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Prologue

Charlie, Paris, March 1947

Charles Gilliard was whistling as he strolled the Parisian avenue, heading in an easterly direction. Glancing to and fro, enjoying all that was going on around him on that fine spring morning, he was relishing the day that lay ahead of him to do with as he pleased. He was suffering no headache; he had risen early after sleeping soundly, which was to say relatively peacefully and without his recurrent nightmares. No reason, then, not to be in an optimistic frame of mind. The city was pulsing with life: the boulevards were busy; the chestnuts were coming into bud; a merry-go-round of automobiles was tooting and turning as though the engines themselves were in song. Although he was grateful for what had come out of the war – he had done well for himself during those years of silence, of wartime emptiness and repression – it lifted his spirits to witness the capital’s renaissance. Paris reawakening. Peace time. The jazz clubs, the gaiety, the night life. Dancing be-bop at the Caveau de la Huchette over on the Left Bank; drinking with the Americans who had brought a light-heartedness and latitude to the liberated city. The pretty girls, the free and easy lifestyle. Life was becoming cool. An excellent description, thought Charlie, who had sweated it out for too long now.

He was marvelling, too, at the continuance of his own good fortune, even beyond those years of occupation. Surely, though, such luck could not continue for ever. His opportunities for making money were slowing down. The black-market possibilities for income had been drying up in his field since the end of the war. In any case, he had long ago grown tired of such a fly-by-night existence. And, more to the point, the money he had stashed away could not be eked out for more than another year or two. It was unwise of him to fritter it away on all-night boogying. He should invest in some fresh clothes, give some serious thought to his future, find gainful employment. The grey suit he was wearing was beginning to look shabby, threadbare about the cuffs. It would not serve him for much longer. Fortunately, he still had access to the apartment he had installed himself in and made his home. Its owner was a woman – that much he had gleaned – a Jewess, Madame Friedlander. Where she had fled to, he had failed to discover. There were no clues, or none that he had found left lying about in the high-ceilinged dusty rooms. Or, most importantly, any information about when she might return to reclaim her home and pick up the threads of her life. Of course, there was always the possibility that she was dead, killed in a raid as she fled the city, or from natural causes, or had been arrested and imprisoned in one of those atrocious camps everyone was reading and talking about. Judging by the photographs hanging on her walls, she was well into middle age. Might there be offspring, relatives with an interest in her estate? He must remain alert, and look to the future.

It had been chance, another stroke of good fortune, that had led Charlie to the Friedlander address in the first place. Early 1943. He had been sipping a late-morning coffee at a zinc, a bar in the vicinity close to Trinité Church when he had overheard a trio of old biddies prattling. Grouped together, clustered round one of the small round tables, a forest of elbows tight up against one another, smoking, grouching, deploring the demise of their neighbourhood, missing their fellow citizens who had fled before Hitler and his cronies had marched into their beloved city. During the course of their conversation, Madame Friedlander was mentioned several times as one of the earliest to escape. On the day the Germans were marching towards the capital, as the tanks were approaching but had not yet passed through the city gates, she had disappeared. ‘While all our own men were retreating.’

‘No one left to look after that beautiful apartment of hers. Sitting empty all this time.’

‘The fifteenth of June 1940, it was. I was buying bread. When I stepped back outside the bakery with my baguettes under my arm, a guard had been posted at the door, a gun slung over his shoulders. Frightened the life out of me.’ The grey-haired Parisian who had been carrying her sticks of bread was now gesticulating wildly, eyes popping, acting out her surprise at the sight of an armed soldier. ‘Yes, I remember it as though it were yesterday. Barely a soul about even before Madame Friedlander hot-footed it with little more than her purse clutched in her hand. Left everything behind her. Scared witless.’

Charlie had shuffled closer.

‘Where has she fled to?’ one asked of the others, leaning closer, conspiratorially. ‘Has anyone heard?’

The women shook their heads.

Charlie had overheard this conversation in March 1943. Madame Friedlander’s apartment had been empty for almost three years by that date, if all that he had eavesdropped was accurate.

‘I was crossing la Place de l’Opéra. All the shops were boarded up.’ Heads nodded as they all recalled the fateful day. ‘Not a soul in sight. It was eerie, spooky. There, in the middle of the square, was just one parked car. A Citroën, if my memory serves me, and on its front window was a white card with À Vendre, for sale, in big letters. I felt as though the bottom had just dropped out of my world. Everyone scarpering, leaving Paris to the Germans. Three years on and they’re still bloody well here.’

‘It’s the waiting that drives you round the bend. Since the tanks rolled in, those stinking Germans aboard them, our lives have been about waiting. Waiting in line for bread …’

‘For a half-stale baguette, more like …’

‘… that is costing eight francs …’

‘Swastikas decorating l’Opéra. How much humiliation must we be forced to endure?’

‘We swallow our anger, spit on the streets as they pass by and wait for this war to end, for the Allies to liberate the capital, for those bastards to get their comeuppance.’

‘“Work, family, fatherland”, my arse.’ One old girl banged her fist on the table. Spoons on saucers rattled.

‘And for our fellow citizens to return.’

‘Or to learn of their fate.’

Sighs all round as the women fell into silence. And then, ‘We’re living in a semi-inhabited city. No caretakers to look out for the buildings. It feels half dead sometimes, doesn’t it?’

Talk of the end of the war had been on the lips of all Parisians during the fifty months of occupation. Every day was counted, ticked off, prayed over. Charlie had been in hiding for more than six months and growing a little desperate when he had overheard that first conversation. He was doing well enough, earning more than sufficient to keep the wolf from the door, saving his francs, squirrelling them away, but living from day to day behind a false identity and with no permanent base.

A fine empty apartment would suit him down to the ground. Fully furnished, no expenses.

After that, he had made it his business to hang about in that particular café, keep his ears and eyes open, engage in conversation those inhabitants who remained, until he had finally pinpointed the precise address of Madame Friedlander’s quarters.

The bâtiment in question was situated at number nine rue de Lagrange. A handsome example of Hausmannian architecture. His ‘landlady’ – she who had disappeared, leaving the place empty for him to settle into – was a well-to-do widow, who had been living alone in style, it transpired.

The concierge’s widower had also done a runner, although no one could explain for what reason. He wasn’t Jewish, a pervert or a gypsy. A Communist, then, or a thief, perhaps. He’d always had the dustbins out on time. Might he have raided a few of the flats, helped himself to what he’d fancied, then buggered off? No one could fathom why or to where he had disappeared. The bâtiment needed someone to be responsible for it, pay attention to the comings and goings of strangers, of deliveries, the cleaning of the common parts … Charlie soon cottoned on to the fact that no one was keeping a watchful eye. It fell to the remaining occupants to take it in turns to keep the stairways and hallways clean. The lift was out of order and there was no handyman to call on for its repair. The men had gone to war, and no one knew when they’d be back.

Charlie had listened to the endless chatter, calculating the odds.

Who would know of his presence? This was an ideal opportunity. He’d be a fool not to take advantage of it.

And with next to no effort, no damage, arriving by night after a daytime recce, he had ascended by the back stairs, the service entrance situated twenty metres towards the rear of a side alleyway, and slipped inside the building with his one small bag, installing himself through a sashed window in Madame Friedlander’s very comfortable fifth-floor home.

A woollen jacket hung from a chair back; black rubber wellingtons with an umbrella poking out of one on the tiled floor inside the front door; a toothpaste tube lacking its cap, browning at the edges. A cursory scout about the rooms gave him the impression that she had just popped out to buy provisions, to meet a companion for an hour’s conversation over un grand crème, except for the cobwebs, the thick layer of gathering dust and the smell of mothballs and damp that hung, like mildewed sheets, over the rooms. A life abruptly evacuated. And from that day on, time within these walls had stood still, sealed in, left to the insects and natural erosion. He ran his fingers through the powdery particles, and autographed his name across the mahogany dining table. Taking possession. Not Charlie Gilliard, no, the other name. His real name. The dead man’s name. Robert Lord. ‘Lordy’ to his mates, to his colleagues in the war, his fellow fighters. ‘Our Bob’ to his dear old mum. Our Bob, who had been killed in action. An illustrious finale.

His mother must have been broken when she’d received the news, the dreaded envelope with the telegram inside, but she would have found solace, appeasement in her pride. ‘So proud of my boy who gave his life for his king and country.’ She would have taken consolation from that knowledge, and Charlie took consolation from the thought.

And then, with the sleeve of his newly purchased overcoat, he had brushed away his identity. Gone for ever, floating away with the spores. Robert Lord was no more. He was lifeless on a beach along the coast of Dieppe, growing cold, food for the rats, face burned to a cinder, unrecognizable, unidentifiable. Robert Lord, wireless operator and gunner. His best friend, Peter Lyndon, pilot of their plane, was on that beach too. A heap of body parts. Both men had been twenty-two years old, the pair of them airborne out of Northolt in England to take part in the raid on Dieppe, Operation Jubilee, on 19 August 1942. The largest single-day air-battle of the war, it had proved to be. But it was a catastrophe, a bloodbath swimming in all that was foul. The RAF had lost 106 aircraft, at least thirty-two to flak or accidents. He and Pete had been shot down, nose-diving as though in slow motion out of the sky, wrestling to keep control. The shouting, cursing within the plane still echoed through Robert Lord/Charlie Gilliard’s sleepless nights.

An abashedly ill-prepared shambles, during which his fellow crew members had lost their lives. Pete Lyndon had been not only his closest pal, but also his strength. He had kept Lordy sane when he was sure he’d lose his mind. When his courage was failing him, Pete had always bolstered him.

Beyond his mate’s death, through searing pain and crazed grief, with his grimy cupped hands, he’d shovelled up bits of the bones, sinews and ragged lumps of his friend, fumbling frenziedly with the fragments of lost life, shaking, sweating, vomiting, blubbing over his pal’s charred remains. Tears burning his scorched flesh. All his comrades – good, decent men – had died screaming around him. He was alone, the only one still breathing, still in one piece, weeping for his lost friends, weeping out of fear, shock, terror, weeping because he was so frightened and hated this shitty war and wanted to go home.

Since when was murdering people an honourable Christian act?

Pete had given him mettle, balls, forced him onwards when he’d wavered. Together they were a team, enjoyed a beer in one another’s company, talked of the future and their girls, and now Pete was no more.

Like a jigsaw, he’d married the pieces of flesh together, assembling, reassembling all that he could gather up, strewn across the pebbled beach, to recreate some semblance of a human form, but the pieces didn’t come together. They’d been blown to smithereens. They could have been the parts of not one but two bodies. Couldn’t they? And in that moment, in the rag-picking and harvesting of another’s exterior identity, he had decided to shed his own. He’d looked about him at the cliffs, the towers controlled by Germans, the endless machine-gun fire. He’d known then that he couldn’t stomach another minute of it. Not without Pete. He had to get out. No more! No more of this filthy, ugly war, of the bowel-emptying terror, the senseless raids. Pete Lyndon’s shredded brevet, his identity badge, Robert had snatched up and pocketed as a souvenir of all that remained of a cherished friend. In return he’d left his own, tossing it among the ensanguined stones.

And then he’d fled, scuttling and scrabbling like a crab, beach stones rolling underfoot. A fucking miracle – bloodied, shot up, shivering and pissing with shock and distress – he had scrambled on all fours from the scene, found refuge outside the town of Dieppe and hidden himself for days on end in a foxhole, which he had enlarged with his filthy fingers. Inland of the French coast, he’d stared blindly out, out at the dripping, misty coastline, birds dead and rotting, shot into particles … burned, smashed trees fallen like broken lampposts, himself howling like a wild beast, until he had almost starved. God knew how – even today his memory was a snarl of disconnected circuits, of falling burnished early-autumn leaves, the thunderous roll of wagon wheels, sounding like guns discharging, the baying of nearby livestock – but he had survived and eventually, after months on the run, he had made it to Paris.

1943. The year after Dieppe, his first full summer on the run, installed in comfort in place of the invisible Madame Friedlander, he had slept by day, worked by night. Stealthy in his comings and goings, rarely crossing paths with any of the other residents. On the infrequent occasions when he did so, no one had questioned his presence, assuming him to be a tradesman, perhaps. A nod was the most he’d exchanged. Every inhabitant had been too taken up with their own concerns, too lost in their interior worlds – rationing, survival, loss, fear, national humiliation – to pay him more than glancing attention.

March 1947. Charlie closed his eyes now as he strode onwards, summoning up the sounds and perfumes of his recent past: the sweetly scented blossoms in the urban parks; stone figures in the squares, the songs of those wartime nights; the comfort of Radio Londres; the heat and sweated bodies of whores, whose faces he tried never to engage with. He had remained indoors all day, every day, hiding his face, his guilt, descending to the streets at twilight. And never had twilight felt so sweet, so enticing. Paris was his. He existed in its shadows, but he danced in the penumbrae. He owned those shaded corners, drank in the darkness as though it were a narcotic. He was king in his own underground world. Of course, he was far from a king, not even a prince or a knight, but striding the deserted boulevards, the chestnut trees in full spring flower, the birds in full throat, pausing to take in the architecture, the façades of the impressive buildings, the echoing sighs of the vacant city, he had come to an unlikely pact within himself. He would survive. Not as Bomber Robert Lord, of course not, but as the man he was today, answering to the name of Charles Gilliard. Charlie.

Charlie was now twenty-seven. He had been surviving on his wits for almost a fifth of his short life. The Parisian counter-culture had flourished. With the help of a member of the gang he was working with, he had acquired papers: a forged British passport for Charles Gilliard. To earn his keep, buy fresh clothes and make some extra cash on the side – at which he had succeeded with surprising facility – he had worked as a fence. There was no legal work to be had. He would have starved but for a stroke of good fortune. He had insinuated his way into a busy network of petty thieves, felons and con artists, ex-police most of them, who had set up a very profitable business selling illegally confiscated goods, mostly art, jewellery and precious stones. He had received a very modest commission for each article he moved on.

And for a stretch of time, Charlie had been more or less at peace with his situation. Among such company, mobsters and jailbirds, no questions were asked. No one expressed even minimum interest in his story. He became a loner, relishing the emptiness, grateful for the obscurity, the facelessness of the midnight city. The isolation helped him come to terms with, or at least cope with, the swell of grief that engulfed him, to comprehend and accept the evolution in his life, the complete change of direction forced upon him by a decision he had taken in a traumatized split second.

He haunted the abandoned city, a metropolis that felt too large for those who inhabited it, the denizens who had remained behind. Anonymity had suited him. Left to his own devices, he had paced the deserted squares at night, sometimes catnapping on benches, possessed by the bruised purple glow emanating from streetlights embalmed in blue paper. He had refused to allow himself to reflect on how he had reached this place, to remind himself that he was a man without a country, with an expunged identity. A shadow among shadows. His footsteps echoed in the empty streets as he grappled to reach reconciliation with the repercussions from all that had befallen him. The smoke from his cigarettes rose into the air. The red buds of scorching light hung heavy with grief, with remorse.

His life had been erased. He had erased it.

He was a deserter. The very word sickened him.

He was not a bad man, had never in the past been dishonest. He’d nicked a few boiled sweets from the corner shop when he was a gauche and impressionable kid, along with others from the village gang, but that was about the sum of his misdemeanours. He’d been looking at a bright future. He’d had a girl … He could no longer summon up her features in any precise detail – even the colour of her eyes was lost to him now. Doris Sprigley. They would have married, Robert and Doris. They would have tied the knot and reared a large family in the Kent countryside close to where they had both been raised. He was fond of children, hated to see any creature harmed, had always wanted kids of his own, a free-spirited, healthy young squad of them. Boys and girls.

Doris Sprigley, a buxom, country beauty, with breasts as round and plump as the apples from his father’s orchard: she would have borne his babes one after another with docility and ease. On their last outing together, days, weeks, before his terrifying foray into Dieppe, they’d done away with each other’s virginity in his father’s modest plantation, the fruiting trees and summer sky witnesses to their fumbling, unrefined love.

‘My gift to you, Lordy,’ she’d whispered in his ear on that late July evening, ‘so you’ll be sure to come back to me.’

He had fully intended to return to Doris. To do right by her. To carry on the family traditions of fruit growing and child-rearing.

Doris would have been informed of his death. By whom? Her parents? His mother? He’d played the scene over and over in his head: Doris standing in her parents’ tidy, cramped living room, bravely taking it in, handkerchief over her mouth, her breasts heaving with shock.

‘We’re so sorry for your loss, Doris, but in time you’ll find someone else.’

How he would have liked to hold her tight, stroke her cheeks, comfort her, the invisible shadow of him begging her to forget him. ‘You’ll find a better bloke, Doris, more deserving of your love.’

She would have wept for her gunner boyfriend in the arms of his mother, consoling each other through their tears. And then what? Mourned him a while before tying the knot with one of the other lads in the village? Gently putting the memories of Robert Lord aside, allowing his image to fade, growing sketchier with every passing season until she’d forgotten him altogether, just as he was losing sight of auburn-haired Doris?

In spite of his situation, for a while he had felt a sense of release. His fear was of a very different nature once he’d absconded, and for weeks on end after he’d fled, he had felt no fear at all. Numb, then washed clean of that shuddering, convulsing terror. He couldn’t die because he was already dead. He could not be found because who would hunt for the charred remains of a man left lifeless, along with hundreds of others, on a beach?

Today his French was almost fluent although, due to his accent, he could not pass himself off as a Frenchman. Neither would he attempt to, even after almost five years in the country. And he preferred to remain British.

Did he miss Britain, good old Blighty, the clogged, foggy streets of London? Or leafy Kent, the ‘Garden of England’, where he had been born and raised? The damage caused by the Blitz he had read about in the newspapers. In 1940, on that first long stretch of bombing, his own rural neighbourhood had suffered a hit. Casualties and deaths. Had his street been flattened? Not during that first raid, but later possibly. He’d read of Londoners taking shelter in the stations of the Underground.

Robert’s kid sister, Sylvia. How old would she be now? Twenty-four? Had she married? Might there be kids? Nieces and nephews whom ‘Charlie’ would never know?

Charlie’s guts began to tighten. His head swirled and beat. He must always steel himself against such memories, such links to his past. He was not a wicked man, but he could never return. A fact. He had come too far. What were the punishments meted out to deserters? Execution? Life imprisonment? Or was his own guilt and shame the heaviest burden of all?

Britain was lost to him now. In any case, his loved ones would have mourned him, laid him to rest, moved on with their lives. His family and lovely Doris. There was no choice but to leave well alone. Let his bereft mother grieve in peace.

Bury the past. They had their lives. He had to make do with the traded-in version of his.

Charlie smelt coffee. He was passing a café. His step faltered. A moment’s indecision before he settled himself at a pavement table. One hand above his shoulder, signalling to the garçon for a double espress’. He stretched out his legs and lifted his face to take comfort from the rays of early spring sunlight. He drew out some loose change and a packet of Gitanes – he had grown accustomed to the local black tobacco, bitter but satisfying. He lit up unsteadily, inhaling deeply. He had shaken himself, given himself the heebie-jeebies recalling Kent, Doris and his dear old mum.

If they could see him now.

The shame. The reprisal.

He picked a shred of tobacco off the tip of his tongue with the index finger and thumb of his left hand and watched the limping arrival of an old grandfather carrying a stuffed, stitched-together satchel. The elderly fellow – a veteran from the Great War? – shuffled between the tables, selling newspapers, coughing and spluttering, racked by chest problems. Charlie scooped up a one-franc piece and beckoned the under-nourished pensioner, handing him the coin. In return he helped himself to a copy of Le Monde. It smelt of fresh print and the promise of an afternoon’s entertainment. He’d go to a picture house, wile away the hours … Too early for a drink … for the jazz clubs.

He needed some solid work, a challenge. It was time to set his thoughts in a new direction. Move on. Leave Paris. But to go where?

During his early days on the run, Charlie had earned a crust by labouring on farms, helping folk with their livestock and crops. He had enjoyed the physical exertion, the outdoor existence, the sweat of hay harvests, collecting corn. It had reminded him of home. The elderly, those farmers who were too old or infirm to go to war, showed him what needed to be done with gestures and sign language. They asked no questions, only too glad of the extra hands because all the young Frenchmen had been called up to fight. Just as long as he wasn’t a Kraut, they were grateful for his presence. Many of the housewives welcomed him into their homes with warmth, feeding him as handsomely as they could under the circumstances, treating him with the affection awarded to a son. Boiled eggs from hens in the garden. ‘These sell in the capital for ten francs each,’ one rather attractive farmer’s wife had told him, suggesting that he was privileged, being given a special treat. Two or three of the women, the wives, had tended his wounds, washed his torn flesh, sponged down his shock-riddled body. Most demanded no explanations, begged nothing in return. On several occasions he was offered a missing soldier’s room.

Those women were lonely, aching for their own boys or husbands, starved of company, but Charlie always chose to keep his distance, never allowing himself to be drawn into the family environment, the intimacies, preferring to sleep on straw in barns, knowing that his own emotions were open and sore, running like his wounds, and that before too long he would be moving on. From his first days on the run, Paris had always been his goal.

Aside from that, even though his ability to express himself in French back then had been scratchy, he’d dreaded being drilled with too many questions. Being found out for what he was.

A deserter.

He glanced at the date on the front page of the paper: mardi, 27 March 1947. Two years beyond the war. The sun had risen at 06:41 and was due to set at 19:13. The days were getting longer; the war was receding ever further. He turned the pages slowly, glancing at a short article, an analysis of Britain’s recent nationalization of the coal industry. Pages turning, moving towards the back to the arts section where he knew to find the cinema listings. A striking photograph of Simone Signoret drew his eye. She had celebrated her birthday a couple of days earlier, he read. She was twenty-six. One year younger than he had turned a little more than a week ago. The Jolson Story, he had seen that film. And It’s A Wonderful Life. That one had made him homesick – Christmas, and all the anniversaries he forced himself never to remember. Brief Encounter. No, he’d give that one a miss.

The Best Years of Our Lives. He hadn’t seen that picture yet. He rather fancied Teresa Wright and was a staunch fan of William Wyler. He ran his finger down the listings to see where it was playing that afternoon, hoping it would be in colour, recalling that it had picked up some awards at the recent Oscar ceremony.

At that moment, the loud talk of a pair of Yanks caught his attention. He glanced towards the pavement to see a couple of tourists with a raised camera taking snaps willy-nilly as some tourists are prone to do. Quickly, he swung his body away from the street, head down, until they had moved on, then returned to his paper.

He found a cinema in the eleventh arrondissement, a healthy walking distance, not far from the impressive Bastille square. It was a cinema he had never frequented before. Downing in one slug the remains of his strong coffee, he threw twenty centimes onto the table, checked his watch, folded his newspaper, tucked it into his left-hand jacket pocket and headed off along the street, buoyed by the knowledge that he had a convivial plan for his afternoon. Cavities of time, loneliness: these were the hardest challenges for him to overcome, but he feared to make friends, to allow anyone to draw too close to him: they could never be given access to his real self.

The picture house, when Charlie drew near, resembled something out of a Chinese operetta. A very curious piece of architecture indeed. He was twenty minutes ahead of the scheduled start time for the programme. Drawing open the doors, he stepped inside and was hit by the acrid smell of smoke, as though someone had a fire burning in the foyer. A small blonde in the ticket kiosk noticed his arrival. She seemed distressed. Charlie sniffed, closed his eyes and frowned. He turned about him, seeing flames in his mind’s eye. A plane combusting, its Merlin engine sputtering, parts disintegrating, falling out of the sky. The all too familiar terror ran through his veins, tightening his arteries, buzzing in his head, like swarms of angry bees. The flashes, the memories stiffening his spine.

‘You’re on fire!’

‘Peter – Pete, are you hearing me? They’re hammering fire at us. Your tail’s been hit, burning up. Try to land her.’ To the right side of them, another plane had copped it in the fuselage and exploded in flames. A thin white plume of smoke was all that remained as the machine spiralled seawards. And then another. And another.

Pete gripped hard at the controls, muscles taut, as the flames licked their way towards where he was seated, heating his back, disintegrating flesh.

‘Something’s burning!’ Charlie Gilliard’s voice broke the silence in the empty cinema lobby. He was fighting for breath, grappling with the memories that never let him be.

‘All right, don’t get into a state. I dropped my cigarette, singed the carpet. It’s nothing to make a fuss about.’

He took a moment, drew himself back to the present, then stumbled towards the kiosk window.

The cashier lifted her eyes, lilac-blue. She pouted at him with lips as sweet and pink as sugar candy. She smiled, but she was teary-eyed. Close up, she was tantalizingly pretty, if a little on the young side. He watched her for a moment while she fiddled with a roll of tickets. He sniffed again. A whiff of petrol, perhaps. He was reliving the nightmare again.

‘Mister, do you want to see the film,’ she asked, ‘or are you from the fire department? I’ve lost my job in any case. What do you want?’

‘The Best Days of Our Lives.’

‘If you say so. Starts in fifteen minutes. Admission is forty centimes.’ The blonde tore a ticket off her roll and slid it, with chewed fingers, through to him. ‘So far you’ve got the place to yourself. Enjoy the film.’

Charlie lingered for a moment before picking up his ticket. There was something about the girl. He smiled. She’d lifted his spirits.




Paris, November 2015

A woman in calf-length leather boots strode into view, paused, looked about her. She took another step, hesitant, then continued onwards, her black slacks moulded to her figure, a mane of hair bouncing off her chic leather jacket. Tall, striking to look at, hauling too much luggage, she was making her way along an unfamiliar street in a city that was not her own, pausing as she glanced across to the far side of the boulevard. She was trying to find a bar. A casual, friendly kind of joint to hang out in for a couple of hours, somewhere she could get this load off her back and chill. As she approached a crossroads, she slowed. There was a place right alongside her. Flashing lights from within. A tad garish? No, a TV screen. It looked fine, rather inviting.

Kurtiz Ross pushed at the door with her foot, stepped inside the unfamiliar bar-bistro and glanced about, pausing to choose a table, a concealed corner, not too busy. To her surprise, it was more than half empty. Friday night and no more than half a dozen singles and two couples: sleek, casual Parisians, lolling against pillars or lounging against the zinc surfaces, cradling drinks. From overhead speakers Charles Aznavour was crooning ‘La Bohème’. In the centre of the room where the diners, when they arrived, would be served, there were several sets of red plastic banquettes and half a dozen small wooden tables adorned with red and white check tablecloths. Kurtiz was deliberating whether to grab something to eat now or hang on until Oliver turned up after the concert, hopefully in the company of Lizzie.

Lizzie, twenty years old. Lizzie. Please, God, in the company of Lizzie.

Kurtiz’s stomach was bunched into what felt like a snarl of wires that were twisting and tightening. She needed a drink. First, a drink. This was not going to be easy, even without the tiring day of editing behind her, followed by the journey from London on a crowded Eurostar, a Friday evening taxi from the Gare du Nord, which had delivered her with her overnight and camera bags to Place de la Bastille. From there, somewhere to kill an hour or two.

Before she stepped any further inside, she threw a swift glance upwards, making a mental note of the name of the brasserie flashing in neon outside, L’ARMAGNAC, then down to her watch. Ten to eight. She was too early, way too early. She could have caught a later train or gone to the hotel first. She hadn’t been thinking straight – too keen to cross to this side of Paris, to be close to the concert hall. No matter, she was here now, and with time on her hands, so, yes, she might as well grab a quick snack. Once settled, she’d send Oliver a text to let him know she was now in town and where she was. The remainder of her evening would be about waiting … waiting, sitting it out, and praying to whoever might be out there listening that she would, by the end of the night, be back in the company of her daughter.

It was on occasions such as this that she wished she smoked. Occasions such as this? Surely to God this was a one-off in anybody’s lifetime. Meeting up with your own child again for the first time in more than four years. Four heart-breaking, despairing, dislocated years. Four years and five months almost to the day. Oh, Lizzie, have you any idea of the desolation your absence has caused?

The bistro was warm, fuggy, hearteningly traditional, comforting with a slightly pungent smell of vegetable oil and fried onions. Burgers? Kurtiz shivered, brushing off the day, the winter evening outside, and her rising dread of … what? Inadequacy? Disappointment? A no-show?

Everything was hanging on Oliver’s hunch.

But what if he had got it wrong? What if Lizzie wasn’t at the concert? Or if she was – What if she refuses to come and meet us? What if she’s angry with Oliver and tells him, her own dad, to fuck off? Lizzie, little Lizzie, please, please, be there. Little Lizzie? She’s twenty. Lizzie is a young woman. A young woman and a stranger to her mother. How had this come about? At what point had their daughter made the decision to run away, skip out of their lives? For what length of time had she planned her escape? Had she always been intent on Paris, or was that simply the way it had rolled? Had Kurtiz’s absences been to blame? Oliver would have her believe so. Oliver had never stopped pointing the finger at her.

And what did she believe? Was she responsible for her daughter’s departure?

Wearied by the same tired questions, fifty-three months of them, never missing a day, Kurtiz dropped her travel bag and cameras alongside the chair and sat down at one of the small square tables in the middle of the dining area. A wintry Friday night in Paris. She glanced about her. The place was hardly buzzing, but it was early yet. A waiter strolled towards her, casual, in no hurry, but with an amiable smile. It’s not true what they say about Parisians, she was thinking as she prepared to order.

‘Bonsoir. What time do you close, please?’

‘One thirty a.m., Madame. Are you alone or expecting guests?’

She hesitated. ‘Guests? Yes. We’ll be …’ She was determined to be positive. ‘We’ll be three, but not until a little later.’

He nodded. ‘What can I bring you?’

‘Un whisky, s’il vous plaît, avec une grande carafe d’eau sur le côté, je vous remercie.’

The flat-screen television, the sound muted, attached to the wall above the bar, drew her attention. As was the custom in all these watering-holes, it was tuned to a sports channel. A football match was getting under way. The players were shaking their bodies, hopping from booted foot to booted foot, limbering up, loosening their well-toned muscles. France, in the blue shirts, was about to play Germany, in white. A scoreboard flagged it in the top right-hand corner of the screen. Currently, pre-match, it read 0–0. Advertising boards encircled the pitch. A band of men decked out in black costumes, some with drum kits hanging from their necks, were readying themselves for the national anthems. The spectators were singing, waving flags, swaying. Expectant audience members, thrilled to be there, men with small boys on their laps, adrenalin surging for this floodlit game.

Kurtiz turned her attention to the street. Football held no real interest for her. In any case, she was too wound up to concentrate. Her whisky arrived. She nodded her thanks and took a satisfying slug, straight. No ice, not even the water. Wow, that hit the spot.

A young couple, early twenties, had pushed open the door and stepped inside, shivering, shaking themselves like dogs. With them came a rush of cold air. The corners of tablecloths rose and fell. Two yellowed and rouged chestnut leaves sailed in and sank gently to the tiled floor. The couple heaved themselves up onto two tall aluminium bar stools. They were talking in English. Kurtiz studied them, mentally composing a picture, a double portrait. Both were good-looking. He ordered a beer and the girl a mineral water. Kurtiz observed them for a moment longer as their body language, even in duffel coats, conveyed deep affection, hunger for one another: eyes locked together, they were unable to keep their hands off each other. The young woman with long, dark pre-Raphaelite hair was pregnant; possibly five months, no more. Kurtiz smiled, remembering her own Lizzie-carrying days and her early life with Oliver. She sighed and turned her gaze elsewhere. Twenty years on, what will be the story for this couple? Will they fare better than her family life had?

She glanced at her watch. Eight fifteen.

The door to the street opened once more, swinging and banging. Another blast of air swirled around her legs. The waiter hurried to the entrance and scooped up the chestnut leaves as a solitary elderly lady wrapped in a voluminous mink coat stepped inside. She had a small dog with her, a Maltese, on a lead. The waiter shook her gloved hand and without hesitation led her to the table alongside Kurtiz. She nodded a bonsoir to Kurtiz, shucked off her fur, laid it neatly and with great precision across the empty banquette opposite and settled herself comfortably. Meanwhile, the ivory-haired dog had flopped like a shaggy cushion against its mistress’s high-heeled boots. Kurtiz snatched a glance. It was hard not to stare, not to be drawn to the woman. Her grace, her poise, called for attention. She was possibly in her late seventies, early eighties, hard to tell, petite, obviously French, impeccably coiffured, and beautiful. She must have been sensational to look at once upon a time – seamless make-up applied to flawless skin with barely a wrinkle, cheekbones high and as chiselled as the starched wings on detachable collars, beneath pale lilac eyes that were extraordinary not only for their unusual colour but because they were so round and full they might have been jewels, orbs.

Kurtiz had to resist the temptation to pick up one of her two cameras and grab a shot.

Without having received an order, the waiter returned with a jug of water, a long silver spoon, a highball glass with a measure of Ricard pastis poured into it and a beaker of ice.

The beauty smiled a merci – what a smile, full of generosity, allure, with perfectly aligned teeth – and drew the Ricard towards her, pouring several measures of water into the apéritif and afterwards spooning in ice cubes. She peeled away the taupe leather gloves she was still wearing, finger after finger, dropped them to the table, placed them in alignment one alongside the other, and stirred her drink slowly, deliberately, waiting serenely while the liquid clouds began to rise until the entire glass had taken on a milky complexion. All the while her gold bracelets jingled.

She turned her head and flicked a glance to Kurtiz. ‘Bonsoir, Madame.’

Embarrassed to have been caught staring, Kurtiz smiled, then pulled her phone from the pocket of her leather jacket, fidgeting with it, pecking at the message box with the tip of her nail. No new mails. Had Oliver and Lizzie crossed paths yet? Was Lizzie at the concert? Might they be together right this minute? Kurtiz closed her eyes and tried to envisage the conversation. Were they yelling at one another above the chords of rock? Or might Lizzie have caught sight of her father across the rows of seats – were there seats in the concert hall or was it standing room only? – turned her back, pulled up the collar on her jacket, wrapped a scarf around her face, fearful he might recognize her? Might she hurry from the auditorium, making a split-second decision to give the concert a miss?

Deciding not to return, she’d slip out, slip away, making a furtive escape along the boulevard Voltaire, beating a retreat towards a Métro station or turn about her in search of a taxi for fear her father might have followed her.

Or might she stay? Was there a part of her, an ache in her heart, that craved to be reunited with her mum and dad, her broken-hearted estranged parents?

‘Oh, Lizzie. Please don’t run out on us. Not again.’

‘Pardonnez-moi, Madame, what did you say?’

‘Sorry?’

‘I thought you said something. I’m a little hard of hearing, these days. Apologies for that. I have a hearing aid but I hate to stick one of those contraptions in my head. It’s pure vanity. A life in the cinema and on the stage. Actresses don’t appreciate the harsh realities of growing old.’

Kurtiz twisted her head to her left. Was the old woman speaking to her or muttering to herself? Now her neighbour was gawping at her and frowning. ‘You look a little distressed, if you don’t mind me saying. Is there something I can do? I’m not trying to be a busybody, you understand.’

Kurtiz attempted a smile. ‘I’m fine,’ she mumbled, and downed the remainder of her whisky. ‘Thank you for asking, merci.’ She did not want to be drawn into conversation. She was not capable of engaging with another. Not this evening.

‘My mind is not what it used to be.’ The ageing diva shook her head, with its finely waved white hair. ‘Learning lines was never a problem in the old days. Are you in show business, dear?’

Kurtiz replied that she wasn’t.

‘What line of work, then?’

‘Photographer, and I’ve been …’ her thoughts flashed to Alex ‘… involved in a few films,’ she admitted, still preferring not to be co-opted into this conversation.

‘Have you, dear? How very splendid. Hollywood dramas or here in Paris? I have spent my life in the film business. Well, my early life. Later, I returned from the south to perform in the theatre. Many of the great tragic roles, I have interpreted. Several seasons with the Comédie Française. I could have been a star in Hollywood, but … but …’ she sighed and disappeared momentarily into her history ‘… I was a little naive when that opportunity came along, oh, dear me, another lifetime ago.’ She waved her hand and the bracelets shimmied. ‘In any case, I prefer Paris. I chose home ground, you might say. Jean-Claude, un autre, s’il vous plaît. Will you be my guest? Please, do join me. I am obliged to drink alone most of the time, these days. Since my husband died … My second husband, that is. My first left this earth many moons ago.’

‘I won’t, thank you. You’re very kind, but I’ll stick to the one. I’m meeting my husband and – and daughter later and … they’ve gone to a concert.’ Kurtiz glanced at her watch: 8.35 p.m. Time was dragging. The door opened, another couple entered and bumped up tight against one another, shrugging off the cold as they bustled their way to a distant table.

‘Ah, L’Opéra. Our new opera house is really very splendid, don’t you agree? Quite different from the Palais Garnier, of course. Who is singing at Bastille this evening? Or is it the ballet? Tourists come from all over the world to spectate. I am not an opera fan myself but it has done wonders for this quartier.’

‘No, not the opera.’

‘Jean-Claude, please bring my friend whatever it is she was drinking.’

‘Bien sûr, Madame Courtenay.’

‘I have been coming to this bar, this petit bistro, oh, for years now. Such friendly service. They know me well, treat me kindly, as a member of the family. I live a couple of blocks up the street. Many locals frequent this place, including one or two retired stars such as myself.’ She winked coquettishly and touched her hair as though posing for a photograph. A smile crossed Kurtiz’s lips.

‘Je suis Marguerite Courtenay, by the way.’ She held out her leathery hand, which was mottled with liver spots but gilded with heavy rings above pearly painted nails. The cluster of interconnecting gold bracelets looped her tiny wrist. ‘Marguerite Courtenay. It’s my stage name.’ The actress hesitated, for effect or because she was expecting an effusive recognition of her fame, Kurtiz could not tell.

‘Marguerite Courtenay. Oh, there were nights when Paris rose to its feet to applaud me.’ She paused, head held high, as though replaying the sweet music of handclapping, the cheers and the acclaim. ‘Alas, those days are gone. No one gives a damn about an ageing actress nowadays. Michel Piccoli, he will turn ninety just after Christmas, the old devil. He and his generation go on for ever. There are always roles for the men, whereas we filles are more or less forced into retirement. Such an ageist industry, ours. Tell me about your photography, your films.’

Kurtiz ran her fingers through her hair, grown to shoulder length, hennaed a rich chestnut tone, darker, more luxuriant than her natural colour. The waiter placed the whisky, ice and water on the table in front of her. She stared at it. She hadn’t yet sent a text to Oliver. The concert must have got under way by now. His phone would be switched off. She glanced up to the television where the athletes were slogging it out, but the score remained nil-nil.

Her neighbour continued to watch her, eyes roving over her profile. ‘You seem a little anxious, ma chère amie. Troubled. Do you want to talk about it? I’m here to help. I’ve known heartache and turmoil too.’

Kurtiz pressed two fingers into her eyes, rubbing at them, as though attempting to ward off a threatening headache and to protect herself against her neighbour’s interrogation. She had closed off her heart, shut down her emotions four years earlier. Intimacies, even with strangers, panicked and threatened her.

‘You’re English, aren’t you?’

Kurtiz nodded, poured a splash of water into her fresh glass of whisky, dropped in a couple of ice cubes and rattled them.

‘I never visited England.’

Cubes clinked against glass. She wished the woman would desist, even though the old soul obviously meant no ill. She was probably simply in need of a natter. Days alone enclosed in her apartment with nothing but memories. Sad.

‘Are you staying near here? Filming, perhaps?’

A plate of food was delivered by Jean-Claude to the actress. She winked at the young man flirtatiously and slid the meal an inch or two to her right. ‘I’ll have a carafe of red. Bordeaux, s’il vous plaît, comme d’hab.’

‘Oui, Madame Courtenay.’

A group of four arrived. Guys intent on the football. They chose a table across the room in a corner with a good view of the screen. ‘Nil–nil,’ one cried.

‘Allez les bleus,’ boomed another.

‘I wish they would remove that bloody screen,’ muttered Madame Courtenay, with an unexpected edge. ‘These football nights are a curse on one’s tranquillity. Even up in my lovely flat on the second floor I can hear the riff-raff yelling in the streets. I believe our president is attending this game tonight, isn’t he? It doesn’t look as though he’s bringing the French team a great deal of luck. No score yet.’

Kurtiz dug into her travel bag and drew out a slender creased paperback. Love and Summer, by William Trevor. She was a huge fan of the Irish author and had been intending to read this work for a while. Fascinatingly, its central character was also a photographer so it should offer an added pleasure to the theme. She opened it to the first page, then placed the book, spine down, splayed on the table, one hand resting against the first page. It was getting a little too hectic to concentrate. She’d finish her drink and grab a taxi to her hotel. Why had she not booked somewhere in this quartier? It would have been so much less hassle. Was there time to cross Paris and return, ready and calm in a nearby bar, or should she simply sit it out here until the end of the concert? Why had she and Oliver not even managed to agree on a matter as simple as where to hook up at the end of the show?

A gaping lack of communication. Resistance. Embedded anger. An inability to let the other win. Stupid power games.

‘My first husband was English. Charlie Gilliard was his name,’ confided her neighbour softly. ‘He was a gentle creature, a man of the soil. I really was too young to appreciate his goodness, his fine qualities. I was a silly ambitious girl, and by the time I knew a bit about life and what a gift I had in him, he was gone. Too young. Tragic. How curious. I haven’t spoken of Charlie, not even mentioned his name, in a long while. Decades, in fact.’

These last remarks, spoken almost to herself, drew Kurtiz’s attention, given her entangled existence with Oliver and her own loss of a loved one.

‘You are fortunate to have a husband and daughter waiting for you, excited to be meeting up with you later after the opera. Oh, what I wouldn’t give to turn back the clock. I have had a rich and varied life, but growing old when one is alone is not for the fainthearted. Somehow, I didn’t see it coming. The darkness, the silence of an empty flat. It was not what I had expected. I had painted in my head a very different scenario.’

The carafe of Bordeaux was set on the table in front of her. ‘Merci, Jean-Claude. But I am grateful and … delighted to be sitting alongside you in this bistro this evening. Santé.’

‘My family –’ Kurtiz coughed ‘– my daughter and husband … they are not at the opera. They have gone to a rock concert. Well, Oliver’s gone to the concert because he’s hoping … we both are …’ Kurtiz dried up. It was too complicated, too tortuous a story to pour out the details, to elaborate. In any case, she had no desire to. She should have attended the concert. It was bullying of Oliver to insist he go without her. She had every right to be there. She had paid his fare over, stood him the hotel, bought the ticket. She lowered her head. The headache threatened, the fury, the despair, the loss. A hammer beating against a chisel making headway in her brain. No, he hadn’t been a bully. She was too tough on him. There had been logic in his argument.

‘If Lizzie sees us both, she’ll think it’s a plot rather than a coincidence. She’ll think we’ve tracked her down and intend to force her to come home. Under such circumstances, she would never agree to have a drink with us.’

‘Oliver, she’s twenty. We can’t coerce her into coming home, and we have tracked her down. To a degree. Haven’t we? God, I hope we have because if this trail leads nowhere …’

‘She’ll think it’s back to the old days. The arguments. Your absences. We need to prove to her that everything has changed.’

‘Yes, it has changed, Oliver, and it’s not back to the old days. Our situation has moved on. We cannot fool our daughter or ourselves into believing we’re back together. And we –’

‘Because you left. You. You walked out. When I was at rock bottom, you buggered off, but I’m willing to give our marriage another chance. You can see the efforts I’m making.’

‘I didn’t – I didn’t bugger off. I … It’s too late, Oliver. We’ve already given it several second chances.’

And so it had gone on, the escalating spiral of blame and criticism and argument. The impossibility of escape. Except for Lizzie, who had escaped, who had disappeared without a trace, until Alex had serendipitously and quite by chance found her.

Alex … It would be such a tonic to have a drink with him before she left Paris. If he was in town … But she knew she wouldn’t contact him. The pact she had made with herself.

Kurtiz touched the fingers of her left hand to her forehead, massaging the flesh, pressing against the bone, attempting to erase the clamour in her skull. She signalled to the waiter. ‘Would you please bring me a sandwich? Any sandwich, it doesn’t matter, and a glass of red wine. Oh, and some more water, please.’

‘Désolé, Madame, we don’t serve sandwiches in the evenings. No snacks. Meals only. Do you want to see the menu? Hamburger, perhaps, or a steak to accompany Madame Courtenay?’

Kurtiz shook her head, glanced at her watch: 8.49 p.m. She was doing a quick mental calculation, working out the time the concert might finish. No text from Oliver. Was he with Lizzie right now? Bright-eyed Lizzie, was she happy to see him?

Eight or nine youngsters burst through the door, exuberant, carefree and boisterous.

The actress had been talking. Kurtiz had not heard a word.

‘Is that the name of the concert hall, where your husband and daughter are now? It’s really the only one within this vicinity.’ Marguerite Courtenay frowned, trying to recall. ‘No, there’s no other. Who is playing there tonight? Not that I would know one rock group from another.’

‘Sorry, are you speaking to me?’ Kurtiz raised her voice. ‘It’s getting pretty noisy in here.’ Not exactly conducive to conversation.

The actress was talking again. To Kurtiz or herself? Either way, Kurtiz had to strain to catch any word at all.

‘It used to be a cinema before it was turned into a concert hall.’ The old lady threw back her head and laughed. Her face creased with delight. ‘I worked there. Oh, for a very short while. Days, weeks. I don’t remember. They sacked me. After the war. It was a cinema … ooh, right up until the fifties or sixties, I believe. Until 1969. I met my first husband there. The Englishman. The one I was telling you about. He came to see a film. I was in a terrible fix and he helped me out. Such a sweet person, he was. The perfect gentleman. Who could have known where that would lead? He was always so very generous.’

‘Forgive me, but your steak and frites are getting cold.’

‘I’m not hungry, dear. I never touch the meals they serve me. Even in my younger days I wouldn’t have tucked into such a substantial plate. I have spent my life watching my figure, making efforts to take good care of myself. I come here for the company, to enjoy good conversation such as the one we’re having now, and a drink or two before bedtime.’

The din in the bistro was notching up decibels. Added to which, canned music was now blasting out of the invisible speakers, violin and piano swing. Stéphane Grappelli? Neo bossa nova? ‘How High The Moon’? Impossible to identify it. Toes were tapping. Bodies jigging as their owners talked, yelled, watched the game. One party after another of young folk, breasting the cold night air, pushed through the door, squealing, squawking, hallooing as they recognized mates, colleagues, scrambling and shoving good-naturedly for bar space, calling for beers, shots, bottles of wine. Such fresh young faces rouged by the cold November air, energized by life. Paris gearing up for its weekend.

Might any of these youngsters have come across Lizzie? Ridiculous. It was rather like asking a Londoner if he had met the Queen.

Kurtiz closed her book. She had time to kill and the old woman seemed hell-bent on conversation. She caught only one word out of every three but she might as well indulge her, hear her story. Pass the time. It was not yet nine. A noise rose from a table of men. Still no score. They were berating the screen, fists clenched above their heads – reminiscent of a Russian Communist poster from the past. The young English couple, honeymooners perhaps, were huddled close at a small table by the window, having vacated the bar. Enclosed in a world that excluded all others, they were sharing a plate of frites and the magret avec miel, feeding chips to one another, laughing, making plans, relishing the prospect of a promising future.

‘It was 1946. No, wait, I think it might have been ’forty-seven. Yes, it was March 1947. My, such a distance in time. Over half a century ago. I was eighteen, broke, hungry and just a little desperate. I had arranged a screen test in Nice at the Victorine Studios. Have you ever worked on those lots? It’s all wound down now, I hear. They shoot commercials there now. Japanese clients filming sports cars speeding along the Haute Corniche. It’s all very scenic but it’s not cinema. In my day, it was epic moving pictures. Sound had come in, colour images too. There was no going back to the silent era. It was such a thrilling, innovative time. The beginning of France’s Thirty Glorious Years. The film sets were extravagant, costumes opulent, scripts gritty. Some of the greatest films of French cinema were shot at the Victorine, and, without wishing to blow my own trumpet, I played in one or two of them. Cameos, of course, modest roles.’

Kurtiz was already lost, captivated by her companion’s post-war world.

‘But, first, I had to make my way from Paris to Nice and I didn’t have the price of the train, not even in third class. I persuaded Charlie to lend me the few paltry francs for the ticket. He invited himself along for the ride. Without being aware of it at the time, dear sweet Charlie changed the course of my life. He changed his own life too. It is hard to describe to you now, after half a century of peace, the wounds, the damage we were all suffering, the scars we were hiding. Some of us had lost family. Some fled, never to return. We were both on a one-way ticket to freedom.’ Head turned upwards, the old woman’s lilac eyes lit up, gleaming. She might have been eighteen all over again.




Marguerite and Charlie, Paris, March 1947

The film Charlie Gilliard had sat through had been an ill-considered choice. Its quality could not be faulted. It was the subject matter, the story, that had rattled him. Members of the armed forces returning to the United States after active war service. The warm embrace of families. He needed a stiff drink and fresh air. He paused for a moment in the foyer to steady himself and shrug on his jacket.

‘You all right, mister? Want a beaker of water?’

He swung round. The cinema had been completely empty. It was the neat-looking blonde. She was locking the door that led from the ticket booth, slipping the key into the pocket of her mackintosh. A slender creature, she turned to him with an expression of concern. She reminded him of a lighter-haired incarnation of the movie star Loretta Young, with her shoulder-length curls rolled into ringlets – and what about those rather startling purple-blue eyes? Large, round peepers, quite out of proportion to the rest of the features in her delicate, fawn-like face.

‘Jeepers Creepers’ …

He was humming a well-known melody to himself, waiting where he was, appreciating the blonde’s hip-swinging gait. The curves and indentations of her young body. A rather sexy body. He lowered his gaze, fearing to expose his vulnerability, his loneliness. ‘It’s a little stuffy in there,’ he lied.

‘There’s a café down the road. I know the proprietor well. He’ll give you a glass of water if you need one. Or a lemonade.’

A lemonade! It was a shot Charlie needed. ‘Let me invite you for a drink.’ He smiled, experiencing the rare sensation of his face muscles wrinkling with pleasure, knowing he shouldn’t get involved, chastising himself silently as she stepped towards him and he inhaled her ferny perfume. He felt his emotions caving in. All of a sudden, and with a certain desperation, he was craving the proximity of her, her female companionship, her long strands of hair against his face. ‘I’ll buy you a lemonade for your kindness. And take you dancing if you like.’

She was squarely in front of him now, a foot shorter than he was, gazing up at him with concern. He was momentarily confused. The haunting blue lights began to flash again. No, not lights – stay in the present – eyes: the girl’s beautiful, penetrating eyes.

‘I ought to be hurrying back for my tea,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to be here on duty again in half an hour. The boss owes me money. Today’s my last day. He fired me. The bloody merde. And I want my wages.’

‘One quick glass, go on. After, I can walk you back here, if that would make you feel safer. Sorry to hear you got the push.’

She hesitated, knocked sideways by his good manners. ‘You’re very pale. I don’t want you throwing up over this carpet and getting me into more trouble. Can you credit it? This moth-eaten






























MICHAEL JOSEPH

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia

India | New Zealand | South Africa

Michael Joseph is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com

[image: Penguin Random House UK]

First published 2017

Copyright © Carol Drinkwater, 2017

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover images: girl © Trevillion Images; Paris landscape © Getty Images

ISBN: 978-0-718-18312-7


OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.gif





OPS/images/cover.jpg
A missing daughter. A desperate mother.

A night that changes everything . . .

¢

‘A story to savour’

DINAH JEEFERIES
Number One Sunday Times
bestselling author of The Tea

Carol

Drinkwater






OPS/images/PCHI_1.gif





OPS/images/penguinLogo_small.gif





OPS/images/prhuklogo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





