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Praise for The Shock of the Light:

‘A wonderfully conceived and remarkably assured first novel, rich in emotion and with a truly compelling narrative drive. A brilliant success’

WILLIAM BOYD, author of Restless

‘A powerful story, beautifully told. The writing is masterfully smooth and sure-footed, in complete command of its subject as it shines a light on a largely overlooked aspect of the Second World War. The final chapter is extraordinary in its restraint and fearless simplicity. Such a fascinating and satisfying read’

M.L. STEDMAN, author of The Light Between Oceans

‘Devastating and masterfully told’

INDEPENDENT

‘A wonderful debut that grips from the first page’

THE TIMES

‘Far-reaching, but also intimate and intensely personal in the loves, secrets, betrayals, and losses it examines … a quietly devastating story about lost time and lost futures that will stay with me’

FLORENCE KNAPP, author of The Names

‘Lori Inglis Hall is an exceptional storyteller, with the moral precision of Pat Barker and the skilful restraint of Irène Némirovsky. With The Shock of the Light, she draws from history a story for our own troubled times: a reminder of how love endures when conflict divides us. Exquisitely written and deeply human, this stunning novel affirms the courage and compassion that survive even in terrible darkness’

CHRIS CLEAVE, author of Everyone Brave Is Forgiven

‘Left me in pieces … so beautifully written … already a firm favourite for one of my books of the year’

GOOD HOUSEKEEPING

‘A richly drawn story of family, courage, and the oft forgotten role of female operatives in history’

STANDARD

‘This novel floored me. It is a rare thing and close to perfect. It really does have it all: a profound and enthralling story that will grip even the most reluctant of readers, characters that feel as real as my friends or even myself, and the sort of beautiful, careful prose that you’ll want to read and reread. I finished this book in a state of awe and grief’

ELIZABETH MACNEAL, author of The Doll Factory

‘Far more realistic than many spy novels … takes in betrayal, duplicity, cover-ups and the effects of grief’

SPECTATOR

‘Moving and luminous, this is an exceptional debut’

RED MAGAZINE

‘Remarkably accomplished [and] propulsively written’

i PAPER

‘It’s the emotional intensity – where love battles against tragedy and wrongdoing – that makes this so special’

DAILY MAIL

‘An astonishing page-turner that left me breathless … A story that pulses with tenderness and truth. It is a portrait of love in all its forms – between siblings, between comrades, men and women, men and men, between citizens and nations – love that endures beyond rupture and loss. Most of all, it’s a powerful act of honouring, with factual gravitas, the real woman abandoned by their country, betrayed by the patriarchy, forgotten by history, and all-too-often romanticised on the page. A tour de force; hard to believe it is a debut. An essential addition to the wartime literature canon’

HOLLY DAWSON, author of All of Us Atoms

‘Hall brings a fine literary touch and acute psychological sensitivity to a story starring an unforgettable pair of British twins separated by war, each carrying weighty secrets. Spine-chilling and beautifully rendered … drew me in from the start’

GEORGIA HUNTER, author of We Were the Lucky Ones

‘An intriguing take on female spies that opens up the clandestine world to generations who feel the Second World War to be distant and perhaps even irrelevant to their lives. The writing is admirably spare, delicately descriptive and alluring in its twists and turns’

SONIA PURNELL, author of A Woman of No Importance

‘A poignant, compulsive story of the forces which bind us together and wrench us apart. Sweeping yet intimate … paints a vivid picture using a miniaturist’s brush on a wide canvas. Full of surprise, intrigue, and delight’

LUCY STEEDS, author of The Artist

‘A debut of astounding power and delicacy … sings with every word and lingers long in the memory—an absolute stunner!’

KATE QUINN, author of The Alice Network

A beautiful, clever debut, heart-wrenching and totally immersive … Impeccably researched, the very best example of historical fiction. Quietly devastating and so moving – I was completely absorbed’

CESCA MAJOR, author of Maybe Next Time

‘An exceptional debut. Evocative, emotional, tense and gripping, The Shock of the Light has it all. As I neared the end, plans had to be cancelled as it became impossible to stop reading. A massive recommendation from me, and in close contention for my book of the year’

JILL MANSELL, author of Take a Chance on Me

‘Hall writes about World War II, so we can live it, intimately, with our young heroes, Tess and Theo, as we follow them through their joined and separate paths, in this startling, elegant and revelatory novel about lies, loss, and enduring love.’

AMY BLOOM, author of White Houses
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Dedication

For Antony, Arthur and Polly




Epigraph

For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you

Song of Myself, Walt Whitman
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Prologue

The first time the twins are separated is birth.

The boy is born first, howling, red-faced, lashing out at the doctor. His hands are searching for the other – his mother Adela sees this; how lost he is without his twin. The girl is born soon after, more pink than red, and calm. The midwife places her next to her brother, who clasps her hand and stops crying. Everyone laughs at the sudden silence except Adela, still prostrate in bed. She is trying to comprehend what has happened, the change, the stinging between her legs.

‘Would you look at that,’ says Dominic, from the doorway. He goes to the crib, despite the midwife trying to usher him away, birth being no place for the father, after all. He places his hand on the girl’s chest, smiling. He has always longed for a daughter.

‘Mother and babies all well,’ says the doctor, packing his bag, not looking up. Adela has found his cold, brisk manner at odds with the experience. How can something so transformative be dealt with so curtly? She will never understand the English and their ways. In France, she’s sure they would have let her scream.

There is a flash. Dominic taking the first photograph.

The picture is framed and placed on a mantelpiece in the same room as the crib where the babies are clutching hands, legs entwined, not a sliver of light between them. Their father names the girl Tessa, for Hardy’s Tess. The boy he leaves for his wife, who names him Theo after her father. She pronounces it the French way, as her father did, the way that feels natural on her tongue – Théo, with a hard T – but no one else will.

In time, more photographs join the first. Here are the twins at school in the smart blazers of the local grammar, where Theo uses his brain and Tessa learns how to make a home, furious at the injustice of it. Here they are climbing trees, swimming in the river; the land is theirs, they’ve claimed it. Theo in his academic gown, Tessa in Paris, her arms full of books, smile blazing.

In the fields beyond the house in which they grow, crops rise and fall with the turning of the earth.

They were linked by a single thread but now the thread divides, two twins, two lives. As the space between the twins widens, they don’t notice it at first. The light that stands between them.




Part One

Tessa

Paris, 1938




Chapter One

Tessa is crouched at the top of the narrow stairwell leading up to her bedroom, which she’s always called a garret in letters to her brother, if only for the romance of it. She runs her fingers over the new line of her stomach and cranes her neck.

It is a colossal pig’s ear of a mess. Disaster feels fitting. Catastrophe better still.

Downstairs, her landlady is on the telephone. Through the spindles of the banister, Tessa can make out Madame Vernier’s expression as she strains to hear the voice crackling across the Channel from a house 500 miles away.

No, I don’t know when she’ll be back. Yes, I passed on your message. No, I have no message for you. Désolée.

She is struggling to get a word in edgeways. Tessa knows the voice on the line will be barking questions, as it has throughout her childhood. Her mother will be crouched on the stairs too, in Cambridge, the wall next to her lined with family photographs. The stairwell in which Tessa is hiding is covered in yellow paper, which in places is torn, peeling back on itself in little wave-crests. Through a window no bigger than her head she can see the rise and fall of grey-tiled rooftops, and beyond, the spire of the great cathedral on its island.

She had always wanted to live in Paris, the city in which her mother grew tall.

She told her mother the truth a week ago, when she could no longer ignore the nausea and the tightness of her waistband. The most god-awful telephone conversation, which she’d realised within minutes should have been a letter. Her mother was certain she knew what to do – certain, but quietly so, meaning Tessa’s father must have been nearby. This morning the letter in her hands arrived, written in English to ward off prying eyes, repeating all the things her mother had said on the telephone. We will go away for a time, her mother wrote, arrangements are underway – but all without further elucidation, leaving Tessa to wonder briefly if a page was missing. Your father is not to know, her mother went on, and then – nor Theo.

But Tessa tells her brother everything, it is the twins’ way. Then she thinks, no – it was their way, because she hasn’t told him. This is another break with the past, the first being her move to Paris three years ago … The acceptance letter from the Sorbonne on the table, Theo pacing up and down in the parlour. The blazing row.

‘How could you?’ he’d hissed. She couldn’t look at him, couldn’t bear the desperation in his voice. The twins had never spent more than a few days apart.

‘I thought we’d agreed,’ he said. ‘Cambridge. We both said we’d stay. Law for me, Literature for you. We said we’d do this together.’

Tessa snatched up the letter, reading it again, unable to believe it was real. ‘I didn’t say that,’ she said. ‘You did.’

Time, that great healer, will repair the rift between them.

But if Tessa keeps something from her brother again, she knows it will change everything. Impossible to think otherwise – if she shuts him out, he might not come back. At school, a girl in their final year had fallen pregnant. Of course no one was told, but all the signs were there. The weight gain, the sudden disappearance from class, the girl’s mother pushing a pram a few months later. Everyone knew the child wasn’t hers. Tessa had listened as her peers passed judgement, along with her brother. She remembers his words in particular: ‘Girls like that, they can never escape the shame. It lingers like a bad smell.’ He probably hadn’t meant it to be cruel – but it was, it was. It still has its sting now.

Her mother is right. Theo cannot find out. He’d never look at Tessa in the same way again.

Besides, the point of coming to Paris, of the life she’d sought, was that it was just hers, something she’d no obligation to share. The city in its entirety has been an education. Has it been the same for Theo, she wonders, still in Cambridge? He’d put a few miles between himself and their parents. She’d put an ocean. Now look at the state of everything. Twenty-two years old, and with nothing to show for it but this god-awful mess.

Her mother is certain it cannot be undone. She won’t hear about the doctor Tessa found, carbolic soap and a hook. It is too late for that, her mother says.

In the hallway below, Madame Vernier has her hand to her mouth, her staccato French changing, softening.

I know, we never stop worrying for them, do we? They never seem grown to us.

Yes, thinks Tessa, I am a bad daughter, I know.

Her mother had wanted to know about the father, and Tessa almost answered, almost reached for the obvious. Luc doesn’t even know. He wouldn’t understand.

Luc is a sensation on her skin like the sun, he is heat.

Tessa had wanted to say, I love him, I loved him – I did, I swear. Until.

Her hand is on her belly, and how queer they are, these instincts, this need to protect something she doesn’t want and never ever asked for. Already her silhouette is changing, her belly rounding beneath her breasts. Finish your studies, her mother wrote, it’s only a few months. For God’s sake, hide it. Tessa lets go of her belly, twisting her skirt into a knot, because how simple her mother makes it sound, this shifting of the earth.

Downstairs, Madame Vernier hangs up the phone and Tessa treads silently back upstairs.

A great shame, her mother called it. Oh yes, Tessa thinks, that’s exactly what this is.




Cambridge, 1942




Chapter Two

Tessa is always the fastest and bravest – it is a matter of pride (though her brother might call it recklessness). She is the first to reach the top of the oak tree, where from the tallest branches the land’s divide is clear: rooftops one way, a great stretch of green the other. Her victory is simply one of technique, because whilst Theo climbs steadily – one foot, one arm, other foot, other arm – Tessa swings her way to the top.

On the terrace below, her parents’ friends are gathered around her father. Fifty, she hears one say, but you’ve only just been born! A group of girls she’d known at school are hovering by the edge of the lawn, where she can hear them laughing and chatting. Lily is there. Years ago they’d been as thick as thieves, only now Tessa can’t remember the last time they had a conversation. Lily is married now, has children, Tessa knows that, at least – how different their lives have become. Go over, join in, her mother had said, but since Paris she’s forgotten how. Her schoolfriends raise their hands and wave, and she pulls her lips into a smile, quickly looking away in case it’s mistaken for an invitation, knowing that the old Tessa would have rushed over, full of tales and escapades. In the midst of it all her mother is fussing over the lunch spread. Tessa is reading her lips, watching her direct and explain; perhaps she thinks the concept of a buffet is beyond her friends. For a quick second their gazes meet and her mother falls silent, her hands caught in a gesture in mid-air.

Tessa is astonished her mother can look her in the eye.

Theo is laughing when he finally appears beside her. ‘Typical Tessa,’ he says.

‘I took it as slowly as I could.’ She’s unable to hide her teasing smile. ‘Wanted to give you a fighting chance.’

Every time he comes home could be the last. Tessa tots them up, unwelcome lists in her head. Last swim, last climb, last break-fast. His going away had sent her crashing to the ground in its unexpected reversal of roles. Theo leaving this time, and Tessa clinging on.

She catches the twitch of his lips; knows he won’t give in so easily, his smile and the glint in his eyes mirrored in her own. ‘The uniform is a handicap,’ he says.

Tessa laughs. ‘You’re on leave. No one’s forcing you to wear it.’

RAF blue, he almost disappears into the sky – Theo, the birds and the rooftops. She can see the river below, a darker slate blue from this height.

She reaches out and touches his hand. ‘I’ve missed you.’

She hadn’t needed to say it; so much between the twins exists unspoken. Or did, because there was a time when she wouldn’t have let him reach the tree. She’d have thrown herself at him the moment she spotted him crossing the lawn, curling him into a tight hug. Tessa wants to reach back through the years, reach her arms out to him, but she can’t. Theo might realise she’s turned to stone.

‘Maman is going to say we’re being rude.’ He’s looking down through the branches to the party, squinting at the guests, trying to reclaim people’s names from his memory. She knows, because she did the same earlier, while lying on her back on the lawn. Her body language – learned these last four years – had been quite enough to keep the guests at arm’s length.

‘She’s going to give us a thorough ticking-off,’ she says now, tartly.

Theo guffaws. ‘A clip round the ear.’

‘So impossibly childish.’ She mimics their mother’s accent, pursing her lips, sucking in her cheeks.

Theo looks thoughtful, and she thinks – no, he doesn’t have it in him to be truly mean.

‘Still, she’s put on a good show, hasn’t she?’ he says, proving her point, and she smiles but as much for being right as for him. ‘I mean, despite everything.’

Tessa, who has no guilt to assuage when it comes to their mother, uncurls her smile into a frown. ‘People will think it’s decadent. Inappropriate. They’ll enjoy the party, thank her with one breath and condemn her with the next.’

Theo nods, severely. ‘The WI will be up in arms.’

‘The parish council have already called a meeting.’

Somewhere in the garden, a man lets out a hearty laugh, and they both look down.

‘Anyway, who cares if she thinks we’re rude?’ she says, because this is what matters. Tessa hasn’t seen her brother in months. He takes a cigarette packet from his pocket and passes it to her, followed by a silver lighter.

‘It suits you, you know,’ she says. ‘The costume.’

‘The fabric’s as stiff as a board. I feel as if I’m made of wood. Still, thought I’d make an effort for Papa’s birthday. It’s not my fault he’s sulking,’ he says.

‘I know, I know.’

‘And it’s not as if I’ve ever claimed to be a pacifist. Papa’s principles are his own, they’re not mine.’

Tessa doesn’t say anything and this makes it worse. Theo looks away and she knows he’s gone back to the row; the moment Theo announced he’d joined up. Their father’s eyes wide with fury. ‘Violence is never the answer,’ he’d said, almost spitting out the words. ‘Hate never wins.’

It hadn’t made a blind bit of difference. Theo was determined.

Their mother calls from the house and they can see Michael waving from the garden. Tessa rolls her eyes and Theo is laughing again, his hand over his mouth so Michael won’t see. ‘Maman invited him, or he invited himself – how should I know? You know what he’s like.’

‘I do know what he’s like, yes. He’s so …’ She pauses to search for the right word. ‘So smug,’ she finishes.

‘He’s important, Tess. Doing good work, by all accounts.’

‘Or at least that’s what he wants us to think.’

She begins to climb down, amazed at how easily her twenty-six-year-old body reclaims the movements of her childhood. She starts to mimic her brother. One foot, one hand, so slow and methodical, typical Theo. Michael’s at the bottom, probably trying to see up her skirt. From her vantage point she can see how much his hair has thinned, the desperate brushstrokes taming the remains across the void. She adds this weakness – not the thinning hair but the attempt to hide it – to a list of faults two decades in the making. Michael would say he is there for his old friend Theo, but he fools no one.

Then, a memory. Every year, their father made them stand silently in the back garden, waiting for the nightingale’s song to break through the pitch black. He had a recording from the BBC, a woman named Beatrice Harrison playing the cello in her garden, a nightingale in the trees above singing along. He’d play the recording all winter ‘to get them through’.

Imagine being in the woods, listening to that song, they’d said. And so a plan had formed. Tessa can see them walking into the woods, lamps aloft. The twins must have been thirteen, fourteen years old.

In the memory, Theo was dawdling, whispering behind his hand so only Michael could hear. Michael, who’d appeared from nowhere at school and rarely left her brother’s side, who always seemed to be in their house yet never invited them to his own. (‘Don’t force him. It’s not somewhere we’d necessarily encourage you to visit,’ their mother said, to which their father replied, aghast, ‘Adela, you bloody snob.’)

Tessa’s best friend was there. They saw each other almost every day, although Lily wasn’t interested in the natural world. Already she looked bored.

‘Can’t we just go to the flickers?’ she’d asked, when Tessa first put the idea to her. In the woods, Lily wore two cardigans and a coat, even though the weather felt mild. She kept looking at her watch and huffing.

‘You can go home, you know,’ said Tessa. ‘No one’s forcing you to be here.’

But Lily wouldn’t leave, and Tessa knew why. She’d seen the way Lily looked at Theo, the blushes whenever he addressed her, although this was in itself a rarity. Theo had not yet developed the passion for the opposite sex which had begun to consume their friends, and how Tessa loved him for it. Everything changing around them, but Theo steadfastly unmoving. There was a lot to be said for Theo’s dependability. Tessa considered it an undervalued quality. No, dear, reliable Theo only had time for his own friends. And Tessa, of course. Tessa above all else. In the twins’ hierarchy everyone else tailed behind.

Movement, then. A shadow in between the trees. Lily let out a scream. All around them birds scattered from branches.

‘Well, that’s gone and done it,’ said the shadow. ‘Nice one, Lily.’

‘Stephen,’ said Theo, pushing past Lily. In the lamplight, Tessa could see the red in her brother’s cheeks, the smile she wasn’t sure she’d ever seen on his face before.

At thirteen, she had no word for it.

Stephen was another of Theo’s waifs and strays (Tessa had no idea what compelled her brother. He was, after all, a popular child). A farm boy who smelled like one, to Tessa at least.

‘Sorry,’ said Lily. ‘Look, where’s this ruddy bird? I’m freezing.’

They threw down a blanket the twins had found in the boot of their father’s motor, and lay down shoulder to shoulder. Stephen, then Theo, then Tessa, then Lily, who didn’t hide the fact she’d rather be next to Theo, bottom lip pushed out, another huff. Michael had slunk off for a wee, and in the silence they could hear his stream hitting the forest floor. When he appeared out of the trees Tessa thought he’d lie on the end of the blanket, next to Lily. Instead he planted his knee between Tessa and Theo, forcing them apart.

The twins exchanged a pained look, separating to allow Michael between them.

Damn, Tessa thought. She didn’t care about the others, not really. This was something she wanted to experience with Theo. If she closed her eyes, she could pretend it was just the two of them. So she did, the others vanishing in the black behind her eyelids.

‘And now we wait,’ said Stephen, in his gruff voice, snuffing out the lanterns. They could barely see their fingers in front of their faces.

‘Oh, bloody hell,’ whispered Lily, and they all sniggered.

Tessa raised her head. Even in the black she knew Theo would be looking back at her. Her eyes adjusted and she could just make out her brother’s, shining in the dark. Here we are, she wanted to say, another year, another spring. She hoped he’d understand, knew he would – knew he had when he gave a little nod in acknowledgement. Dropping her head, she realised Michael was gazing at her intently. He parted his lips, mouthed her name, Tessa. For a moment she felt too stunned to comprehend his meaning. Oh no, she thought. Absolutely not.

Why did everyone seem so obsessed with this sort of thing all of a sudden? Romance. Where had it come from? Lily used to be interesting. Now all she did was gossip about boys, and who had the hots for whom, and who’d been spotted sneaking off together at the end of school.

Tessa had no inclination to sneak off anywhere with Michael.

Michael took her hand, lightly squeezing his fingers between her own. Tessa snatched it away, pretending she had an itch just behind her ear. How long could she keep scratching, she wondered; where else could she put her hand so he couldn’t claim it?

Then they heard it, loud and clear through the trees. The night-ingale. No one said a word. Everything else faded away. The song cascaded octaves in whistles and trills, delighting in its twists and turns.

Theo, Theo, Theo, she thought. Can you hear me, Theo? Isn’t this magic?

All change, everything changing. But the stillness of that moment. The quiet. Tessa doesn’t think she’s ever felt a sense of peace like it.

In the garden, Michael reaches out a hand to help Tessa down, so she jumps – it’s the only way to avoid touching his flesh – landing solidly on two feet. In haste, Michael stuffs his hand into his pocket, as if she’ll forget he ever offered it if she can’t see it. Theo has yet to appear, which is telling in itself. Tessa knows he’ll be listening.

‘How’s the foreign office, Tee?’

‘Tee’ is a name reserved for those she likes.

‘Marvellous, thank you, Michael.’

‘You’re doing well, I hear. Making quite a name for yourself by all accounts.’

‘Am I? Yes, I suppose I am. Turns out three years at the Sorbonne is excellent prep for the secretarial pool. I’ve really no idea why they don’t include it in their prospectus. Forget academia, forget knowledge, three years within our hallowed walls and one might just reach the heady heights of pool typist.’

‘Ha. Still bored, then.’

Tessa hesitates, glancing up to where she can see Theo’s legs, swing-ing back and forth from a branch. ‘I wish I hadn’t told you that.’

‘It’s written all over your face.’ He puts his hand on her elbow and draws her towards him. ‘Have dinner with me, Tessa.’

She shrugs him off. One graceful movement. ‘Honestly, I’m starting to think you have a fetish for rejection.’

Michael’s eyebrows rise to the heavens because she’s excited him, that word. ‘As it happens, I need to talk to you about something. A solution to your current predicament, perhaps. Have dinner with me.’

No one knows what Michael does, only that his ‘war work’ keeps him exceedingly busy and provides him with no uniform or insignia to give one a clue. Questions are met with a smirk and such obvious delight in the mystery that Tessa can’t bring herself to ask any more.

Two thuds behind them make them turn around. Theo does not land solidly. ‘Maman’s ready with the cake,’ he says, stalking off ahead.

‘Theo!’ Michael exclaims, his smile widening. For the first time it looks genuine. ‘How marvellous you could be here.’

Theo doesn’t answer. Tessa turns to follow but Michael takes her arm, again. He looks at her, more a study than a glance, before taking a square of paper out of his pocket and pressing it into her hand. ‘Don’t read it here; don’t read it in front of Theo. Wait until everyone has gone to bed, and take it to your bedroom.’

Tessa looks down at the paper lying flat on her palm. ‘What is—’

‘Now, now, let’s not spoil it by asking questions.’

On the terrace, Tessa kisses her father on the cheek and he squeezes her hand, a warm smile just for her.

‘Here they are,’ someone says. ‘The twins, together again.’

Their mother is watching them. She makes a point of greeting Theo, kissing his cheek, tracing a finger over his blue uniform.

‘Of course he goes straight to his sister. Nothing for his maman,’ she says, and her friends laugh. ‘Although I suppose I should be grateful if they notice me at all,’ she goes on, warming to the subject. ‘We could barely prise them apart when they were little.’ Their father joins in. He looks strained in his garden chair, won’t look at Theo, not in his blue. Pacifism has widened the wedge between them.

‘Adela had them at the doctor when they were four because they didn’t talk. At least, not to us. They had their own language. Grunts and hisses, the strangest thing you’ve ever heard.’

‘Of course the doctor wasn’t interested. I remember the two of you, sitting on his rug, playing with blocks. Théo stacking them up, Tessa taking great delight in knocking them down. The man barely looked at you. A complete waste of time. That’s twins for you, he said eventually. Always in their own little world.’

She looks at Tessa, but Tessa won’t hold her gaze, refusing to give her mother the satisfaction. ‘Twins feel they only need each other, that’s what he said. How nice it must be, to have a little world that is just yours. We do feel so grateful, when they allow us inside.’

Tessa swallows. Theo is scratching his head, looking bemused, Michael grinning manically next to him, pretending he’s in on the joke. She takes her place at the piano, tucked just inside the open French doors, striking the first notes of ‘Happy Birthday’, much louder than she intended. Michael’s note is burning a hole in her pocket. She focuses instead on the cake – pink icing and not enough candles because Maman didn’t want to be cruel.

Although it’s not yet eight, their mother retires to bed with a novel, as she does every evening now that she can’t telephone her sister behind the lines in France. Their father disappears to his study to work, casting tall shadows on the walls in the evening light. This splintering is done behind closed doors, the togetherness on the terrace just for show.

The twins are in the library, its shelves heavy with philosophy, history and poetry – the ‘meat of thought’, as her father might say in one of his curious but original analogies. Michael’s note is still in her pocket. Theo is sprawled on the floor beside the record player. His tastes have changed since he joined up – more populist, less jazz, and worse, he’s lost his delight in introducing her to something new. They smoke cigarettes from the chrome-plated case in his pocket, Air-Force issue, not his brand. He’d always wanted to be a pilot but their father’s fury, at one time effectual at least, propelled him to Cambridge and the law. Tessa suspected the war was a gift in that sense, giving him the opportunity to strike out away from their father. Theo had always been the more obedient of the two.

‘What did Michael give you?’ he says, keeping his voice light, but Tessa can read him like a book. ‘The note, I mean.’

She looks down, stretching her hand against her legs, curling a fist, unfurling her fingers. ‘His telephone number,’ she says, avoiding his eyes so that she might hold on to the lie. ‘You know what he’s like.’

He takes a drag of her cigarette before passing it back. ‘He’s consistent, at least. He’s been sweet on you for years.’

They sit in silence for a while, Tessa’s head resting on her brother’s shoulder, leaning against him, arm to arm. She can feel her eyes closing, her breath softening.

‘Tell me about London,’ he says, idly. ‘About your life.’

Her breath catches in her throat. Four years ago, as sunlight danced across yellow sheets, her mother had made her promise she wouldn’t breathe a word to Theo. But sometimes, in the quiet of an evening, she wants to tear down the wall between them and tell him about her shattered heart, and how it is still quite shattered, and how, if she lets it – which she rarely does – it aches for what she lost.

‘Same as it ever was, save for the bombs and the rubble. Do you miss it?’ she says, hoping he’ll say yes, Tess, but not as much as I miss you!

‘The rubble? I’d say that’s more of an acquired taste.’

She nudges him, unable to stop herself from laughing. ‘London, idiot.’

Theo doesn’t say anything for a while. ‘I find it helps not to think about the things I miss.’

Tessa wants to tell him not to go back but finds she can’t make her lips form the words. When the offer of a life in Paris presented itself, she hadn’t stayed. Besides, it’s not as if Theo has a choice. They speak instead of the birthday party, they’ve no desire to consider the rest, not really. But Tessa finds she cannot calm her anxiety; their father might outlive Theo, Theo has seen war, has seen death. Her brain is forever calculating odds and chance.

‘How is Maman?’ says Theo, stretching his arms above his head. She knows he’s desperate to go to bed, but they have so little time together. It has to count, every moment.

‘Depressed. She says the world is too dark, that she’s losing hope.’

‘And Papa?’

‘He’ll forgive you eventually.’

‘There’s nothing to forgive.’

‘Yes, yes, I know.’

Tessa knows what it is to feel a parent’s disappointment. How it weighs on the shoulders with strange, discomfiting pressure.

When they finally say goodnight, Tessa follows Michael’s instruc-tions to the letter. How she has grown to loathe this man. Has he always been so bad? No, manhood did that, she thinks; it’s the way he’s grown. Tessa sits down on her bed and unfolds the square of paper, the sense of possibility like an electric shock. Because the truth is, Tessa would have followed Theo into the air if she could, if it wasn’t for the space between her legs, where the powers that be seem to think men keep their strength and bravery. Tessa looks down at the note.

Five words, typed. ‘The War Office, Thursday, 9 a.m.’




Chapter Three

‘Did you get a cup of tea, Miss Armstrong?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Tea, Miss Armstrong, from Miss Norman outside – or would you perhaps prefer a glass of water?’

The room is painted white and kept bare. If she looks up she can see the pavement outside, just visible through a slit of skylight. She’s been to the War Office precisely six times to deliver messages. Like all government buildings, its impact quickly fizzles into a disappointment of sterile corridors and harsh lighting. This is her first time in the basement.

‘You’ll be pleased to hear you come fortement recommandée,’ says the man, Mr Joyce.

Tessa smiles, because he’s right – that does please her, but she’s thrown by this sudden lurch into her second language. ‘Recom-mended for what?’

Mr Joyce takes off his glasses, a grave expression on his face, although as she’s known him for all of five minutes she can’t be sure he doesn’t always look like that. Tessa can’t help but glance at her watch, even though she telephoned her office to say she’d be late. She wonders if she’s to return to the Foreign Office or if this is a line in the sand. Smiling to herself, she thinks: a beginning.

‘I’m told your French is excellent,’ says Mr Joyce, sticking entirely to French this time. ‘I’d love to hear it, if you’d be so amenable.’

Tessa obliges, although she can’t think why he’s testing her, because that’s undoubtedly what is happening. ‘My mother was born in Paris and always spoke French at home, and we spend most summers at my grandmother’s house in the Loire. At least we did.’

He nods, jotting down notes. ‘And you studied at the Sorbonne?’

‘Yes. Literature.’

‘You weren’t tempted by Cambridge? Your father is a don, I see.’

Tessa shakes her head. ‘Not really, no. You see, I wanted a degree. Three years of study only to be refused a qualification on the basis of my sex seemed somewhat pointless.’ She smiles apologetically.

‘And you returned to England from Paris towards the end of 1938?’

Tessa hesitates, flustered. She doesn’t think about Paris; she can’t. ‘Yes,’ she says, after a moment. ‘I came home.’

‘You didn’t want to stay?’

Tessa shakes her head.

‘Because of the situation in Europe?’

‘Yes,’ she says, hoping he can’t read the lie.

‘Terrible business, France. No one expected it to fall to the Germans so quickly. How do you feel about it?’

When she doesn’t answer straight away, Mr Joyce clears his throat.

‘It makes me sick to my stomach. My brother told me there are swastikas hanging from the buildings along the grand boulevards.’

‘Your brother … ah yes, Theo – a twin, I see. Charming. He’s in the Royal Air Force.’

‘Just gone to North Africa.’ The thinking behind saying this being that Mr Joyce might inadvertently give away Theo’s exact location, as if that will change anything, as if it will make any difference at all to how worried she is.

‘Yes, good man. Doing rather well for himself by all accounts.’

Tessa’s shoulders sag. She doesn’t mind if he notices. ‘So I hear.’ But there is something else, amid the worry. A pang of jealousy, that Theo can have this experience and she cannot.

‘You must be terribly proud.’

It’s too painful, speaking in her mother’s tongue. In quick, de-liberate English, she says, ‘Forgive me, Mr Joyce, but am I being redeployed?’

He responds with another lurch, his French undeterred. ‘How would you describe your politics, Miss Armstrong? You’re quite an active member of your local Labour Party, I see.’

Tessa starts, surprised. ‘I-I am … yes.’

‘Your father’s influence, I suppose?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t say … I mean I’m quite capable of forming my own …’ Tessa nods her head. ‘Yes.’

‘Would you describe yourself as left wing?’

‘I’d describe myself as a socialist.’

‘You called yourself a Marxist at school.’

The air leaves her body. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘You wrote a rather remarkable essay, did you not, in which you described education as a mechanism used by the ruling elitist class – your words, I hasten to add – to create a compliant future work-force …’

‘I can’t believe I put it quite so simplistically but—’

‘… thereby reinforcing and legitimising class inequality.’

‘How do you know about that?’ It dawns on her that she might be losing her job, rather than gaining a new one.

‘Caused rather a stink, by the sounds of it.’ Mr Joyce puts down his pen. ‘Would you say your politics have evolved since then?’

Tessa smiles, ruefully. ‘Solidified is perhaps a more apt word. But rest assured, Mr Joyce, I love my country. That’s why I want it to become a fairer, more just place.’

She’s looking longingly at the sliver of pavement beyond the skylight. This is Mr Harris the head teacher all over again. His office, which one only visited if suspected of the most heinous crimes, like stealing or plagiarism. Or Marxism.

‘But how exactly do you define a fairer country? What is the metric?’

‘A place where everyone can enjoy the privileges currently re-served for a minority because of the accident of their birth. A country that works to the benefit of the weak and poor, not just those lucky enough to sit at the top of the heap.’

‘Like you?’

‘Like you, Mr Joyce. As a woman I wouldn’t be allowed anywhere near the top of the heap.’

His cheeks redden, and she feels a momentary rush of satisfac-tion.

‘But you attended a good school, Miss Armstrong. You have a degree. Privileges afforded to you because your father works hard and makes use of his great brain.’

‘Which he is able to do because as a scholarship boy he had a fine education bestowed upon him. But it shouldn’t be charity, it should be a right.’

Mr Joyce doesn’t say anything to this. Tessa can hear a clock ticking, a telephone ringing. She hears the sound of feet on the street above, the repetitive march of the commute.

‘Would you be prepared to join the fight?’ he says.

‘I was rather under the impression that I had.’ She thinks of the long hours spent in front of her typewriter. The clack-clacking of keys fifty times over in the office.

‘I’m trying to understand if you share your father’s pacifism.’

‘I’d say I’m sympathetic to it. Peaceful options should always be fully explored – that’s just common sense, isn’t it? But we’ve done that, haven’t we, and look where it’s got us.’

‘Your brother risks his life every time he climbs into a plane.’

‘Yes.’

‘Many would say he’s a hero.’

‘I … yes. He’s very brave.’

‘And would you, if you could, risk life and limb for your country in its time of need?’

Tessa looks up, surprised. ‘I would, of course I would. But perhaps you might tell me what this is about, Mr Joyce?’ she says, because she can’t think of any redeployment that would involve putting her life on the line. Air-raid warden, perhaps. The search-light operators, who stay put no matter what comes raining down from the sky. Except she wouldn’t be sent to the War Office for a role like that.

‘You’ll need to make your way over to Lillywhites,’ he says, in crisp English. The interview must be over, she thinks.

‘I’m late for work as it is, Mr Joyce.’

‘But you work for us now, Miss Armstrong, and you need to get measured up for your uniform. They’ll be expecting you.’

‘Uniform?’

‘Yes, for the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry.’

‘The FANYs?’ She feels a thud of disappointment in her stomach. Is that what this is all about? The FANYs are drivers and mechanics. They’re usually debutantes, too, which Tessa most decidedly is not.

‘We find it helps to have an official place in the hierarchy,’ he says, but he won’t say more.

Since leaving France, Tessa has resided in the spare room of her aunt’s house in Bloomsbury.

‘There’s a telegram here for you,’ says Violet, when she spots Tessa in the doorway. ‘Are you up early or home late?’

‘I’m exactly on time.’ Tessa helps herself to a buttery soldier from Violet’s plate. The telegram is propped up against the salt in the middle of the table, but as soon as her eyes happen upon it she forces herself to look away. Nothing good ever arrives in the form of a telegram. ‘May I have an egg?’

‘Yes, if you make it yourself. Good evening, was it?’

‘I stayed with a friend. Didn’t want to wake you.’

‘Gosh, you are considerate. I was out myself, as it happens.’

‘Oh yes, which chap was it this time?’ Her aunt smiles beatifically and doesn’t answer. ‘I’ve no idea how you keep track. Your date book must be an organisational masterpiece.’

Violet changes the subject. ‘Your mother rang, wanting the news. I told her I hardly see you.’

This sends Tessa’s stomach into a flip, because the whole point of staying at Aunt Violet’s is to keep out of trouble. Except last night trouble found her in the guise of an airman named Colton, which is an absurd thing for anyone to be called, or so it seems the morning after. Tessa can still feel him on her skin, his smell lingering in her nose. The sensation, even if it’s nothing but a memory, makes her flinch, although her aunt doesn’t seem to notice. As soon as Violet pops out, she’s going to run a bath. She’s going to scrub her flesh until it is red and raw, and she’s rid of the feeling of him, of it.

Every time, she hopes sex will feel like it used to with Luc. Often it feels like a punishment.

‘She assumed I meant you’re over-working,’ says Violet. ‘Don’t worry, I didn’t say anything to the contrary.’

‘I do work hard, as it happens. Any news of Theo?’ Her eyes are on the telegram again. Telegrams can mean death.

‘You tell me – you’re the one he writes to. Aren’t you going to be late?’

Tessa shakes her head. ‘Day off.’

‘Another one? I didn’t think people had days off during a war.’ Violet nods at the telegram, which Tessa still hasn’t acknowledged. ‘The girl said it was urgent.’

The envelope is marked ‘CONFIDENTIAL’. She scoops it up, closing her eyes briefly. Two threads run taut from Tessa’s body, one tied to Theo, the other to her parents. She’s tried to break both in the last few years. But no, it’s not Theo; it is not world-ending, not this time. In black print is an address, Orchard Court, today’s date and a time, 2 p.m.

Orchard Court is a tall and rather nondescript building of yellow bricks and white stucco. Inside, mirrors hang on marble walls. For a moment Tessa is everywhere, five, ten of her, all with the same look of unease. She is directed to an apartment on the second floor, which from her position in the doorway seems just as luxurious as the rest. Plush carpets and walls of black marble, a floral perfume in the air. In the sitting room, a man hastens out from behind a desk and grasps her hand.

‘Ronald Stenwick, how do you do?’ he says, in what her father would call ‘public school monotone’. Though she hasn’t said a word, he adds, ‘We shan’t do questions yet and we do try, Miss Armstrong, not to ask too many.’

Now she’s here, she can’t help but feel this is a bit overblown for the FANYs, which is, to Tessa’s mind, little more than debutantes chauffeuring around well-heeled major generals. So, this must be something else – she was right to be suspicious. The fake FANYs. Something in need of a cover story. She feels her shoulders tense and thinks, a secret. Nerves rise in her stomach.

Stenwick nods at a chair.

‘Thank you,’ she says, sitting down.

‘How did you find your meeting with Mr Joyce?’ he says, opening a khaki cardboard folder. ‘I hear you strongly defended your polit-ical views.’

A pang of alarm. ‘At least you know I mean it.’

Perhaps this is his apartment, she thinks, always curious. Except no, it doesn’t look lived in. There’s none of life’s detritus scattered around.

‘And do you feel able to work alongside people who don’t share your strong opinions, who – and this is just an example, mind – might share your goal but not your motivation?’ His nose twitches. ‘What I mean to say is, you might need to work with communists.’

Tessa nods. ‘I imagine a desire to rid the world of the fascist right is something we all share.’

‘Sometimes people have more personal reasons.’

‘Yes.’

Stenwick looks up from his folder. ‘Miss Armstrong, what we are asking of you goes beyond any conventional notion of warfare. It is, as you may have surmised, a position from which I cannot guarantee you will return.’

Tessa places her hands very carefully, palms down, on her knees. Well, she thinks, at last. ‘Am I allowed to ask questions now?’ she says.

Stenwick frowns. ‘All right.’

‘From where might I not return?’

‘From France, Miss Armstrong.’

Tessa takes a deep breath. Her insides are riddled with the bruises of the past.

‘You have a fine grasp of the language,’ he continues. ‘Apparently you sound like quite the native. You know the country well and I believe you should have no trouble assimilating. But let me be clear: should the enemy happen upon you, it is entirely possible you’d pay with your life.’

The conversation is too much; it is, quite frankly, ridiculous, like little boys playing at war. ‘What exactly would I be doing?’ she says, feeling numb.

‘Special Ops. Sabotage, to put it plainly. A disruptive force, right under the enemy’s nose. But look, these are details for Miss Jones …’

The numbness dissipates. Tessa feels a bolt of excitement run down her spine, but perhaps it’s not that, perhaps it’s fear. Fear would be sensible, she thinks. Fear would be expected, in response to such extraordinary words.

‘Miss Jones?’ she asks.

‘Yes. I rather expect she’s wondering where we are.’

He stands up and fastens his jacket. Tessa follows him through a door into another room, which is a little more frayed at the edges. A woman a little younger than her mother sits behind a desk. She sticks out her hand, saying, ‘Hello, Emmeline Jones,’ in a crisp accent that brings to Tessa’s mind thoughts of empire and Queen Mary.

‘I’ll leave you to it, shall I?’ says Stenwick, slipping away before anyone has a chance to object.

‘This must be difficult to take in,’ Miss Jones says. She has a pot of tea standing ready on a small white tray. ‘Milk, sugar?’ she asks.

Tessa asks for milk only as she sits down, eyes still on the just-closed door. ‘Mr Stenwick asked if I’d be willing to go to France.’

Miss Jones nods and passes her a cup.

‘But how? France has been occupied for more than a year. Paris is crawling with Nazis.’

Miss Jones looks Tessa straight in the eye. ‘War is many things, Miss Armstrong. For the past year our organisation, the Special Operations Executive, has been engaged in a secret battle across Europe. Specially trained agents collaborating with local Resistance groups in occupied areas to disrupt German operations – with much success, I might say.’

It takes a moment for this to sink in. ‘And that’s what you’d like me to do?’ she says, in disbelief.

‘We’d like you to take on a role as a courier, moving between different parts of a network of our agents and French Resistance groups, carrying messages and such, as directed by staff at our headquarters on Baker Street. It’s a dangerous role – you’ll be tremendously exposed, and you’ll need to think on your feet, but it’s one we believe you to be eminently capable of. Your reports from the Foreign Office are excellent, Miss Armstrong. You’re a clever girl and that’s what this organisation needs.’ Miss Jones lets her sit with this for a moment, before she says, ‘Besides, France is important to you.’

Tessa nods. Perhaps they want people hardened by loss, she thinks.

‘People I love are there,’ she says, simply, even though there is nothing simple about her situation. Her heart is in France. Her heart, shattered like glass.

‘It’s a lot to ask of you.’

Tessa straightens her body. Makes herself feel tall. ‘I’m not afraid, if that’s what you mean.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with fear, Miss Armstrong. Are you worried about deceiving your family? You’d have to, I’m afraid.’

‘No, that’s not …’ Tessa stops. ‘Theo, I suppose. My brother.’

But she’s been lying to him since she left Paris. The shame of her deception washes over her.

‘You’re very close to him?’ says Miss Jones, misreading Tessa’s expression. It is a salve, the misdirection.

‘Yes, very. We’re twins.’

‘I wonder, would you need to elaborate on your ostensible move into the FANYs? Perhaps don’t think of it as deceiving him, but rather as not giving him the entire truth of the matter until later on.’

Tessa places her teacup down on the desk. At once, and without breaking her gaze, Miss Jones moves it onto a saucer, wiping away the small wet ring with a handkerchief whipped out of her blazer pocket.

‘If I say yes, what happens next?’

Miss Jones smiles. It is neither pleasant nor cold, more an impression of someone smiling, as if she’d once observed someone do it and remembered what it should look like.

‘We’ll send you for training. It won’t be easy, I’m afraid. It’s designed to challenge, to make absolutely sure you’re the right …’

Tessa’s attention wanders. Perhaps she is simply incapable of ab-sorbing anything more in that moment. Outside a window framed by thick brocade curtains, she can see the top of a bus driving past. Life going on completely as normal just a few feet away, as hers is inextricably altered. But no, she thinks, that is done; the alteration is in the past, this is simply another layer of change.

The only thing she can do, she decides, is move forward. She’d wanted to be just like Theo, contributing to the war effort in a way that mattered. Well, she thinks, now is your chance. Look how it’s fallen into your lap.

Besides, she is not who she used to be. She will never be that person again.




Chapter Four

Tessa slides her finger along cold black metal. She’s held a gun before, years ago when Theo found a new crowd at university. Shooting weekends at friends’ grand piles, and balls with women called Lettice and Eugenie. Sometimes, if she was home, she’d tag along. Curiosity, she called it, and it was. Like peering into a goldfish bowl. At a supper one evening she’d offered up a passage from The Communist Manifesto in lieu of grace, and Theo declared himself ‘perfectly dead’ from shame, taking their tone of voice, their disdain, as his own.

Those guns weren’t like these, but the sensation is the same. Power, for there’s no mistaking that’s what it is, arrives in the form of a small pistol and a machine gun, which hurts her arm whenever she fires it.

‘Take aim,’ says the instructor. ‘Aim for the chest, the largest area, although a head-shot is kinder, if you can. Remember we’re not the monsters, they are.’

She fires, hitting her target on her first attempt. ‘Good job,’ the instructor says, unable to hide his surprise.

It rains that afternoon. Tessa is in the woods, water leaching through her khaki overalls, the sodden fabric sticking to her skin. She feels as if she’ll never be warm again.

Across a path strewn deliberately with piles of wood and rocks, her fellow trainee Inès is trying to catch her eye. She pulls an anguished face, mouthing, ‘I want to go home,’ and Tessa stretches her lips into a comedic, exaggerated grimace. It’s a far cry from that morning, when they’d joked about ‘PE this afternoon!’, because this is nothing like schoolyard games. Once they’ve cleared the forest, Tessa and Inès have to cross a narrow rope bridge above a river and scale a wall on the other side, all without an instructor declaring them ‘caught’. She cannot help but look back, looking for ‘them’, whoever they might be, tracking her through the forest.

‘Where the bloody hell are they sending us – the Pyrenees?’ hisses Inès.

Tessa’s stomach is churning. ‘Try not to look down,’ she whispers.

‘One foot in front of the other,’ says Inès.

‘That’s it. Just keep going.’

In the dormitory that evening, the women huddle by the fire with contraband gin.

‘The instructors are nicer here,’ says Brigitte. ‘At Wanborough they seemed positively insulted by the mere notion of training women.’

‘Remember that one fellow who wouldn’t look any of us in the eye?’ says Tessa.

‘At least these chaps don’t think we’re only here to snag a hus-band,’ says Inès.

Fleur, who is at least ten years older than the rest, has a ripe belly laugh. ‘It doesn’t occur to them that some of us might be quite happy to have left behind the husbands we do have.’

Inès flashes a wicked smile. ‘But if we are on the lookout, I hear the Balkan section is the crème de la crème in terms of both beauty and brains.’

Names are forbidden at Beaulieu. Inès is not Inès; Brigitte is someone else. Tessa, in this world, is Marianne, a new person with no ties, no obligations. No roots. Her aunt and her parents think she’s on a training course for the FANYs, that she’s going to be a driver or a translator or perhaps both – Tessa has tried to be vague, despite her mother’s insistence on questioning her every move. She hasn’t mentioned a word about it in her letters to Theo.

Brigitte pulls a packet of Rich Tea biscuits from the pocket of her dressing gown and passes them round the group.

‘It certainly beats the secretarial pool,’ says Tessa, eagerly taking a biscuit from the pack.

‘I was a typist too,’ says Inès.

‘I worked in a shop,’ says Brigitte.

‘I was a drunk’s wife,’ says Fleur.

They are wide-eyed. This is as forbidden as the gin. The women are an odd assortment, all of them either French, half-French or with an unusually good grasp of the language. Mongrels the lot of us, Tessa thinks. Inès had grown up with a father in the diplo-matic service. Brigitte, like Tessa, has a French parent. Fleur escaped life under the occupation, smuggled out by boat. Little details keep slipping out – they know, for example, that Tessa is a twin. But they
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