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About the Book

A FAMILY TRAGEDY

Amy’s always felt like something’s been missing in her life. When a tragedy forces the family she works for as a nanny to retreat to a small lakeside cottage, she realizes she cannot leave them now.

A SISTER’S SECRET

But Amy finds something unsettling about the cottage by the lake. This is where the mother of the family spent her childhood – and the place where her sister disappeared mysteriously at just seventeen.

A WEB OF LIES

Soon Amy becomes entangled in the sister’s story as dark truths begin to rise to the surface. But can she unlock the secrets of the past before they repeat themselves?
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PROLOGUE

Blackwater, Somerset, July 1931

IT WAS A beautiful thing, a heart-shaped pendant – a ruby surrounded by tiny diamonds, set within a gold clasp in the shape of two hands joined together – and dangling from a slender gold chain.

‘It’s more than a hundred years old,’ Madam had explained some weeks earlier, ‘and very precious. It’s been in my family for generations.’ Madam’s jewellery, normally kept locked in the safe, had been laid out on a velvet cloth spread over the table in the dining room, along with her silver candlesticks, her Victorian tea-set and various other items of high value. They were making an inventory ‘for insurance purposes’, she had said, although that wasn’t the real reason. The real reason was because she wanted to remind her young husband which side his bread was buttered.

The housemaid was holding a pen and notebook. Ruby pendant, she wrote under the column headlined: DESCRIPTION OF ITEM. ‘Approximate value?’ she asked the older woman.

‘At least one hundred guineas.’

100 guineas, the girl wrote. The pendant lay on the ink-blue cloth beside its box. She could not properly see the colour of the stone. She reached out towards it; Madam immediately tapped her hand away.

‘No, no, you’re not to touch it, it’s awfully delicate,’ she snapped.

There were a great many things in the grand house called Fairlawn that the housemaid was considered too heavy-handed to touch.

Now that same girl sat on the trunk of a huge oak tree that had recently fallen into a grassy hollow at the side of the lake. In front of her the great expanse of water lay flat, echoing the light in the sky, shivering in the breeze and disturbed every now and then by fish rising to feed on myriad tiny flies that hovered inches from its surface. Sedge warblers were wading amongst the fringing reeds and the willows dipped their pale leaves down between the yellow iris to meet their own reflections. Cow parsley and nettles grew around the fallen branches of the tree, and pink and blue wildflowers lay in scented drifts. The midges danced in their thousands.

The girl loved this cool, dappled place. She thought of it as somehow blessed.

The sun was bright in the clouds just above the horizon. It was growing late. She was waiting for her love. She looked about her, but all she could see were the trees and the lake; she listened, but all she heard was birdsong and the distant clopping of a horse crossing the dam at the end of the reservoir. Perhaps he was having trouble getting away. He often did.

She slipped her hand in the pocket of the ugly brown dress that Madam insisted she wear to work, took something out, glanced furtively around again, and then uncurled her fingers … and there was the ruby pendant, nestled in its delicate gold chain. She held the necklace up so that the diamonds caught the sunlight and fractured it into tiny splinters. Then she shut one eye and held the ruby close to the other, so that all she could see was the pure colour, and the way light cut through the blood-red interior of the stone. It was as if she were inside it, caught inside the jewel.

There was a sound to her right, the snap of a twig underfoot. She closed her fingers around the pendant and looked over her shoulder. It couldn’t be him, he always whistled to let her know he was coming. She crouched down amongst the branches of the fallen tree, hiding behind its leaves and shadows. She peered through the greenery and her heart raced in despair when she saw who it was. The man was walking along the path that crossed behind the hollow. He stopped at the opening and stood for a moment with his hand raised to shield his eyes from the sun, looking out over the lake. He had taken off his jacket and was carrying it over his arm. The girl could see the braces pulled tight over his shoulders, the redness at the nape of his neck and its sinews, sweat glistening on his forehead, his thick, black hair.

She held her breath. She did not move. Her heart thumped inside her chest. He was so close she could see the black mole on his neck, the individual hairs of his beard; she could smell him, even over the hot smell of the mud at the water’s edge. If he took another step he would be upon her. She braced herself, prepared for the worst, but then she heard a voice in the distance calling him. He hesitated, but the call came again and this time he turned and went back the way he had come. She let out her breath and leaned back against the tree.

He must have seen her walking towards the lake and followed her. What if he had been watching her all along? What if he had seen her admiring the pendant? Could he have seen it? Might he have realized what it was?

‘No,’ she told herself. No, even if he had seen her sitting on the trunk, he would have been too far away to see what she was holding. He couldn’t possibly have recognized the pendant.

He couldn’t have.

Oh, but what if he had?


CHAPTER ONE

Les Aubépines, France, April 1961

IT HAD BEEN a glorious spring, warm enough to swim in April, and the day’s damp towels were pegged on the washing-line in the garden behind the lovely old French farmhouse, the place where I’d spent my last ten summers with the Laurent family. Bicycles were stacked against the back wall, and tennis racquets and balls were heaped by the door. The air smelled of the settling dew, of the lovage and lavender that grew wild amongst the pine trees on the dunes, of summer’s approach. The beach stretched pale, the waves frilled with silver as they tumbled and rolled on to the sand, and the sea beyond wrinkled and shifted, moonlight sliding over its surface like oil in a pan.

We were wrapped in cardigans, Viviane and I, sitting in the hollow of the dunes. The sand that had been warm earlier was cold now beneath our bare feet. The child was unusually quiet. She wrote her name in the sand with her finger and then took a handful and trickled it over the letters until the word disappeared. She moved closer and rested her head on my shoulder. I put my arm around her and pulled her into me; we settled into the warmth of each other, as we always did, as we had done for all of her life. I had never felt such love for anyone, and I’d never felt such sadness either. I had always believed that I would never have to leave her. I thought we would be together, always.

‘What time are you going tomorrow?’ she asked.

‘After breakfast.’

‘I wish you weren’t going.’

‘Oh, Vivi, so do I.’

I couldn’t tell Viviane how I was dreading the impending separation from her, and from her parents, Julia and Alain. I could not explain that I didn’t know how I would muster the strength to tear myself away from the family I had loved so deeply for ten years, ever since Vivi was a baby. Instead I rested my cheek against the top of her head and breathed in the salty smell of her hair, committing the moment to memory so it would be there when I needed it later, when I was alone.

‘Why do you have to go?’ Viviane whispered.

‘I’ve told you, sweetheart. My grandmother is ill and my father needs me at home; there isn’t anyone else to help him.’

‘And what about me? What will happen to me?’

‘Oh my darling, you’ll carry on growing up and you will become cleverer and better and stronger. Your dear mother and father will look after you. And I’ll write to you and you’ll write to me and it will be almost as if we were still together – you’ll see, it will be almost the same.’

‘It won’t be the same at all.’ Viviane picked up a twig and dug the point of it into the sand. She concentrated on this for a moment and then added: ‘At least I’ll still have Emily. Emily wouldn’t leave me.’

I smiled and ran my hand the length of her back. ‘I thought you had left her,’ I said. ‘I thought you’d decided you were too big for imaginary friends now that you’re almost ten.’

Viviane shrugged. She flicked sand into the air with the point of the twig.

There had been a time, not so long ago, when I’d had to lay a place for Emily at the table, when Julia, Alain and I had to be careful where we walked in case we accidentally stepped on Emily’s toes, when, at bedtimes, I was obliged to read a story to Emily and kiss her goodnight, along with Viviane. Lately, though, her name had hardly been mentioned and Viviane was less inclined to wander off alone, her hand holding an invisible hand, her lips moving as she carried on both sides of a two-way conversation. Once or twice I’d been surprised and amused to catch myself feeling sorry for the imaginary friend whose place in Viviane’s affections was being superseded by tennis lessons and new friendships, a passion for music. That evening, I was actually relieved to hear that Emily was still part of Vivi’s life. At least she would have Emily’s company when I was gone.

I kissed her head.

‘It’s late now, darling, and it’s getting cold. We ought to go in. Your mummy will be wondering where we are.’

I pushed myself to my feet, held out my hands to pull Viviane up, and then dusted the sand from my shorts. Viviane stood and wrapped her arms around my waist.

‘Oh Amy, please don’t go!’ she said.

The night was still and lovely. The sky was full of stars, the Milky Way draped across the firmament so there seemed almost more light than darkness. Moon shadows stretched long and low across the sand, the wind breathed amongst the pine trees, the needles whispered. I looked for one last time towards the sea and I took hold of Viviane’s hand and I felt as if my heart was breaking.


CHAPTER TWO

TWO DAYS LATER, I arrived back at the family home, a steelworker’s two-up two-down in Sheffield, the house my grandmother shared with her son, my father, and her black Labrador dog, Bess. Nothing much had changed in all the years I’d been away. I tried not to notice how dark and cramped and uncomfortable it all was and threw myself into the task of caring for Granny.

She and I had never been close and my genuine, heartfelt pity for her was tempered by knowing what I’d given up in order to come home to care for her. When I was a child, she had rarely shown me affection, even when I’d desperately needed it. And now she needed me and I’d had to leave the family I loved with all my heart to come back to her.

I had been nine years old and the war was still raging when my beautiful mother, the mother I adored, kissed me for the last time, told me she was going out to buy cigarettes, tied her headscarf beneath her chin, buttoned up the fox-fur collar of her coat, left and never returned. That night I cried for her. The next day I knelt on the bed to look out of the front window, waiting for her to turn the corner and come down the street, all clippy in her heels with her skirt-hem swinging, but she did not appear. I asked the neighbours but nobody had seen her. I couldn’t understand why neither my father nor my grandmother was concerned about her whereabouts. What if a bomb had fallen close to where she was? What if she was trapped, somewhere, in the rubble, and nobody was looking for her? I couldn’t understand why they didn’t miss her as much as I did.

Dad ignored my tears and my questions. Granny was made of sterner stuff.

‘Be quiet,’ she said as I sat sobbing at the tea-table, ‘or I’ll give you something to really cry about.’

‘Oh please, Granny,’ I begged, ‘please make my mummy come home.’

‘It would be best if you didn’t think about her,’ Granny said – which was, I suppose, a gentle way of letting me know that my mother was gone for good.

A few days – maybe a fortnight – after my mother had left, we moved into Granny’s house, Dad and I, and a new family moved into ours. Dad continued to refuse to talk about my mother at all and Granny frowned upon any public mention, forever after referring to her absent daughter-in-law as ‘that piece’. My mother was demoted from the centre of my universe to someone so peripheral she could not even be named. I wrote her name, Daisy, in the dust on the floorboards, I scratched it into the window ledge, I picked a hundred daisies and made her name out of flowers. I tried to bring her back to me by force of will. It didn’t work.

My father left my upbringing to his mother as he had previously left it to his wife. He spent his nights at his important war work in the foundry and his days, when he was not sleeping, tending to his pigeons, or racing them, all the time with an expression on his face that implied he had expected little from life, and had not been disappointed.

I learned early on to keep my love for my mother, and my anxiety, to myself. I don’t think I was a particularly difficult child. I did my best to please my grandmother, until the day it dawned on me that perhaps such a thing was impossible. After that, I simply stayed out of her way as much as I could. I left school and home at fifteen, paying my way through nanny college by taking cleaning and waitressing jobs in the evenings and at weekends. As soon as I qualified, I moved to France to live with the Laurents – Viviane, Julia and Alain. Julia had been a professional ballet dancer, but had injured her hip badly in a fall. Pregnancy and childbirth had debilitated her further. She needed somebody to help her care for her baby daughter and fortunately, from all the candidates who applied for the role, she chose me. I was officially an employee but I felt, from the start, like one of the family. I’d come to understand what it meant to receive affection, to be trusted. I had found myself cared for and valued, and for the first time since my mother went away, I felt I belonged. In return, I’d given my heart and soul to the Laurents. I would have done anything for them; anything.

But my grandmother was dying and there was nobody else to look after her; I had no choice but to return to Sheffield in the spring of 1961 and it was difficult. Twelve years had elapsed since I’d last lived at home. It wasn’t easy to adjust to being back in the cramped old house, walking the old streets with the dog, seeing the old faces, but I did my best. The harder I worked, the less time there was to think about what I had left behind. And I tried not to think about France and the Laurents, really I tried, because I could hardly bear the anguish of missing them when I did.

I nursed Granny as kindly and patiently as I could, and somewhere amongst the spoonfuls of warm broth I held to her lips and the cool flannels I used to soothe her forehead, the two of us achieved a kind of peace. I made her as comfortable as I could and did my best to alleviate her loneliness and fear. I tried to talk to her. I wanted to forge a bond with her, but she was so frail it seemed unkind to speak of anything of consequence. The past had been painful for us both and I didn’t want to dredge up bad memories in her last days. So I chatted instead of mundane things: the weather, the buildings they were knocking down in the city centre, the flowers I’d picked from the allotment and put in a vase on the window ledge. Granny blinked at me through milky, pale blue eyes. I couldn’t be sure if she heard me or not, or if she understood. Often, she drifted off to sleep while I was talking; she rarely said a word to me, pointing if she wanted me to pass something to her. Yet she watched me and I sensed that she was glad I was there.

One afternoon, she asked for a drink of ginger wine.

‘We don’t have any, I’m afraid,’ I told her. ‘I didn’t even know you liked it. Shall I pour you a glass of sherry instead?’

‘Please,’ she whispered. ‘I have a craving for ginger wine.’

‘All right,’ I said. ‘Not to worry, Granny. I’ll go out and get you some.’

I went next door and asked the neighbour, Mrs Botham, to sit with my grandmother while I was out and Mrs Botham wiped her hands on her apron and said it would be no bother at all.

I hurried down to the Black Horse. The landlord knew my father and by the time we’d exchanged a few words and I’d hastened back to the house, my grandmother had slipped away.

‘She went ever so peacefully,’ Mrs Botham said. Her eyes were puffy and her nostrils were red. ‘One minute she was telling me how good you’d been with her and the next she was gone.’

‘I should have been with her,’ I said.

‘I reckon she sent you out on purpose because she knew her time had come and wanted to spare you the ordeal,’ said Mrs Botham. She took hold of my hand and squeezed it. ‘Your granny was right proud of you, Amy. She might not have said it to your face, but she was.’

I thought it was kind of her to say that, but I didn’t really believe her.

After Granny’s funeral, I found myself lonelier than ever, drifting. My father hardly spoke to me. His routine had not changed in all the years I’d been away: he worked, he slept, he saw to his birds. And the pigeons still cooed in their loft out the back, calling to him. I looked through the kitchen window while I was washing the dishes and saw him cradling his favourite up to his cheek, stroking the soft feathers on the back of its head with his knuckle, his lips moving close as he whispered endearments through the blue wisps of his cigarette smoke. I bit back my hurt as I wondered, as I had done many times before, what it was about me that made it impossible for my father to treat me with a fraction of the tenderness he showed to his birds. The same thing, I supposed, that had driven my mother to leave me without a word of explanation, without a backwards glance. I took the bottle of ginger wine from the pantry shelf, and poured myself a drink.

I wrote to Alain and Julia asking if I could return to them. Julia wrote back to say that Alain’s old aunt Audrine had moved in to help with Viviane, in my absence. ‘It’s clear that she was terribly lonely before she came to us, so I can’t ask her to leave,’ Julia wrote. ‘I’m so sorry, dear Amy, but we’ll do everything we can to help you find another job.’ And they did. They put me in touch with an old friend of theirs, the manager of St Theresa’s, a children’s home on the other side of Sheffield. Bridget Adams was looking for a level-headed young woman to work as a matron to the younger children. It was a live-in position. I wrote a letter of application enclosing a reference written by Alain, and received one by return informing me I had been appointed to the post. It would be helpful if I could take up the role at the earliest opportunity.

That evening I made my father liver and onions for his tea before he went off to work the night shift at the foundry. When he’d finished eating, I cleared away his plate and told him I would be moving out. His surprise caught me offguard.

‘I thought you’d be stopping awhile,’ he said. He took his cigarettes out of his waistcoat pocket and tapped one from the packet, avoiding my eye.

‘If you need me, Dad, if you want me to stay, then I will,’ I said.

He put the cigarette between his lips, and I passed him the matchbox. A memory assaulted me: he and I sorting cigarette cards after we’d moved into Granny’s house. We were arranging the cards on a board that Dad would eventually frame and hang on the wall of the bedroom we shared, me sleeping in the bed at night, him during the day. I remembered us sitting together, head to head, at the kitchen table, close to the stove where it was warmest. I recalled the smell of his hair oil and the warmth of his body, the myriad tiny burn scabs on his forearms beneath the covering of black hairs, the feel of the cards, stiff between my fingers, each one a mini-masterpiece.

‘Which one’s your favourite, Birdie?’ he had asked. He always used to call me ‘Birdie’.

‘That one!’ I pointed to Loretta Young. I grinned and swung my legs beneath the table.

‘That’s my favourite too,’ my father had replied, bumping his shoulder companionably against mine, and I’d been so proud that we shared the same opinion.

Now he struck the match, narrowing his eyes as he drew the flame to the end of the cigarette.

‘What about the dog?’ he asked, without looking at me. ‘I don’t have the time for her. What’ll happen to her?’

‘I’ll take her with me,’ I said, ‘they said that I could.’

He said: ‘Right.’

I tried once more, for the sake of the memory, to restore the connection between us. ‘I don’t want you to be lonely here on your own, Dad, after I’ve left. I’ll be able to pop back at weekends. I can still do your washing and shopping if you’d like me to.’

‘There’ll be no need for that,’ my father said. ‘I can manage.’ And he flicked the match into the sink, stood up and went outside, through the back door into the yard. I heard him calling to the pigeons. ‘Come on, my beauties, where are you? Where are you, eh?’

I watched him for a moment, but my eyes were stinging. I went upstairs to pack.


CHAPTER THREE

I HAD BEEN at the children’s home for four months and the summer of 1961 was turning into autumn. My work was often exhausting and the hours were long. The home was under-staffed and under-funded. It relied on charitable donations for everything other than the absolute basics, and the children were dressed in hand-me-downs and had few toys and no books. The staff did their best with what they had. I was terribly fond of the children in my care; some of them, poor dears, had been through so much in their lives already. Although we had very little to work with, we still managed to have fun. We were forever organizing games of rounders or French cricket, activities of which the children never seemed to tire. It was so different to how my life had been when I worked for the Laurents – I’d never had to deal with nits, or worms, or scabies before, let alone malnourished children, children who had had polio or rickets, children who had never learned to eat with a knife and fork. It was different and sometimes it was very difficult, but I loved the work. I loved the small progresses that were made every day. There was nothing more rewarding than the moment when a traumatized child finally held her hand out to me, or when a teenager beaten black and blue by his stepfather gave a belly laugh for the first time.

I still missed the Laurents dreadfully, but I exchanged letters with Julia every week and Viviane always wrote a few lines for me too, while Alain sometimes enclosed a postcard. The three of them had, by that time, moved from the beach house at Les Aubépines back to the Paris apartment where they always spent the winter months. I knew the family, their homes and their routines so very well that it was easy for me to imagine what they were doing, which restaurants they were frequenting, how they were spending their days. They had invited me to come for Christmas, but I wanted to help give the children in the home the best Christmas possible so we’d agreed, instead, that I would fly out to Paris in the New Year when I had arranged a few days off.

I was really looking forward to my holiday, saving up for my plane ticket and planning the gifts I would give to Julia and Alain and the places I would go to with Viviane – the parks and museums, the markets at the side of the Seine, her favourite cafés. I imagined the two of us walking together as we used to, she swinging my hand in her mittened one, our breaths cloudy in the freezing air and beautiful Paris with its long avenues, its elegant, blond stonework, the bridge where we liked to stand and watch the boats chugging along the river with Notre Dame behind us, the smell of coffee and frying crêpe batter, the tall houses with their curlicued balconies, the pretty lights in the shops, the music and the seasonal decorations: I could hardly wait.

Then the letter came.

I recognized Julia’s handwriting, but was distracted that morning because the education inspector was due to visit St Theresa’s and I was anxious that everything should be just right. It didn’t register with me that the letter was inside an ordinary envelope and not written, as all the others had been, on blue airmail paper. I didn’t notice the British stamp. I simply tore the envelope open and took out the single sheet of paper folded inside. The writing, normally bold and confident, was spidery and faint. I took a deep breath, and I read:

Dear Amy,

I don’t know how to begin to write this letter to you because I know it will hurt you. I don’t want to do that, but I have to tell you here and now because there’s no other way.

Alain is dead.

How can he be gone? How can Alain be gone and the world still keep turning? You know he was my love, my life, my reason for living. He was my everything.

But Amy, he is gone.

I have no husband. Viviane has no father. There is no money, no choice but to return to England, to my parents’ old cottage in Blackwater, the place where I grew up. And that’s where we are, Amy, here in Somerset, in limbo. We are falling apart. I need you, Viviane needs you. I am struggling to cope with my own grief, I cannot cope with hers as well.

You know us better than anyone. Please come back to us. Please come and help us. We cannot manage without you.

Yours always, in love and sorrow,

Julia

Bridget, the manageress of the children’s home, was shocked to hear of Alain’s death, but could not have been more kind. She told me that of course I must go to Julia and Viviane, at once. She kissed me and assured me that she, unlike Julia, would manage without me. I promised to return one day. I said goodbye to the children, although it was terribly hard, and explained why I had to go. The little ones cried when they heard that the dog, Bess, would be leaving with me and I had to promise that I wouldn’t let her forget them. And then I packed my bag and I left, again. I felt like a leaf being blown about by the wind, incapable of taking charge of my destiny, but reacting, all the time, to circumstance, running from one crisis to another.

After a seemingly endless journey, I was the only person who alighted the train at Blackwater, a small remote stop – the end of the line. I had been travelling for most of the day with Bess for company and I was bone tired, overwhelmed by the need to be with Julia and Viviane, to look after them and help them, and an equally strong fear of how I would find them and how they would be.

I was sad too, for myself, in my own right. I had loved Alain for the man that he was, a campaigning journalist with a heart the size of the sun whose every working moment was driven by integrity, and the search for truth and justice. My sorrow weighed me down, adding to the burden of regret I’d felt after my grandmother’s death.

I stepped off the train, heaving my bag behind me. The train driver walked past me, bade me goodnight and disappeared into the darkness. I followed him down the platform lit only by a single, dim yellow lamp, and out of a gate on to a lane that only went one way. It was eerily quiet and the isolation of the place was unsettling. There was something in the atmosphere that I did not recognize at first – a heavy silence, a chill in the air. I walked along the lane, spooked by the hooting of an owl hunting in the woodland beyond, and my own footsteps, Bess walking close to my heel.

After a short while, the lane rose sharply uphill before opening out on to another road and here the temperature dropped a couple of degrees. It was then I recognized what had been causing the strange coldness, the muffling quiet. I found myself standing on a dam that crossed one end of a long, wide lake – a reservoir. The lake was stretched before me, dark and immense, a vaporous mist floating like steam above its surface. I could not see the moon as it was hidden by clouds, but its silvery brightness permeated the mist and the water beneath it – and all of it together, the light in the darkness and the smell of the water, the space … made me feel odd, as if I were in a dream. As if I were not myself, but somebody else altogether.


CHAPTER FOUR

I FOLLOWED JULIA’S directions and walked uphill, past a grand house set behind walls and gates, taking the road that led up to the village, before turning into the lane where she had lived, as a child, and where she now lived again. The clouds had uncovered the moon and I could clearly see Reservoir Cottage, one of a pair of semi-detached houses standing alone on a rise of land. Behind, in the valley, the moonlight shimmered on the water and upon the ghostly mist, and I had a strong sensation that the lake was calling to me. My eyes were drawn to it and it was hard to look away. I gazed at it for a moment longer, then looked back to the cottage.

It was the mirror image of its adjoining neighbour with a gable over the top front window and a garage to one side. The front garden was overgrown and unkempt. I pushed open a small wooden gate almost hidden beneath the fingery black fronds of an overhanging yew and walked down the path. Logs were stacked haphazardly by the garage, and ivy crept over the path and the walls, up the trunks of the trees. Bess held back, reluctant to approach the house. She growled anxiously.

‘Don’t be silly,’ I told her, ‘there’s nothing to be afraid of here.’

I knocked at the door. When nobody came to let me in, I turned the handle and pushed the door open. A light bulb swung slowly on the end of a wire beneath a yellowing lampshade, casting shadows over a narrow wooden staircase with lines of paint on either side and a bare strip in the centre of each step where a carpet had once lain. I could hear a clock ticking somewhere in the house, but apart from that it was silent.

‘Hello!’ I called. ‘Is anyone there?’

There was movement in a room to my left; a door creaked open and Viviane emerged from the shadows. She was pale and thin, the spirit gone from her, but the moment I saw her dear face, my heart leaped. She ran to me, her arms outstretched like a baby’s, tears spilling from her eyes.

‘Oh Vivi!’ I whispered. ‘Oh my darling!’

I held the child in my arms, rocking her against me, holding her as tightly as I could. She was taller than she’d been the last time I saw her, and her hair had been cut into a bob, which made her seem older, but she was still the same, still my own, dear Viviane, my beloved girl. We clung on to one another.

‘You came back,’ she sobbed.

‘Oh sweetheart, of course I came! I came as soon as I found out what had happened. My poor girl, you poor, dear thing.’

I held on to Viviane, held her close and smoothed her hair and the side of her face, and I breathed in the scent of her while her tears soaked into my coat. I whispered, ‘Shhh,’ and, ‘There, there,’ and, ‘It’s all right, darling, I’m here now. I’m here,’ until her crying subsided. Then I dried her cheeks with my handkerchief and kissed her face. Eventually she calmed enough to give me a brave little smile. The smile grew stronger when I told her that Bess would be part of the family now too. There was no sign of Julia. By then, I had been inside the house for a good five minutes and Vivi had been crying all that time, yet her mother had not come looking for her.

‘Where is Mummy, sweetheart?’ I asked. ‘Is she sleeping?’

Viviane wound the handkerchief around her fingers. ‘No, she’s in the back room.’

‘What about your great-aunt Audrine?’ I asked. ‘Where is she?’

‘She didn’t want to come to England. We left her behind in France.’

‘Oh. OK. Will you take me to see Mummy?’

Viviane nodded.

I followed her down the hallway and into a narrow, dark room, lit only by the dull glow of an old-fashioned standard lamp. Julia was sitting in a chair in the middle of the room, rocking it slowly backwards and forwards, the runners grating a mournful rhythm on the floorboards. A blanket was wrapped over her knees and a shawl around her shoulders. Her face was strangely shadowed, but expressionless; so still it might have been made of stone. Bundled on her knees was Alain’s favourite sweater, the cream cotton Fair Isle he always wore draped over his shoulders. Her walking stick lay on the floor beside her.

Viviane hesitated at the doorway, holding on to Bess’s collar. I walked slowly towards Julia. She did not look up to me. She did not stop rocking. She gave no indication that she knew I was there. I stood in front of her and then I crouched down so that my eyes were on a level with hers. She finally looked at me and the sadness I saw in her face was so all-encompassing that I had to fight back my own, reciprocal tears.

I took her hand.

‘Julia, dear Julia,’ I said softly. ‘I’m here now to help. I’m here for as long as you want me to be here.’

Julia held on to my hand, as if there were nothing else left in the world that she could hold, as if every other hand she had tried to hold had let her go.

‘He’s gone,’ she whispered.

‘Darling, I know.’

‘Do you know how he died?’

I shook my head.

‘The police shot him.’

‘The police?’

‘He was in a café with a group of Algerians and was caught up in a raid. They shot him and now they’ve frozen his assets pending an investigation. We have no money, Amy.’

‘We’ll manage.’

‘The apartment in Paris is gone and the house on the coast. This is all that is left. If I hadn’t inherited this cottage, I don’t know what we would have done.’

‘I thought the cottage was tenanted.’

‘It was supposed to be,’ Julia said. ‘The agents do their best, but the tenants never stay. I suppose we were lucky the place was empty when we needed it.’

I reached over to kiss Julia’s cheek. Her skin was cold and soft.

‘We’ll be all right, I promise.’

‘I can’t pay you,’ she said. ‘I have nothing to give you.’

‘It doesn’t matter. That’s not important. I’m not here to work for you, but because I love you both.’

‘Oh, Amy!’

I smoothed Julia’s cheek with my hand.

I said: ‘When you feel stronger, you can tell me what you want me to do. But for the time being, I’ll take care of everything. You mustn’t worry about a thing. We are together, the three of us. We will be all right.’ Even as I said them, the words sounded hollow.


CHAPTER FIVE

LEAVING JULIA IN her rocking chair, I set to looking around the house with Vivi leading me by the hand. The cottage was Victorian and, although it was large, the passageways were narrow with awkward angles and there was an over-abundance of cornicing and dark paintwork. The rooms were of a reasonable size, high-ceilinged, but they weren’t beautiful rooms; there was far too much wood and the decor was dated. The carpets that had once covered the hall and stairs had been lifted, but in the living room there was an ancient rug that did not quite meet the walls. It must have been of good quality originally, but the fussy pattern was morbid and unpleasant. On the wall opposite the door was a large mirror and a painting of Jesus on the Cross in a home-made frame. There was a second picture in the living room, a framed piece of fabric worked in cross-stitch. The words inside the sampler read: For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing and the memory of them is forgotten. Ecclesiastes 9:5. The work was dated 1928.

I stood in front of it, holding Viviane’s hand. It was a miserable thing, the stitching untidy, done without care.

‘Did Mummy make this?’ I asked.

Viviane shook her head. ‘It was Mummy’s sister. She had to do it as a punishment.’

‘I didn’t know Mummy had a sister.’

‘She died a long time ago.’

‘Oh, how sad!’ I glanced at Vivi. She wasn’t looking at me, she was watching Bess who was lying beside us, all dog-eyed melancholy, with her chin on her paws.

‘So will you show me where I can sleep?’ I asked, trying to sound a little more cheerful.

Viviane nodded and took me upstairs. The landing floorboards creaked beneath our feet. A daddy-long-legs bumped at the landing window, up and down against the dirty glass, the colour faded from the old curtains and dust on the ledge. I caught a glimpse of the lake beyond: its clean, silvery stillness took my breath away.

I had a quick look around. The master bedroom was at the back, overlooking the garden and the lake. The bed was strewn with Julia’s clothes and the dressing table with her cosmetics and creams, but the pretty little pots and bottles did nothing to alleviate its gloom, the shadows in the corners or the domination of a huge wardrobe that loomed from the wall opposite the bed.

Viviane’s was a much smaller but well-proportioned room beside it, with a single bed and a wardrobe taking up most of the space.

‘This used to be Mummy’s bedroom when she was a little girl. There’s a bigger bedroom at the front,’ said Viviane. ‘But I wanted to be next door to Mummy.’

‘Of course you did.’

I was drawn, again, to the window. The moon was higher in the sky now and sketchy clouds were drifting by like waifs. The back garden sloped downhill. There was a largish outbuilding, some kind of shed, silhouetted black against the perimeter fence, and beyond the fence was a large field leading down to the reservoir, with its fringe of trees. I could just make out the lights of the big house that I’d passed on my way up, and the line of the road on top of the dam. On the other side of the lake, in the distance, were a number of single-storey buildings bunched together, lights shining brightly from some of the windows.

‘What is that place?’ I asked Viviane.

‘Mummy said it used to be an asylum but now it’s a nursing home for old people. The man from next door lives there.’

‘You’ve met him?’

‘No, his wife told us. She’s popped round a few times. Come on, we haven’t finished.’

The bathroom was at the side of the house and at the front were two more doors. The first opened into a box room, empty save for an ugly, metal-framed bed and a small chest of drawers. Viviane looked up at me.

‘You can sleep here,’ she said, an apology in her voice. Both of us were thinking of the beautiful bedroom we had shared in the Paris apartment, with its floor-to-ceiling windows, its linen curtains, the gorgeously deep beds, the chandelier, the woollen rugs so thick that our feet sank into them, and everything smelling of the lemony wax polish the cleaner used on the wood and the fresh, scented flowers that always, somehow, seemed to be in the silver vases.

‘This will be perfect,’ I said as cheerily as I could. I smiled, to show that I meant it, and put my bag on the narrow bed.

We went back out on to the landing. The other door was closed and there was a key in the lock. A small wooden plaque had been slotted into the woodwork. It was a plain oval with eight letters inscribed on it in black: Caroline. Around the plaque were marks, as if someone had tried, but failed, to gouge it out.

I looked at the plaque, and then at Viviane. She was picking at her nails.

‘Was this Mummy’s sister’s room?’ I asked.

Vivi nodded.

‘Shall we look inside?’

Vivi shrugged.

I turned the key and reached for the door handle. As my fingers drew close I felt repulsed as if I were reaching out to touch something long-dead. Viviane was watching me now and I sensed that she understood what I was feeling, that she had felt it too.

‘We think there are mice in there,’ she said quietly. ‘We hear them sometimes.’

‘Mice are nothing to be afraid of,’ I said. I turned the handle and pushed and, with a groan, the door scraped open.

I pressed the light switch and, in the centre of the room, a weak bulb flickered. The room was icy cold.

Superficially, it was like the other rooms in the cottage, plain and square. The door was panelled, with a dark, Bakelite handle, and the skirting boards were deep and bevelled. But this room was different in that it was wallpapered beneath the picture rail rather than painted. The paper was an unpleasant yellow colour, narrow vertical stripes with a yellow-brown design twisting up through the columns between the stripes. Cobwebs hovered in the corners. Caroline’s old room seemed unloved. It must have been empty for years.

‘Let’s go down again,’ Vivi whispered. She pulled at my arm.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Let’s.’

That first evening, I made the best dinner I could from what little there was in the pantry cupboard and the three of us ate together at the kitchen table. Julia looked down into her soup as it cooled but I never saw her raise the spoon to her lips. We sat in silence, the only sounds the quiet clink of cutlery on crockery and the ticking of the clock. When it chimed the half-hour, we all flinched.

Afterwards, Vivi and I took the dog out for a short walk. A light shone from behind the closed curtains of the front window of the house next door. I glimpsed a movement behind the curtains; somebody was watching us.

‘Who lives there?’ I asked Vivi.

‘Mrs Croucher. The doctor’s wife.’

‘So the old man in the nursing home used to be a doctor?’

Vivi nodded. ‘Yep.’

‘Is his wife nice?’

‘She made some jam tarts and did some shopping for us.’

‘That was kind.’

‘Mmm,’ said Vivi.

We walked on down the lane. Bess sniffed at the bottom of the hedgerows. The moon cast a good light but in the shadows it was very dark. I kept looking to my left, over towards the lake – almost completely hidden now by the mist that had become more substantial and lay over the water like a mask. I pulled up the collar on my coat. Viviane’s hand reached out and found mine. Her fingers were cold.

‘I’ve missed you so much,’ she said.

‘My darling girl, I’ve missed you too.’

‘I’m so glad you’ve come back.’ Viviane paused for a heartbeat. Then she added: ‘And Caroline says she’s glad too.’

‘Caroline?’

Vivi indicated the empty space beside her. ‘I left Emily in Paris. Caroline is my new friend.’


CHAPTER SIX

I TOLD MYSELF that I would feel better in the morning, when I’d had a chance to give the box room a good clean and make it my own, but that first night was interminable. The mattress was thin and lumpy; it smelled of damp, and every time I turned, the metal bedframe rattled. I was cold and uncomfortable, but what kept me awake was more than that.

The desolation of the cottage, the quiet outside and the reservoir lying beyond like something waiting, ate into me. I was exhausted but wide awake. I’d brought the dog up to my room, pretending it was for Bess’s sake but really because I craved the company. My mind kept drifting back to Les Aubépines, the house by the sea. It was a big house, much larger than this one, but I’d never felt lonely or afraid there. Everything about that house had been warm and sunny and welcoming. I remembered how we used to spend our summers in the garden, or on the beach. Whole days were spent in the sunshine: picnics on the beach, collecting shells with Vivi, building sandcastles and then going back to the house hungry and a little sunburned, my skin taut with salt and sand, to prepare the evening meal while the Laurents showered and changed. They were such happy times. I had thought they would last for ever.

I had been so wrong.

I pulled the blanket over my shoulder and made a pillow of my arms. Cold came up through the floorboards and deathwatch beetles knocked in the woodwork. Each time sleep crept close, I imagined a footstep or a whisper on the landing. My mind played tricks on me. Once I thought I heard Viviane cry out and I left my bed to check but she was fast asleep.

Julia had swallowed a sleeping tablet with a large glass of gin earlier and the snoring from her bedroom, combined with Bess’s breathing, made a lullaby. Eventually I did drift into unconsciousness but once the immediate tiredness had been assuaged, there was nothing to anchor me in sleep. Towards dawn, something disturbed me. I opened my eyes but could see nothing but the weird shadows of the branches of the trees in the front garden waving on the ceiling. I experienced a panicky discomfort; for several moments I did not know where I was or why I was there. Then I remembered and with each heartbeat I felt wider awake until I reached a point where I knew it was hopeless trying to sleep again. I uncurled myself, slipped my legs out of the bed, and rose carefully to my feet.

‘Come on,’ I whispered to the dog.

I walked slowly down the stairs, keeping one hand against the wall, trying not to make a sound. The wood was cold beneath the soles of my bare feet. I went into the kitchen and switched on the light. The gin bottle was on the counter. I took an upturned glass from the drainer, rinsed it under the cold tap, set it down beside the bottle, unscrewed the cap and half-filled the glass. I took a mouthful. The burn in my throat and stomach was scorching but comforting. I drank some more. Then I picked up the glass and took it into the front living room. Bess followed like a shadow.

I tucked myself up on the sofa. Bess jumped up and lay beside me with her chin on my thigh. She sighed. I stroked her head, gently pulled her silky ears. I drank another mouthful of gin. Jesus looked down reproachfully from the wall.

‘Sorry,’ I said to Him. ‘But You haven’t been much help to this family so far, have You?’

My eyes drifted to the sampler. Why make a child work on that particular Bible verse? Weren’t there hundreds of beautiful, positive words to choose from, more appropriate passages even for a child who was being punished? Words that might have taught her something good about life? Caroline must have hated sewing that sampler, I thought. Every stitch must have pained her. Her anger and frustration were clear in the untidiness of the work. I wondered if she had sewed it here in this room, perhaps sitting where I was sitting now. I tried to imagine her, tried to bring her to life. And then …

It began with a chill that raced through me, completely unexpectedly
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