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PROLOGUE

Château Rousseau, southwest France, summer 1919

Thirza 

I nearly died that day. High up in the oak tree, among the leaves, I leant forward, reached up and gripped a branch above my head, so that I could gaze down at the shimmering pink and gold of the Dordogne river in the sunshine.

I wasn’t really allowed to climb any higher than the first branches, because my mother, Dulcie, said climbing was not ladylike. But it was my twelfth birthday, and she had promised to come out and watch me climb, yet so far, she had not.

Closer to me, the hedge sparrows darted in and out of the bay tree, chattering all the time, and through a gap in the oak’s branches, I could see gulls swooping high above, startlingly white against the blue, blue sky, and the château itself, where, if I squinted, I could just spy my mother peering out of her bedroom window.

On the terrace, the breeze lifted Great-Aunt Berenice’s bright-pink skirt to billow around her ankles, and on her head, a huge straw hat flopped about. She was reading a book with her feet up, round spectacles perched on the end of her nose. Aunt Berenice was a bit odd and always quiet, but I liked her all the same. Mummy said she’d once had a little girl called Sophie. I asked her why the little girl didn’t come here, but Mummy shushed me and said we were not to talk about it as it made Berenice sad. So, it is a secret.

As I sat on one of the bigger branches, dangling my legs and humming to pass the time, tapping my fingers and thinking of cake, my tummy rumbled like anything. On the terrace, Berenice stopped reading, and I spotted her heading for the tree.

‘Teatime,’ she called out. ‘Viens, ma chérie, it is time. Do you not want your birthday cake?’

Of course I do, I thought, and in my rush to get down, I shifted along on my bottom. The wind gave a whoosh, and suddenly, I was petrified. I could tell I was going to be sick. A dog barked, and the gulls shrieked as they whirled around. The tree would not keep still, and nor would anything else, so I closed my eyes and clung on.

‘Slowly does it,’ Aunt Berenice urged.

I took a shuddering breath and scrambled down a bit lower. I managed to reach the main trunk of the tree but then slithered too fast, grazing my hands as I saved myself. When I glanced at my knees, I saw they were bleeding. I hung on to a branch, completely stuck and wanting to cry, my throat tight from trying hard not to.

‘That’s it,’ my aunt said, even though it wasn’t.

And then Mummy came running out of the house, my brother, Billy, following close behind her, eyes wide. ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ she shouted. ‘What now?’

I wanted to yell at her – It’s your fault! You should have come out – but I knew if I opened my mouth, I’d wail like a baby, so I pressed my lips together, then shuffled along a lower branch and stood up. The branch creaked and then gave way, and I lost my balance.

I tumbled, screaming and clutching at useless little branches, their sharp spikes scratching me, tearing my dress as I fell past them, slow and fast at the same time. The whole world blurred: the river, the bay tree, the birds.

Aunt Berenice came running. My skin was stinging. The clouds in the sky seemed very far away, and I was scared, but then, before I reached the ground, she broke my fall, and I landed on the grass on top of her with a thump.

My mother wrung her hands. ‘Oh, my good grief,’ she said over and over, as she helped me to move and get up.

Only, when I tried to stand, I screamed because it hurt so much. I was sick on the grass, and then everything slid away into the darkness.

When I came back from wherever I’d been, an old man stood there, shaking his head and saying, ‘Little girls should not climb trees.’

When he examined me, I yelled, and he said that as well as cuts, my ankle must be broken and that something was obviously very wrong with my foot, too.

Aunt Berenice was still sitting on the grass, but I could smell the brandy a maid had brought her for the shock.

The man asked after her injuries, and she said, in a small voice, ‘Just winded.’

‘Well, if you can walk, I’ll examine you more fully inside the house. But, my dear woman, this little girl had a lucky escape. She might well have cracked her spine, or worse, if you hadn’t reached her in time.’

My great-aunt beamed at me, and I managed a small smile for her sake, because if she hadn’t been there to save me, I really might have broken my neck and died, and that would have been the end of everything.




PART ONE




Chapter 1

Merchant’s Estate, Corfu Island, September 1936

Thirza 

Thirza rose early and ran barefoot down to the sea, throwing off her clothes and breathing in the end-of-summer air. She plunged into the water, then lay on her back, staring at the startling canopy of blue and, when she turned her head sideways, the yellow sun bobbing on the surface. The smell of eucalyptus mingled with the salty, fishy sea breeze, and she could almost have fallen asleep, drifting all the way to Albania. Her stepdaughter Lucia had made yet another cruel remark last night, and she was trying as hard as she could to put it behind her. So, she rolled over and swam until her arms ached, until she could swim no more, until her head was completely clear.

Time to get on with things, old girl.

It was still early, long before Romi or Emilio would even have opened their eyes, when she hauled herself from the water, grabbed her shorts and shirt, then buckled down in the garden and carried on with the task of digging up the dying oleanders.

Several hours later, she sauntered up the levels of the garden towards the house, her battered sunhat pulled right down, anticipating a delicious family lunch on the terrace. Wine, crusty bread, tomato and olive salad, fresh prawns. And afterwards, a siesta, when she and Emilio would make love in the sticky heat of the afternoon, their bodies slick with sweat. The unbearable turbulence of falling for Emilio had now transformed into a gentler, easier, steady love. Their early years had been rocky, and for a time, it had just been Thirza and their daughter. She had wondered if Romi would ever know her father. But now, she and Emilio had been married for two years, and she counted herself happy.

At lunchtime, the green-shuttered house appeared as if bleached of colour. But later, when the sun slipped lower in the sky and warmth hung like a haze over everything, the façade of the house would blush, turning a deep, seductive rose. Home. Even on the toughest of days, the old Merchant’s Estate tugged at her heart and healed her, and this was not one of those days. This was a good day.

On the terrace, the new striped awning fluttered, casting moving shadows over the gathering below. Thirza offered her family a rueful smile as she pulled out a wooden chair next to her husband, its feet scraping on the patio’s flagstones.

‘Sorry I’m late. I’ve been gardening,’ she said. Her hands were smudged with remnants of earth, and of course, she was still wearing her shorts and frayed blue shirt.

‘Now, there’s a surprise,’ her father, Piers, teased, prompting a chorus of laughter from around the table.

‘Oh God!’ she said, as she glanced around. ‘You’ve all dressed up!’

‘I did warn you, honey,’ said Emilio.

‘You did?’

He grinned. ‘No, of course I didn’t. I like you covered in earth and in your oldest clothes, all the better to—’

Laughing, as the image of them both sharing the bathtub gripped her, she held up a hand. ‘Stop right there!’

Her father, effortlessly handsome, had on an open-necked blue linen shirt, ironed to within an inch of its life, and a fetching straw boater with a matching blue band. Ah, Penny’s influence, Thirza thought. Her father’s second wife wore a jaunty pink hat and a frilly green-and-yellow dress. When she had first learnt that Piers and Penny were together, Thirza had thought her unbearably garish. Now, she loved the cheerful outfits for being so like ‘her’, but it wasn’t only that, for Penny had blossomed into a staunch ally and good friend. And Thirza adored her tiny half-brother, Thomas, who was at home with his nanny today.

‘I hope you washed your hands,’ her father added, grinning at Thirza.

She shot him a playful look. ‘I’m not five, you know,’ she quipped, joining in when the others grinned. ‘Anyway, I’m so glad you could join us today.’

Piers blew her a kiss.

The garden, bursting with the vibrant colours and scents of flowers, was drenched in sea air – you couldn’t get away from it – and while the sun shone, the birds slept, along with Georgie, their dog. With a black patch over one eye, one floppy ear, one pointing upwards, a curly cream-coloured coat, and the most gigantic paws you ever saw, Georgie was always hungry. Now, he lay under the table, snoozing and hoping for Romi to secretly slip him titbits.

Thirza surveyed the scene, her gaze shifting to her darling girl, Romi – five going on fifteen and proud as punch to be eating with the grown-ups. As the child chattered, the rim of gold around her irises flared, so exactly like her father’s eyes that it took Thirza’s breath away.

Across the table were Emilio’s nineteen-year-old twin daughters, who lived in Italy but had been staying in Corfu for the summer to practise their already-excellent English, and maybe pick up a little Greek. Both of them were dressed in a kind of charcoal blue: Valentina, who was delightful but shy, and Lucia, who was … well, Thirza paused … rather difficult. Thirza smiled at her now, but the girl just narrowed her eyes and then turned her head away.

With a gulp, Thirza attempted to order her thoughts. The young woman’s antagonism had been spiralling out of control, but how would Emilio ever talk about this when all he did was bury his head in the sand? Unable to see the truth, he did nothing to defend her, his wife, and that hurt, especially as Lucia was clever enough to make her scathing remarks when her father was not within earshot. Thirza recalled the day she’d raised the issue with him, suggesting they swim together, somewhere they could talk far from eavesdropping ears. The sun was strong, the sea almost navy, with light silvering just the surface of the water, and in the air, a kind of magic.

She’d felt strong, smiling at him as they ran along the beach holding hands. But he’d laughed and told her she was imagining things, and not to be so silly, then adding, ‘Darling, Lucia isn’t like that.’

She had felt the bite of it and slipped into the sea to swim on her own, allowing the salty water to wash away her tears.

Now as Romi held out her glass for more lemonade, Lucia kissed the child on the top of her head and helped her. Thirza smiled. She can’t be all bad if she’s so sweet with Romi, and both Lucia and Valentina would be going back home to Italy soon.

Though not identical in looks, both girls enjoyed the sort of delicate elegance Thirza herself did not possess, and the sun had brought out chestnut highlights in their dark hair and added a touch of gold to their smooth olive skin.

Feeling hot, Thirza lifted her own hair from the back of her neck, allowing the breeze to cool her skin. Then she untied the low ponytail. Released from captivity, the long curls spiralled out around her shoulders. No amount of smoothing would hold them down.

She glanced at Penny, who was laughing. ‘You must let me trim it, Thirza,’ she said.

‘Or give it a jolly good cut,’ Piers added.

‘Noooo!’ Emilio cried out, for Emilio adored her wild red hair just the way it was, and she loved him for it.

‘Father, you were right,’ Thirza said, rising from her seat, holding up her hands and wriggling her fingers. ‘I’ll give my hands a rinse and see how lunch is coming along.’

‘In Italy, women know their place,’ Lucia muttered.

‘Sorry, Lucia, I missed that. Is there something I can get you?’ Thirza asked.

Lucia gave a bored sigh. ‘I saw a film. You know, about the role of women. Mussolini thinks—’

Emilio held up his hand. ‘Come on, Lucia, no politics at the table.’

Thirza felt uncomfortable and was glad to escape into the house. As she went in, slanting light spilling through tall windows painted the entrance hall a buttery yellow. Pleased with how she had transformed the old place since turning it into a guest house, she headed for the downstairs washroom.

On her way out again, she saw Eleni entering the hall and signalling. She was immensely tall, more solid these days, and her dark hair threaded with silver was worn in a long plait down to her waist. She’d worked at Merchant’s since her youth, and now both her son, Spiro, and his wife, Magdalena, were employed by Thirza to help run the guest house: Spiro as the handyman and gardener, and Magdalena as the maid.

‘The American is here. I booked him in, and he’s taking an early siesta,’ Eleni said.

‘Heavens! A day early.’

‘And lunch is served.’

‘I’ll help with the clearing up. You’ve been rushed off your feet.’

Outside, she saw the table already resplendent with freshly baked bread, a variety of bright salads, and grilled seafood.

‘Oh, I’m so hungry,’ she said as she took her seat again. Tall and skinny, Thirza was known to have hollow legs; like their dog, Georgie, she was always hungry.

Emilio put an arm around her, and she leant into him. How lucky they were to have found each other and to have Romi.

By the time Eleni brought the pudding and coffee, everyone apart from Romi was polishing off more than their fair share of wine and, happily chatting and laughing, did not hear the arrival of a launch in their little harbour.

‘Portokalopita,’ Eleni said, and they all clapped and thanked her for the orange cake.

Spiro came up to the table and, after an apologetic nod, whispered something to Thirza before handing her an envelope. ‘It came with the caique,’ he said. The caique was the boat that delivered their newspapers, post, and other supplies.

Lucia jumped. ‘Oh no! I’ve missed it. I told you I didn’t want lunch, Papa, and Thirza delayed us all with her gardening, and now she’s made me miss my Italian Cinema Club.’

‘I think the caique is waiting for you,’ Spiro told her.

‘Doesn’t mean I won’t be late,’ she replied, still looking sullen as she began to run.

Thirza, ignoring her stepdaughter, tore open the envelope. She recognised her mother’s handwriting and hoped she might be coming over from London for a visit.

Instead, her shoulders drooped as she read:


Darling,

I know you’re dreadfully busy, and I’m awfully sorry to have to ask, but I’ve come down with a nasty case of shingles and cannot possibly go in my condition. The thing is, poor Aunt Berenice is in hospital and, when she is discharged, she’ll need care. She has a heart condition, a dangerous arrhythmia, I believe, so must not be allowed any excitement or to overexert herself, and she is unable to climb the stairs.

She needs her family. And that, I’m afraid, means us, for she’s all alone, you see, and has been something of a recluse. As she was so terribly kind to you, saving your life really when you fell out of that tree all those years ago, I thought you might be eager to repay that kindness.



Thirza let out her breath slowly. How typical of Dulcie to wheedle her into doing this by making her feel guilty! It was true that Great-Aunt Berenice was all alone, for her young daughter Sophie had died tragically, drowning in the river, and Berenice’s husband left her soon after, unable to cope with the grief. Dulcie had told her the story years ago, though it had all happened long before Thirza was born.

And was her mother’s excuse for not going herself even true? Dulcie was not the solicitous type and would be bored to death caring for her elderly relative. Thirza could hardly think what it would mean for the rest of her family here in Corfu if she had to go in Dulcie’s place.

‘I’ll see you all after siesta,’ she said, rising to her feet and giving them a rueful smile. ‘I was up early today.’

In her bedroom, she glanced out of the window as the afternoon sun sent crystals and diamonds dancing across the surface of the cerulean Ionian Sea. Although the summer had flown by, with day after day of warmth and laughter, she couldn’t ignore that at times it been overshadowed by a difficult stepdaughter doing her best to upset her.

As Emilio came into the room, she glanced at the letter again and carried on reading.


Anyway, darling, you will remember that she lives in France in a rather splendid little château in the Dordogne, so you certainly wouldn’t be slumming it. I’ll only be laid up for a month, maybe six weeks at the most, and then I’ll take over. So, if you could arrive during early October, that would be wonderful. I promise I’ll be there at some point in November.

Your loving mother,

Dulcie



Thirza pulled a face and flapped the letter at Emilio, watched his expression as he read, then puffed out his cheeks and said, ‘Well, I wasn’t expecting that.’

‘Nor me. How can I drag Romi away from her home? And what about the guest house? Eleni could take charge, but I don’t want to leave it all to her.’

‘It has to be your decision, but I do agree.’

‘I’ll write now, tell Dulcie I have to prioritise my own family at the moment. Anyway, I don’t believe the “shingles” excuse. She’s got something better to do – that’ll be it – a book tour, or maybe she might even have a new lover!’

‘Well, I’m sure there’ll be someone else who can look after the old lady.’

‘You’d think.’

She sat at her dressing table while Emilio undressed, then lay spreadeagled on the bed, hands behind his head. ‘I do think Lucia is fitting in at last,’ he said.

Thirza sighed. She hadn’t told him about yesterday evening, when she had sat in this very chair, brushing her hair, and heard a scuffle in the corridor, after which Valentina had burst into her bedroom without knocking, skin flushed.

‘Thirza, I’m so sorry but—’

Lucia strode in after her sister. ‘Tell Valentina she cannot wear that dress to the concert!’

Valentina’s eyes flashed. ‘You are ridiculous.’

‘You look like una puttana.’

Thirza had pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. ‘Let me look at you, Valentina,’ she said.

The girl twirled round, smiling and showing off the orange chiffon dress.

‘Well.’ Thirza had paused, deliberating over how to best phrase it. ‘Lucia is right, the neckline is a little low, but really, the dress is fine. I think—’

Lucia turned on her. ‘It is not your place to say,’ she snapped.

‘Come on, Lucia,’ Valentina chipped in, clearly not wanting things to escalate. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Lucia, I understand you have a reason to be upset,’ Thirza said. She knew she had to keep a hold on this and remembered the twins’ shock when the annulment of Emilio’s marriage to their mother was first granted. ‘I know you’ve never warmed to me, but what happened with your mother wasn’t my fault.’

‘Not your fault!’ Lucia’s eyes never left Thirza’s face, appraising her, the disdain quite clear.

Thirza, trying to calm herself, took a long, slow breath, then said, ‘Lucia, I’m only your stepmother, but—’

‘I know exactly what you are,’ Lucia had hissed.

Thirza had stared back at the girl, then turned and, losing her balance, leant back to save herself, unsettling a bottle of perfume on the edge of her dressing table. It toppled over, smashing onto the floor, the scent instantly filling the room and startling Lucia into silence.

Now, Thirza undressed, slipped into her favourite silk robe and lay down beside her husband. His snores were so soft and unobtrusive that she found them comforting. The girl’s accusations were not even right, for after the truth was established and it became clear that Emilio could not have been the girls’ biological father, both he and his first wife had wanted that annulment. It had not been Thirza’s doing.

She let the whole thing go, pulled the sheet up to cover them both, and quickly fell asleep herself.

A few hours later, Thirza heard a knock at the door and, rubbing her eyes, raised her head to look. Eleni stepped into the room without waiting for an answer, her face pale.

‘What is it, Eleni?’ Thirza asked as she nudged Emilio awake.

‘Please come down,’ Eleni said. ‘The police are here.’

‘The police!’ Emilio sat bolt upright in bed, wearing only his vest. ‘Why?’

Eleni wasn’t fazed by the state of him, only shrugged and said, ‘You will see for yourself.’

Thirza felt her chest tighten.

While Emilio put on his shirt and trousers, she slipped into a tea dress, then glanced out of the open window, and as the breeze cooled her cheeks, a bird plummeted from the sky.

‘Could they be rounding up Italians living on the island?’ she said, trying to keep the anxiety from her voice.

Emilio frowned. ‘They’d have no justification.’

She couldn’t trust herself to reply, because her mouth had gone dry. He was Italian; she was English, though she had been coming to Corfu all her life, only settling here permanently since the spring of 1930, six years ago. And given what had happened in 1923, when Italy had invaded and occupied the island, the police would have some justification. And Greece was unstable since the Great Depression, which, along with coups and counter coups, meant nobody knew where they were from one day to the next.

‘But, Emilio—’ she eventually started to say.

‘No,’ he interrupted. ‘It won’t be anything serious. You’ll see. Just a misunderstanding.’

‘Well, hurry. We can’t keep them waiting any longer.’

They finally went downstairs, where, despite Emilio’s reassurances, a chill ran through Thirza, for in her heart, she already knew this was going to turn her life upside down.

There, held firmly between the two burly uniformed officers, stood Lucia.




Chapter 2

Corfu Town

They left Romi in the care of Valentina and Eleni the next morning, and all the way to Corfu Town, while seagulls screamed and soared in circles before descending to steal the pickings in the wake of their boat, Thirza heard Emilio castigating Lucia.

‘For the love of God,’ he was saying, ‘what have you been doing?’

‘How many times! I’ve done nothing, Papa.’

Thirza twisted round to speak. ‘Why not leave it for now, Emilio? The police will tell us.’

Emilio muttered something she didn’t hear, and Thirza sighed. Yesterday, the police officers had ordered them to attend an interview in Corfu Town today, and she knew she’d have to calm her husband before it happened.

When they reached Piers and Penny’s house, a silent Lucia was sent to a guest bedroom, with a couple of slices of bread, a peach, and a bowl of chicken soup, and then Emilio locked the door.

‘Really, Emilio,’ Thirza said as she watched helplessly, ‘is that necessary?’

He didn’t reply.

She and Emilio dried off and chose fresh clothes. Although it wasn’t cold, Emilio wore a navy three-piece suit. The jacket was single-breasted with wide lapels and a slightly nipped-in waist. Though not especially tall, her husband had always been smart. Today, he looked sleek and formal, and she was proud of him. Never underestimate Emilio, she thought.

Upstairs, she selected her perfume, a present from Penny that she loved – Joy by Jean Patou. Its uplifting floral scent usually made her feel better, so she sprayed it onto her wrists and into the air before walking through it.

When the time came, she and Emilio followed two police officers into a pale-grey room, her husband’s fresh, lemony cologne already losing the battle against the smell of disinfectant. Lucia was still safely locked in the guest bedroom of Piers’ house. Close behind Emilio, Thirza leant forward, her nose touching the back of his neck. She savoured the scent of him. Before this place steals it, she thought, and the rest of him, too.

Sensing her nearness, he reached behind him and encircled her wrist – just a slight comforting squeeze that she wished could last for ever, but of course he had to let go and walk on ahead.

In the interview room, a single lamp hung from the ceiling, casting dreary yellow light across the red-tiled floor. Against the walls, ancient wooden cabinets housed keys in their locks. A bank of shelves, overrun by a mountain of untidy files and boxes of paperwork, looked ready to topple.

On a large wooden desk in the middle of the room, a typewriter was almost completely obscured by stacks of documents.

There had been military deployments to Corfu lately, and the island’s defences had been strengthened. You couldn’t miss them, for the newspapers declared the Greek army and navy to be on high alert, and regular patrols of the island’s coastline were multiplying. Thirza often kept lookout from her bedroom windows at Merchant’s, frightened by the thought of what might happen and the ever-present danger.

But why had the police brought them here to Corfu Town today? What had Lucia done?

She and her husband had always known that, because he was Italian and she was English, there might be problems farther down the line. Although the two countries were close in distance, Corfu was a far cry from Italy in social and political attitudes. The atmosphere in Italy, characterised by strict control, censorship, and the cult of personality surrounding Mussolini himself, made Thirza shiver. This interview had to be something to do with the influence of Il Duce, didn’t it?

The two officers stood in front of Emilio, their hands clasped behind their backs and their faces expressionless. Thirza had seen one of them bustling around the island before – a short, bullish man, dark haired with equally dark eyes.

He cleared his throat before speaking. ‘You are here to answer a few questions about your daughter,’ he said in a low, unfriendly voice.

Thirza glanced at her husband, who was scowling at the man. Be nice, my darling, she wanted to say as she shot him a warning look. Don’t antagonise them. But Emilio was annoyed at being hauled in like a common criminal.

She waited for whatever might come next.

The other officer was taller, older, in his fifties, she thought, and already balding, blue snake eyes staring coldly, while he stroked a thick black moustache. Did he have a forked snake tongue, too? Would it slither out and smell them with its tips? Would it hiss?

Thirza had never seen him before, and when he introduced himself, he explained he had been called in especially. ‘From Athens,’ he added, with a self-important curl of the lips coming nowhere near an actual smile.

He opened one of the cabinets, took out a manila folder and gestured for Emilio to sit on one of two chairs opposite the desk. ‘Wife there,’ he said, snapping his fingers impatiently.

The wooden chair creaked as Emilio sat, and although Thirza bristled at the man’s disrespect towards her, she slid into the other chair. Beneath the table, she picked at the loose skin around her thumbnail where nobody could see.

‘We are here to investigate Lucia’s activities on this island,’ the older officer said.

Thirza glanced at Emilio, who opened his mouth but immediately closed it again.

The older officer wore an impeccably crisp dark uniform, the bronze buttons on his jacket gleaming in the light that filtered through the slightly open window. He looked like a dapper Italian, not a Greek, and seemed out of place in such a shabby room, decorated with only the yellowing paintings of old ships. Thirza struggled to tolerate the thick, acrid scent of stale cigarette smoke, and only the sound of birds chirping outside provided any relief. Apart from that, the room was silent, save for the rhythmic ticking of a clock and her own heart, now beating so loudly she feared they must hear it, too.

The older officer ran his hands over his balding head and coughed.

Thirza became aware of the faint scent of coffee mixing with the musty smell of old case files. How she wanted to get out of there!

Now, the bullish officer came round to sit beside the older one. They exchanged a glance, the weight of their unspoken words lingering, until the seasoned one broke the silence. ‘I’m sure you must both be aware of what is happening in Italy.’

Emilio did not reply.

Thirza felt her heart in her mouth. The air seemed empty, as if waiting for something to happen – not quite a sense of expectation, more a pause into which something might unexpectedly drop.

‘Your daughter …’ the officer said. ‘She is a supporter? Of Mussolini?’

Emilio still didn’t reply, and Thirza could feel her palms beginning to sweat. Surely Lucia did not really support Mussolini! Surely it was just a phase. She rubbed her palms together before wiping them on her skirt while she looked back and forth between Emilio and the two officers.

The older officer’s gaze remained fixed on Emilio, and when he spoke again, she could hear the faint creak of his leather belt as he adjusted his position in the chair. A man who wore such an aggressive belt was surely signalling something. She wondered how he treated his wife, his daughters, if he had any.

‘To be more specific,’ he continued, ‘your daughter and other members of a so-called Italian Cinema Club were caught defacing a national monument of this island. A monument of which we are extremely proud.’

Thirza sighed. ‘Defacing?’

‘Indeed. She was painting the words Italia Irredenta and Viva il Duce when she was caught red-handed, and not for the first time. Last time, we gave her and her friends a verbal warning.’

Is that all? Thirza thought. Just some juvenile protest?

But Emilio’s face was rigid, the gold around his irises flashing with defiance. She forced herself to breathe slowly, inhaling deeply, exhaling with restraint. Lucia wasn’t really a fascist, was she?

‘She is young,’ Emilio said. ‘Impressionable.’

‘I’m sure she couldn’t really have known what she was doing,’ Thirza said, and the officer snorted. ‘We promise we won’t let her out of our sight from now on.’

‘The Cinema Club is not what you think,’ he said. ‘It is a tool used to indoctrinate young men and women.’

‘Indoctrinate them how?’ Thirza asked.

‘Persuade them to believe that fascism is the only answer. It is the thin end of the wedge and breeds anti-social behaviour through dangerous and fanatical propaganda.’

Emilio turned to look at her, and Thirza saw the anger in his eyes. Then he said, ‘She is a good girl and simply supports the Italian people and their freedom.’

‘And you?’ the officer asked. ‘You support Mussolini?’

‘I do not.’

‘Tell us about your business interests in Italy.’

‘That is simple. My sister and I own a hotel in Naples.’

The officers stared at Emilio in silence. Both men had clearly been trained to spot possible lies or deception, but now they shrugged, and Thirza could tell it was almost over.

But then the younger officer spoke, his voice cold. ‘Your daughter must leave Greece immediately. If she does not, she will be arrested.’

The older officer rose to his feet. Emilio got up, too, and placed his hand on Thirza’s shoulder, clearly wanting her to let him handle this. Thirza stared at him, astonished.

‘Lucia is merely a silly girl,’ he said.

The officer continued to speak. ‘That is as may be. In any case, her behaviour could trigger a wave of anti-Italian sentiment in Corfu. You must prepare to leave soon yourself. The girl goes immediately.’

Thirza looked from one officer to the other and back at Emilio. His mouth was set in a firm line, and his shoulders looked rigid.

As soon as they were outside in fresh air again, she turned to Emilio. ‘Do you think they suspect Lucia of something more?’

He took a long breath and let it out slowly, before running his fingers through his hair and finally meeting her gaze. ‘Of course not,’ he answered curtly. ‘Lucia has been brought up to know right from wrong.’

‘I feel a bit faint,’ she whispered. ‘After all that.’

He held on to her and lead her to a bench. They sat together in silence, his arm around her, and gradually she felt a little better.

‘The police think there are older fascists here on the island, don’t they?’ she said, finding a steady voice again. ‘Running things.’

He didn’t answer her question. ‘I can’t send her back to Italy. It’s her mother’s family,’ he said, sounding despondent. ‘Mussolini supporters, the lot of them. They must have changed Lucia. She was never easy, but this …’

‘Well, she can’t stay in Greece, can she? Not now.’

‘No.’

‘What about France? We could all go together.’

‘To look after the old lady?’

‘Yes. That would get her out of Corfu and away from Italy, too. But that would mean you, too, Emilio – I mean all of us. No escaping back to your Italian hotel when the Dordogne gets a little damp.’

He smiled. ‘As if I would.’

Thirza stilled the voice in her head. Yes, it would be difficult being cooped up with a stepdaughter who hated her, far from the sea and her beloved Merchant’s, but maybe a few weeks on neutral territory might give Emilio his best chance to knock some sense into the girl.

‘It will only be for a month or two,’ she said. ‘Just enough time for Dulcie to recover from her shingles, and then we’ll decide what to do after that.’

He nodded, and they headed to the telegraph office to send a telegram to Dulcie, saying they would be arriving in France within a week.

When they went to fetch Lucia from Piers’ house, Penny served them freshly brewed coffee in the dining room. The wallpaper shimmered as vines and juicy-looking grapes in gold and purple snaked their way across the walls, and polished floor tiles gleamed in the light cast from a gold-plated crystal chandelier. The whole room glittered like a scene from a play at a theatre in London’s West End. Thirza gazed at the carved leaves and exuberant flowers of the chandelier and tried to smile, thinking how like Penny the decor was. Never opt for one pattern when three or four would do!

After a few minutes, Emilio marched upstairs to tell his daughter what had happened and to explain their plan, while Thirza told Penny that they would all be going to France.

Yet after only a few moments, Thirza heard her husband shouting. She and Penny exchanged worried glances, then ran up the stairs together.

From the landing, Thirza could see that Emilio had unlocked the door and was now sitting on the bed, his face grim. As she entered the room, he pointed at the wide-open window and said, ‘She’s gone.’




Chapter 3

Merchant’s Estate

After a hopeless day and a half of searching, they arrived back at Merchant’s the next evening and fell into bed, exhausted, reaching for the comfort of each other. After making love – and oh, the heat of him and the wonderful scent of his skin as he moved, and his eyes, dark and huge, checking she was still there, fully present, and oh, she was still there, she was – he had fallen asleep quickly. She leant over and brushed the hair from his forehead with her fingertips. Then she remained awake, gazing into the night, eyes wide open, a gentle breeze carrying the smell of salt and cool sea air into their bedroom, though it didn’t stop her mind churning.

Now, it was just past dawn, and she awoke to find Emilio sitting on the edge of the bed, checking for his reading glasses and muttering.

‘What’s going on?’ she said, reaching over to touch his shoulder.

‘There’s a great deal of Italian currency missing from the drawer of my bedside table.’

Thirza frowned. ‘Don’t you lock it?’

‘I didn’t think I needed to. We trust everyone who works here. Anyway, the key is missing.’

‘Don’t you see?’ she said, getting out of bed, instantly understanding what had happened. ‘It’s worse than we thought. Lucia must have been planning to run off before we even left for Corfu Town.’

‘You think she took it? What about the American guest?’

‘I don’t think so. He’d have no need. He’s a wealthy friend of my father.’

‘So, Lucia?’

‘Who else?’

‘That doesn’t make me feel any better.’

‘It’s not intended to,’ she said. ‘And think about the ferry timetable. The last departure fitted exactly with when she must have disappeared. She probably climbed out of the window the moment we left the house to go to the police station.’

He screwed up his face and didn’t speak.

‘Well? She’s bought a ticket for the ferry to Italy and is long gone. How else would she have raised the cash? This must have been her plan all along.’

Still, silence.

‘There’s no sign of her, and the police won’t alert the Italian ports. They said there’s nothing they can do as she’s not Greek and has left of her own accord. In any case, if she hadn’t gone, they would have arrested her.’

At last, Emilio said, ‘I was hoping she might have come back here first, maybe to persuade Valentina to join her.’ He walked over to the wardrobe, pulled out a suitcase and then put it on the bed.

‘Emilio, stop! Let’s have breakfast. We can pack for France later.’

‘I’m not going to France,’ he said. ‘I’m going to Italy.’

As he removed a couple of shirts from their hangers, followed by two pairs of trousers, and flung them all into the case, her heart sank. This wasn’t like her husband, normally so neat and careful.

‘Emilio, for goodness’ sake. You’re being rash. We have to talk about this.’

He shook his head. ‘There’s no time to waste. I’ve done my thinking, and I have to go after her. She’ll be at her mother’s, and as I said before, they are all Mussolini supporters. She’ll become a full-blown fascist if she spends any more time with them.’

‘If she isn’t one already.’

‘What?’

‘You heard me.’

He stood still for a moment and glared at her. ‘My daughter is young and very impressionable. This isn’t her fault.’

‘No. Lucia is an adult, just like Valentina, and can do whatever she wants. Are you planning to lock her up again? Worked well last time, didn’t it?’

‘I have to get her away from her mother’s family. I have to.’

‘No, You have allowed her to do whatever she wants, and this is the result. Are you planning to lock her up again? Worked well last time, didn’t it?’

‘I have to get her away from her mother’s family.’

‘It won’t work. Lucia has a mind of her own. And we have to go to France. I only agreed to go if we all went, you included, and anyway, shouldn’t your loyalty be with me and Romi now? Valentina, too.’

‘I know. And the moment I find Lucia, we’ll both follow you, I promise.’

‘And how are you going to make her do that?’

‘I’ll find a way.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Emilio. This is madness.’

‘She is my daughter.’

‘So are Romi and Valentina, and I am your wife.’

‘Thirza, please.’

‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘I’ve had enough. I’ve done my absolute best with Lucia, bent over backwards all summer to make her feel welcome before she goes home to her mother, and this is how she repays us. If you go chasing after her to Italy and goodness only knows where else, well …’

‘Well?’

‘Well, if you don’t want to come with me and Romi, then don’t bother coming to France at all! It’s your choice.’




PART TWO




Chapter 4

Château Rousseau, southwest France, October 1936

Thirza glanced out of the cab window, distractedly twisting the little silver horse on her necklace round and round. It was a good luck charm from Penny, and one of three tiny animals dangling around her neck. She dared not let Romi and Valentina see that she was nervous as they slowly bumped along the final yards of a rutted track running right through the heart of a private forest in the Périgord Noir. A private forest, for Heaven’s sake!

The trees gave way to a clearing, and there, the cab came to a stop. Five days after leaving Corfu at the end of September, they were here at last. But Thirza’s head still spun from having to change trains several times and navigate different rail systems. Now, they and their luggage were rapidly bundled out, and the driver headed off, leaving them alone.

Romi squirmed in her mother’s arms, while Thirza and Valentina stared at the back of a seventeenth century stone-built château, hidden away here as if lost for ever.

‘Santo cielo,’ Valentina muttered. ‘Look at the two little turrets. Aren’t they adorable? But can this be the right place? Isn’t it marvellous!’

‘Hmmm,’ Thirza said. ‘I came here as a child, but I don’t remember all that much.’

She glanced around at the gloomy, fairy-tale forest, where towering holm oak, walnut, French maple, and cedar trees surrounded the house on three sides. She had no idea what might be out there watching them but felt certain something was. She swivelled around, hearing the birds, so high among the rustling leaves that you couldn’t even see them. Unlike the rooks – those carrion birds of bad omen – which laughed at her from the roof, visible to all. Nature’s drama queens, she thought as they preened and cawed before circling the trees.

So … just the rooks watching.

She turned to look at the house again, chewing the inside of her cheek, taking in the large windows, their glinting panes partially hidden behind curtains of crimson ivy.

‘Down, Mamma!’ Romi demanded and tugged at her mother’s hair.

‘Ouch!’ Thirza cried out. ‘No pulling.’

It was either excitement or dramatic tears at Romi’s age. ‘Down! Down! Down!’

‘Careful,’ Thirza said as she gently deposited her daughter on the stony ground.

‘I’ll go with her,’ Valentina said as Romi skipped off.

Thirza glanced around, sniffing the scent of roses lingering in the air, even though they’d passed the height of summer and the garden couldn’t possibly be in full bloom. It was exciting and she wanted to explore, but oh God, her heart seemed to stutter as she thought of her life at home.

She pictured herself turning, racing back, grabbing their luggage, hurrying Romi and Valentina – Sorry, sorry, this was all a terrible mistake – and retracing their steps all the way to Corfu, where the pink in the sky after rain would soothe her and where the warmth of the sea would envelop her once more.

She still felt upset and angry over Emilio’s decision to go to Italy instead of joining her in France, but she also ached for him to come, and deep down, she knew she would have gone had it been Romi in trouble. The words she’d flung at him still rang in her head. Now, she wished she could write, apologise for what she’d said in anger, but with no idea where he was, how could she? Her only hope was that he knew her well enough to know that she hadn’t meant it.

She was familiar with loss – the wild animal that had gnawed at her heart for so long after her brother, Billy, vanished when she was sixteen. In fact, even after the animal grew less ravenous, it had boiled down to one thing: you just got on with it. Life. No matter how scared you felt. And going to France without Emilio was nothing, really.

But sometimes, as an image from the past snagged inside her, it felt as if time had stopped in her childhood, when she and Billy had raced each other to be first into the sea – I win, I win – and come out dripping and laughing and pushing each other and smelling of seaweed. She’d thought they’d always be there, collecting shells, skipping stones, building bonfires on the beach.

Then, just like that, Billy was gone, and it was over, leaving her with a deep fear of separation.

Her daughter’s shouts brought her back, and she ran around the house to the front garden, blinded by a blast of light – the sun, strong for October and low in the deep-blue late-afternoon sky. Thirza instantly lowered her gaze to the slippery water of the Dordogne river below. It didn’t seem real but like the result of a magician’s hand or a film set illuminated. She could have stayed staring at it for ever, but she was aware there was work to do. Someone had to be practical, and they had only a couple of days to settle in and prepare for the old lady’s discharge from hospital.

Oh, how she wished she had never sent that telegram to Dulcie. If she hadn’t sent it, she could be at Merchant’s right now, eating one of Eleni’s delicious cakes and looking out over the sea as Romi played with the dog. But then she reminded herself that she did owe something to this old woman – after all, Berenice had once saved her life. Or at least saved her from a fall that might have killed her. Anyway, it would only be a month or two until Dulcie arrived – she could survive anything for a little while, couldn’t she? She’d be back home at Merchant’s long before Christmas.

Either way, the clock was ticking.

She watched as her daredevil daughter lay down on the grass, giggling. Within seconds, Romi had rolled right over the edge, and Thirza, expecting the worst and imagining thorns, tears, and stinging nettles, raced over. But when she reached the edge, she saw her little girl sitting in the long grass below, surrounded by a carpet of leaves, cheeks flushed and eyes shining with mischief.

Thirza sighed as she took in Romi’s grass-smeared primrose-yellow frock. Would it stain? And look at her curls, sticking out in every direction, knotted with twigs. It would take for ever to untangle. But the sound of the child’s gleeful laughter rang through the air, liquid, with no reservations. Thirza slid down the slope and landed beside her, feeling the scratchy grass tickling her legs and the cool earth beneath. Together, they giggled, and feeling like a child herself, Thirza vowed to cherish every moment. Anyway, weren’t grass stains a part of childhood?

‘Come on,’ she said as she rose to her feet, before pulling Romi up the slope. ‘Why don’t we come back for the luggage later?’

Valentina came to stand beside her and Romi.

‘See that tree,’ Thirza said, pointing to a large oak. ‘I’m almost sure that’s the one I fell out of as a child. Berenice saved me, you know. I remember that quite clearly.’

‘How old were you?’

‘Twelve. It was on my twelfth birthday.’ She turned to Valentina. ‘Thank you for coming with me. It can’t have been an easy decision.’

Valentina shrugged.

‘Well, I’m very glad you came, and Romi loves you being here.’

‘Only Romi?’

‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

Valentina smiled. ‘I know.’

Thirza gazed at the girl, with her hair partially tied back, tendrils escaping their tortoiseshell clips, her pale-blue linen dress crumpled from the journey, and her dark eyes full of youthful enthusiasm.

‘I was surprised you still wanted to come without Lucia.’

‘I don’t want to be known only for my predictability.’

‘You sound like you rehearsed that.’

Valentina laughed. ‘I tried it out on Papa first in Corfu.’

‘Gosh. What did he say?’

‘He shrugged, but I could see his jaw tighten. He has never wanted to hear the truth about Lucia. She has always been dramatic, and my bet is she’s simply punishing Papa for taking her to Greece for the summer. She’s not in any danger. She’ll have gone to Mother’s house and will probably be at a cocktail party by now.’

‘You won’t miss her or your father?’

‘I will miss my father.’ Valentina spread her arms out wide and said, ‘Anyway, it’s a nice change being here alone. Shall we go in and find out what it’s like inside?’

And much to Thirza’s surprise, the usually shy and retiring Valentina marched on ahead, determined to lead the way.

Thirza followed, with an overexcited Romi skipping and jumping and singing ‘Three Blind Mice’ on a loop. Keen on any kind of song, Romi learnt nursery rhymes off by heart and in lightning time.

‘We could keep chickens,’ Valentina said, pausing and looking around. ‘Couldn’t we?’

‘You’d like to?’

Valentina nodded. ‘Romi would love them.’

Thirza didn’t want to hurt the girl’s feelings but said with a laugh, ‘Don’t get too attached – we’re not here for that long.’

‘People will take them off our hands when we go,’ Valentina added. ‘I’ll look after them. You won’t have to do a thing. And Romi can collect the eggs.’

‘We’ll need a hutch and a pen.’

Valentina smiled, and Thirza felt encouraged by the girl’s response to the place. ‘Come on. Let’s discuss it later.’

Passion vines surrounded the oak front door, and hairline cracks along the grain of the wood revealed a desperate needed of oiling.

Thirza paused at the sound of a motor and turned to Valentina. ‘Who on earth can that be?’

‘Berenice home early?’

‘God, I hope not. Maybe a neighbour wanting to greet us?’

‘But nobody knew what time we’d arrive.’

At that moment, a tall fair-haired man appeared from around the back of the house, where the cab had dropped them off earlier and where he must have just pulled up. 

‘Ah,’ he said as he spotted them. ‘I must have been mistaken. I did wonder when I saw the luggage.’

He was about forty, good looking, smiling
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