for her body, stork-thin, scuff-kneed, and her hair was an urchin’s mop, black as onyx. Not what people expected to find in the daughter of the divine Lady Georgina Eversley, blonde goddess of society. Or of the polar explorer Lord Robert Eversley who was, in England, always close-shaven and sharply tailored – though he appeared in expedition photographs with a beard greased with whale fat.


  That summer, Tom’s parents had decided that the family would holiday in Cornwall. Mrs Stafford had read an article about the importance of bracing sea air for children’s health, and her younger girl, Caro, was still recovering from a case of whooping cough.


  Mrs Stafford and the children would stay for two months in Winnard Cove, not far from the fishing town of Fowey. Mr Stafford, a solicitor, would remain with them as long as his work would allow. Tom’s mother had found the advertisement in her magazine: Eyrie House, available for family parties. A picturesque, secluded setting in an idyllic, sandy cove. It was just the place for them. It faced out to sea: small, weather-aged and salt-sprayed but indomitable. As promised, below the cottage was the long stretch of beach, strewn with pieces of interesting jetsam and sheltered from the wind by the encircling cliffs.


  The only detail in which they had been slightly misled was in the promise of seclusion. The cove would have been their own were it not overlooked on the other side by a vast Elizabethan manor of dun-coloured stone, partially hidden by a dense thicket of wych elm. This, their elderly landlady informed them proudly, was Eversley Hall: owned by the same family for hundreds of years.


  On the third day of the holiday, Mr Stafford returned from a sortie in the dinghy soaked through and pink-faced with cold and exhilaration. His wife and children, taking their tea in the garden, had looked up in curiosity at the spectacle.


  ‘You won’t believe who I met today. Lord Eversley: the man himself. Here in Cornwall. I can’t believe I didn’t make the connection before … it all makes sense. The Hall is his.’


  Gradually, the story unfolded. It transpired that Mr Stafford had managed to capsize his dinghy as he had crossed the path of a beautiful day yacht, causing chaos in the process. To make matters worse, after plummeting into the water he’d got his life jacket hooked on to his trailing mainsheet, and could not seem to get free.


  He had heard a shout and had suddenly become aware of another body in the water beside him. The helmsman of the dayboat had dived in, leaving his crew to manage the craft.


  ‘Just like that, didn’t even hesitate – jumped right in and yanked me free. It was him: Lord Robert Eversley. One of the nicest men I think I’ve ever met.’ He beamed at them all. ‘He’s invited us for supper – all of us, the children too.’


  And so, that evening, the Staffords made their way across the sand and up a long flight of steps that had been bowed and worn by ancestral Eversley footprints, to be met at the front door by a liveried butler. Within, the Hall had the chilly elegance of a cathedral: dark wood, antique glass, ancient stone. Their footsteps echoed, and they found themselves awed and intimidated by their surroundings. It was difficult to ignore the feeling that they did not belong in such a place.


  Robert Eversley, however, was all affability, as was his golden-haired son, Archie. Even the strange, pale-faced daughter gave them a crooked smile. Each one, it seemed, was making their own effort to make the guests feel welcome to the house as equals.


  All, that was, save Lord Robert’s wife. As Mrs Stafford would later remark, the beautiful Lady Eversley treated them as if they were the servants, being given a Boxing Day treat, bound to return to their rightful posts in the morning. She had shown no sign of interest or fellow feeling towards them, and even the children had recognized the slight. There had been a cold smile as Mr Stafford described his profession, a raised eyebrow at Mrs Stafford’s mention of the house in Parsons Green. ‘She’s a frightful snob,’ Tom’s mother complained at breakfast the next day. ‘She thinks we’re not worth her time, and she saw to it that we knew it. I gave up trying with her after the first half-hour: it was simply too exhausting. One gets rather tired of being made to feel so inferior.’


  Lady Eversley’s froideur had been the sole blight on an evening that was otherwise enjoyed by all. Tom’s parents had spent the evening enthralled by Eversley’s tales of moving ice that could crush a ship, let alone a man, in its giant fist; of ice blue and hard as the sapphires in Lady Eversley’s necklace; of ice that yawned, black and treacherous, swallowing men to their doom.


  Rosa and Caro – fourteen and ten – had been perfectly happy to spend their evening mooning over Archie who, at seventeen, was tall and broad-shouldered as a man; the lucky inheritor of both his father’s heroic good looks and his mother’s flaxen hair.


  And then there was the daughter, Alice. Tom’s sisters quickly rejected the strange tomboyish girl with the terrible hair, who seemed almost a different species from her much older brother. But Tom – Tom had found a kindred spirit in Alice. She, too, was convinced that she had seen pirates from her bedroom window, and smugglers flashing their lights in communication with the shore. And she’d amassed an impressive collection of curios gleaned from hours perusing the tideline: a parasol; a pair of spectacles; a strange, slightly curved knife that Tom had to admit did look remarkably like a miniature cutlass.


  While the adults continued with their dinner, Alice and Tom escaped outside and across the dew-wet grass under cover of darkness, to where they could watch the shore for any signs of activity upon the sea. Alice had a platform that her father had built her in a tree, which formed an excellent lookout post. There they had stayed until Sir Robert, under instructions from his wife, had made his way through the garden to them and, with a smile in his voice, summoned them back inside.


  For those eight weeks in Winnard Cove, Tom and Alice were inseparable. They spied for pirates, hunted crabs, built shelters from driftwood and braved the crashing cold surf to swim in the calmer waters beyond, beneath the anxious watch of Tom’s mother and Alice’s nanny. Alice was small for her age, and almost unnaturally pale – but she was strong, and fearless, braver than anyone Tom had met before. She told him that she wanted to be an adventurer like her father, the first-ever female explorer – and Tom was in no doubt that she would accomplish it. Even now he could imagine that sharp face blackened with whale fat, those small feet shod in fur-lined boots.


  As is always the case with the truest childhood friendships, it seemed that they should never be parted. And Tom’s parents promised – as eager themselves to return – that they would come back the following year to Winnard Cove.


  *


  But one October morning later that year, Mr Stafford’s teacup fell from his hand.


  EVERSLEY PERISHES IN THE FROZEN SOUTH


  


  ran the headline. Lord Robert had plummeted to his death, falling into a crevasse hidden beneath a false surface of thin ice and snow. The body could not be recovered.


  The Eversleys never returned to Winnard Cove. Neither did the Staffords. The war came. Mr Stafford, a proud patriot, signed himself up to fight in France and returned a very different man. But he was luckier than some. Archie Eversley was killed at Ypres, on one of the first days of fighting.


  2


  Kate


  How should I describe my mother?


  She was small, but very strong. Strong in a way that meant she could dance for hours on end, with faultless grace and precision, even as every muscle in her body must have burned with pain, as the blood from her poor crushed toes seeped into the wooden blocks that supported them, even as she was flung, and spun and blinded by the bright stage lights. Strong in a way that meant she was able to accept her position in the world – abandoned, parentless – and make it a part of her strength, the essential element in the June Darling fairy tale. I don’t want to describe the things that only I knew about her. Because they’re what I have left, what I can cherish. Besides, people aren’t interested in that much beyond the dancing, and the fairy tale.


  You’ll have heard of my mother, I’m sure. Even people who don’t know ballet know her name – she’d attained that level of universal renown when she died. And when she died, that night when the plane spiralled out of the sky as though it were made of paper and lollipop sticks, those few left who had not known her came to hear of her. June Darling, the little dancing girl who through sheer talent had managed to escape the meagre path laid out for her.


  My mother used to ridicule what she called the myth of her background. She never had it that bad, she would say. She was never neglected or maltreated, and though she may have started out with no natural family to call her own, she soon had Evie, and then me, and we were a perfect three, a tight triangle of love.


  Or at least, that’s certainly how it appeared. In my more secret, shameful moments, I wondered whether Evie did in fact resent me for complicating things – for disturbing the sanctity of that bond between herself and my mother. Did I have any proof of this? Not specifically. Though I do not think it would be unfair to say that Evie never spoke to me in the way she did my mother: and with me she could be sharp, impatient, as I suspected she never had been with Mum.


  I became rather obsessed with the idea of grandparents – of the sort that my school friend Georgina visited at weekends. The sort who would read to you, and make cakes with you, and take you to exhibitions. That wasn’t the relationship that Evie and I had. I didn’t call her Granny or anything like that. I called her Evie, and we spoke to one another like adults. Looking back, I am sure that she did love me, but next to all she had felt for my mother what she felt for me paled in comparison. My mother had been her saviour as much as she had been my mother’s, you see, and I think that Evie simply could not have cared for anyone as deeply.


  Perhaps, too, she disliked the evidence she saw in me of my father, who she seemed to credit with having derailed Mum’s career via the pregnancy – notwithstanding the fact that Mum was old, in ballet terms, when she had me. My father had played the part of the villain well, disappearing off at the first sign of trouble. But there are two ways of looking at this. If you asked Mum, she would have told you that my father had meant little to her other than the fact that he helped to bring about me. We didn’t need him in our lives: we had one another.


  My mother was christened June by the nuns who ran the institution in which she had lived from infancy. I always thought that her name had a curiously American ring to it, but – as she explained to me – it related to the month in which she had arrived. It was a good job that she turned up when she did, when the weather was balmy; if she had been left on the doorstep in February her story might well have gone no further.


  Orphanages tend to get a bad write-up, but this wasn’t the Dickensian sort, and ‘institution’ suggests a level of deprivation that my mother always insisted was absent from her experience. True, there wasn’t much in the way of food or entertainment, but there were three modest-sized meals a day, there were lessons and musical sessions and excursions in the park. In comparison to some children’s experience it wasn’t a bad deal. It was also all my mother had ever known.


  A couple of the older girls claimed to remember a woman. The velvet purr of an engine beneath the dormitory window had woken them in the early hours of the morning. They had clambered up to look out and had seen her approach the building carrying the bundle, and return minutes after without it. The doorbell had not rung. She had been, they would say later, as sleek and expensive-looking as the car that had driven her away, though they couldn’t agree on particulars – the colour of the hair beneath the hat, her height, her age. Yet both had been left with the impression of a great and peculiar beauty.


  I once asked my mother if she had loved the nuns. She admitted that she couldn’t remember all of them individually – other than as a benevolent, omnipresent abstract, rather like the impression of God that the sisters had furnished her with. The one exception to this was Sister Rose, who didn’t stand out for any particular quirk of personality, but because she became an agent in the shaping of my mother’s future. She was the sister in charge of music lessons, which didn’t entail much beyond an elderly set of instruments, donated by various patrons and kept in a wooden chest in the gymnasium. Every Friday afternoon they would be removed and distributed with precise fairness for the girls to play on in their untutored way.


  Then something rather unusual happened. When my mother was about six years old a new scheme was introduced. It was the brainchild of a wealthy patron – an anonymous philanthropist had an idea to set up a programme by which the girls might learn the joys of song and dance.


  If my mother had been born a few years later, her life would have turned out very differently. Such a project could not have continued as German bombs rained fire upon the city. As it was, she got her chance.


  The ballet teacher – and, as it transpired, the daughter of the philanthropist who had devised the initiative – was a woman named Evelyn Darling.


  The Tale of Evelyn Darling


  Evelyn Darling was born into the sort of life in which most things could be guaranteed. Her father, Bertram, had inherited his father’s metallurgical business, and had seen business boom during the First World War. As his only child, Evelyn stood assured of a large inheritance and a cosseted future. However it soon became clear that she wasn’t to be satisfied by the sort of life that heiresses normally lead. She had more ambitious and unusual plans for her future.


  As a girl, Evelyn had gone several times to the ballet with her parents, and she had never seen anything as beautiful, as magical, as the creatures that flitted back and forth before her on the stage. It became her wish to learn to dance like them, and her father, unable to refuse her in anything, paid for her to have lessons – as many lessons as she could endure. He wasn’t sure about letting her perform: it didn’t seem to be quite the thing for girls of the sort of class to which he aspired. Eventually, though, he permitted her to dance in a small way at private gatherings.


  Evelyn became rather good. Not, perhaps, of the highest calibre, but talented enough by nineteen to catch the eye of one young gentleman in particular. She might not have been conventionally pretty, Evelyn, but she had a way of moving – like a wood nymph – and a voice like the high clear ringing of a bell.


  In 1935 Evelyn and Harry were engaged to be married. Evelyn would take up dancing again after they wed, but she would probably never perform again: it wasn’t fitting for a married woman to do so, and, besides, Harry was the love of her life now.


  A scant couple of months before the date that had been set for the ceremony, Harry took Evelyn for a drive in the Sussex countryside in the new car that Bertram had bought them as an early wedding present. It was a glorious day, full of the promise of summer, the air filled with sunlight, the roads dry, so no one could be quite sure what it was that caused the tyres to skid. What could be established, however, was that the car was travelling at great speed, far too fast for Harry to have righted their course before they ploughed into one of the beech trees that lined the roadside. Evie was lucky. She lost the baby that she had not even known that she had been carrying, and her right leg was fractured in seven places, forever after to be held together by an ingenious framework of metal pins and bands. Harry was not so fortunate: he was killed outright.


  Evelyn, for all the overabundance of her youth, was possessed of an innate toughness of character. She knew that she would never dance again, professionally or otherwise, that she would never again bear children, and that she could probably never love another man in the way she had Harry. And yet she took to the rehabilitation programme devised for her with great determination. Every day she would make the journey to Battersea Park – just across the bridge from her father’s townhouse – to perform her strengthening exercises in the green surrounds. It was here that she saw the troupe of orphanage girls in their maroon smocks taking their walk, with two of the sisters at helm and aft. In that moment the idea was born.


  I don’t think it would be untrue to say that in my mother Evie found the daughter that she had never been able to bear, along with, perhaps, the story of success that could never have been hers. She taught her everything she knew. A year after Mum first crossed the threshold of the ballet studio, Evie had adopted her as her own.


  In 1938, my eight-year-old mother won a scholarship to the Sadler’s Wells Ballet School and Company. The rest, as they say, is history. The orphanage, the hand-me-down costume that she’d first worn to train in – these became part of my mother’s fairy tale.


  Fairy tales, however, do not always end happily – in fact, quite often it’s the opposite, despite what modern retellings may ask you to believe. That was a difficult lesson to learn; perhaps I am learning it still. The fourteenth of April 1985. I tried to think, later, of what I was doing at the time, the exact time when the crash happened. Did I know, at that moment, in some fundamental part of my being? I have a terrible suspicion that I was buying a round for some of my old art-school friends at the Goodge Street pub we met in: blithely going about my day with no idea of how my life had suddenly changed.


  After the plane crash I moved back into the house in Battersea where the three of us had lived: a big, cluttered Victorian conversion on one of those streets leading away from the park. It was only me there now. A couple of years before, Evie had gone into a home, diagnosed with progressive dementia. For a long time, Mum had refused to consider the possibility of moving her into care. Her work as a choreographer had seen her travelling frequently, but she said that she would downsize and find work closer to home so she could spend more time looking after Evie. Yet Evie’s behaviour became increasingly confused and erratic. When she was found on the other side of the borough with a broken elbow and no knowledge of how she’d got so far from home, it became clear that she didn’t simply need more extensive care, she needed it round-the-clock. Mum couldn’t afford to stop working completely, and I had to be at the Slade, where I was taking my degree in Fine Art.


  ‘It would be better’, said the social worker at St George’s, who had an illustrated-textbook turn of phrase, ‘for her to have the company of others – which can be achieved with at-home visits, but is far more easily accomplished in a nursing home, where she can have a social life, too.’


  I can see why my mother found the decision such a difficult one to make. This was the woman who had cared for her from infancy, without whose love and influence she would never have had the life she did. I know she suffered over it, felt that she was committing a terrible form of betrayal. There was the added complication that Evie didn’t always seem in a particularly bad way – she could have moments of sudden and startling lucidity, and there were whole days when it would appear that nothing at all was amiss. But the bad days were very bad, and the possibilities of what could happen in the hours Evie might be alone were frightening. In the end, Mum had accepted that there was no alternative.
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  London, May 1986


  It was a year after Mum had died when it all happened. I had just about managed to convince myself that I was all right. Looking back, I can see that I wasn’t. I was twenty-seven, and my days tended to consist of an unvarying routine: work, and visiting Evie. But I was managing to present to the outside world a promising enough impression of surviving. It helps that after the first three months people tend to stop asking how you’re coping, and, if there isn’t strong evidence to the contrary, feel you must be getting on with life.


  I saw hardly anything of my old art-school friends. It hadn’t been a conscious thing, but I can see now how I distanced myself from them incrementally. I began to decline the invitations to parties and exhibitions – even to the weekly gatherings at our pub. I had realized that my grief alienated me from them, understood the gulf it created between my life and theirs. Even if I had wanted to talk about Mum – which I didn’t – I could not have done so with them. Conversation revolved around mild gossip, who was sleeping with who, who had ‘sold out’ to a big-time collector … the many, minor intrigues of our small, incestuous world. The thought of bringing death into that happy, frivolous mix was inconceivable.


  Until recently I had been one of them: young, carefree and ever so slightly selfish, in the most harmless way. I could not help feeling that my presence was a souring influence. I know that they would have been mortified to hear this was how I felt – and I saw that they went out of their way to treat me as though I were unchanged.


  Despite my withdrawal from my friends and that old world, I did feel the need to keep busy. Busy meant that I didn’t have to spend too much time in the house in Battersea, where the quiet and emptiness had a peculiar, terrible weight. I spent more time than ever wandering the city with my camera – especially on those mornings when I woke in the small hours to the roar of silence that surrounded me, and understood that there could be no more sleep. The concentration necessary to taking a good photograph – the careful assessment of the light, the important decisions about exposure, the framing and focusing of the shot – was the only thing equal to forcing all other thought away.


  Then there was the sanctuary of the darkroom afterwards. Mum had had it made for me in the Victorian cellar beneath the house as an eighteenth-birthday present. She’d had it installed in the week I was away on a school art trip to Rome and when I came back there it all was: two huge work surfaces, the enlarger, for projecting the film, a red-lensed safelight, the developing trays, and two shelves stocked with all the other equipment I might need. She had even got me my own set of specialist overalls. To use it was now an excuse to seal myself in that hermetic space for a few hours, and try to forget about the empty rooms gathering dust above my head.


  I also spent more time than ever at work. This was in a camera shop off the King’s Road, which had seemed, when I applied, the next best thing to becoming a professional photographer. It was one of those shops run for love, not money, though my boss, Nick, had once been quite big in the industry. He’d taken iconic shots of people like Veruschka, Bianca Jagger, the Stones, and even my mother. He told me once that my mother was probably the most naturally beautiful woman he’d ever shot. ‘Because she was so at ease with herself,’ he’d said, ‘so graceful, so at one with her body.’


  Many of the photos he took are common currency now – constantly dredged up for articles – even if the photographer’s name is not. Nick left it all behind, and that world quickly forgot about him. He left because he’d been rather too much a part of it all: had been at the same parties, taken the same drugs, suffered the same comedowns. He’d had what he called the three-year hangover, which nearly destroyed him. So he’d dusted himself off and found a new, simpler life.


  Sometimes, when business was slow, Nick would give it up as a bad job, shut the shop and we’d go off on ‘tutorials’. We’d head down to the river and take photos from Albert Bridge, or try surreptitiously to snap the punkish kids – faint echoes of their seventies predecessors – who gathered on the benches near the fire station. Sometimes we’d get in Nick’s car and drive east to take photographs of old industry, à la Steven Siegel.


  I first got into photography when I sat in Mum’s choreography sessions after school and tried to capture the ballerinas stretching, leaping, even making mistakes. I had discovered early that I would never make a good dancer. I lacked the discipline, the instinctive grace – and, perhaps most important of all, I was no performer. To have my mother watch me put through my paces at the barre was agony enough, let alone anyone else. I pretended to enjoy myself, for her sake – but Mum quickly saw through it, and suggested I might want to try a new hobby. That was just like her. Another parent might have pushed, desperate for their child to share their interest, but Mum sought for honesty between us above all else.


  Oh, but I loved to watch people dance, especially her. One weekend, she took me to an exhibition by the photographer Barbara Morgan: black-and-white images of dancers, starkly lit and caught mid-step and mid-leap. To this day I am still in awe of her work: how the fixedness of the medium – the inevitable permanence of the snapshot – serves to enhance the sense of movement. When I saw them for the first time, saw how she had captured the power and the gravity-defying athleticism of those dancers – had achieved the impossible and frozen a moment in time – I was electrified.


  On Christmas day of that year, I unwrapped a new Nikon for Christmas – my own camera, with a special wooden box Mum had found and packed full of film. An interest became an obsession, a whole new way of looking at the world. Some of those first photographs, even those Mum had let me take of her dancing barefoot about our kitchen, made their way into my application portfolio for the Slade.


  When Mum died, Nick was great. He was very gentle with me: didn’t push me to speak about it, though he intimated that he’d be ready to talk if I wanted to. Which I didn’t especially – he was my boss, after all, and though at times he felt more like a friend there was always a certain degree of professional distance that I was wary of traversing. More than anything I wanted him to view me as a promising photographer, not someone who needed his pity.


  Nick had suggested at first that I might want to take some sort of sabbatical, but I think he soon understood that to be away from work – free to think about everything – was the worst thing that could happen to me. It would have been the excuse I needed to seal myself off from the world completely.


  And there was Evie too, of course. The nursing home was a few minutes’ cycle ride from the shop, down towards World’s End, and I’d go almost every day after work to have a cup of tea and some increasingly surreal conversation. She’d deteriorated quickly after the crash: grief, it seemed, had hastened the progress of the dementia. Sometimes she’d talk about Mum as though she were still alive. When she then learned otherwise it was as though she had suddenly discovered the fact. This was terrible for both of us.


  On that spring afternoon the day went much as normal. I bought some cannelés de Bordeaux – Evie’s favourite – from the French patisserie opposite the shop and cycled down to the home. Miriam, one of the carers, was waiting in the entrance hall.


  ‘She’s been asking for you all day.’


  ‘Really?’ If Evie asked for anyone, it was usually Mum.


  ‘Yes. I kept telling her, “She’ll be coming later, dear, same as usual.” She’ll be pleased to see you.’


  ‘I brought her some new photographs.’


  These were of my mother. I collected them for her – and there were quite a number to be discovered in old magazines and performance programmes … some of them I had even taken myself. Evie craved them, and they seemed to have a positive effect on her. I found the process of discovering them at once soothing and painful, a strange combination.


  ‘She’ll like that. I should warn you though … she does seem a bit agitated.’


  ‘Worse than normal?’


  ‘Well, that’s the thing. She’s much better, in a sense – she doesn’t seem nearly so confused as she has been of late. It isn’t that, no. It’s as if something’s troubling her.’


  I knew that something was different as soon as I entered the room: I felt it. The air was as close and dry as ever but it was charged with some foreign element, a sharper savour. Evie was waiting for me in her armchair, white-faced. She looked up at me with an expression that I didn’t identify at first because it was so unexpected. It wasn’t benign ignorance, or wrenching grief – the two states between which she veered. It took me some long moments to recognize it for what it was: fear.


  ‘Evie,’ I said, ‘are you all right?’


  She didn’t answer me at first, but she slumped down lower in the seat and her gaze dropped towards her clasped hands. I stood there impotently as the seconds of silence dragged on. And when I noticed she had begun to tremble slightly I panicked, thinking she might be having some kind of seizure. I went to hold her shoulders but she shrugged my hands away, shaking her head, and I stepped back, alarmed.


  ‘Evie, please, tell me what it is.’


  ‘I never told her.’ She spoke so quietly, almost to herself. I wasn’t sure if I’d heard correctly at first, and had to ask her to repeat it.


  ‘I don’t understand, Evie. Are you talking about Mum?’ I’d play along with this delusion, I thought – that was generally better than trying to set her right and only confuse things further. ‘What didn’t you tell her?’


  ‘I lied to her.’


  I prickled with unease. There was, as Miriam had said, an odd clarity to her speech – a distinct lack of the usual confused rambling. Whatever it was she was trying to say, I suddenly wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it. I sat down next to her and tried to take her hand. She moved it away, drawing into herself.


  ‘Evie, you’re upset. I’m sure whatever it was, well, it can’t matter now.’


  ‘It matters more. I should have told her, and now she’s gone, and she never knew.’


  ‘But I think—’


  ‘No.’ Her tone was sharp, so different to her usual whisper, so alarmingly unlike the docile, childlike person I had become accustomed to. I wondered if this was some volatile new stage of the degeneration. But when she spoke next it was again with that unusual lucidity.


  ‘No. It needs to be said. I should have said something … a long time ago, but I loved her so much, I couldn’t do it.’ She looked at me, imploring, and I saw that her eyes had filled with tears. ‘It was a terrible, selfish thing.’


  My unease had evolved into something more like dread. ‘Please, Evie, tell me: what are you talking about?’


  ‘Her mother. She came looking.’


  I stared at her, stupidly. ‘Whose mother?’


  ‘June’s. She came looking for her, and June never knew.’


  Mum’s birth parents had never had any presence – even as an absence – in our lives. We simply never spoke of them, with perhaps one exception. I can still remember, quite clearly, the one and only time I had asked Mum about her birth parents. It was my twenty-first birthday, and Mum had taken me for supper at the Café de Paris, just the two of us.


  I’d felt very grown up, in a beautiful black crêpe de Chine dress Mum had lent me, and I’d had too much excitement, and far too much champagne. It seemed to me the right moment to ask, now that I had become an adult. Was she curious? I asked. Had she ever thought about looking for them? She didn’t seem affronted by the question – I think she must have been expecting me to ask one day. Her answer was unequivocal. ‘If they wanted me, they’d have come looking, so why should I go after them? I have you, and Evie. You’re all the family I need. I don’t need to know anything more about someone who chose to leave a baby on a doorstep.’


  And that was it: there was clearly to be no further discussion of the issue. I supposed I had to be satisfied. I didn’t forget about them, these unknown grandparents who were – or at least had once been – out there in the world somewhere, but to me they were creatures of myth: several shades removed from reality, reserved for the realm of imagination and fantasy.


  Evie had covered her face with her hands and as I reached forward to try to comfort her, she let out a terrifying sound, a sort of howl. She looked up at me through her spread fingers, and were it not for the awful circumstances she would have appeared comic – an octogenarian playing a child’s game of hide-and-seek. As it was, it frightened me. There was a long pause while I tried to think of something I could say, or do. Then she gave a great, rattling sigh, which seemed to steel her enough to speak. Quiet, and slow, but precise:


  ‘When June was twenty years old, I had a letter. The woman who wrote it, she claimed to be her mother. It was … so strange, coming out of the blue like that. She said that if we met she would explain everything.’


  ‘Did you meet with her?’


  Evie looked up at me, miserably, and I could already guess the answer. ‘Never. I couldn’t, do you understand? I was too afraid. I was too afraid that she might be telling the truth. I tried to convince myself then that there was no chance of it. Your mother was getting famous … we had mail from all sorts of strange people, people wanting to be a part of her life, wanting things from her.’


  ‘So, you thought it could have been from a crazed fan?’


  ‘That’s what I told myself, yes. But she sent me something else. It was then I knew she was telling the truth, only I couldn’t say anything. I was terrified – even more so than before. It has never gone away. It has been with me, every day … like … something crouched on my shoulder.’ She folded down into herself, as though feeling the weight of it there now.


  ‘Evie,’ I said, taking one of her knotted hands in mine. ‘You did the right thing, I’m sure.’ I was picking my words carefully. ‘This woman, she could have been anyone, a real psycho for all we know.’


  She gave a frightened smile and shook her head. ‘When I saw the picture she sent a few days later I knew she was telling the truth.’


  ‘What picture?’


  Evie heaved herself up and shuffled across to her bureau. It was a varnished Art Deco piece, the only thing she’d wanted to bring with her from the house. Atop it, as it had ever done, sat the framed photograph of a beautiful young man: her husband-to-be who never was.


  She reached for the set of keys she still wore eccentrically at her waist on a rope belt – as though she were the chatelaine of some vast property – and bent stiffly to unlock the bottom drawer. It always made me sad to watch her move, she who would once have used her body with such grace: the awkward movements of the shoulder blades that jutted from the curved ridge of her back like small, mismatched wing-stumps, where once they would have framed a strong, straight spine.


  The envelope she passed me was light and very old, the brown paper as dry and fragile as a leaf skeleton. The pressure of my thumb was enough to render a slight fissure in its surface. I looked down at it, bemused by the fact that something so insubstantial could be the cause of such crippling anxiety.


  ‘I want you to take it away, to look at it alone,’ Evie told me. ‘I want you to see what’s inside for yourself.’


  I stared at her, and she gave a tiny nod. ‘Please, take it.’


  Back at home, I went straight to my old den. The house was one of those old flights of fancy with squares of rainbow-coloured glass in the half-moon window above the front door, and a singular, rather lost-looking turret feature – the townhouse equivalent of the folly. I had been drawn to it as a child, this strange piece of magical realism, and for years the small round space inside the turret had been my reading place. Mum had even had a window seat installed for me. It was there that I decided to retreat with my envelope – the big empty house echoing around me.


  I upended the delicate package with care, and let the contents slide out on to the seat-cushion. Two sheets of paper, tissue-thin as the envelope, faded with age. One, the letter, written in an interesting hand – calligraphic, with something of a flourish to it.


  Dear Ms Darling,


  I understand that this letter will come as something of a shock, for both yourself and June. I’m not quite sure, I’m afraid, of how to go on without coming straight to the point, so please accept my apologies for the lack of preamble. You see, I am June’s mother. I gave birth to her twenty years ago almost to this day.


  I know how this will probably appear: that I abandoned my child in a moment of selfishness, and that, all this time later, I have had a change of heart. Yet that is not how it happened. If you would allow me a chance to explain myself to you both, I think you will understand that I had no choice in the matter.


  It is difficult to explain everything in a letter, and I am aware that if I were to write the whole sad tale down it would hardly seem credible. As such, I beg you – and June – to meet with me. If you choose to do so, I will be waiting for you, in my rooms at Claridge’s Hotel, every afternoon next week. Please ask downstairs for Célia, and you will be directed to me. I do not make any demands – I know that I have no right to do so. I ask only that you give me this chance to meet with my daughter, and to have her understand that I never abandoned her.


  Yours faithfully,


  Célia


  I sat back and looked out of the window, to where I could make out the embroidered arch of Albert Bridge. This Célia, this woman who claimed to be my grandmother, had languished in that hotel for a week, waiting, anxious, perhaps scanning the faces of those passing beneath her window for the one she sought: the face of her own daughter. Perhaps she had waited for longer than a week. If you were desperate it would be easy to convince yourself that the letter had been delayed, or that its recipient needed time to decide to come. She had said she would make no demands. Had Evie had the right to be so cruel? But that was not the way to think about this. I knew nothing of this person, and I had known Evie my entire life and she was good, and moral, and she had loved Mum more than anything. It was not my place to judge her.


  I picked up the other piece of paper. It was stiffer, a fine card, one side blank. I turned it over, and forgot to breathe. A line drawing in pen and ink, exquisitely done. It was my mother. She was seated on what appeared to be a picnic rug, with the vague suggestion of a body of water – a river, or a lake perhaps – behind her. She gazed straight out at me, half smiling.


  By a slow process of realization, I came to understand that it wasn’t my mother after all. It couldn’t be, even had the hair not been wrong, had the clothes not been strange and antique, not like anything I’d ever seen Mum wear. For the date, written above the signature, was 1929. Now I knew who she must be. Now I could understand Evie’s wretchedness, her terrible sense of guilt at what she’d done.


  When I studied the piece again, later, I was able to view it with greater objectivity, to note the artist’s skill, the lightness of touch. It was a study in economy, the whole image described with a few fluid strokes of the pen. Yet it was also finely observed, the sitter’s expression somewhere between a smile and a grimace, as though she weren’t comfortable with finding herself the subject of a portrait.


  I picked up my wallet and drew out the photograph of my mother – my favourite one of her, because it was exactly how I had always thought of her. In it she was perhaps around my own age and wore her ‘off-duty’ uniform of black Capri trousers and a white T-shirt. She was inimitably chic and beautiful to me in this image. Which journalist was it that had described her as ‘a combination of the two Hepburns in appearance’? Her black hair had an almost celluloid gleam to it – obediently straight, drawn back at the nape of her neck. How I had longed for that hair as a child.


  I could see that the woman in the drawing had my mother’s innate, artless elegance: it was evident even in the slightly awkward, temporary nature of the pose. That smile, though, was absolutely her own. It was a da Vinci smile – a not-quite smile – enigmatic and complex.


  This was a work of no common talent. I doubted that I could ever take a shot that so strongly evinced the character of the sitter. I looked at the signature that sat beneath the date. I could make out two characters, intertwined. An S and a T. Or a T and S. It meant nothing to me, but I stared at it, as though it were some hieroglyph that might reveal the drawing’s secret.


  Evie died a couple of days later. It was a massive stroke, they told me. It shames me to say that I had not visited her since our meeting. I had not been able to face her guilt, or, indeed, my own confused feelings about what she had told me. I had convinced myself that it would be best for both of us to have a few days apart. I should have known by then that a life can be altered irrevocably in far less time than that. I had lost my chance to tell her that I understood.


  The funeral confirmed how completely my mother and I had been her whole sphere of existence: the small church was less than half-full. That old secret feeling that I had always harboured, that feeling that we weren’t as close as we could be, was nullified by the tide that surged over me and drew me down for several weeks into some dark, blind chamber of grief. Only when it was too late, only through the loss of her, was I able to understand how much I had loved her.


  I went into the shop every morning, but my days had no shape and purpose to them now. Evie’s company, however unpredictable, had been so much more to me than I had realized. Above all, she had been my last link to Mum. This was a new loneliness, such as I had never known or imagined possible.


  4


  A few days after the funeral Evie’s things had been returned to the house in Battersea. For a time I could not bear to look at them. The sight filled me with a confused sense of grief and guilt: guilt that I perhaps had not been the granddaughter I could have been to her, busy as I was selfishly wanting Mum all for my own. So for several weeks everything sat in the drawing room, untouched. It was a space we had seldom used and, now that it was only me, I never entered.


  Though Evie had not lived there for some time the house seemed even quieter with her gone. Sometimes now I began to wonder if I, too, was gradually becoming a ghost. My meagre presence in the place seemed to make no mark upon it. However much I cleaned – I gave up after a while – the dust seemed determined to settle. I avoided looking in mirrors … I did not like what they revealed to me of myself. But I was most afraid that one day I might not see anything at all.


  Over the weeks, my curiosity about Evie’s things grew. I began to wonder whether that room might harbour something that would further illuminate the secret. Perhaps there was more, I started to think, more that she had not had time to show me.


  The room began to exert a pull upon me. Eventually, in the early hours of one morning, I made my way there with the fixed yet unconscious purpose of a sleepwalker, pushing open the door to reveal the dark mound of possessions in the centre of the rug – smaller than might be expected, but no less significant for that.


  For someone who had been born into money, Evie had not surrounded herself with much, never one for jewellery or expensive clothing or any of those other accoutrements of wealth. But there were treasures of another order to discover here: an inventory of memories. A small pair of silk ballet slippers, hopelessly battered and worn: the blush pink faded to a sullen grey. Made for tiny feet, I realized, those of a child. Possibly, considering the size and age, my mother’s first-ever pair. I found myself gripping them, holding them to my chest like a magical talisman, as though they might still exude some essence of her.


  There were programme brochures from what might have been every performance Mum had ever danced in, the earliest among them already desiccated with age. There were photographs, too, and I took my time looking through these, suspended somewhere between pleasure and pain. One thing that gave me pause was the number of photos there were of me, and not only those in which I appeared alongside Mum. There I was in my primary school uniform on my first day, a look of ill-concealed terror on my face – I was a painfully shy child. Then one of me as a teenager, dressed in T-shirt


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Postscript, 2015


  Alice lived for another year. She died in the autumn of 1987. Julie said that it had started as a cold that had taken root and wouldn’t let go, eventually turning itself into something lethal. She refused to be moved into a hospital, even at the end, and insisted on being taken to the gallery each day until she was too ill to leave her bed.


  You could say that the grief I felt was disproportionate to the short time I had known her, but I don’t think so. After all, it wasn’t as if we were really strangers before I met her that first time – even before I first heard about her from Stafford. There were so many ways – her strength of character, her beauty, her bravery – in which she was like my mother. And I hope that in some ways she was also a little like me.


  She left me almost everything she owned of Stafford’s work – including those pieces that she had kept in private, at her study in the gallery. At first, I didn’t know what to do. But then I remembered what she had said about hoping, one day, to be able to share them with the world. Several of them now hang in the National Portrait Gallery in London, though the De Rosier Gallery has the lion’s share.


  There was also the study Stafford had made of me. He showed the finished work to me when I next went to visit, and I understood then what it was he had seen that first time we met. Looking at it made my heart ache, for it seemed that I found two other faces there besides my own, both so dear to me. When Stafford asked if he could keep hold of it for a while, I agreed. After all, I never felt that it was really mine to keep.


  The strangest thing is that it was found in Alice’s apartment after she died, hanging beside the photograph I had sent her of Mum. Yet something stopped me from questioning Stafford about it. A few months later, when we were re-framing the picture for display, I discovered an envelope tucked between the parchment and backing: an odd place to keep such a thing. It was addressed, care of the museum, to Miss Alice Eversley. The letter that must have come with it was never found. It is almost as though Alice took it with her when she went.


  Stafford is gone now too. Though whenever Oliver and I visit the Maison du Vent, which we do often, I always feel that he is there, somewhere out of sight. Down at the cove, perhaps, or taking a swim in the freshwater pool. The floor and walls of the studio are still splattered with colours of every hue, and in certain lights the paint gleams as though newly wet, and it makes me smile.
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  Don’t miss the latest epic and utterly absorbing novel from Lucy Foley
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  Rome, 1950s. One fateful night, Hal Jacobs meets Stella, a beautiful society darling from New York. To Hal, flailing in the post-war darkness, she’s a point of light. They’re from different worlds, but both trying and failing to carve out a new life.


  Stella vanishes all too quickly, until a curious invitation from an Italian Contessa reels her back into Hal’s world. They join the Contessa’s collection of luminaries on a yacht headed for Cannes film festival.


  The scene on board is a fiction – scars from the war can be hidden yet not healed. Everyone is hiding a dark history, but Stella’s secrets run the deepest. Compelled by her fragile beauty, Hal is determined to bring back the girl she once was, the girl who’s been confined to history.


  The Invitation is an epic love story that will transport you from the glamour of the Italian Riviera, to the darkness of war-torn Spain, and to a golden – if rather haunted – time.


  ‘Fabulously engrossing’ Woman & Home


  ‘An absolutely enchanting tale’ Lucinda Riley

  



  Click here to buy
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3. Go swimmingin the clear green waters of the mountain
rock pools. There are many of these, so avoid the
larger, more populated spots and carry on until you
discover one you can make your own.

4. Taste some Corsican wine. A perfect rainy-day activity
(being an island, the weather can change suddenly). See
if you can, indeed, taste the salt and herbs of the island.
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Have supper in Bonifacio Old Town, watching the sea
change colour far beneath you as the light fades. Even
better, go during the Bastile Day celebrations, and
watch the spectacular firework display.

Hire a boat (the older the better - preferably one of
those ancient ones with a precarious canvas awning)
and visit the inlets only accessible by water, as these
are some of the best beaches on the island.
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Hike the GR20 (not for the fainthearted). This
is a route that runs from one end of the island to
the other, over the mountainous spine, and takes
about two weeks. It's notorious as one of the most
challenging marked hiking routes in Europe. | have to
confess to not having done it yet, but it has been on
my list for a while!
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My mother's mother, Bubbles - Granny, to me -
is vitality itself. She cycles everywhere, and plays
tennis several times a week. I really believe that she
may have found the secret to eternal youth, because
every time | see her she looks a little younger. Her
present for her eightieth birthday last year? A new
bicycle, which she rode around the marquee in front
of her assembled guests. Granny is also the best
letter writer | know, and my favourite person to go
to the theatre with.

My love of storytelling is inherited from Granny.
Whenever we went for a walk in the local woods,
she would point out the evidence of trolls and
tree sprites in the foliage, and, as often as not, our

bedtime story would be one from her own rich
imagination. But she is also a voracious reader, with a
wonderfullbrary. When| stayed at my grandparent's
house, | would have my pick of the vast collection
of childrens books there: Enid Blyton, CS. Lewis,
Roald Dahl, Beatrix Potter alongside many lesser-
known names.

At one stage, Granny had an antiques shop, and
| know that one of the things that fascinated her
most about the items she bought and sold were the
stories behind them. So Granny's influence on me
has been twofold: | was inspired by her verve and
capacity for love - all traits | wanted to imbue Alice
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Mama was married three times, and had two great
loves: my grandfather John Foley, a dashing, brilliant
surgeon who took her dancinginthe Café de Paris for
their first date and with her hosted legendary parties
at their house in the country; and Gary O'Flynn, a
kind, artistic doctor with whom she travelled the
world. These were real-life tales of passion, tragedy
and devotion - and | never tired of hearing them. To
the day she died, Mama was the picture of elegance
and intellect: with one of her many silk scarves tied
about her neck (I never saw her wearing the same
thing twice), and an open book always beside her.

—

Mama (Margaret OFlynn) as | will always remember her, looking
incredibly elegant and thoughtful. When | was little, shed let me
try on her jewellery, and pose in front of the mirror at her dressing,
table. | thought | looked the bee’s knees.
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and Kate with - and | was encouraged by her to try
my own hand at storytelling. When, at the launch
party of the book, she told me she was proud of me,
it was the highlight of my short writing career so far.
After all, | wrote the book with my grandmothers,
my mother and sister in mind: as motivation, as
inspiration, as readers.

=
|

Granny (Bubbles Simmonds) a great beauty, and the picture of
life and energy. Granny and Grandfather lived near the sea, and
my childhood memories are full of long,salt-and-sand days on the
beach with them, followed by suppers in their sunlit garden and
bedkime stories.
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A friend of the arfist's, circa 1929, pen and ink.






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
NARPER





OEBPS/Images/W6_Add.jpg
Want to hear more from your
favourite women's fiction authors?

Eager to read exclusive extracts
before the books even hit the shops?

Keen to jin a monthly online Book Group?

Join us at The W6 Book Café,
home to HarperFiction's best-loved authors.

Find e on Facsbock
WeBookCafa

g Fellow us on Twitisr
@WsBookCafa






OEBPS/Images/back004.jpg
Youcould say that Alice is awoman ahead of her time: she's
adventurous, spirited and non-conformist, and we sense
that she feels stifled by her mother's impositions and the
expectations dictated on her behaviour by society. Was
this something that you wanted to consciously write into
her character?

Absolutely, though | wouldn't necessarily say Alice is ahead
of her time so much as very much of it, one of the many
women at the time who were pushing the agenda: trying
to take charge of their own destinies, demanding more
fromlife. Alice shares this questing spirit with her one-time
suffragette aunt, Lady Margaret. Alice’s mother, meanwhile,
is very much in the Victorian/Edwardian mould of the ‘angel

in the house’: decorous and seemingly passive.

From Kate's photography to Staffords paintings, there's
an ‘art’ theme running through the book. Are you an artist
yourself?

In a very amateurish way! | do love painting and drawing,
though - and it's something Id love to start devoting more
time to. | have a huge box of materials - oils, acrylics,
pastels, charcoals - but | don't use them as much as Id like.

' Whatisit that they say? All the gear and no idea ...
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The book is laced with wonderful historical detail and
various exotic and contrasting settings - has the story
you've chosen to tell been influenced by a love for history
and travel?

It certainly has. | enjoy the research phase almost as much
as | do the writing phase - Ive always been particularly
interested by personal histories and how they interact with
world events. And f | could d spend all my time travelling -
especially now that | can call it work. | recently went to the
Italian Riviera, Madrid, Morocco and New York for research
for my second novel.

Do you identify with any of the characters? Or have any
of them been inspired by people close to you?

I think there are inevitably clements of myself in the
characters, in their views and experiences. And perhaps
there are elements of who Id want to be, too: Id love
something of Alices bravery or Toms compassion (or
talent!). Aunt Margaret was in large part inspired by
my beloved grandmother - also called Margaret - who
recently passed away at the age of ninety-four. They both
shared the same rebel’s confidence - and a fantastic sense -
of style. ;
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Can you tell us a little bit about your next book or any
other exciting ideas that you have?

My next book s set in the 1950s, in the Golden Age of film
and - a nice writerly challenge this! - largely takes place
aboard a yacht sailing along the Italian Riviera towards
the Cannes film festival. There is also an interwoven
narrative set in 1930s Spain, during the Spanish Civil
War. There is a love story at its heart, too, though with a
slightly darker twist ...

Finally, and perhaps quite predictably, what would your
Desert Island book have to be?

A very difficult question, but | think Id choose a collection

of short stories by one of my favourite authors, James
Salter. Each workiis a complete, tangible worldin itself, and
these are stories that bear re-reading - there is something
new to discover each time.






OEBPS/Images/back005.jpg
Kate sets off on a very personal voyage of discovery
when she seeks out Thomas Stafford. Is family history
something that you find particularly interesting?

It is - and increasingly so as | get older, though I always
loved listening to my grandparents’ stories. | think there
are novel-worthy elements in every family history. I'm sure
most people can think of an ancestor who was notably
brave, unique or controversial in some way; or of incidents.
or actions in the past that changed the shape of things for
years to come.

Atthe novel's heart is a beautiful, bittersweet love story -
in this respect was it difficult to tie up the narrative in the

way that you did?

Yes, although | knew that it was the only way the novel
could end. Above all | wanted it to feel real - true to the
characters and how they would have behaved.

What would you say is the hardest part of the
writing process?

The editing process! It's so difficult picking back over your
work, realising that what you got down on the page wasn't /12
quite what you thought it was, trying to coax it into a more {1}
pleasing form. Sometimes it can be almost like re-reading * -

a diary - slightly embarrassing.....
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A Q&A with
lucy foley

The Book of Lost and Found is your brilliant debut novel.
Have you always aspired to write?

It was something Id always wanted to try, though | wasn't
sure whether Id be any good at it, or whether | could
find an idea that would sustain my - or, more importantly,
the reader’s - interest for the length of a novel. So it was
exciting when that idea began to take shape.

You wrote this novel when you were still in your job as
an editor at a book publishers - was there something in
other authors' manuscripts that sparked a feeling
of, ‘This could be me'? Were there family tree-type
doodles and potential plot notes all over your desk?

I definitely think that working with books at every stage of
the production process definitely gave me the confidence
to try writing something myself. It taught me that even
manuscripts by some of the most talented authors often
take some polishing, and that every sentence didn't have
to be perfect straight away. 3
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Discuss the relationship between Kate and Oliver.
Were you rooting for them to get together?

After all she had been through, was Célia still the
girl by the lake at heart?

Towards the end of the novel, Alice says, ‘| can tell
whatit is you want, Kate. Youwant a love story. But,
you see, I've given youa love story. Itjust doesn't all
work out the way one might have written it.” Would
you write Alice and Tom's story in any other way?

What do you think the message about family
history and identity is?

How did you feel after reading the novel? What
would you say when you pressed it into someone
else’s hands?
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READING GROUP
QUESTIONS

Alice and Tom meet when they are young,
adventurous - and slightly mischievous - children.
Did you think this part of their story helpsusto fully
appreciate the deep-seated history and special
bond between them? Would their love story be a
little less captivating without this knowledge?

After returning from Venice, Alice retreats and
ends up lying to Tom. Do you think this was the
best way of protecting him?

Do you think Tom would have been able to forgive
Alice for not telling him about their daughter?

Discuss Tom's decision to go against family
tradition and pursue a career as an artist.

Does Lady Eversley have any redeeming qualities?
Did she love Alice in her own way?
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FROM LUCY

As you might have noticed, this book is dedicated
to my grandmothers. | grew up influenced by
these fearless unconventional women, and sought
inspiration from them when | came to write the
female characters in the book. | wanted Alice to
be like them: to be brave and often selfless in the
decisions that she makes. And | wanted Kate to be
inspired by Alice and her choices in the way that
my mother, sister and | have been by the older
generation.

My father's mother, Margaret - Mama' - died
recently at the age of ninety-four. | stilfind it hard to
believe that | won't hear her recount another memory
from her incredibly varied life. I stil worry that there
are tales | hadnt et heard. Most recently, she told
me how, as a medical student in the Second World
War, she was sent at midnight into the dark gardens
of a stately-home-turned-hospital, to collect blood
for transfusions from the gardening shed. This was
to be added to other tales of hers I had from that
time - brushing incendiary bombs from the roof of
King’s College hospital, lifting survivors from the
bombing of the Sunpat factory next door over the
adjoining fence. She was barely twenty at the time.






