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            Chapter One

            16th January 1941

         

         ‘How many bombers do the Italians have?’

         Michael Fortini grinned from under his shock of dark hair, tomato from lunch still on his top lip.

         Kitty turned from writing Chapter Three on the blackboard, chalk poised in her hand. Dust floated in the sunlight streaming through the tall classroom windows, an unusually warm day for January. She bit her lip trying to stop herself laughing. Heavens, he must be the cheekiest eleven-year-old in the whole of Valletta, God love him, but the fact she didn’t want to stop his endless questions – it had been ‘When will Malta get Spitfires?’ two minutes ago, as if she knew – showed just how much she wasn’t cut out for teaching. Especially Dickens. She couldn’t believe she was still here, really, four years on. After all, joining the Britannia School had been yet another of Father’s bloody ideas to ‘cheer her up’, after they arrived on the island.

         Michael threw a paper plane, RAF roundels neatly drawn on the wings, across the room and tilted back, so his gas mask fell off the chair and thumped to the ground. The children giggled.

         ‘Għoxrin miljun,’ called out Giuseppe.

         8‘English, please.’ Kitty smiled at the little boy crammed into a sweater that was far too small for him.

         ‘Twenty million.’ He grinned round at the children. ‘At least that’s how many shillings Michael would pay for a ħobza biż-żejt.’

         They all laughed. Everyone knew how Michael loved his tomato panne. Kitty smiled. Let them laugh. After all, outside these walls there was so much to cry about, what with the island besieged and the Italians bombing them. At least Father’s jewel of the fleet, HMS Illustrious, had made it to safety. The whole of Valletta had gone down to Grand Harbour to cheer as tugs pulled the listing, damaged aircraft carrier in. One day of joy at least.

         Miss Lavigne, Adela, must have been having the same thoughts, as across the corridor, she was thumping the piano and singing a rousing chorus of ‘Happy Days Are Here Again’. That nightclub voice of hers was wasted on the little ones, but still, it was a wonder that old dragon, Miss Mazelli, hadn’t swept in to stop her.

         As the laughter quieted, Kitty waved a copy of the novel.

         ‘Class, let’s get back to Pip—’

         The high-pitched wail of the air raid siren drowned out her words.

         Even after all these months, that whine still made Kitty’s stomach drop, the hairs on the back of her neck prickle. The children jumped up.

         ‘Hurry, children. Go to the shelter,’ Kitty cried, as they grabbed their gas masks and scrambled into the corridor.

         ‘Not again.’ Adela rolled her big eyes at Kitty. She led a small child in each hand, herding the rest before her towards the arched front doors.

         9‘Father warned me they might come after Illustrious today.’

         ‘Zut alors.’ Fear shone in Adela’s dark eyes as she glanced down at the small, frightened children. ‘Let’s hope it’s over quickly, then.’

         ‘Yes. You go first.’ Kitty held the front door open, glancing behind her to check all the children had left her classroom. ‘I’ll give you a hand with them when everyone’s out. They get so upset.’

         Kitty ushered her class out onto the narrow, stepped street and glanced up at the tall old houses with their covered wooden balconies, brightly painted in dark greens, sky blues and beetroot reds. Washing strung between the windows flapped in the breeze. How could this familiar old street be dangerous?

         But already overhead, engines droned and the rat-a-tat of anti-aircraft guns firing echoed from the old stone bastions round Grand Harbour.

         ‘Hurry, hurry,’ Kitty called as the children ran ahead, gas masks banging against their legs. They bounded like the milk goats up the steep limestone steps of St John Street, joining the people streaming into the sandbagged shelter on the corner. Opposite, Mr Zejtun slammed the shutter down on his bakery and hurried up the steps.

         Crump, crump, crump. Explosions echoed and smoke and the smell of cordite, sharp like nail polish, filled the air. The aircraft drone grew louder.

         Kitty glanced down the far end of the street to the blue sea, sparkling in the sunshine. Across the water, in the dockyards on the far side of Grand Harbour, staccato guns fired from the decks of the huge aircraft carrier. Above it, a trail of black and white puffs of smoke was stitched across the sky, where rows of 10black crosses roared. A bomb whistled as it fell, exploding in a deafening boom. Kitty clapped her hands to her ears. A huge fountain of water blew up over the ship.

         ‘They are after Illustrious!’ Kitty shouted.

         God, was Father over there today?

         ‘Malajr! Malajr!’ Stout Miss Mazelli bustled past with the older children. ‘Quick!’

         ‘Hurry, chérie,’ Adela called as she struggled with two little ones up the shallow stone steps, her voice almost lost over the boom of the guns.

         Crikey, even in the middle of an air raid, Adela still exuded Parisian chic, juggling her handbag, her legs wobbling in pale blue heels. But little Carmela Cortis trailed behind, bless her, struggling to hold both her mask and her teddy.

         Kitty swept her up in her arms.

         The little girl’s chubby legs clung round her waist, one soft arm gripping tight round her neck, the other clutching the bear. Kitty’s heart squeezed. How she adored this little girl. Alice would be the same age as her now.

         Carmela pressed her soft curls against Kitty’s cheek and Kitty breathed in her sweet smell of warm skin and Pears soap. Would Alice smell like this now?

         Kitty checked in her pocket for the little photograph wallet, her talisman. Still there, still safe.

         Stop it, stop it. Focus on the children.

         ‘It’s alright, sweetheart, I’ve got you. Not far now.’ She hurried up the steps, passing Mr Manduca, who dropped a crate of tomatoes and ran, not caring where they rolled.

         The noise was deafening. Another huge explosion, too close, rattled the windows in the buildings. Kitty startled. Carmela 11cried out, dropped the teddy. They watched, as if in slow motion, as the golden-furred bear tumbled down the steps. He landed ten yards away, face down, outside a café, caught by the leg of a table. An abandoned coffee cup still steamed on top.

         ‘Teddy!’ screamed Carmela, her hand a starfish reaching for him.

         ‘Leave it, Kitty!’ Adela shouted up ahead.

         ‘My teddy. Teddy!’ Carmela’s distraught eyes burnt into Kitty’s.

         An echo of another look, years before, when she’d let another little girl down. Kitty blinked.

         She had a choice this time.

         Quick as a flash she raced up to Adela.

         ‘Take her!’ she yelled, thrusting Carmela into Adela’s arms.

         ‘No, Kitty!’

         A split-second look passed between them, Adela’s dark eyes aghast.

         Kitty turned and ran back down the steps. Huge shadows swooped across the sunlit street. She glanced up. Aircraft like birds of prey with strange bent gull wings blocked out the blue sky. She froze. Arrow shapes of five, dozens of them, wave after wave.

         What the hell was going on? She’d never seen so many aircraft before. She pressed her hands to her ears, the roar of so many engines making her very insides vibrate.

         Hot metal shrapnel whizzed past her shoulder. She shrieked, jumped aside, as it clattered, still smoking, on the step beside her. Her heart slammed against her ribs. Shrapnel drummed like hail on the steps near the bear. She screamed.

         The shrill whistle of a bomb dropping. She flinched, ducking. Christ, was it overhead? Please God, not here, not now.

         12She dashed down the last few steps, cursing her too-tight T-bar shoes, and grabbed the bear. Sweat slicked her back. Too close, the bomb exploded. A deafening crash, louder than thunder, the rumbling of tumbling masonry, shattering glass. The ground shook like an earthquake. A shower of thick dust poured on her head and shoulders. Choking smoke filled her lungs and she staggered, coughing. She glanced up, terrified the houses might collapse.

         Up ahead, the Air Raid Precaution warden at the shelter frantically blew his whistle.

         It was then she heard it. A chilling, high-pitched scream that drilled into her ears and her soul. She glanced back at Grand Harbour, swathed in thick grey smoke, as a plane dropped in a steep dive like an arrow, aiming for Illustrious’s deck. She watched, mesmerised, as at the very last second, the plane released its bomb and pulled right up. The boom of an explosion echoed across the harbour and a fountain of water, taller than the ship, sprayed up.

         She took a sharp breath.

         Stukas.

         She’d seen them on the Gaumont News at The Majestic.

         Her heart pounded.

         Christ, was this the Nazis?

         She turned, fixed her eyes on the shelter door and raced back up the street.

         
             

         

         ‘Chérie, are you alright?’ Adela pulled her into a tight hug. ‘Mon Dieu! Are you hurt?’

         ‘I’m fine, really.’

         But Kitty trembled. What had she been thinking? She handed 13the bear to Carmela, whose eyes lit up with joy as she buried her face in its fur. Kitty sank onto the bench. She brushed the dust off her pale green cardigan and did her best to throw a reassuring smile at the children who stared up at her in the gloom, their eyes wide with fear.

         ‘You could have been killed!’ Adela whispered. In the candlelight, the whites of her eyes glittered in her face. She gestured at Carmela, cuddling the teddy. ‘And for a toy?’

         ‘I had to.’

         Their eyes met.

         ‘I know, chérie.’

         Loss washed over Kitty, triggered, as it so often was, when she least expected it, by the cry of a newborn, a mother kissing a small child, a little girl playing hopscotch. The worst thing was that over the years she had grown used to missing her, but that was not the same thing as getting over it, as Mother and Father thought she had.

         Adela smiled and shook her head. ‘You’re an idiot.’ She nudged Kitty with her shoulder. ‘But a brave idiot.’

         Kitty squeezed Adela’s hand, grateful she understood. The only person who did, really. The only person she had ever confided in about Alice. And Adela had been a complete brick about it, hadn’t judged her, like the rest of the world had, this determined young woman who’d fled to Fez with five francs, a Josephine Baker songbook and a dream.

         Kitty had trusted her from the day they’d met in the school staff lavatory, as Adela changed into a slinky red dress and heels that should have had Miss Mazelli firing her on the spot. ‘Chérie, can you zip me up?’ Adela had asked her, as if people changed into evening dresses every day after teaching at school. 14Kitty, stunned, had obliged. ‘I’m singing at The Star tonight, but don’t tell anyone.’ And Adela had winked and climbed out of the window to escape through the alleyway.

         She’d brought colour and life back into Kitty’s grey world back then. Still did.

         An explosion rocked the tunnel, cut deep into the limestone rock. They instinctively ducked and covered their heads. Dirt and grit showered from the ceiling, catching in Kitty’s hair, filling her nostrils.

         God, would she ever get used to this?

         She glanced round the mattresses and outstretched legs, people crammed on benches and folding chairs in the low-ceilinged shelter. The musty air was thick with the odour of damp wool, bodies and fear. Here and there, candles and oil lamps flickered from niches in the walls, illuminating pinned-up pictures of the Blessed Virgin. An old woman in a headscarf, fingers busy on her worn rosary beads, muttered a prayer. No one was playing cards or knitting, like they usually did. Everyone sat stiff, tense, silent.

         Boom, boom, boom.

         Explosions thundered above. Such relentless ferocity – it was like nothing she’d heard before. The shelter filled with smoke. Kitty coughed, her throat sore from the caustic dust, and helped the children pull on their gas masks.

         Michael rocked, his arms round his knees.

         ‘Will my Omm be alright?’

         ‘Sweetheart, of course she will. She’ll be in a shelter with your little sister.’

         God, Kitty hoped her own mother had gone to a shelter too. She usually sat through air raids in her favourite wing-backed 15armchair in the drawing room. ‘That little Fascist Mussolini isn’t going to drive me underground,’ she always said, unswerving as ever. Please let her have gone.

         Even the older children with Miss Mazelli were trying hard not to cry, shutting their eyes or pressing their hands to their ears.

         Carmela sucked her thumb, tears trickling down her cheeks, and Kitty pulled her onto her lap.

         ‘Me want Omm.’

         ‘I know, poppet.’ Kitty stroked her hair. ‘It’s alright, you’re safe here.’

         She kissed the top of Carmela’s velvet dark hair as Carmela’s rosebud mouth whispered to Ted. But it was her lashes, long and dark, fluttering on her pale cheeks, that reminded her of another set of lashes on baby cheeks. Kitty shut her eyes.

         Where was Alice now? Also huddled and scared, perhaps in some London Underground station? Her chest tightened. Would someone be taking good care of her?

         As if she could read her thoughts, Adela leant across and took her hand. ‘Chérie, she will be alright.’ Her gentle brown eyes stared deep into Kitty’s. ‘And you – you must forgive yourself.’

         A lump filled Kitty’s throat. She blinked and looked away.

         A deafening crash shook the walls. Carmela whimpered and Kitty held her tight. Dust poured from the rough-hewn ceiling.

         ‘Mon Dieu, will the roof hold?’ Adela stared up at it, terrified. ‘There’ll be nothing left of Valletta.’

         ‘Holy Mother of God.’ An old man in a knitted waistcoat jumped to his feet. ‘What the hell’s going on? The Italians usually only send one or two planes to bomb us.’

         ‘This isn’t the Italians.’ The ARP warden by the shelter door 16stepped forward, straightening his tin hat. ‘It’s Hitler. He’s finally sent the bloody Luftwaffe here.’

         No one spoke.

         Fear settled like a dense fog. They all knew what had happened when the Germans invaded Europe last year. The Nazi swastika flying over Paris …

         Kitty’s heart thudded. Were they to be invaded? Was she going to die here, on this island? Never know anything about her daughter? Not even know if she was alive?

         She had to find her.

         But only Father knew. Only Father knew where he had taken her all those years ago, and he had never told Kitty. It was in the child’s best interests, he’d said. And lost and scared, back then, she’d believed him. Hadn’t believed she deserved to be a mother.

         Guilt stabbed at her insides.

         Well, no more.

         Kitty straightened her shoulders, filled with a sudden energy. She wasn’t beaten down as she had been five years ago. She was thirty-two and wiser now.

         She had to get home and speak to Father. Make him tell her where Alice had been taken.

         Then she would find her daughter.
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            Chapter Two

         

         As soon as the flat whine of the all-clear sounded and the children had been collected, Kitty set off up the street for home. Thick swirls of soot hung like confetti in the air. Dust rose in clouds over a mound of limestone rubble, where a house had collapsed further up the street. Glass and blackened shrapnel lay scattered up and down the steps.

         At the bottom of the street, Grand Harbour lay under a pall of grey smoke as thick as fog. She could just make out Illustrious’s turrets poking through. Not sunk, thank goodness.

         She hurried on as people, soldiers and ARP wardens ran past her, crying out, shouting instructions, blowing whistles. The bells of ambulances and fire engines rang out in every direction. One woman stood sobbing, holding a bloodied handkerchief to her head. Another man shouted curses, shaking his hand at the sky.

         As she turned into Old Bakery Street, her way was blocked by a mountain of rubble two storeys high. Part of a room was left clinging to the wall – just a kitchen sink, its ruffled curtain flapping in the breeze. A headscarfed woman wailed as she tore at the mound of stones with her bare hands.

         18Kitty pressed herself against the wall as soldiers from the 2nd Devonshire’s rushed up the narrow street with stretchers and shovels. As she set off and turned the corner, she crashed into someone hurrying in the opposite direction. She reeled, spinning back into the wall.

         ‘Watch out!’ a man’s voice shouted.

         The flash of a leather briefcase skating into the road, horse’s hooves approaching, the blue-grey blur of an RAF officer as he dived to snatch the briefcase up. A flutter of photographs spilling across the road, the clop and rattle of a gharry trotting by, the driver yelling, ‘Oqgħod attent!’

         ‘I’m so sorry,’ said Kitty, rubbing her throbbing shoulder. ‘Are you alright?’

         She glanced at the dishevelled figure, a tall RAF pilot, his face hidden by his peaked cap and the upturned collar of his flying jacket as he bent to retrieve the photographs that fluttered down the cobbled street in the breeze. His sheepskin flying boots were muddied, as if he’d just run off the airfield.

         ‘I’m fine. Dammit, I’m late enough with these as it is,’ he said, turning away and chasing the photographs.

         ‘It’s my fault. Here, let me give you a hand.’ Kitty, her eye caught by the large black and white aerial images, knelt to pick up the photograph near her feet.

         ‘No, it’s alright. Just leave them,’ he called, snatching at another. But it was lifted by the wind and skittered down the street.

         ‘Honestly, it’s the least I can do,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘So sorry. I didn’t mean to crash into you. Is your briefcase alright?’

         ‘It’s fine,’ he said, pushing a photograph into it. ‘Survived a 19stream of bullets at seven thousand feet, so a horse’s hooves are child’s play in comparison.’

         She smiled and glanced at him, hearing the amusement in his voice, even though his back was turned to her.

         ‘Are you alright?’ he added, glancing over as an afterthought. ‘I didn’t mean to crash into you either. Rushing too much.’

         ‘Yes, fine,’ she said, but her attention was caught by the photograph she’d picked up.

         It was still sticky with fluid. Recently developed, then. She breathed in its chemical smell and, for a second, with a tug in her chest, was taken back to the bathroom in her Bloomsbury flat, the strings of pegged photographs drying over the bath. But this photograph was intriguing. Clearly an enemy airfield. Where was it? She peered more closely at it. The shot had been taken from a great height, and showed tiny crosses laid out in row after row.

         She breathed in sharply.

         ‘My God. Stukas. There’s hundreds of them.’ She glanced over at him, where he was brushing dust off a picture, still turned away from her. ‘Did you take these?’

         ‘Yes, unfortunately. And they’ve just given us a right pasting, haven’t they. Damn air raid’s made me late.’

         As he held up a photograph she glimpsed his left hand. The back was red and scarred, the skin wrinkled, his fingers curved and stiff. It had been badly burnt, and recently, by the look of it.

         He came over and squatted near her to pick up the last few pictures, and she glanced at him curiously. His face was in side profile beside her, his expression intelligent, determined, his jaw firm with a dimple in the middle, his eyelashes dark against his clean-shaven cheek. Handsome.

         20An almost forgotten tingle of excitement shot through her, one she hadn’t felt in years. For a second, she had the strange sensation of already knowing him, as if from some other life. He smelt of fresh air and warm uniform serge, a tang of engine oil.

         But when he turned his face to her and smiled, her breath caught in her throat.

         The other side of his face had been entirely burnt.

         Purple scarred skin, puckered and shining, ran across his forehead, down his right cheek and neck and disappeared into his collar. His right eyebrow was missing, his eye pulled down by the drooping hood of his eyelid. The right corner of his mouth was puckered and taut.

         For a moment, his eyes stared into hers, appraising, kind. It was as if a feeling passed between them, of recognition, of understanding.

         A wave of empathy washed through her. He was so badly injured, poor man; he must have been in a terrible air crash, yet he only looked about her age.

         And he was still flying.

         His cheeks flushed and he looked away, jamming his cap even lower over his forehead, so the peak partially hid the scarring.

         ‘Righto, thanks,’ he said stiffly. ‘I can take it from here.’

         He was clearly embarrassed and looked like he wished he were a million miles away.

         Heat rose up Kitty’s face and her cheeks burnt. God, had she stared? She hadn’t meant to stare. To hide her confusion, she picked up another photograph. An aerial shot of ships in a harbour.

         21‘Sharp focus,’ she said to break the awkward moment, but the admiration in her voice was genuine. ‘Not easy from that height, I’m sure.’

         He glanced at her, surprised. ‘You’re a photographer?’

         Kitty nodded, handing him the photographs. ‘Yes. I had a studio in—’

         ‘Actually, they’re top secret,’ he cut across her, his face flushing pink. He took the photographs and shuffled them into the pile in his hand. ‘Don’t tell anyone or I’ll have to kill you.’

         ‘What?’ She looked at him, startled.

         His hooded eye and the drooping mouth twitched. Crikey, he was trying to wink.

         ‘Ha, I see,’ she smiled. ‘Of course not.’

         They both got to their feet.

         ‘Seriously, though, they are actually top secret.’ His blue-grey eyes gazed at her intently as he tucked them in the briefcase. ‘Please, don’t mention what you’ve seen to anyone.’

         ‘No, no. Of course not.’

         ‘Righto. Well, thank you for your help.’

         He stared at her for a moment, his eyes taking her in, noticing the dirty smudges on her cardigan, the dust on her knees, and she suddenly felt embarrassed at the state she must look. He smiled, his face softening, and touched the peak of his cap in mock salute.

         ‘Sorry to have caused you all this bother. Must dash. Got to get these to RAF HQ.’

         Kitty stood gazing after him as he hurried away down the street, wanting to know a lot more about the photographs and wondering who, exactly, this pilot was.

         
             

         

         22‘Mother. Mother.’

         Kitty’s voice echoed in the high-ceilinged hall as she burst through the double doors of their grace and favour villa in Old Theatre Street. Oil paintings, of brocaded Royal Navy grandees, stared down at her, their gilt frames askew. One lay on the floor, the canvas ripped. Her foot crunched on broken glass. She glanced up. Crystal droplets had been shaken off the huge chandelier that dominated the hall. Her heart thudded. At least the windows hadn’t blown out.

         ‘Mother? Are you alright?’

         Silence.

         Kitty glanced in the baroque gilt mirror by the front door and her harassed face, red from running and smudged with soot, stared back at her. Her hair was tangled and full of dust – God, what must that pilot have thought of her? – and she pulled at her honey-brown shoulder-length curls, trying to smooth them into place. Her hazel eyes glittered with agitation and her mouth was too pale, the Tangee lipstick she’d applied that morning long since faded. She pressed her lips together to hide that little gap she so hated between her front teeth.

         Kitty hurried into the drawing room and glanced at Mother’s favourite wing-tipped armchair. Empty. Mother must have gone to the shelter. A miracle. Kitty leant against a pillar, panting with relief.

         A spluttering cough from another room made her turn.

         ‘Katherine? Is that you?’

         ‘Mother!’

         Kitty hurried into the dining room next door and glanced round. There was no one there, just the long polished table and bizzilla lace table runner, now covered with plaster dust, 23where Kitty, glancing up, could see the ceiling had cracked. A three-armed candlestick holder had fallen over and lay beached like a silver tall-ship, candles like toppled masts. Where on earth was she? Was she hurt?

         ‘Give me a hand up, would you? My hip …’

         Goodness, she was under the dining table. Kitty pushed a chair aside and ducked underneath.

         ‘Are you alright? You should’ve gone to the shelter. I’ve been so worried about you.’

         Lydia’s white face glared back, her violet-grey eyes scrunched in her face like tiny pebbles. Her pinched blue lips gave her away. She looked ill.

         ‘Yes, well. That nasty little man Mussolini seems to have outdone himself today.’ She coughed and a spasm ran through her whole body. ‘Thought I’d better take some precautions.’

         ‘It’s not Mussolini. It’s the Germans. Seems they’ve joined the war against Malta.’

         ‘The Nazis!’ Mother pulled a lace handkerchief out from under the gold chain of her watch strap and pressed it to her cheek. ‘Goodness. We’re for it now.’

         Kitty pictured the Stukas she’d just seen in those photographs and swallowed.

         ‘Are you sure you’re alright, Mother?’

         ‘I’m fine,’ her voice was crisp, ‘and stop calling me Mother.’

         This again. Now? God, she was incorrigible. Hard to like, never mind love, but even as the thought flashed across Kitty’s mind, she guiltily pushed it away. But calling her ‘Lydia’ still grated, even after all these years, even though Kitty had long ago left Willow End to set up her own photography studio in London. What kind of mother didn’t want to be called Mother?

         24Mummy.

         She shut her eyes a moment. She would have loved to have been called that, even for a day or two. They’d called her ‘Miss Campbell’ in the maternity home, saying ‘Miss’ in such disapproving tones it was as if they were actually saying ‘you’re a disgrace’ each time. A lump like a stone formed in her throat.

         She pictured the aproned mothers who had just tearfully fallen on their children at school, covering them with kisses. Their warm gratitude to her and Adela for keeping their children safe. Michael’s mother had patted her cheeks; Mrs Cortis had pulled her to her ample bosom and hugged her tight, murmuring ‘Grazzi, grazzi’ into her ear.

         Kitty took a deep breath, forcing her voice to stay calm. ‘Let me help you up.’

         She reached for Lydia’s small white hand, cold and bony like a bird’s claw, the waft of her violet water strong. With difficulty, Kitty pulled her up, one arm round Lydia’s thin back, and heaved her across the Turkish rug, Lydia taking care not to ladder her silk stockings or catch her long string of pearls on the carved edge of the table leg. Lydia’s chest heaved under her tussore silk blouse and she spasmed with coughing again.

         ‘Here, sit down.’ Kitty tugged round a tall-backed mahogany chair, but Mother, Lydia – she mentally rolled her eyes – swatted her away.

         ‘Stop fussing, Kitty.’

         Kitty took a deep breath. It was just Lydia. She couldn’t give support or accept it. Never had done. And yet Kitty had left Willow End, come to Malta, to help look after her. ‘What with her heart condition and the warm climate, it’ll help lift you out of your melancholy,’ Father had said. And she’d agreed.

         25What else could she have done, after Alice had gone? Life had been meaningless.

         Kitty bit back the retort on the tip of her tongue and patted her hand. ‘Let me get your tablets.’

         ‘I don’t want any wretched pills.’ Lydia’s eyes were pink and watering. ‘They upset my stomach.’ She frowned as she re-pinned the normally neat greying hair that had tumbled down. ‘Did they hit Illustrious?’

         ‘I’m not sure, there was so much smoke.’ Kitty didn’t mention the fires burning among the steeples and domes of the Three Cities by the dockyards across Grand Harbour. She didn’t want to bring on another of Lydia’s coughing fits. ‘I could only see her turrets—’

         A knock rapped at the front door. Lydia’s brow creased.

         Kitty turned, her footsteps tapping on the marble as she crossed the hall and opened the door.

         Two naval officers stood to attention in full white dress uniform, peaked caps and gilt buttons glinting in the sun. One was young and fresh-faced, the other more senior with steel-grey hair and a severe expression.

         ‘Miss Campbell?’ The younger of the two saluted, his gaze fixed at a point above Kitty’s right shoulder. ‘Lieutenant Mills. Is Mrs Campbell here?’

         The senior officer wouldn’t meet her eye.

         She knew then.

         All the air squeezed out of her body.

         Kitty was only half aware of Lydia joining her at the door, the rustle of her blouse as her hand went to her throat, her intake of breath.

         ‘It’s Ronald, isn’t it?’

         26‘Just tell us,’ Kitty whispered. Her heart hammered in her chest.

         The senior officer saluted, and in unison, they removed their caps and tucked them under their arms.

         ‘Ma’am. We’ve come straight from the dockyards,’ the senior officer said, his face filling with compassion. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that Vice-Admiral Campbell passed away this afternoon. The air raid …’

         Kitty clutched the door jamb, her legs giving way beneath her.

         His words burbled on, but she couldn’t follow them as they buzzed in her ears. Dead? Father couldn’t be dead. He just couldn’t be … Bright lights flashed at the edges of her vision, her head swam and the road seemed to tip and sway. Above the roaring in her ears, Kitty heard Lydia say in a crisp voice, ‘At least we won’t have to stay on this godforsaken island any longer.’

         But as blackness closed in, one thought reverberated in her mind.

         How would she find Alice now?

      
   


   
      
         27
            Chapter Three

         

         A week later, Lydia and Kitty waited on the high-ceilinged landing of Admiralty House, an old palace built by the Knights of St John, admiring the grand sweep of the marble staircase in front of them. Rows of former admirals glared unsmiling from the walls, while down the corridor, tall windows threw rectangles of sunlight between the pillars. Just the sort of place Father would have wanted his will read, Kitty thought, mentally rolling her eyes.

         ‘I just want to get this over with.’ Lydia’s fingers drummed the top of her bag, her face pale under her black velvet hat.

         Kitty glanced at her. She was nervous too. Kitty’s own stomach was roiling as much as it had on that dreadful boat crossing over from Sicily all those years ago. Her fingernails dug into her palm. After all, this was it. Her last chance to find out something about Alice.

         Would Father have left her some sort of letter or file with information about Alice in his will? She needed something, some clue, to help her find out where she had been taken.

         Naval officers in white gold-buttoned uniforms scurried past them, and now and then a door would open, phones would 28ring, and voices barked things like ‘When will HMS Warspite

         arrive?’ or ‘Has the convoy left Alexandria yet?’

         Kitty watched them, longing to be involved, longing to be able to do something, to make a difference to the war effort. She thought about the photographs that pilot had dropped in the street the other day. If only she could help in some way.

         Everything was changing now the Nazi bombings had started. It was like the London Blitz, air raids happening several times a day, forcing everyone to run to the nearest shelter. The streets were filled with a sea of khaki, army jeeps and families fleeing Valletta to stay with relatives in the countryside. They’d had to push through the crowds to get here today – old men, mothers with little children, people pushing carts or prams piled high with saucepans, jars of oil or sacks of flour, all heading towards the arched main gate of Valletta. Miss Mazelli had even warned all the teachers that the school may have to close.

         ‘It’ll be a miracle if we get through the whole will.’ Lydia interrupted her thoughts, peeling off her black gloves and folding them over the handbag on her lap. ‘I expect Jerry will disrupt us with their busy schedule.’

         Kitty patted her arm. ‘Don’t worry. I spotted the shelter on the way in.’

         At least Lydia was agreeing to go to them now. Kitty had carried down two folding chairs, some blankets and pillows and made them a snug little corner, so they could sleep at night. Every day she left a basket packed with a thermos of tea, a torch and Lydia’s knitting by the door, so they could grab it as they ran for the shelter.

         Kitty glanced at her. Lydia’s long-sleeved black crêpe dress was the only indication she was in mourning. She hadn’t cried 29a single tear at the funeral the other day, a hasty gathering of senior officers in the Royal Naval Cemetery across the bay from Valletta, as the Last Post played.

         But then Kitty had never really seen a display of affection between her parents, a fact that had only occurred to her once she had fallen madly in love with Dexter. There’d just been a chilly civility that permeated the whole household, an aching loneliness at the silent dinner table, which back then she had barely understood. Gosh, no wonder she had spent so many years yearning for a sister.

         Kitty had felt numb when Father died, but as his coffin was lowered, choking tears had risen in her throat. She loved him, perhaps, but she couldn’t forgive him. Not for what he had done. Anger settled like burning coals in her chest.

         ‘And then when the will’s settled, I want to leave.’ Lydia brushed her skirt down as if she could brush all memory of Malta away.

         ‘Leave?’ Kitty sat up. ‘You know we can’t leave! The Nazis bomb every ship they can. They’ve mined the sea.’ She patted Lydia’s hand. ‘We’ll be safe in the shelters. They can’t get us there.’

         At that moment, the heavy door beside them creaked open and they were beckoned inside.

         
             

         

         ‘In addition to the vice-admiral’s collection of seafaring oil paintings, Mrs Campbell, he also bequeaths you his other personal items.’ Lieutenant Commander Jennings leant across the large mahogany desk, his small eyes almost invisible behind heavy purple pouches and the thick wire-rimmed glasses that clung to his ears.

         30‘That’s to say, all his medals, including the Distinguished Service Order from Gallipoli, 1915, the King George V Silver Jubilee Medal and his Fears dress watch.’

         In lawyerly fashion, he held a sheaf of thick cream paper in his pudgy hands, nails clipped so short red lines showed at the blunt rim. Although upside down, Kitty could see each page crested with the Royal Navy emblem and the flourish of Father’s initials at the bottom. She could picture him signing, dipping his favourite gold-trimmed fountain pen in ink, sucking his pipe, brow wrinkled in concentration.

         Lydia sat, straight-backed and still. The room was airless, tall shutters pulled against the sudden warmth of the late January day. Kitty sat, her fists clenched, almost nauseous with expectation.

         ‘And to you, Miss Katherine Campbell.’ Lieutenant Commander Jennings glanced up at her.

         Kitty stiffened.

         Now. Now she’d find out. Sweat bloomed on her back.

         ‘He leaves the silver-framed photograph of himself, and I quote, “the first photograph my dear girl ever took of me. I wish her to know my pride and love for her has no bounds.”’

         Hot tears pricked at the back of her eyes. He remembered. He did know how much that photograph had meant to her. She’d taken it on that first Box Brownie she had begged for when she was thirteen. Why had he never said anything like that to her when he was alive? These were his first kind words in years. Ever since he returned home after the Great War, he’d been so cold. Shushed her when she ran into rooms, shouted out of the French windows for her to be quiet when she played with Rufus in the garden. Frowned if she giggled at the dinner table.

         31‘He’s also left you his sketches of ships in Deal Harbour, his gold Hunter watch and his collection of non-naval books.’

         Her pulse quickened. ‘Is there anything else?’

         ‘Anything else?’ Lieutenant Commander Jennings looked puzzled. He glanced down at the paperwork.

         ‘I mean a letter, perhaps. A document?’

         He shuffled a few pages and looked up. ‘Not that I’m aware of. Were you expecting something?’

         Kitty took a deep breath. ‘Some information about a matter that happened in 1936.’

         Lydia looked up sharply. ‘Not this again, Katherine. Surely we’ve left all that …’ she fluttered her hand, ‘unfortunate business in the past.’

         ‘I haven’t.’ Kitty clenched her jaw. ‘I need to know where she was taken.’

         ‘I’ve told you before, I don’t know.’ Lydia pursed her lips and clasped her hands tightly over her handbag. ‘You know Ronald dealt with the whole matter.’

         Lieutenant Commander Jennings looked from Kitty to Lydia, a confused expression on his face. ‘To which matter are we alluding?’

         ‘A private matter.’ Kitty’s voice was quiet. ‘About, um, a child.’ My child. ‘Placed with adoptive parents in 1936.’

         ‘Ah.’ He cleared his throat and his already pink whisky-flushed cheeks turned purple. ‘I see.’ He rifled through a few more folders in painful silence and pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘No. There is no document pertaining to a matter of that nature.’

         ‘I’m not surprised. It was all settled back then.’ Lydia’s voice was less sharp now. ‘It’s better for her that way, Katherine. You know that.’

         32‘How could he?’ Water brimmed in her eyes. Her heart banged against her ribs. ‘I thought if it was the last thing on earth he could do, he would tell me where she is.’

         Her voice hung in the silence.

         Lieutenant Commander Jennings ran his finger round his collar and glanced from Kitty to Lydia, clearly embarrassed. ‘Perhaps this information may be among his personal papers.’

         Kitty looked up, hope surging through her. ‘His personal papers? Where are they?’

         ‘I’m sure your father’s office will see they are delivered to you.’

         ‘Thank you. Thank you so much.’ Kitty sank back into her chair. Of course. Father was so organised, it would surely be among his papers somewhere. Relief flooded through her.

         ‘Now. There’s a rather delicate matter we must come to.’ He frowned, looking uncomfortable, as he steepled his fingers together. ‘It concerns the house.’

         ‘The house?’ Lydia breathed in sharply. ‘Good God. Of course. The Navy will want us out. And at a time like this.’ She pulled her folded handkerchief from under her wristwatch strap and dabbed her mouth.

         ‘Mother, don’t worry.’ Kitty patted her arm. She wasn’t that bothered about Old Theatre Street; it had never felt like a proper home, even though they’d been there four years. Too echoey and grand, all crystal chandeliers and dining tables for twenty. Not like the battered comfort of Willow End. ‘I can find us somewhere else …’

         Lieutenant Commander Jennings looked at Lydia, his fingers drumming on his leather-bound blotter. ‘Actually, it wasn’t that house I meant.’

         33‘Sorry?’

         ‘It’s the other house. The one in England.’

         ‘Willow End?’ Kitty’s voice was sharp.

         ‘Willow End. Yes.’ Sweat beaded on his forehead. ‘It’s the assets, you see. The vice-admiral wants them divided. Vice-Admiral Campbell has left half of his fortune to another beneficiary.’

         There was a moment of silence. The ormolu clock on the high marble mantelpiece behind them ticked. Kitty’s heart thudded.

         ‘Another beneficiary? What on earth do you mean?’

         ‘The money is to go to an account here in Malta. To “Someone I know well and trust implicitly”, he writes here.’

         There was a stunned silence.

         ‘What?’ said Kitty.

         ‘In Malta?’ Lydia’s voice was high. The blood drained from her face.

         ‘Lydia, breathe.’ Kitty took her hand and rubbed it. ‘Mother, breathe.’ She turned to Jennings. ‘Who on earth does the account belong to?’

         ‘Under the terms of the will, I’m not allowed to divulge that information.’

         ‘What? Why would Father do that? Who the hell would he give it to?’

         Lydia stared at the floor, her eyes glazed, her face ashen.

         Jennings steepled his fingers together. ‘Often in these cases it may be a charitable cause he wishes to support, a colleague he wishes to reward, or he may feel, how shall I put it? Indebted to someone for some deed.’

         ‘Indebted?’ echoed Kitty, her voice high and disbelieving.

         34‘So looking at your assets, I’m afraid it will mean selling Willow End.’

         ‘Sell Willow End? No. Absolutely not.’

         A wave of anger rushed through her. How could Father do this to them?

         Willow End was her childhood home, the only thing about her childhood that had been warm and nurturing, where she’d baked shortbread in the kitchen with Mrs Maltby, spent winter afternoons by the fire drinking cocoa, where she had taken her first photographs of Rufus rolling in the stream.

         But then another more terrible thought struck her. Suppose the details about Alice’s adoption were not in his papers here, but stored in the attic at Willow End? After all, they’d stowed so many other things when they had hastily packed before they left in 1936. They’d never expected war to break out. Never expected to stay in Malta this long. If the details about Alice were there, they would be lost for ever …

         Suddenly the room was stifling, the air thick and suffocating. Kitty couldn’t breathe.

         Lieutenant Commander Jennings shook his head. ‘His wish is clear. Half of these assets must go to this other beneficiary’s account. You must make arrangements to sell Willow End. As soon as you can.’
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            Chapter Four

         

         ‘I can’t believe he’s making us sell it!’

         Kitty paced up and down Adela’s airy living room, in front of the tall windows that overlooked Grand Harbour. She sank down in the cane chair, exhausted at telling Adela the whole story, and gazed out across the harbour. It was always worth the climb to Adela’s sixth-floor flat in this elegant old building for the prize of this spectacular view.

         For a moment her eyes roved across the water sparkling in the evening sun, to the imposing limestone walls that lined the harbour on both sides. Nearest on the left were the Crusader bastions of St John’s and St James’ Cavaliers and the colonnaded terrace of the Upper Barrakka Gardens.

         Across the water, three long islands protruded into the harbour like fingers, the stone walls of Fort Ricasoli and Fort St Angelo commanding the waterfront. By the docks, a destroyer was being repaired. Kitty took a sharp breath.

         ‘Illustrious has gone!’ She turned to Adela, sitting at her old Singer sewing machine, its gold-flowered etching glinting in the honeyed light. ‘They’ve managed to repair her. She’s got away!’

         ‘Mmm, must’ve slid out in the middle of the night. Wasn’t 36there when I opened the blackouts this morning.’ Adela removed a pin from between her teeth. ‘But I’m so sorry for you, chérie. What he’s done is shocking. Who do you think he’s left it to?’

         ‘I haven’t the least bloody idea. And that’s the problem. I need to find out who they are. Talk to them about not making us sell Willow End.’ Kitty sat down and released a long breath. ‘What terrifies me most is that he might have left all the information about Alice there. Then I’ll never find out where she is.’

         ‘I’m so sorry.’ Adela’s dark eyes shone with sympathy. She pulled the thread from the needle and bit it off. She was stitching a sea of silver satin that rippled across the little gate-legged table, while the sweet melody of Josephine Baker singing ‘J’ai Deux Amours’ filled the room from the old gramophone on the side table. On the wall behind her were pinned a patchwork of black and white magazine pictures of the singer and of Charlie Parker puffing into his saxophone. ‘But surely he can’t make you do this?’

         ‘Of course he can. He’s a man, isn’t he?’ They exchanged glances. ‘It’s his money.’

         ‘Of course it is.’ Adela rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, chérie. I know how much finding Alice means to you.’

         ‘Lydia won’t discuss it. Says she doesn’t want to talk about it “ever again”.’

         ‘Hmm.’ Adela glanced at Kitty, hesitating. ‘I don’t know much of British men, but if he was French, he would be leaving his money to his mistress.’

         ‘Adela!’ Kitty looked at her aghast. ‘Good grief no, not Father. Far too proper. You know what he was like. Far too much a stickler for everything shipshape and Bristol fashion.’

         37‘True.’ Adela stood, holding the fabric up to her shoulders. ‘What do you think?’

         ‘Darling, it’s ravishing.’

         The silver dress draped across Adela’s slim body, shining against her black-skinned limbs, illuminating the whites of her eyes and the sheen of the oil on her black short-cropped bob. On anyone else the haircut would have looked old-fashioned, but on Adela it looked chic and modern.

         ‘I’ve asked Giorgio for more sets at The Star, now school’s closing.’ Adela sat down and pushed a seam back under the foot of the needle. ‘I’ll be singing every evening except Mondays.’

         ‘That’s exciting.’ Kitty smiled at her. ‘Yes, I’ve been thinking I’d like to help the war effort, join the ARP or something,’ she added, although her stomach tightened at the thought of not seeing Carmela any more. ‘But is anyone still going to clubs with all this bombing?’

         ‘Bien sûr.’ Adela’s pencilled eyebrows shot up. ‘You’ve no idea how many soldiers, sailors and airmen want to forget their troubles. Les danses, les boîtes. Strait Street’s bars are packed every night. Alors, you must come.’ She flashed her white teeth and turned back to her sewing. ‘But do you know anything about this person?’

         ‘No, absolutely bloody nothing. Father wanted it kept secret.’ Kitty sipped the mint tea Adela had put on the cane table for her. A listing frigate was approaching the dockyards now. ‘That’s what’s so awful. How the hell could he give away our family home? How can he care so little about us?’

         Adela stopped sewing and looked up at her. ‘I’m sure he cared for you.’

         ‘It doesn’t feel like it. It’s never felt like it …’ Kitty’s voice 38trailed away. Tears pricked at the back of her eyes.

         ‘You ask me about families? What do I know?’ Adela turned the handle and sewed a seam, her hand deft as she manoeuvred the fabric. ‘La mauvaise fille who ran away to sing cabaret.’

         Kitty smiled weakly. ‘Don’t you miss them?’

         ‘Of course.’

         Adela reached for a Marich cigarette and lit up, her polished crimson nails glossy as she held it to her mouth. ‘We were close, my brothers and I, Jean-Paul and Louis.’ She released a stream of smoke. ‘All fighting over who could steal the croissants off the counter without Maman noticing in our boulangerie. They would take me fishing on the Seine. My older brother, Jean-Paul, taught me to drive our delivery van when I was twelve. He even turned a blind eye when I was older, when he knew I was taking it to Montmartre to sing in a bar at night.’

         Kitty smiled. ‘I’d have loved to have had brothers or sisters.’

         ‘Anyway, I’ve found my new family now, at the club.’ Adela fingered the silver fabric, her eyes defiant. She took a drag at her cigarette. ‘Singing is all I’ve ever wanted to do.’

         ‘That’s how I felt about photography.’ Kitty’s voice was quiet.

         She understood what Adela meant completely. It was as if there was a connection between them, no matter that their lives had been so different, an understanding of pain or loss – she couldn’t explain it really. Or maybe they just instinctively recognised the spark in one another, the passion for having something more in a woman’s life, in a world that didn’t want you to have it.

         ‘I know you were a successful photographer,’ Adela eyed her, hesitating, ‘but I’ve never seen you take a photograph.’

         Kitty’s chest tightened.

         39‘I just can’t. Not any more.’

         ‘Why not?’ Adela’s voice was gentle.

         A rush of memories assailed Kitty. How proud she’d been to make it in London society, to work for the magazines she’d so long admired, the glamour of the photo shoots. It all seemed a lifetime ago.

         It was a lifetime ago.

         She thought of her precious Rolleiflex Automat camera in its leather case, buried in a trunk in the attic at Willow End. The anticipation in loading the film, adjusting the lens, perfecting the light. The excitement she’d felt at making someone seen, revealing a truth in someone’s expression, telling their story in a perfect image.

         Maybe, she realised now, because she’d spent so many years feeling unseen herself.

         Her fingers reached for the photograph in her pocket, her thumb stroking the soft leather folder. She had never shown her baby’s picture to anyone. Never shared this part of her soul.

         It was the only image of Alice that she had.

         She thought back to the day she had taken it, barely able to focus as tears streamed down her cheeks, fingers shaking on the lens, breasts throbbing with milk as she heaved herself out of bed. Alice sleeping, perfect in her yellow waffle blanket, tiny arms up by her head, cheeks sucking as she slept.

         She passed the photograph to Adela.

         ‘It’s the last photograph I took. I haven’t taken one since.’ Kitty’s voice cracked.

         She stared across Grand Harbour, her eyes blurring. She heard the rustle as Adela put down her cigarette and opened the wallet, knew by heart the black and white picture Adela saw. 40The fan of dark eyelashes on the soft swell of milky cheeks, her baby’s rosebud-plump mouth, the stretch of tiny fingers above the blanket.

         ‘Alice,’ Adela gasped. ‘She’s adorable.’

         ‘She’d be nearly five now. And I don’t know what she looks like …’

         ‘Oh, chérie.’

         ‘If I die in this war, my child will grow up knowing I gave her up. Abandoned her. And I’m not going to let that happen. I have to find her.’

         ‘Oh, Kitty.’ Adela placed the image carefully on the little table and pulled Kitty into her arms. ‘My darling.’

         Adela held her, the sweet smell of her Guerlain perfume and coconut hair oil comforting.

         Eventually Kitty pulled away, wiped the tears from her face.

         ‘I have to find this person. Stop them selling the house. We can’t sell it, we just can’t.’

         ‘Then don’t. You know important people, at Admiralty House, yes?’ Adela released a fierce stream of smoke as if it could blow away all objections. ‘Find out who this person is and come to some arrangement with them. There’s always a way.’

         Kitty stared at her.

         ‘Oh my goodness, you’re right.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t know what’s happened to me. I’ve lost all my fight.’

         Christ, she had lost herself when she lost Alice.

         She was like a faded photograph left forgotten on a dusty shelf. Where was the Kitty Campbell who had left Willow End and gone to London with a portfolio of photographs under her arm, pitched up to see the editors of Woman’s Own and Picture Post; the Kitty Campbell who had talked her way into bigger 41commissions, photographed stars like Margaret Lockwood and Norman Hartnell? How had she lost her way so badly?

         She thought back to the bathroom in the Bloomsbury flat, the glittering evenings, dizzy on excitement and anticipation, putting lipstick on while Violet smoked Players and lounged in the bath, taking care not to dislodge Kitty’s photographs strung on lines across the tiny room. Dexter picking her up in the Lady Luck, chrome gleaming from every handle, and whisking her off for yet another night of dancing.

         ‘I know what you have lost, chérie,’ Adela said, meaningfully. ‘But think. Someone in the Navy must know more about this.’

         Kitty shifted in the cane chair.

         ‘Lieutenant Westfield, Father’s adjutant. Of course! He worked with Father every day. He must know something …’

         She jumped up and pulled Adela into a hug.

         ‘Darling, what would I do without you.’
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            Chapter Five

         

         A few days later Kitty took a blue-and-yellow-painted dgħajsa across Grand Harbour. Lieutenant Westfield had agreed to see her, even if it would feel strange, now, going into Father’s office in the dockyards.

         The boatman stood, pushing the oars like a gondola into the azure water behind her. She sat on the narrow wooden bench, the wind ruffling her hair, her bag clutched on her lap. Small waves slapped the prow of the wooden boat as they pulled further out and Kitty trailed her fingers in the cold water.

         It was only when they were halfway across, when she could see straight down the harbour to the boom defences and out to sea, that she realised how vulnerable they were. Grand Harbour looked so much wider from down here. Since Illustrious left, the Luftwaffe had been quieter for a couple of days, but if the sirens went off now, and bombers swooped in over the harbour, what would they do? They would be sitting ducks. She shivered. The imposing Knights of St John bastions loomed high above them, sandbagged anti-aircraft gun emplacements pointed at the sky, poised for attack.

         She glanced up at the signals station on top of the Auberge 43de Castille, the HQ for Military Command, a former palace of the Knights of Castille and Portugal, praying the signals of a red flag for bombers, or red and white for fighters, would not appear and the wail of the air alert would not echo round the
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