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The Portrait

She hangs in the National Portrait Gallery now. Her smile has not faltered
through the years, and her hair still falls just above her jaw, as sleek as cat’s
fur. She sits awkwardly: the pose of a moment held for eternity. Her eyes
squint slightly, shielded from an invisible sun by her hand.

Who is she? The drawing bears no clue, nor the little square of text
beside it.

A friend of the artist’s, circa 1929, pen and ink.

Friend is a difficult word — it can conceal so much. Who was she, really,
to the young man who sat down and sketched her one afternoon, with the
spoils of their picnic beside them? Even this most gifted of artists is
restricted by his medium to work only in the realm of the visible. Some
things must be lost to time.
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Hertfordshire, August 1928

Already the gardens are thrumming with life. The air is scented with
expectation; people are here to do reckless things, stupid things that they
might later regret, though the point of it all is in not regretting. For the idea
of the party is youth. Not all of the guests are young, but that does not
matter — youth can easily be faked with the right attitude. It is this attitude
that counts. It is there in the pale knees that flash beneath hemlines, the
clink and spill of champagne, the jungle beat of the drums. Most of all it is
in the dancing — fast, too fast to identify each of the individual movements,
so that all one can make out is a sort of hysterical blur, seething, sweat-
sheened.

Tom is not a dancer. Or, at least, not until he has had three or more
glasses of champagne, the first of which he is drinking thirstily. The spindly
stem and the wide saucer with its fragile glass lip were not designed for
hasty gulping, and he manages to pour a good deal of it down the front of
his shirt, where the material now sticks translucently to his skin.

Tom is somewhat out of his depth. He has never been to this kind of
event before. It is the sort one reads about in the society columns: drunken,
wealthy youths performing out-rageous stunts; the Bright Young People.
The press love and hate them — they celebrate them, they vilify them, and
they know full well that they would not shift nearly so many papers without
them. There are men with cameras stalking the shadowy perimeters of the
grounds. Tom spotted a couple planted by the bushes as they came in,
though no flashbulb flares were wasted on his entrance. He is here as a
‘plus one’ — the guest of his well-connected Oxford acquaintance, Roddy.
They have both been up there for a year now, and Tom is not quite
convinced that the friendship will see them through to Finals. Tom is a
couple of years older — his university career having been delayed by his
father’s ill health — and they seem to have practically nothing in common,



but, nevertheless, here they are together. “You’re pretty,” Roddy explained,
‘so you’ll attract the gals, and I’ll swoop in and snare them.’

The theme for the evening is Arabian Nights. Tom wears a fez and
tabard, embellished with pieces of mirror and coloured beads. He found
them both in an antique shop in Islington. They smelt of mothballs and
insidious damp, but he was proud of his discovery, though concerned that
they might be too much.

He needn’t have worried: the other guests are apparently competing to be
too much. Roddy pointed out the hostess herself as they entered — Lady
Middlesford, swathed in scarlet chiffon, beringed and bejewelled with the
treasures of the Orient, veiled with a scarf of the same red from which a
thousand metal ornaments dangle and clink together with the chime of tiny
bells. A woman smiles up at him, sooty rings of kohl around incongruously
pale blue eyes. By the doors that open on to the garden stands an odalisque,
her stomach bare save for the adornment of a winking ruby.

Roddy left Tom as soon as they stepped out into the garden, promising to
go in search of drinks, but it has been nearly an hour now, and there hasn’t
been any sign of him since.

A woman approaches. ‘Have you a light, darling?’ Her accent is regally,
glassily precise, the very apotheosis of Englishness, though her outfit of
ballooning silk pantaloons and tight fuchsia jerkin is pure Scheherazade. An
imp’s face — not pretty, too pinched about the eyes, the front teeth too long —
but interesting, all the same. An androgynous sparrow’s body and hair,
shingled below the ears, of an unfeasibly lurid apricot hue. Then suddenly
he recognizes her. He doesn’t read the Mail as a rule, but you’d have to be a
hermit not to know of this particular Bright Young Person. Babe
Makepeace: ‘twenty-one and lives for fun’. Lives, if the rumours are true,
on a pitiful allowance begrudgingly bestowed by her disapproving old pa.
Subsists, apparently, on a diet of nuts and Prairie Oysters, to keep that boy’s
body so fashionably slender in a flapper’s shift.

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his lighter. She lifts the cigarette
to her lips, pinching her funny little face together in a deep inhalation.

“You’re a jewel.” She gives him a playful knock on the arm. ‘What’s your
name?’

‘It’s Thomas. Thomas Stafford.’



‘Well, Thomas ... Tommie ... will you join me for a dance?’ She peers
up at him expectantly through the jewelled loops of her headdress.

“That would be lovely ... but perhaps later? I’m not much of a dancer.’

‘Suit yourself, Tommie.” Before either of them can say another word she
is grasped about the waist by some hearty and hauled off into the throng on
the dance floor. Tom doesn’t much mind. He’s perfectly happy, in fact, to
stand back and take in the exotic strangeness of the scene before him. Down
on the lake, a small boat has left the bank. In it are three figures, two men,
sitting, and a woman who stands between them, laughing and dribbling
champagne into their open mouths straight from the bottle. One of the men
pulls her down into his lap. She shrieks and the small craft rocks crazily
upon the dark water.

He turns his attention back to the seething group of dancers again. He’d
like to see Babe Makepeace dance: apparently it’s quite something. Right in
the middle of the crowd he spies a familiar gingery head: Roddy. So that’s
where he got to. And then he sees her. The way she dances makes him think
of the movement of a swan, the energy and activity beneath the surface, the
smooth glide above. She rides the music, she moves within it, above it. The
bare skin of her arms is pale and bright in the lantern light and her hair is
dark, bobbed beneath her ears. Even from a distance he feels sure that
where it meets her neck the shorn part would be as soft and dense as a cat’s
fur. She is, quite simply, mesmerizing. There is something else, too —
something more than the mere spectacle of her. She seems ... what?
Familiar. Yet the sense of recognition refuses to reveal itself fully to him.

He strives for a proper look at her face. His sightings of her are snatched
and incomplete. Finally, the band tinkles and grinds to a halt, and a new,
slower melody begins. Dancers pour away towards the bar, slick with
sweat, glassy-eyed and flushed with enjoyment. And she is leaving too,
smiling at Roddy and politely shaking off the red hand he has landed on her
upper arm. She is moving in Tom’s direction, towards the house. Tom
breathes out, unsteadily. Is he going to talk to her? He isn’t talented at
speaking to women. Having sisters should have been some sort of initiation,
but being the youngest of the three, and therefore picked upon by the others,
has merely given him the impression of women as intimidating, quixotic
beings.



As she moves closer, he sees that her beauty is charmingly flawed. Her
mouth is slightly too large for her delicate face with its small, narrow nose
and sloe eyes. She is taller than most of the women around her, and on the
thin side — ‘scrawny’, his sister Rosa might say.

She is a mere few feet away, and he knows he is staring — she will notice
him any second and he will look like an idiot. Just in time, he drops his
gaze. His heartbeat pounds in his ears. She is passing him, passing right by,
and the silvery stuff of her dress brushes against his leg. It is the slightest of
sensations, yet every nerve ending in his body sings.

“Tom?’

He is sure he’s imagined it at first, and doesn’t look up.

‘But it is you, isn’t it? Tom Stafford?’

When he raises his head, she is right there in front of him, her face level
with his own. There is the faintest trail of freckles across her nose, and her
eyes are the most unusual colour, not dark, after all, but a strange
quicksilver grey.

He clears his throat. “Yes ... that’s right.” His voice sounds odd to him,
like an instrument playing in the wrong key. ‘If you don’t mind my asking,
how ...?’

‘Oh, Tom, I can’t believe it!” Her smile is wide, delighted. Suddenly the
feeling of recognition that has bothered him unfurls into understanding.
Alice.

‘Alice?’

Tom last saw Alice Eversley in 1913. She was six years old, a scant couple
of months younger than he. Her legs were too long for her body, stork-thin,
scuff-kneed, and her hair was an urchin’s mop, black as onyx. Not what
people expected to find in the daughter of the divine Lady Georgina
Eversley, blonde goddess of society. Or of the polar explorer Lord Robert
Eversley who was, in England, always close-shaven and sharply tailored —
though he appeared in expedition photographs with a beard greased with
whale fat.

That summer, Tom’s parents had decided that the family would holiday
in Cornwall. Mrs Stafford had read an article about the importance of
bracing sea air for children’s health, and her younger girl, Caro, was still
recovering from a case of whooping cough.



Mrs Stafford and the children would stay for two months in Winnard
Cove, not far from the fishing town of Fowey. Mr Stafford, a solicitor,
would remain with them as long as his work would allow. Tom’s mother
had found the advertisement in her magazine: Eyrie House, available for
family parties. A picturesque, secluded setting in an idyllic, sandy cove. It
was just the place for them. It faced out to sea: small, weather-aged and
salt-sprayed but indomitable. As promised, below the cottage was the long
stretch of beach, strewn with pieces of interesting jetsam and sheltered from
the wind by the encircling cliffs.

The only detail in which they had been slightly misled was in the promise
of seclusion. The cove would have been their own were it not overlooked
on the other side by a vast Elizabethan manor of dun-coloured stone,
partially hidden by a dense thicket of wych elm. This, their elderly landlady
informed them proudly, was Eversley Hall: owned by the same family for
hundreds of years.

On the third day of the holiday, Mr Stafford returned from a sortie in the
dinghy soaked through and pink-faced with cold and exhilaration. His wife
and children, taking their tea in the garden, had looked up in curiosity at the
spectacle.

“You won’t believe who I met today. Lord Eversley: the man himself.
Here in Cornwall. I can’t believe I didn’t make the connection before ... it
all makes sense. The Hall is his.’

Gradually, the story unfolded. It transpired that Mr Stafford had managed
to capsize his dinghy as he had crossed the path of a beautiful day yacht,
causing chaos in the process. To make matters worse, after plummeting into
the water he’d got his life jacket hooked on to his trailing mainsheet, and
could not seem to get free.

He had heard a shout and had suddenly become aware of another body in
the water beside him. The helmsman of the dayboat had dived in, leaving
his crew to manage the craft.

‘Just like that, didn’t even hesitate — jumped right in and yanked me free.
It was him: Lord Robert Eversley. One of the nicest men I think I've ever
met.” He beamed at them all. ‘He’s invited us for supper — all of us, the
children too.’

And so, that evening, the Staffords made their way across the sand and
up a long flight of steps that had been bowed and worn by ancestral



Eversley footprints, to be met at the front door by a liveried butler. Within,
the Hall had the chilly elegance of a cathedral: dark wood, antique glass,
ancient stone. Their footsteps echoed, and they found themselves awed and
intimidated by their surroundings. It was difficult to ignore the feeling that
they did not belong in such a place.

Robert Eversley, however, was all affability, as was his golden-haired
son, Archie. Even the strange, pale-faced daughter gave them a crooked
smile. Each one, it seemed, was making their own effort to make the guests
feel welcome to the house as equals.

All, that was, save Lord Robert’s wife. As Mrs Stafford would later
remark, the beautiful Lady Eversley treated them as if they were the
servants, being given a Boxing Day treat, bound to return to their rightful
posts in the morning. She had shown no sign of interest or fellow feeling
towards them, and even the children had recognized the slight. There had
been a cold smile as Mr Stafford described his profession, a raised eyebrow
at Mrs Stafford’s mention of the house in Parsons Green. ‘She’s a frightful
snob,” Tom’s mother complained at breakfast the next day. ‘She thinks
we’re not worth her time, and she saw to it that we knew it. I gave up trying
with her after the first half-hour: it was simply too exhausting. One gets
rather tired of being made to feel so inferior.’

Lady Eversley’s froideur had been the sole blight on an evening that was
otherwise enjoyed by all. Tom’s parents had spent the evening enthralled by
Eversley’s tales of moving ice that could crush a ship, let alone a man, in its
giant fist; of ice blue and hard as the sapphires in Lady Eversley’s necklace;
of ice that yawned, black and treacherous, swallowing men to their doom.

Rosa and Caro — fourteen and ten — had been perfectly happy to spend
their evening mooning over Archie who, at seventeen, was tall and broad-
shouldered as a man; the lucky inheritor of both his father’s heroic good
looks and his mother’s flaxen hair.

And then there was the daughter, Alice. Tom’s sisters quickly rejected the
strange tomboyish girl with the terrible hair, who seemed almost a different
species from her much older brother. But Tom — Tom had found a kindred
spirit in Alice. She, too, was convinced that she had seen pirates from her
bedroom window, and smugglers flashing their lights in communication
with the shore. And she’d amassed an impressive collection of curios
gleaned from hours perusing the tideline: a parasol; a pair of spectacles; a



strange, slightly curved knife that Tom had to admit did look remarkably
like a miniature cutlass.

While the adults continued with their dinner, Alice and Tom escaped
outside and across the dew-wet grass under cover of darkness, to where
they could watch the shore for any signs of activity upon the sea. Alice had
a platform that her father had built her in a tree, which formed an excellent
lookout post. There they had stayed until Sir Robert, under instructions
from his wife, had made his way through the garden to them and, with a
smile in his voice, summoned them back inside.

For those eight weeks in Winnard Cove, Tom and Alice were inseparable.
They spied for pirates, hunted crabs, built shelters from driftwood and
braved the crashing cold surf to swim in the calmer waters beyond, beneath
the anxious watch of Tom’s mother and Alice’s nanny. Alice was small for
her age, and almost unnaturally pale — but she was strong, and fearless,
braver than anyone Tom had met before. She told him that she wanted to be
an adventurer like her father, the first-ever female explorer — and Tom was
in no doubt that she would accomplish it. Even now he could imagine that
sharp face blackened with whale fat, those small feet shod in fur-lined
boots.

As is always the case with the truest childhood friendships, it seemed that
they should never be parted. And Tom’s parents promised — as eager
themselves to return — that they would come back the following year to
Winnard Cove.

But one October morning later that year, Mr Stafford’s teacup fell from
his hand.

EVERSLEY PERISHES IN THE FROZEN SOUTH

ran the headline. Lord Robert had plummeted to his death, falling into a
crevasse hidden beneath a false surface of thin ice and snow. The body
could not be recovered.

The Eversleys never returned to Winnard Cove. Neither did the Staffords.
The war came. Mr Stafford, a proud patriot, signed himself up to fight in
France and returned a very different man. But he was luckier than some.
Archie Eversley was killed at Ypres, on one of the first days of fighting.
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Kate

How should I describe my mother?

She was small, but very strong. Strong in a way that meant she could
dance for hours on end, with faultless grace and precision, even as every
muscle in her body must have burned with pain, as the blood from her poor
crushed toes seeped into the wooden blocks that supported them, even as
she was flung, and spun and blinded by the bright stage lights. Strong in a
way that meant she was able to accept her position in the world —
abandoned, parentless — and make it a part of her strength, the essential
element in the June Darling fairy tale. I don’t want to describe the things
that only I knew about her. Because they’re what I have left, what I can
cherish. Besides, people aren’t interested in that much beyond the dancing,
and the fairy tale.

You’ll have heard of my mother, I’'m sure. Even people who don’t know
ballet know her name — she’d attained that level of universal renown when
she died. And when she died, that night when the plane spiralled out of the
sky as though it were made of paper and lollipop sticks, those few left who
had not known her came to hear of her. June Darling, the little dancing girl
who through sheer talent had managed to escape the meagre path laid out
for her.

My mother used to ridicule what she called the myth of her background.
She never had it that bad, she would say. She was never neglected or
maltreated, and though she may have started out with no natural family to
call her own, she soon had Evie, and then me, and we were a perfect three,
a tight triangle of love.

Or at least, that’s certainly how it appeared. In my more secret, shameful
moments, I wondered whether Evie did in fact resent me for complicating
things — for disturbing the sanctity of that bond between herself and my
mother. Did I have any proof of this? Not specifically. Though I do not



think it would be unfair to say that Evie never spoke to me in the way she
did my mother: and with me she could be sharp, impatient, as I suspected
she never had been with Mum.

I became rather obsessed with the idea of grandparents — of the sort that
my school friend Georgina visited at weekends. The sort who would read to
you, and make cakes with you, and take you to exhibitions. That wasn’t the
relationship that Evie and I had. I didn’t call her Granny or anything like
that. I called her Evie, and we spoke to one another like adults. Looking
back, I am sure that she did love me, but next to all she had felt for my
mother what she felt for me paled in comparison. My mother had been her
saviour as much as she had been my mother’s, you see, and I think that Evie
simply could not have cared for anyone as deeply.

Perhaps, too, she disliked the evidence she saw in me of my father, who
she seemed to credit with having derailed Mum’s career via the pregnancy —
notwithstanding the fact that Mum was old, in ballet terms, when she had
me. My father had played the part of the villain well, disappearing off at the
first sign of trouble. But there are two ways of looking at this. If you asked
Mum, she would have told you that my father had meant little to her other
than the fact that he helped to bring about me. We didn’t need him in our
lives: we had one another.

My mother was christened June by the nuns who ran the institution in
which she had lived from infancy. I always thought that her name had a
curiously American ring to it, but — as she explained to me — it related to the
month in which she had arrived. It was a good job that she turned up when
she did, when the weather was balmy; if she had been left on the doorstep
in February her story might well have gone no further.

Orphanages tend to get a bad write-up, but this wasn’t the Dickensian
sort, and ‘institution’ suggests a level of deprivation that my mother always
insisted was absent from her experience. True, there wasn’t much in the
way of food or entertainment, but there were three modest-sized meals a
day, there were lessons and musical sessions and excursions in the park. In
comparison to some children’s experience it wasn’t a bad deal. It was also
all my mother had ever known.

A couple of the older girls claimed to remember a woman. The velvet
purr of an engine beneath the dormitory window had woken them in the
early hours of the morning. They had clambered up to look out and had



seen her approach the building carrying the bundle, and return minutes after
without it. The doorbell had not rung. She had been, they would say later, as
sleek and expensive-looking as the car that had driven her away, though
they couldn’t agree on particulars — the colour of the hair beneath the hat,
her height, her age. Yet both had been left with the impression of a great
and peculiar beauty.

I once asked my mother if she had loved the nuns. She admitted that she
couldn’t remember all of them individually — other than as a benevolent,
omnipresent abstract, rather like the impression of God that the sisters had
furnished her with. The one exception to this was Sister Rose, who didn’t
stand out for any particular quirk of personality, but because she became an
agent in the shaping of my mother’s future. She was the sister in charge of
music lessons, which didn’t entail much beyond an elderly set of
instruments, donated by various patrons and kept in a wooden chest in the
gymnasium. Every Friday afternoon they would be removed and distributed
with precise fairness for the girls to play on in their untutored way.

Then something rather unusual happened. When my mother was about
six years old a new scheme was introduced. It was the brainchild of a
wealthy patron — an anonymous philanthropist had an idea to set up a
programme by which the girls might learn the joys of song and dance.

If my mother had been born a few years later, her life would have turned
out very differently. Such a project could not have continued as German
bombs rained fire upon the city. As it was, she got her chance.

The ballet teacher — and, as it transpired, the daughter of the
philanthropist who had devised the initiative — was a woman named Evelyn
Darling.

The Tale of Evelyn Darling

Evelyn Darling was born into the sort of life in which most things could be
guaranteed. Her father, Bertram, had inherited his father’s metallurgical
business, and had seen business boom during the First World War. As his
only child, Evelyn stood assured of a large inheritance and a cosseted
future. However it soon became clear that she wasn’t to be satisfied by the
sort of life that heiresses normally lead. She had more ambitious and
unusual plans for her future.



As a girl, Evelyn had gone several times to the ballet with her parents,
and she had never seen anything as beautiful, as magical, as the creatures
that flitted back and forth before her on the stage. It became her wish to
learn to dance like them, and her father, unable to refuse her in anything,
paid for her to have lessons — as many lessons as she could endure. He
wasn’t sure about letting her perform: it didn’t seem to be quite the thing for
girls of the sort of class to which he aspired. Eventually, though, he
permitted her to dance in a small way at private gatherings.

Evelyn became rather good. Not, perhaps, of the highest calibre, but
talented enough by nineteen to catch the eye of one young gentleman in
particular. She might not have been conventionally pretty, Evelyn, but she
had a way of moving — like a wood nymph — and a voice like the high clear
ringing of a bell.

In 1935 Evelyn and Harry were engaged to be married. Evelyn would
take up dancing again after they wed, but she would probably never
perform again: it wasn’t fitting for a married woman to do so, and, besides,
Harry was the love of her life now.

A scant couple of months before the date that had been set for the
ceremony, Harry took Evelyn for a drive in the Sussex countryside in the
new car that Bertram had bought them as an early wedding present. It was a
glorious day, full of the promise of summer, the air filled with sunlight, the
roads dry, so no one could be quite sure what it was that caused the tyres to
skid. What could be established, however, was that the car was travelling at
great speed, far too fast for Harry to have righted their course before they
ploughed into one of the beech trees that lined the roadside. Evie was lucky.
She lost the baby that she had not even known that she had been carrying,
and her right leg was fractured in seven places, forever after to be held
together by an ingenious framework of metal pins and bands. Harry was not
so fortunate: he was killed outright.

Evelyn, for all the overabundance of her youth, was possessed of an
innate toughness of character. She knew that she would never dance again,
professionally or otherwise, that she would never again bear children, and
that she could probably never love another man in the way she had Harry.
And yet she took to the rehabilitation programme devised for her with great
determination. Every day she would make the journey to Battersea Park —
just across the bridge from her father’s townhouse — to perform her



strengthening exercises in the green surrounds. It was here that she saw the
troupe of orphanage girls in their maroon smocks taking their walk, with
two of the sisters at helm and aft. In that moment the idea was born.

I don’t think it would be untrue to say that in my mother Evie found the
daughter that she had never been able to bear, along with, perhaps, the story
of success that could never have been hers. She taught her everything she
knew. A year after Mum first crossed the threshold of the ballet studio, Evie
had adopted her as her own.

In 1938, my eight-year-old mother won a scholarship to the Sadler’s
Wells Ballet School and Company. The rest, as they say, is history. The
orphanage, the hand-me-down costume that she’d first worn to train in —
these became part of my mother’s fairy tale.

Fairy tales, however, do not always end happily — in fact, quite often it’s
the opposite, despite what modern retellings may ask you to believe. That
was a difficult lesson to learn; perhaps I am learning it still. The fourteenth
of April 1985. I tried to think, later, of what I was doing at the time, the
exact time when the crash happened. Did I know, at that moment, in some
fundamental part of my being? I have a terrible suspicion that I was buying
a round for some of my old art-school friends at the Goodge Street pub we
met in: blithely going about my day with no idea of how my life had
suddenly changed.

After the plane crash I moved back into the house in Battersea where the
three of us had lived: a big, cluttered Victorian conversion on one of those
streets leading away from the park. It was only me there now. A couple of
years before, Evie had gone into a home, diagnosed with progressive
dementia. For a long time, Mum had refused to consider the possibility of
moving her into care. Her work as a choreographer had seen her travelling
frequently, but she said that she would downsize and find work closer to
home so she could spend more time looking after Evie. Yet Evie’s
behaviour became increasingly confused and erratic. When she was found
on the other side of the borough with a broken elbow and no knowledge of
how she’d got so far from home, it became clear that she didn’t simply need
more extensive care, she needed it round-the-clock. Mum couldn’t afford to
stop working completely, and I had to be at the Slade, where I was taking
my degree in Fine Art.



‘It would be better’, said the social worker at St George’s, who had an
illustrated-textbook turn of phrase, ‘for her to have the company of others —
which can be achieved with at-home visits, but is far more easily
accomplished in a nursing home, where she can have a social life, too.’

I can see why my mother found the decision such a difficult one to make.
This was the woman who had cared for her from infancy, without whose
love and influence she would never have had the life she did. I know she
suffered over it, felt that she was committing a terrible form of betrayal.
There was the added complication that Evie didn’t always seem in a
particularly bad way — she could have moments of sudden and startling
lucidity, and there were whole days when it would appear that nothing at all
was amiss. But the bad days were very bad, and the possibilities of what
could happen in the hours Evie might be alone were frightening. In the end,
Mum had accepted that there was no alternative.
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London, May 1986

It was a year after Mum had died when it all happened. I had just about
managed to convince myself that I was all right. Looking back, I can see
that I wasn’t. I was twenty-seven, and my days tended to consist of an
unvarying routine: work, and visiting Evie. But I was managing to present
to the outside world a promising enough impression of surviving. It helps
that after the first three months people tend to stop asking how you’re
coping, and, if there isn’t strong evidence to the contrary, feel you must be
getting on with life.

I saw hardly anything of my old art-school friends. It hadn’t been a
conscious thing, but I can see now how I distanced myself from them
incrementally. I began to decline the invitations to parties and exhibitions —
even to the weekly gatherings at our pub. I had realized that my grief
alienated me from them, understood the gulf it created between my life and
theirs. Even if I had wanted to talk about Mum — which I didn’t — I could
not have done so with them. Conversation revolved around mild gossip,
who was sleeping with who, who had ‘sold out’ to a big-time collector ...
the many, minor intrigues of our small, incestuous world. The thought of
bringing death into that happy, frivolous mix was inconceivable.

Until recently I had been one of them: young, carefree and ever so
slightly selfish, in the most harmless way. I could not help feeling that my
presence was a souring influence. I know that they would have been
mortified to hear this was how I felt — and I saw that they went out of their
way to treat me as though I were unchanged.

Despite my withdrawal from my friends and that old world, I did feel the
need to keep busy. Busy meant that I didn’t have to spend too much time in
the house in Battersea, where the quiet and emptiness had a peculiar,
terrible weight. I spent more time than ever wandering the city with my



camera — especially on those mornings when I woke in the small hours to
the roar of silence that surrounded me, and understood that there could be
no more sleep. The concentration necessary to taking a good photograph —
the careful assessment of the light, the important decisions about exposure,
the framing and focusing of the shot — was the only thing equal to forcing
all other thought away.

Then there was the sanctuary of the darkroom afterwards. Mum had had
it made for me in the Victorian cellar beneath the house as an eighteenth-
birthday present. She’d had it installed in the week I was away on a school
art trip to Rome and when I came back there it all was: two huge work
surfaces, the enlarger, for projecting the film, a red-lensed safelight, the
developing trays, and two shelves stocked with all the other equipment I
might need. She had even got me my own set of specialist overalls. To use
it was now an excuse to seal myself in that hermetic space for a few hours,
and try to forget about the empty rooms gathering dust above my head.

I also spent more time than ever at work. This was in a camera shop off
the King’s Road, which had seemed, when I applied, the next best thing to
becoming a professional photographer. It was one of those shops run for
love, not money, though my boss, Nick, had once been quite big in the
industry. He’d taken iconic shots of people like Veruschka, Bianca Jagger,
the Stones, and even my mother. He told me once that my mother was
probably the most naturally beautiful woman he’d ever shot. ‘Because she
was so at ease with herself,” he’d said, ‘so graceful, so at one with her
body.’

Many of the photos he took are common currency now — constantly
dredged up for articles — even if the photographer’s name is not. Nick left it
all behind, and that world quickly forgot about him. He left because he’d
been rather too much a part of it all: had been at the same parties, taken the
same drugs, suffered the same comedowns. He’d had what he called the
three-year hangover, which nearly destroyed him. So he’d dusted himself
off and found a new, simpler life.

Sometimes, when business was slow, Nick would give it up as a bad job,
shut the shop and we’d go off on ‘tutorials’. We’d head down to the river
and take photos from Albert Bridge, or try surreptitiously to snap the
punkish kids — faint echoes of their seventies predecessors — who gathered



on the benches near the fire station. Sometimes we’d get in Nick’s car and
drive east to take photographs of old industry, a la Steven Siegel.

[ first got into photography when I sat in Mum’s choreography sessions
after school and tried to capture the ballerinas stretching, leaping, even
making mistakes. I had discovered early that I would never make a good
dancer. I lacked the discipline, the instinctive grace — and, perhaps most
important of all, I was no performer. To have my mother watch me put
through my paces at the barre was agony enough, let alone anyone else. I
pretended to enjoy myself, for her sake — but Mum quickly saw through it,
and suggested I might want to try a new hobby. That was just like her.
Another parent might have pushed, desperate for their child to share their
interest, but Mum sought for honesty between us above all else.

Oh, but I loved to watch people dance, especially her. One weekend, she
took me to an exhibition by the photographer Barbara Morgan: black-and-
white images of dancers, starkly lit and caught mid-step and mid-leap. To
this day I am still in awe of her work: how the fixedness of the medium —
the inevitable permanence of the snapshot — serves to enhance the sense of
movement. When I saw them for the first time, saw how she had captured
the power and the gravity-defying athleticism of those dancers — had
achieved the impossible and frozen a moment in time — I was electrified.

On Christmas day of that year, I unwrapped a new Nikon for Christmas —
my own camera, with a special wooden box Mum had found and packed
full of film. An interest became an obsession, a whole new way of looking
at the world. Some of those first photographs, even those Mum had let me
take of her dancing barefoot about our kitchen, made their way into my
application portfolio for the Slade.

When Mum died, Nick was great. He was very gentle with me: didn’t push
me to speak about it, though he intimated that he’d be ready to talk if I
wanted to. Which I didn’t especially — he was my boss, after all, and though
at times he felt more like a friend there was always a certain degree of
professional distance that I was wary of traversing. More than anything I
wanted him to view me as a promising photographer, not someone who
needed his pity.

Nick had suggested at first that I might want to take some sort of
sabbatical, but I think he soon understood that to be away from work — free



to think about everything — was the worst thing that could happen to me. It
would have been the excuse I needed to seal myself off from the world
completely.

And there was Evie too, of course. The nursing home was a few minutes’
cycle ride from the shop, down towards World’s End, and I’d go almost
every day after work to have a cup of tea and some increasingly surreal
conversation. She’d deteriorated quickly after the crash: grief, it seemed,
had hastened the progress of the dementia. Sometimes she’d talk about
Mum as though she were still alive. When she then learned otherwise it was
as though she had suddenly discovered the fact. This was terrible for both
of us.

On that spring afternoon the day went much as normal. I bought some
cannelés de Bordeaux — Evie’s favourite — from the French patisserie
opposite the shop and cycled down to the home. Miriam, one of the carers,
was waiting in the entrance hall.

‘She’s been asking for you all day.’

‘Really?’ If Evie asked for anyone, it was usually Mum.

“Yes. I kept telling her, “She’ll be coming later, dear, same as usual.”
She’ll be pleased to see you.’

‘I brought her some new photographs.’

These were of my mother. I collected them for her — and there were quite
a number to be discovered in old magazines and performance programmes

. some of them I had even taken myself. Evie craved them, and they
seemed to have a positive effect on her. I found the process of discovering
them at once soothing and painful, a strange combination.

‘She’ll like that. I should warn you though ... she does seem a bit
agitated.’

‘Worse than normal?’

‘Well, that’s the thing. She’s much better, in a sense — she doesn’t seem
nearly so confused as she has been of late. It isn’t that, no. It’s as if
something’s troubling her.’

I knew that something was different as soon as I entered the room: I felt
it. The air was as close and dry as ever but it was charged with some foreign
element, a sharper savour. Evie was waiting for me in her armchair, white-
faced. She looked up at me with an expression that I didn’t identify at first
because it was so unexpected. It wasn’t benign ignorance, or wrenching



grief — the two states between which she veered. It took me some long
moments to recognize it for what it was: fear.

‘Evie,’ I said, ‘are you all right?’

She didn’t answer me at first, but she slumped down lower in the seat and
her gaze dropped towards her clasped hands. I stood there impotently as the
seconds of silence dragged on. And when I noticed she had begun to
tremble slightly I panicked, thinking she might be having some kind of
seizure. I went to hold her shoulders but she shrugged my hands away,
shaking her head, and I stepped back, alarmed.

‘Evie, please, tell me what it is.’

‘I never told her.” She spoke so quietly, almost to herself. I wasn’t sure if
I’d heard correctly at first, and had to ask her to repeat it.

‘I don’t understand, Evie. Are you talking about Mum?’ I’d play along
with this delusion, I thought — that was generally better than trying to set
her right and only confuse things further. “What didn’t you tell her?’

‘I lied to her.’

I prickled with unease. There was, as Miriam had said, an odd clarity to
her speech — a distinct lack of the usual confused rambling. Whatever it was
she was trying to say, I suddenly wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it. I sat down
next to her and tried to take her hand. She moved it away, drawing into
herself.

‘Evie, you’re upset. I’'m sure whatever it was, well, it can’t matter now.’

‘It matters more. I should have told her, and now she’s gone, and she
never knew.’

‘But I think—’

‘No.” Her tone was sharp, so different to her usual whisper, so alarmingly
unlike the docile, childlike person I had become accustomed to. I wondered
if this was some volatile new stage of the degeneration. But when she spoke
next it was again with that unusual lucidity.

‘No. It needs to be said. I should have said something ... a long time ago,
but I loved her so much, I couldn’t do it.” She looked at me, imploring, and
I saw that her eyes had filled with tears. ‘It was a terrible, selfish thing.’

My unease had evolved into something more like dread. ‘Please, Evie,
tell me: what are you talking about?’

‘Her mother. She came looking.’

I stared at her, stupidly. “Whose mother?’



‘June’s. She came looking for her, and June never knew.’

Mum’s birth parents had never had any presence — even as an absence —
in our lives. We simply never spoke of them, with perhaps one exception. I
can still remember, quite clearly, the one and only time I had asked Mum
about her birth parents. It was my twenty-first birthday, and Mum had taken
me for supper at the Café de Paris, just the two of us.

I’d felt very grown up, in a beautiful black crépe de Chine dress Mum
had lent me, and I’d had too much excitement, and far too much
champagne. It seemed to me the right moment to ask, now that I had
become an adult. Was she curious? I asked. Had she ever thought about
looking for them? She didn’t seem affronted by the question — I think she
must have been expecting me to ask one day. Her answer was unequivocal.
‘If they wanted me, they’d have come looking, so why should I go after
them? I have you, and Evie. You’re all the family I need. I don’t need to
know anything more about someone who chose to leave a baby on a
doorstep.’

And that was it: there was clearly to be no further discussion of the issue.
I supposed I had to be satisfied. I didn’t forget about them, these unknown
grandparents who were — or at least had once been — out there in the world
somewhere, but to me they were creatures of myth: several shades removed
from reality, reserved for the realm of imagination and fantasy.

Evie had covered her face with her hands and as I reached forward to try
to comfort her, she let out a terrifying sound, a sort of howl. She looked up
at me through her spread fingers, and were it not for the awful
circumstances she would have appeared comic — an octogenarian playing a
child’s game of hide-and-seek. As it was, it frightened me. There was a long
pause while I tried to think of something I could say, or do. Then she gave a
great, rattling sigh, which seemed to steel her enough to speak. Quiet, and
slow, but precise:

‘When June was twenty years old, I had a letter. The woman who wrote
it, she claimed to be her mother. It was ... so strange, coming out of the
blue like that. She said that if we met she would explain everything.’

‘Did you meet with her?’

Evie looked up at me, miserably, and I could already guess the answer.
‘Never. I couldn’t, do you understand? I was too afraid. I was too afraid that
she might be telling the truth. I tried to convince myself then that there was



no chance of it. Your mother was getting famous ... we had mail from all
sorts of strange people, people wanting to be a part of her life, wanting
things from her.’

‘So, you thought it could have been from a crazed fan?’

“That’s what I told myself, yes. But she sent me something else. It was
then I knew she was telling the truth, only I couldn’t say anything. I was
terrified — even more so than before. It has never gone away. It has been
with me, every day ... like ... something crouched on my shoulder.” She
folded down into herself, as though feeling the weight of it there now.

‘Evie,’ I said, taking one of her knotted hands in mine. “You did the right
thing, I’'m sure.” I was picking my words carefully. “This woman, she could
have been anyone, a real psycho for all we know.’

She gave a frightened smile and shook her head. “When I saw the picture
she sent a few days later I knew she was telling the truth.’

‘What picture?’

Evie heaved herself up and shuffled across to her bureau. It was a
varnished Art Deco piece, the only thing she’d wanted to bring with her
from the house. Atop it, as it had ever done, sat the framed photograph of a
beautiful young man: her husband-to-be who never was.

She reached for the set of keys she still wore eccentrically at her waist on
a rope belt — as though she were the chatelaine of some vast property — and
bent stiffly to unlock the bottom drawer. It always made me sad to watch
her move, she who would once have used her body with such grace: the
awkward movements of the shoulder blades that jutted from the curved
ridge of her back like small, mismatched wing-stumps, where once they
would have framed a strong, straight spine.

The envelope she passed me was light and very old, the brown paper as
dry and fragile as a leaf skeleton. The pressure of my thumb was enough to
render a slight fissure in its surface. I looked down at it, bemused by the
fact that something so insubstantial could be the cause of such crippling
anxiety.

‘I want you to take it away, to look at it alone,” Evie told me. ‘I want you
to see what’s inside for yourself.’

I stared at her, and she gave a tiny nod. ‘Please, take it.’



Back at home, I went straight to my old den. The house was one of those
old flights of fancy with squares of rainbow-coloured glass in the half-moon
window above the front door, and a singular, rather lost-looking turret
feature — the townhouse equivalent of the folly. I had been drawn to it as a
child, this strange piece of magical realism, and for years the small round
space inside the turret had been my reading place. Mum had even had a
window seat installed for me. It was there that I decided to retreat with my
envelope — the big empty house echoing around me.

I upended the delicate package with care, and let the contents slide out on
to the seat-cushion. Two sheets of paper, tissue-thin as the envelope, faded
with age. One, the letter, written in an interesting hand — calligraphic, with
something of a flourish to it.

Dear Ms Darling,

I understand that this letter will come as something of a shock,
for both yourself and June. I’'m not quite sure, I’'m afraid, of how
to go on without coming straight to the point, so please accept my
apologies for the lack of preamble. You see, I am June’s mother. 1
gave birth to her twenty years ago almost to this day.

I know how this will probably appear: that I abandoned my
child in a moment of selfishness, and that, all this time later, I
have had a change of heart. Yet that is not how it happened. If
you would allow me a chance to explain myself to you both, I
think you will understand that I had no choice in the matter.

It is difficult to explain everything in a letter, and I am aware
that if I were to write the whole sad tale down it would hardly
seem credible. As such, I beg you — and June — to meet with me. If
you choose to do so, I will be waiting for you, in my rooms at
Claridge’s Hotel, every afternoon next week. Please ask
downstairs for Célia, and you will be directed to me. I do not
make any demands — I know that I have no right to do so. I ask
only that you give me this chance to meet with my daughter, and
to have her understand that I never abandoned her.

Yours faithfully,

Célia




I sat back and looked out of the window, to where I could make out the
embroidered arch of Albert Bridge. This Célia, this woman who claimed to
be my grandmother, had languished in that hotel for a week, waiting,
anxious, perhaps scanning the faces of those passing beneath her window
for the one she sought: the face of her own daughter. Perhaps she had
waited for longer than a week. If you were desperate it would be easy to
convince yourself that the letter had been delayed, or that its recipient
needed time to decide to come. She had said she would make no demands.
Had Evie had the right to be so cruel? But that was not the way to think
about this. I knew nothing of this person, and I had known Evie my entire
life and she was good, and moral, and she had loved Mum more than
anything. It was not my place to judge her.

I picked up the other piece of paper. It was stiffer, a fine card, one side
blank. I turned it over, and forgot to breathe. A line drawing in pen and ink,
exquisitely done. It was my mother. She was seated on what appeared to be
a picnic rug, with the vague suggestion of a body of water — a river, or a
lake perhaps — behind her. She gazed straight out at me, half smiling.

By a slow process of realization, I came to understand that it wasn’t my
mother after all. It couldn’t be, even had the hair not been wrong, had the
clothes not been strange and antique, not like anything I’d ever seen Mum
wear. For the date, written above the signature, was 1929. Now I knew who
she must be. Now I could understand Evie’s wretchedness, her terrible
sense of guilt at what she’d done.

When [ studied the piece again, later, I was able to view it with greater
objectivity, to note the artist’s skill, the lightness of touch. It was a study in
economy, the whole image described with a few fluid strokes of the pen.
Yet it was also finely observed, the sitter’s expression somewhere between
a smile and a grimace, as though she weren’t comfortable with finding
herself the subject of a portrait.

I picked up my wallet and drew out the photograph of my mother — my
favourite one of her, because it was exactly how I had always thought of
her. In it she was perhaps around my own age and wore her ‘off-duty’
uniform of black Capri trousers and a white T-shirt. She was inimitably chic
and beautiful to me in this image. Which journalist was it that had described



her as ‘a combination of the two Hepburns in appearance’? Her black hair
had an almost celluloid gleam to it — obediently straight, drawn back at the
nape of her neck. How I had longed for that hair as a child.

I could see that the woman in the drawing had my mother’s innate, artless
elegance: it was evident even in the slightly awkward, temporary nature of
the pose. That smile, though, was absolutely her own. It was a da Vinci
smile — a not-quite smile — enigmatic and complex.

This was a work of no common talent. I doubted that I could ever take a
shot that so strongly evinced the character of the sitter. I looked at the
signature that sat beneath the date. I could make out two characters,
intertwined. An Sand a T. Or a T and S. It meant nothing to me, but I stared
at it, as though it were some hieroglyph that might reveal the drawing’s
secret.

Evie died a couple of days later. It was a massive stroke, they told me. It
shames me to say that I had not visited her since our meeting. I had not
been able to face her guilt, or, indeed, my own confused feelings about what
she had told me. I had convinced myself that it would be best for both of us
to have a few days apart. I should have known by then that a life can be
altered irrevocably in far less time than that. I had lost my chance to tell her
that I understood.

The funeral confirmed how completely my mother and I had been her
whole sphere of existence: the small church was less than half-full. That old
secret feeling that I had always harboured, that feeling that we weren’t as
close as we could be, was nullified by the tide that surged over me and drew
me down for several weeks into some dark, blind chamber of grief. Only
when it was too late, only through the loss of her, was I able to understand
how much I had loved her.

I went into the shop every morning, but my days had no shape and
purpose to them now. Evie’s company, however unpredictable, had been so
much more to me than I had realized. Above all, she had been my last link
to Mum. This was a new loneliness, such as I had never known or imagined
possible.
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A few days after the funeral Evie’s things had been returned to the house in
Battersea. For a time I could not bear to look at them. The sight filled me
with a confused sense of grief and guilt: guilt that I perhaps had not been
the granddaughter I could have been to her, busy as I was selfishly wanting
Mum all for my own. So for several weeks everything sat in the drawing
room, untouched. It was a space we had seldom used and, now that it was
only me, I never entered.

Though Evie had not lived there for some time the house seemed even
quieter with her gone. Sometimes now I began to wonder if I, too, was
gradually becoming a ghost. My meagre presence in the place seemed to
make no mark upon it. However much I cleaned — I gave up after a while —
the dust seemed determined to settle. I avoided looking in mirrors ... I did
not like what they revealed to me of myself. But I was most afraid that one
day I might not see anything at all.

Over the weeks, my curiosity about Evie’s things grew. I began to wonder
whether that room might harbour something that would further illuminate
the secret. Perhaps there was more, I started to think, more that she had not
had time to show me.

The room began to exert a pull upon me. Eventually, in the early hours of
one morning, I made my way there with the fixed yet unconscious purpose
of a sleepwalker, pushing open the door to reveal the dark mound of
possessions in the centre of the rug — smaller than might be expected, but no
less significant for that.

For someone who had been born into money, Evie had not surrounded
herself with much, never one for jewellery or expensive clothing or any of
those other accoutrements of wealth. But there were treasures of another
order to discover here: an inventory of memories. A small pair of silk ballet
slippers, hopelessly battered and worn: the blush pink faded to a sullen
grey. Made for tiny feet, I realized, those of a child. Possibly, considering



the size and age, my mother’s first-ever pair. I found myself gripping them,
holding them to my chest like a magical talisman, as though they might still
exude some essence of her.

There were programme brochures from what might have been every
performance Mum had ever danced in, the earliest among them already
desiccated with age. There were photographs, too, and I took my time
looking through these, suspended somewhere between pleasure and pain.
One thing that gave me pause was the number of photos there were of me,
and not only those in which I appeared alongside Mum. There I was in my
primary school uniform on my first day, a look of ill-concealed terror on my
face — I was a painfully shy child. Then one of me as a teenager, dressed in
T-shirt and shorts in Battersea Park, in what seemed from the seared grass
in the background to be midsummer, my camera slung about my neck.
Another of me on my twenty-first birthday, in the black crépe de Chine I
wore for supper with my mother. I felt a pang then, because I remembered
how pleased I had been that it would only be the two of us ... that Evie
wasn’t coming. And she had kept the photograph here for all these years,
along with her most treasured memories of Mum.

I came to the letters next. There were hundreds — maybe even thousands
— each stack tied neatly together with string. Seeing that vast number,
collected here, I could understand how tempting it might have been for Evie
to tell herself that the letter had merely come from another fan. There were
so many that it was hard to believe that each represented a person who had
sat down and written a letter to my mother, to tell her how her performance
had affected them. But that was Mum for you, I suppose. That was how
talented she was — although it had often seemed something greater than
talent, almost a magical power.

I did not know exactly what I hoped to achieve, when I untied the string
on the nearest bundle. I read the first few letters from start to finish and
would have carried on like this, had I not realized that I would be there for
days if I did. So I began to sift through them, instead — my gaze catching on
those phrases that demanded to be read: ... the most exquisite thing I have
ever seen ... I will remember you as long as I live ...

A small part of me felt a kind of indignant possessiveness as I read the
most recent ones, those letters that had flooded in after her death. I knew it
was irrational, but it felt as though these people — these strangers — were



clamouring for a part of her to keep for themselves. Did they not understand
that the memory of her was a precious, finite quantity, not one upon which
they could stake their claim?

I left these, and moved instead to the letters that were faded and frail with
age, some so delicate that they had to be handled with great care, making it
a painstaking process.

Then I found it, what I had been hoping — and fearing — to discover. It
was the handwriting that I noticed first: so distinctive as to be unmistakable,
though it could not be definitive proof on its own. But there was the name,
too.

I read it through, quickly, in such a state of nervous excitement that I
didn’t take any of it in. Then a second time, forcing myself to go more
slowly. If I had been hoping for something revelatory this was not it. In
many ways it read like any another fan letter, remarkable only for its
brevity. What made it special was the fact that it was from her, Célia:

16 November 1956

Dear June,
I came to the performance last night and watched you dance as
Giselle. You made me believe so strongly that you were that little
peasant girl, lifted and then cruelly broken by love, that the
ending was, in a word, shattering. It was perhaps the most
beautiful thing I have ever seen ... and the most tragic.

Yours,

Célia

I went back to my pile, fingers trembling as I sifted carefully through
brittle leaves of paper. After a few minutes of searching I found another.
The same handwriting, another short note ... and then that name. It struck
me then as an unusual name. It could have been ordinary, English — save for
that accent on the ‘e’, which made it instantly foreign. Italian, possibly, or
French.

Quickly, taking less time to be delicate now, I began to hunt through the
other piles ... just in case. What I discovered was far greater than I could



have imagined. A letter, it appeared, for every year that my mum had been
performing. I laid them all out together, and they covered the entire rug. I
sat back on my heels and stared at them, the blood beating loud in my head
with excitement and something not unlike fear. Had Evie seen these? She
must have done. Mum, too, must have seen them, though she had never
remarked on them. Then again, there was nothing exceptional in the fact of
the letters themselves. Many particularly avid fans might write again and
again. Only when placed in the context of that first, all-important letter did
they attain a new significance.

Suddenly it looked like the evidence of an obsession: decades of the
sender’s life devoted to this one-sided communication. The breathtaking
futility of it. But perhaps she — this Célia — had not thought it futile. Maybe
she had believed it would eventually bring Mum to her. What did that say
about her ... about the state of her mind?

This secret that Evie had forced me to acknowledge had suddenly
become all the more compelling. At the same time, I perceived a danger in
it that I had not been aware of before. Possibly, even when she had believed
her reasons to be selfish, Evie truly had been protecting Mum from her past.
Perhaps it was enough that she had been able to unburden herself of her
secret, without my needing to explore any further. What good could come
of it? It was all so long ago, and if the woman who had written the letter
were Evie’s age, she might also now be gone.

I went back to my room, and took the drawing out of its envelope. Once
again I was transfixed by it — by this woman who was so similar in
appearance to my mother that I, her own daughter, had at first been
convinced it was her. Every time I saw it, it stole my breath from me. How
could a mere few strokes of pen do that, exert such a pull of memory and
emotion? I had no doubt that it was the work of a master — and I knew, too,
that I could not rest until I had found out more.
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London, July 1986

‘I was wondering whether you could take a look at it?’

“Well, of course, sweetheart, but I can’t promise anything.’

‘Charlie. If anyone can find something out about this drawing, it’s you.’

Charlie was a friend of mine from the Slade. He had also been my
boyfriend, briefly, though I generally chose to forget that part. I had at one
time thought myself in love with him — hardly able to believe that someone
like him, so confident and so talented, would be interested in me. Yet it
transpired that he wasn’t well suited to monogamy. When it ended I had
thought that what I felt was heartbreak. It was only after Mum’s death,
when I knew the true meaning of that word, that I understood it had not
been so. It had been an infatuation, and my hurt and embarrassment, while
terrible, had not been the true symptoms of a broken heart.

Perhaps further proof of this was the fact that our friendship had survived
the break-up. The only thing it hadn’t survived, ultimately, was Mum’s
death — and this was entirely my own fault. Or at least, I thought it had not
survived. Now I was surprised at how ordinary it felt to chat to him, almost
as though only a few days had passed without our talking — rather than a
good six months or so. I had expected formality or even coldness, but he
sounded, if anything, pleased to hear from me.

Charlie had been one of the few of us who had been able to make a
career from his work — which was well deserved, as he was phenomenally
talented. He also boasted an almost encyclopedic knowledge of the art
world. It’s my experience that most artists tend to go either way in their
attitude to the artistic canon. Either they decide to reject knowledge of
everything that has gone before, wanting to create ‘freely’, without the
weight this awareness would bring, or they know the art world and its
history inside out. Charlie was of the latter school. He’d told me once that
he couldn’t engage with subjects that didn’t interest him — hence his



limping away from his school years with a bare handful of O Levels — but
when it came to things that did, such as his chosen field, he was
astonishingly knowledgeable.

He seemed pleased by my flattery, as I had guessed he would be. ‘All
right. I’ll give it a glance. Over dinner? I could cook for you.’

This was dangerous. I wasn’t flattering myself — given an opportunity to
seduce anyone, anything, Charlie would probably take it.

‘I don’t want to put you to any trouble over it. Why don’t we meet
somewhere in your neighbourhood? My treat.’

We ate at a cheap, workaday Italian where Charlie seemed known to the
staff, though it was unclear whether they treated every customer, regular or
otherwise, with the same ersatz bonhomie. When I got up to use the ladies’
I saw one of the waiters lurking outside the back door, cigarette in hand,
scowling at the pavement, and I felt myself blush, as though I’d witnessed
him in a state of undress.

We ordered two vast buttery plates of linguine vongole and some cheap
red wine. It was Charlie who brought up the subject of the drawing.

‘Well, let’s see it then.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin and sat back
in his chair, prepared, I thought, to be unimpressed.

I drew the envelope out of my bag, suddenly nervous, my fingers clumsy
and my heart thudding. Though it was the purpose of our meeting, I think I
had been subconsciously putting off this part. I had a moment of hesitation:
did I definitely want to show him? I had convinced myself that it was in
some way exceptional. If it was, to do so could be to set something in
motion — something over which I might have no control. Though perhaps
even worse than that would be to hear that it was nothing special after all,
that I had been mistaken.

I slid the drawing out and saw her face again. That geometric hair, those
arching eyebrows like two elegant parentheses, and the softness of the other
features that contrasted with them: the full lips, the quizzical, intelligent
gaze. It was a simple sketch, as I have said, perhaps a study for a more
permanent work. Yet each time I looked I saw something in it that I had not
noticed before. This time it was the fingernails on the elegant hand, the one
held to her neck. They were bitten down, like a child’s. The detail
convinced me that the artist knew the subject well. In a more considered
study there would have been time to notice and incorporate such a feature.



In a quick sketch, the work of a moment such as this, the artist would have
to have known of it already.

Charlie was silent for a long time as he studied it. His face, usually so
mobile, was rigid with concentration, his eyebrows drawn together. He
moved the paper closer and closer to his face until his nose almost touched
its surface, and it would have made me laugh had I not felt so anxious. I sat
there for several excruciating minutes, as the chatter of the room washed
over me and a siren blared past along the road outside. Finally, he looked
up. His expression was impossible to read.

‘Kate.” It was only then I became aware of his excitement, heard the
tremor of it in his voice.

‘Yes?’

‘I think — I mean, I’'m almost certain ... that you might have something
rather interesting here.’

I leaned forward, ready with my questions. He put out a hand, and shook
his head.

‘I don’t want to get your hopes up before I've checked it out.’

‘But you recognize the signature? You know who it’s by?’

‘Well, that’s the thing — I might do, but I need to make sure. I’ll need to
borrow it for a couple of days.’

‘No! You can’t, I’'m sorry.’ I reached to take it from him.

‘Look, trust me, please. I'll treat it as carefully as gold dust, I promise. If
I’'m right, it practically is gold dust. Better, in fact.’

“That’s not why [—’

He put up his palms. ‘I know, I know, but as I say, I have to check. I have
someone who will be able to tell me, unequivocally, either way.” He looked
at me beseechingly.

‘Fine.’ I couldn’t quite believe I’d said it. ‘But you must promise—’

‘I promise.” He covered my hand with his. ‘I’ll guard it with my life.’

I returned home excited and anxious — trying not to remember that time
Charlie had lost the portfolio for his final degree piece in Waterloo station.
And I didn’t sleep well the next couple of nights, envisaging terrifying
scenarios in which he’d left the drawing on the tube or set fire to it
accidentally. It came as a huge relief when, three days later, he finally called



with directions to a private gallery in Islington. I was to meet him there at
seven, after they’d closed to visitors for the day.

When I got there, five minutes early, Charlie was already sitting on the
step outside, drawing hungrily on the remains of a cigarette, his foot
tapping. When he saw me he dropped the butt and jumped up, launching
himself towards me. He was vibrating with excitement, I could tell, though
I tried not to infer too much from the sight of it. He took my arm. ‘Come
and meet Agnes.’

Agnes was Swiss-German, in her fifties, with a handsome face framed by
large round spectacles, grey hair drawn into a utilitarian topknot. I
suppressed a smile. I’d assumed, knowing Charlie, that she would be some
ravishing young ingénue with hair to her waist. She treated me to a firm
handshake, and ushered us into an immaculate office behind the exhibition
space. The only colour came from the jewel-coloured spines of books on a
shelf behind the desk, and a vast canvas of riotous, tessellated watercolour
squares on the opposite wall that I recognized as a Paul Klee.

Agnes was eager to get straight to business. She reached into the drawer
of her desk and removed the drawing carefully, placing it between us with,
it seemed, a certain reverence. Against the lacquered black wood of the
desk, in a pristine new dustsheet, it looked decidedly small, old and grubby.

‘So.” Agnes leaned forward and fixed me with pale blue eyes surreally
magnified by her lenses. ‘Kate — remind me where you came across this
work, please.’

“Well ... it’s difficult to explain.’ I searched for the best way of putting it.
‘It’s been in the family for a while, and it’s recently come into my
possession.’

Agnes nodded. ‘The reason I ask is that I believe you have something
extremely precious here. You had a suspicion of this before?’

‘I — I didn’t know, to be honest. I've no eye for these things, not like
Charlie, say, but it did seem good to me. I suppose I hoped it might be
special.’

‘Indeed. Tell me,” she peered at me, ‘are you aware of an artist named
Thomas Stafford?’

I laughed. ‘Well, yes — of course I am.” You didn’t have to be an art
historian to have heard of the man: he had achieved the distinction of
becoming a national treasure. There had been a big retrospective of his



work only a few months previously at the Tate, and I’d seen the poster for it
on tube platforms. It had stayed with me particularly, that image, because it
had been in such contrast to the rain-sodden April weather we had at the
time. It showed a view out across a sun-bleached window shelf: a blue
wedge of sea, the white triangles of sails stark against it.

‘But the drawing doesn’t look like anything I’ve seen of his.” Yet even as
I said it I was thinking of those initials. S and T, T and S. Could it be?

‘No,’ said Agnes, patiently, ‘it certainly doesn’t look like his recent work
... or, indeed, most of the work for which he is known.’

Charlie cut in: ‘But you’re something of an expert on his work, aren’t
you, Agnes?’

Agnes gave a modest nod. ‘I’ve had to be. I wrote my thesis on him.” She
looked fondly down at the drawing. ‘This is, in fact, similar to other early
works I’ve seen in style, execution — even the materials used. He favoured
pen and ink or charcoal in the early years, you see ... perhaps before he’d
got fully confident with using some of the more complex mediums. And, I
think, because they were quick. He could get the effect of spontaneity that
you see here. It was his later works, after the war, that got him noticed in a
big way.” She smiled. ‘Several of his biggest fans, myself included, think
that the earlier works have their own quiet brilliance, but this’ — her voice
trembled with excitement — ‘is the earliest piece I have seen — by a few
years. The other earliest known works are from the thirties.” She stroked the
dust jacket. “This is perhaps the best I’ve seen: the most fluent, the most
true.’

I leaned forward. ‘So you’re sure? That it’s by him?’

She nodded her head, adamant. ‘I’d bet quite a sum on it being his.” I
watched as her finger traced the lines of the subject’s face. ‘Do you know
who this woman is, though? I’m curious about her.’

A thrill went through me. ‘I think she might be my relative.’

Agnes raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, it seems a very ...” she searched for
the right word, ‘familiar, almost intimate piece.’

I nodded. ‘I thought so too.’

‘But she doesn’t appear later on, as far as I can recall. So perhaps not.’

“That’s why I’m interested in the picture,’ I said, ‘because of her. Oh, it’s
a long story, but I didn’t know until recently that she existed.’



“The best person to ask,” Agnes said, ruminatively, ‘would be the artist
himself.’

‘But he’s a recluse,” Charlie said, unhelpfully. ‘He doesn’t even live in
the country.’

Agnes nodded. ‘It’s true. No one’s seen much of him since his wife died.
It’s driven some of the collectors mad. He’s always been prolific, and I
think they imagine that he’s sitting there, producing pieces that no one can
get their hands on. He’s never seemed especially interested in money, you
see, so I suppose he has no real reason to show them to anyone, if he
doesn’t want to.’

‘How should I contact him?’

Agnes sighed. “That’s the thing. It won’t be easy. Let me think on it.’

So I went home, trying to convince myself that this was progress. In
truth, it was immensely disheartening to have this new lead, yet no apparent
way of investigating it further. Agnes, too, had looked rather downcast
when I left — though that might have been as much to do with the fact that I
was taking the drawing with me.

To make matters worse, the shop was even quieter than usual that week.
The weather was terrible — despite it being early summer. The sky was an
ominous, lowering steel grey, and the light had a greyish, dirty quality to it,
too. It was hardly surprising that people did not feel compelled to think
about their cameras.

It also meant that my normal means of distraction — my own photography
— was not an option. It was too wet most of the time for me to want to risk
getting my camera out. It was old now — and prone to fail. I knew that
rainwater could be just the thing to finish it off. I knew, too, that I could
easily replace it — Nick would have given me a big discount on anything in
the store. Yet I held on to it, stubbornly, for what I suppose were
superstitious reasons. This was the camera with which I had taken picture
after picture of Mum - and I had convinced myself that it held some final
imprint of her inside its compact black body. Besides, it felt right in my
hands, as though it had moulded itself to them — or I to it, a strange
transmutation.

I needed a new way to distract myself. One day, almost without realizing
what I was doing, I took the tube to Green Park, and walked into the Royal
Academy. Only when I stood in the foyer, blinking in the bright light that



was in such contrast to the mizzling day without, did I understand why I
was there. I had come to look at the work of the artist who had suddenly
become so uniquely important to me.

I was impressed by what I found. I had peripherally been aware of
Stafford’s work — and I think I could, with confidence, have picked out one
of his pieces in a room. One of the more recent ones, at least. But here were
older works — works that were far darker and more subversive than I would
have imagined, as well as those of humour and great serenity. There was a
vast range evident here — he favoured charcoal and ink for sketches, and oil
for paint — but there were also pastels, water-colours, collages. Perhaps
what linked them together was the confidence and fluidity of line, and the
emotional punch that almost every work delivered. I couldn’t pinpoint what
the New York street scene made me feel, exactly — perhaps because it
stirred a complicated mixture of emotions. Pity, for the drunk or homeless
men slumped along the sidewalk. A certain excitement, stimulated by the
purplish suggestion of twilight, the cleverly rendered pinpoints of light that
suggested a new night falling upon the city, charged with possibility for the
men and women that strode in their finery past the sorry spectacle of the
others. I could not decide if I liked it; it made one uncomfortable. No doubt
that was the point — another mark of the artist’s skill.

And the view out across a placid sea — the Mediterranean, I was certain.
Viewed one way, it spoke of heavenly solitude. Viewed another, that
solitude transformed: became melancholic. Perhaps, after all, it depended
on what one made of it, what one brought of oneself to it.

The next day I went to the library and got out a few books about Thomas
Stafford. It purported to be an illustrated biography, but the text was
disappointingly meagre. The ‘early years’ section was sketchy, and there
was only a brief mention of the artist’s time at Oxford University, where he
had, apparently, joined a student Art Society. To my frustration I could find
nothing about a woman called Célia — nothing about any other women, in
fact, until the section on his marriage to a Corsican woman named Elodia.
The next book yielded little more. There was, however, one paragraph that
gave me pause:

There are thought to be a number of works unaccounted for from the
early years, when the artist was still a student at Oxford University.



Rumour has it that these are the product of a particularly pivotal time
emotionally and creatively in Stafford’s life — but none of these works, if
they exist, are in the public domain. The earliest works on record date
from the mid-1930s, though it is likely that Stafford was already prolific
before this period. At the time of publication, we can only hope that these
suspected earliest works may one day surface and shed further light on
the creative beginnings of this extraordinary artistic career.

The earliest works on record date from the mid-1930s. Now 1 could
understand why Agnes had been so excited. The drawing I had in my
possession was dated 1929 — half a decade before. Yet it wasn’t so much
excitement I felt at this realization as something more like dread. Could the
absence of these pieces suggest that someone simply didn’t want them to be
found?

The spell of bad weather broke, finally, on the Saturday of that week. It was
my day off, so I took up my camera and cycled the Thames Path as far as
Richmond, but it was a limp, misty day and I knew that the photographs I
took would be second rate at best. Frustrated, I made for home.

There was a voicemail blinking on the machine when I got in. I listened —
my heartbeat suddenly loud in my ears, almost deafening me. It was Agnes.
‘I may have found a way,’ she said, cryptically.

I called her back.

‘Oh good,’ she said, as soon as she heard my voice. ‘I’ve been waiting by
the phone all morning.” She paused. ‘I shouldn’t do this. It’s completely
unprofessional, you understand, but in the circumstances ...” she dropped
her voice, conspiratorially. ‘I can get you the address of his sister. She is the
founder of a charity that awards art scholarships to offenders: a friend of
mine exhibited some of the winners at his gallery, and has given me the
details.” She gave a short, rather wild laugh. ‘I let him believe that I needed
to get in touch with her about a new project — no doubt he wouldn’t have
given them to me otherwise. So you mustn’t reveal how you came by them
if you can help it.” She read out the address for me. ‘No phone number, so
you’ll have to go to her and explain.’

‘Just turn up?’



“Yes, I think so. She’s your best hope, if you want to get to him directly.
If you go via the collector route — and in doing so alert someone else to the
fact that you have this piece — you’ll only get tied up in paperwork and
financials.’

Here it was, I thought, as I hung up the phone: an end to my impotence,
my opportunity to act. But with it the doubt returned. It wasn’t as though I
would be helping Mum in any way by following this path. More to the
point, would Mum have wanted me to follow it? That one time we had
spoken on the subject she had been adamant that she had no interest in her
real parents.

Yet the idea of giving up now was inconceivable. I think I was mostly
driven by the hope of finding something that would make me feel less
alone. For one with no family left to speak of, the prospect of discovering
something about this woman — and the shared history she had been a part of
— was irresistible.

And so I went to see Stafford’s sister, Mrs Delaney, where she lived in a
Victorian building off Upper Street. Such a long wait followed my knock on
the door that I began to wonder if no one was at home, but, as I turned to
go, it opened.

‘I’'m sorry,” she told me, ‘I’ve been watching a film with my
grandchildren, and we had it up rather loud. It took me a while to realize
that the sound hadn’t come from the television.’

‘My name’s Kate,’ I told her. ‘I’m here to ask for your help. It’s about a
picture—’

‘All right,” she said, to my amazement, and, just like that, beckoned me
through.

I was so surprised by this easy acceptance that I wavered on the doorstep
for several seconds in confusion. I had spent the journey to Islington
rehearsing exactly what I would say, thinking of ways to mask Agnes’s part
in the process, how precisely to lead up to the main crux of things ... only
to find it all superfluous.

Mrs Delaney led me straight through to the kitchen at the back of the
house. The two grandchildren were apparently watching their film in the
sitting room, off the main corridor. Noise and teenage laughter surged over
me in a great wave as I entered and involuntarily I steeled myself against it.



I had become so used to the silence of the house in Battersea, you see, that
it felt almost like an assault.

Mrs Delaney was vital and upright despite her years, with the sort of
handsome looks that are improved by age — undiminished, certainly, by the
intricate atlas of lines that mapped her skin. The eyes were her most striking
feature: blue as a wolf’s, but with a softness to them that was unmistakably
kind. Even so, I quailed slightly beneath her gaze. She saw too much, I felt.

‘So,’ she said, ‘how can I help you?’

I had deliberated beforehand as to how much I should tell her, especially
as I myself knew so little. ‘I need to get in touch with your brother,” 1
started, and then stopped. No — that wasn’t quite how I had planned it. I
tried again: ‘I’'m trying to find out about someone your brother once knew.’
Mrs Delaney waited, patiently, as I searched for a way to continue.

In the end I simply removed the drawing from my bag. I showed it to her,
and saw her give a start when she saw it properly, as she took in the initials
in the lower corner. ‘How did you come by this?’ she asked, softly.

‘It’s been in my family for a long time.” I hoped that would be enough.
To my relief she seemed to accept it. She took it from me wordlessly, and
the kitchen clock counted out a full two minutes as she studied it.
Eventually, slightly unnerved, I spoke into the silence. ‘I’'m trying to find
out something about her, the woman it depicts.’

‘Well,’ she said, still studying the drawing, as though unable to tear her
eyes from it, ‘this is ... rather surprising. I have to admit that I wasn’t
expecting it to be about my brother’s work. Not many people connect us,
because we don’t share the same surname. I had actually thought it would
be something to do with Beyond the Canvas — the charity I work for.” She
looked at me then. ‘I imagine that’s how you got my address, though ...
through someone there?’ It wasn’t spoken as an accusation, but I felt my
cheeks grow hot with embarrassment, all the same. I nodded.

‘Anyway,’ she said, waving a hand to show it didn’t matter, ‘however it
came about, I do think I see how important this is to you. And my answer is
yes.’

‘Excuse me?’ I asked, rather stupidly.

‘I mean to say that yes, I will help you to contact him. That was what you
asked, I think?’

‘Oh ... well, thank you. I—’



“You should write to him,” she told me. ‘And I think you must include
this drawing.’

‘No — I can’t.” It came out more fiercely than I had expected, and it
seemed impertinent — it was her brother’s work, after all. I tried to explain:
‘Sorry,” I said, ‘but I couldn’t bear the thought of losing it.’

She nodded. ‘All right, a photocopy then — I forget there are these
modern alternatives. But, if I know my brother, it is this drawing that will
make him take notice.’

She saw me out. ‘Goodbye then, Kate Darling.” She gave me a quick
smile. ‘Good luck.’

Sitting on the tube on my way back, I thought of what it could mean, having
Thomas Stafford’s address. Did I want to follow this thread, not knowing
where it might lead? Again, I had that feeling that had been with me since
Evie had first unburdened herself — that she might almost unwittingly have
been protecting Mum from her own history. I thought of the sight that the
girls in the orphanage had described — the woman who had left the baby on
the doorstep without a backward glance, without even stopping to ring the
doorbell. What sort of person would do that to their child? What if the truth
I uncovered was a terrible thing, something that once unleashed could not
again be hidden or forgotten?

But then a rebellious voice spoke to me from the edge of thought. It’s up
to you, it whispered. You’re the only one left to decide.

By the time I got home I had made my decision. I would write my letter and
I would do the closest thing to sending the drawing: photograph it, and send
that instead. I took several versions in the kitchen where the light was good,
and developed them meticulously in the darkroom. They all came out rather
well, but I chose the one in which the expression on her face had been best
retained: that wry smile, the slight quirk of the eyebrow.

I tried to keep the note that I would send with it short, to the point,
resisting the temptation to steep it in my anxiety and hope.

Dear Mr Stafford,



Please accept my apologies for writing to you directly in this
manner, but I obtained your address from your sister, Mrs
Delaney, and am hoping you may be able to help me with
something very close to my heart. I enclose a photograph of a
drawing that I believe may be your own work. It recently came
into my possession along with a letter, sent thirty-odd years ago,
by a woman claiming to have given birth to my mother. This was
addressed to my adoptive grandmother, and signed, simply,
‘Célia’. Célia asked to meet with my mother — a request that was
never granted. My mother, the ballerina June Darling, died last
year without knowing anything of this.

If the drawing is indeed your own work, perhaps you know
something of the woman it depicts? The resemblance to my
mother is uncanny and, I have come to believe, speaks for the
truth of the letter’s claim. I am desperate to learn of all you might
know or remember. I think you may be the only person who can
help me, who may be able to tell me anything of who she was.

Yours faithfully,

Kate Darling

I gave the address of the house, and the number. As I fed the envelope
into the mouth of the postbox my hands shook.

For a couple of weeks, there was nothing. I was extremely vigilant. My
hope — a quiet, desperate hope — was strong within me. Every day, as soon
as the post arrived I would hurl myself down the stairs and watch as the
letters spilled through the door — catching them, sometimes, before they
touched the mat.

Nick knew that something was up: I was listless and distracted at work.
Even a trip to the nearby Cadogan Arms for a ‘medicinal’ glass of wine
didn’t help. He asked me if there was anything I might want to chat about —
he knew about Evie, and probably thought it related to that. I didn’t want to
talk. For one thing, I didn’t want to explain that there was anything besides
the loss of Evie occupying my thoughts. And I felt a superstition, however
foolish, that to speak of it would be to jinx it.



I think it often happens like this. You wait, and hope, until eventually the
hoping seems in vain and the thing you wish for begins to seem impossible.
You try to forget, to move on. And sometimes, once you have gone through
this painful process, by some peculiar alchemy;, it happens.

The reply came: just like that. For once, I hadn’t even heard the soft drop
of the letters as they hit the floor — I wasn’t even in the house, having gone
out to buy milk and the papers. When I returned, there it sat. A small white
envelope addressed in an unfamiliar hand, a foreign postage stamp. My
fingers were clumsy as I opened it.

Dear Kate (if I may)

Please forgive my delay in replying to you. The post takes an
extraordinarily long while to arrive here — the house is rather
remote, you see. It has also taken me some time to organize my
thoughts sufficiently to sit down and write. I will be honest and
tell you now that your letter and photograph have disturbed me
somewhat. I never thought I would see that drawing again.

I think you should come to Corsica. Can you spare the time? 1
feel we have much to-discuss, of the sort that can’t be addressed
in a mere letter.

Please know that, if you decide to come out, you need not
concern yourself about accommodation: you would be my guest
here at the Maison du Vent. We aren’t particularly smart, but I’d
like to think you would be comfortable.

I hope the enclosed will help. It will, I think, be sufficient to
cover the price of a flight to the island. An odd conceit, perhaps,
but we do not have a telephone here. So if you are inclined to
accept my offer (though I appreciate that it may be difficult to
find enough time for a visit) please send word of when you expect
to arrive, and we will make sure that someone is there to meet
you at the airport.

If you are not bound by a schedule, my advice would be to
book a single flight and decide once you are here on when to
book the return. I feel that what we have to discuss may take us
some time. I await your reply, Kate, and I hope — more than hope




— that you will choose to come and visit us as soon as you are
able.

Yours truly,

Thomas Stafford

When the cheque fell into my hand I sat down hard on the sofa and stared
at it in bewilderment. It was for a thousand pounds.



PART TWO

The 1.OZIC of
a Fairy Tale
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Corsica, August 1986

The heat was heavy, tangible, and the air shimmered above the dry earth
through the windows of the arrivals lounge. As I’d stepped from the plane I
had experienced an almost instantaneous prickling of sweat on my face and
between my shoulder blades. The Corsican sky was exactly as it had
appeared on that tube poster: a flawless blue that stretched like a spinnaker
to the pale horizon. The scent of the island was everywhere, even inside the
airport: herbal, resinous, heady. I thought of the unseasonably sodden
London that I had left behind, the metallic smell of wet tarmac, and the
lowering monochrome sky. And yet most of me wanted to run back up the
steps into the plane’s cabin and beg them to let me return home.

Stafford had explained in his letter that someone would be there to meet
me, but hadn’t said whom I should expect. A thin line of waiting taxi
drivers and family members straggled along the barrier, and I peered at the
signs but couldn’t see my own name anywhere. I realized in that moment
that I hadn’t even got a number to call if nobody showed for me. Merely the
name of a house, somewhere on the island. The absurdity of the whole
situation struck me anew. What if this were all some expensive prank on
Stafford’s part, and I was to be left here interminably? It would be less of a
stretch of the imagination to believe that than to believe that he, the world-
famous artist, had invited me to stay in his house.

Then a voice said, ‘Kate Darling?’

I turned. A tall man stood there, at a guess not much older than myself,
with black hair of that unusual hue that bears no relation to brown — the
blue-black of a raven’s feather.

‘I’'m Oliver,” he said, by way of a greeting, and took up my bags without
exactly looking happy to do so. Then he gestured through the glass doors.
‘I’m parked out that way.’



His accent intrigued me. It was impeccable, almost antique — which,
oddly enough, gave it a foreign sound. I trailed behind him to the car park,
realizing that he had offered no explanation of who he was ... and didn’t
feel that I was invited to ask. This was a bad start. I had hoped that once in
Corsica my doubts would miraculously retreat — that I would be filled with
new confidence and purpose. Now, with this less-than-friendly welcome,
my apprehension had increased.

The car was an elderly 2CV in mint-green, speckled like an old apple
with rust. The man, Oliver, appeared incongruous beside it: too tall and
solemn for such a small, jaunty-looking vehicle, and had I not been so
preoccupied by nerves I think the contrast would have made me smile.

The long, low buildings beyond the airport were quickly lost to new
surroundings: steep and arid, the road a dusty ribbon hedged on either side
with dry and thorny shrub. We were driving across the spine of Corsica,
Oliver explained, a ridge of mountains that ran the length of the island. The
car barrelled along at what felt like a dangerous speed, clouds of dust
foaming behind us. We saw no sign of civilization for a long stretch.
Suddenly, as if from nowhere, a man appeared over the top of the next
incline, running towards us along the other side of the road. He was
shirtless, his chest burnt to a deep mahogany by the sun, his skin slick with
sweat. We had to be some way from the previous town. I watched him pass,
craning round in astonishment to see him start on the steep incline that the
car had clattered its way down.

‘Corsicans are tough people,” Oliver said, with an unmistakable note of
pride. Was he Corsican? I wondered again about his connection to Stafford.
Was he a member of staff, perhaps, a protégé ... a lover, even? I knew that
Stafford had had a wife, but that didn’t mean anything. I studied his profile,
pondering this.

Just then he turned his head and caught me looking, and I looked quickly
away. | concentrated resolutely on the view from the window, letting the
false breeze created by the movement of the car tickle the damp hair away
from my forehead and cool my hot skin.

Suddenly the sea emerged before us on the horizon: a strip of brilliant
metallic blue between the sentinel peaks of two mountains, appearing at
first like a trick of the eye. So majestic was this view that my hands itched



for my camera — now buried deep in my rucksack — and if I had been braver
I would have asked him to stop.

The arid landscape gave way gradually to vineyards, stretching as far as
the eye could see. The scent of the herbs grew stronger, and there was salt
in the air. I wondered whether one might be able to taste it in the wine
produced from the crop that grew about us. The view of the coast was
uninterrupted and I could see to where the great lump of grey rock that was
the island sheared away in steep cliffs, atop which a sprawl of buildings
clung like a white growth of lichen.

‘Bonifacio,’ said Oliver.

I craned to take it all in. From here it seemed that the whole town was
about to plunge headfirst over the edge into the Mediterranean. ‘There must
be incredible views.’

He shrugged. ‘“The view from the house is better.’

We drove for another thirty minutes or so to a fork in the road, where we
bumped and clanked our slow way along a potholed track for twenty
minutes. Finally, just as I had begun to wonder whether I could stand one
more minute of the bone-jolting movement, we arrived.

The Maison du Vent crowned the promontory of rock that it sat upon like
a citadel, high above the deep, placid blue of the Mediterranean Sea. Below
was a square of gravel where Oliver parked the car next to an even more
decrepit vehicle — a three-wheeler truck of almost toy-like proportions. A
flight of steps, carved into the rock, climbed erratically up from the
roadside. Rosemary grew at intervals from cracks in the stone.

“That’s Gerard’s car,” said Oliver, gesturing to the van. ‘He’s the
groundsman here. His wife is the housekeeper, Marie.’

As if invoked, a small, dark, broad woman appeared at the top of the
steps and shouted something incomprehensible back at the house before
hurrying down to us. She wore a dress of a stiff calico, spotlessly white
against her sun-browned skin. As she drew closer, I saw that she was older
than she’d appeared from afar, perhaps sixty or more, but everything about
her — the powerful hands and plump arms, the skein of coarse black hair
wound upon her head — suggested the strength and vitality of a much
younger woman.

“Welcome, welcome.” She spoke with such a heavy accent that at first I
thought the words had been in another language. She insisted on taking one



of my bags from the car, hefting it from the roof rack and grasping it
beneath her arm as if it weighed nothing. Then she turned and took to the
stairs again. Oliver carried the other, leaving me to walk up the steps feeling
rather useless, my arms swinging free.

We came up around one wall on to a terrace formed from the same lump
of stone as the house itself. I saw immediately that the villa, a low-slung,
flat-roofed building, was not the point. The point was the view. It was like
looking down from the lofty eyrie of some cliff-dwelling bird: an
impossible perspective. I could make out a boat in the distance as a tiny
white crumb, tracking its slow progress across the still blue carpet of water.
It wasn’t difficult to see why Stafford had chosen to make his home here,
nor why he hardly ever left. The three of us stood gazing out to sea for a
moment, and even Marie, who I would have supposed inured to it by now,
appeared to take pause. Perhaps you never quite get used to a sight like that.
Then the door opened behind us, and Thomas Stafford stepped out into the
sun.

I had seen pictures of him, naturally, but even I can admit that
photographs are not always enough to convey the true presence of a person.
I think T had expected that he would be more eccentric in appearance,
perhaps even the cliché of the artistic figure — paint-splattered, wild-haired.
Stafford, however, was tall and elegant in pale linen. His hair, white and
still thick, was combed back from his brow. His expression, as he came
towards me, was perhaps the only discomposed thing about him. I have
never felt under such scrutiny as I did then beneath the unblinking intensity
of his gaze.

‘Good God.” He whispered it so quietly that at first I couldn’t be sure
whether I’d imagined it. But as he moved closer he spoke again.
‘Extraordinary,” he said, ‘... uncanny.” When I saw that there were tears in
his eyes I looked away, completely discomfited. After a long pause he
gathered himself. ‘I'm sorry,” he said, in a steadier voice, ‘I seem to have
forgotten myself. It is just that for a second I could have sworn ...” He
shook his head, and gave a careful smile. ‘I don’t know what came over me.
Please, forgive a foolish old man. And welcome, Miss Darling.” In an
instant, the frail person I had briefly glimpsed had disappeared, and Stafford
had taken charge of himself once more. ‘You have met Marie,” he gestured,



‘and Oliver, who ... ah ... who appears to have vanished.” Oliver was
indeed nowhere to be seen.

‘Please, call me Kate,” I said, and wasn’t able to manage much more.
Something rose up inside me and I felt suddenly overwhelmed. I don’t
know what it was: the strangeness of the situation, perhaps, or of Stafford’s
reaction to me. I swayed where I stood and shut my eyes, trying to regain
my composure.

Stafford looked concerned. ‘Are you all right?’

I shook my head, feeling foolish. ‘It’s the heat,” I said, ‘and — I didn’t
sleep well last night. It’s been a bit of a shock, all of this.” I gestured about
me, lamely.

‘I think,’ said Stafford, ‘we should both sit down for a few minutes.” He
led me to an ironwork table and drew out a chair for me. I sank into it
gratefully, and he took a seat opposite me. I hadn’t even noticed Marie
leave us, but she returned in a couple of minutes bearing tea. It was, despite
the heat of the day, strangely refreshing — and comforting too, a taste of
normality. Stafford studied me thoughtfully. “You must have been through
so much in the last year,” he said, ‘and now this. Kate — I want to say how
sorry I was to hear of your mother’s death. I saw her dance, you know, as
Juliet. I confess I’d never seen the point of ballet before that — I’d always
been much more interested in opera — but she danced her part so beautifully,
with such grace, that I was close to tears in the final scene.” He smiled
gently. ‘I know that the memory of an old man cannot mean much to you,
but ... I felt that I should tell you, all the same. She was exquisite.’

His kindness was disabling. I felt something rend within me and
panicked, thinking I might be about to cry. It was with a great surge of
effort that I managed to regain control. I sipped my tea carefully, watching
the incremental progress of that distant boat across the horizon, and
gradually felt myself retreat from the edge.

When he seemed satisfied that I had recovered sufficiently, Stafford
offered to show me about. The earliest part of the house, he explained, had
belonged to a Genoese noble some three hundred years ago. It had been a
retreat for the man and his family, modelled on a simple peasant dwelling —
but several times the size. The building had been in a state of complete
disrepair when Stafford and his late wife, Elodia, had happened upon it
during a walk along this part of the coast. Back then, it had been nearly



impossible to gain access through the thick growths of ivy and bramble that
had wrapped themselves about the structure like a noose, completely
obscuring the stone steps that were the only way of gaining entrance.

‘It’s an ongoing project,” Stafford said. ‘Every year there’s some other bit
of decrepit plaster to patch, stone wall to repair ... safeguards to stop the
whole thing toppling into the sea. I'm probably getting too old for it now,
but I can’t help myself — I’'m in love. It almost looks like it wants to fall,
don’t you think? That’s what I’ve always liked about this place, the drama,
the audacity of it. Elodia thought I was mad when I set my heart on it —
though ultimately she came to care for it even more than I did. Her people
were Corsicans through and through — they could trace their ancestry right
back to the days of Genoese rule of the island. So, for her, living here was a
way of being further connected to her homeland, to her past.’

At the far end, I noticed, the sun-bleached old building had grown an
extraordinary appendage: a structure made from glass and chrome, and yet,
through the genius of the architect, not at odds with the old stone it
annexed. Stafford explained that this was his new studio. ‘Oliver built it for
me. He’s an architect.’

‘It’s astonishing.’

‘It has become his trademark, you could say, marrying the old and new. A
delicate art, knitting the two together.’

‘Did you commission it from him?’

‘No,” he gave me a quizzical glance, ‘it was a little less formal than that.’

‘Oh, I see.” Except I didn’t.

Stafford looked at me. Then he laughed. It was a sound that had not aged
with the rest of him, that was still young and vigorous. ‘Oliver’s my
grandson.’

I must have shown my surprise because Stafford laughed again and
shook his head. ‘I take it he didn’t choose to tell you that much.’

‘No.’

‘Ah, well, that’s Oliver for you. He has always been a man of few
words.’

‘He doesn’t look like you.’

‘No, indeed,’ Stafford said.

I was embarrassed, having realized too late how rude it sounded, and
looked for something else to say. ‘Does he live here?’



‘Not usually. He’s based in Paris. He only qualified a couple of years
ago, but he’s already had a number of commissions. His aesthetic is popular
— he seems to have struck a balance somewhere between the commercial
and avant-garde.’

I quashed the uncharitable thought that having a grandfather who
occupied the position Stafford did in the art world could not have hurt
Oliver’s career.

‘So he’s here on holiday?’

There was a pause, slightly too long. ‘Yes,” Stafford said. ‘Yes, of a sort.’
I waited, to see if he would say more, but that was, apparently, the end of it.

He asked me then about my visit to Mrs Delaney. ‘She wrote to me, you
know,’ he said.

‘She did?’

‘Her letter arrived only a couple of days after yours. That is absolutely
like Rosa, you understand, feeling she had to make sure I did the right thing
— not convinced that I would do it on my own.” He smiled. ‘She is at once
the best sister imaginable, and the most infuriating. But then she is the elder
sister, and I am the younger brother — the baby of the family — and that is
how it will always be.’

We continued with the tour. Below the courtyard where we stood, a flight
of stone steps led down to a swimming pool — of which, leaning forward, I
could make out one blue corner.

‘It’s far from grand, and rather cold, I’'m afraid: the water comes from
within the rock. There was a well there before. It used to worry me, the
thought of water in the very cliff my house was built on, trickling through,
perhaps undermining the structure, but it’s been that way for centuries, so
why should it have to change now? An old man has no business worrying
about such things.’

Beyond that, another series of steps led down to a private cove. ‘Ah,’
Stafford said, as a figure emerged at the top of them: small and wiry, of
indeterminate age, with a thin, sun-browned face and a cap affixed to his
head. ‘Hello, Gerard.” The man waved and grinned, then carried on past us
to wherever he had been headed.

“There’s a rust-bucket of a fishing boat down there that you’re welcome
to use if she’s watertight — it’s been Gerard’s pet project recently to make
her seaworthy. Perhaps Oliver could show you around. He’s been taking her



out since he was a boy, so he knows some of the best spots — places that can

only be accessed by sea.’

The idea of spending more time alone with Oliver, taciturn and
monosyllabic, was less than appealing. ‘But, of course,” Stafford said then,
to my relief. ‘That is not why you are here.’



N3

It was Stafford and I for dinner. Oliver sometimes came back to the house
late, Stafford explained, if he’d gone off with his camera — his other
passion, besides architecture, being photography. I wondered, curiously,
what sort of photographs he would take, how his architect’s eye might
inform the shot.

‘He tends to get wrapped up in it and forget he needs to eat until he’s
practically collapsing with hunger,” Stafford said, ‘especially when the
light’s this good. The best time for taking photographs, he says, is first or
last thing, when the shadows are longer and the colours richer.’

‘He’s right,” I said. “That’s what I do, photography.” He looked at me
with interest, just as Marie placed our supper before us: baked fish scented
with thyme atop a pile of sautéed potatoes. Stafford poured the wine. It was
Corsican — and it did, I thought, taste a little of salt and herbs.

Then Stafford asked about my work. I found myself going into more
detail than I’d intended. Something in his manner — interested, but
undemanding — drew me out. ‘I do enjoy working in the shop,’ I said, ‘and I
like my boss. I know I'm lucky, being able to work, well, at least
tangentially to what I’d actually like to do, but I’'m twenty-seven — I think I
hoped I’d be doing more by now, setting the world alight, or something.
When ... well, when Mum was my age, she’d been a prima ballerina for
eight years.” I told him then of my secret fear that I perhaps wasn’t good
enough, would never be good enough to make it in any real way.

I expected Stafford to laugh and tell me I was still young, that I must wait
my turn: the stock response of those who have accomplished in life what
they want to — to whom, with the perspective their success lends them, the
path looks easy. But he considered it seriously. ‘I know it’s difficult,” he
said. ‘Believe me, I’ve been where you are now. The most important thing
is to continue to do the thing you want to, to keep battling on. That, in my



opinion, is the main part of the struggle. Most give up when it seems too
difficult.’

Then, without warning, he stood and disappeared inside the house. When
he returned, I saw that he was clutching something, but I didn’t realize until
he placed it on the table between us that it was the photograph I had sent
him.

‘Do you have it with you?’ he asked. ‘The original?’

I took the envelope from my bag and handed it to him. He drew the paper
out and placed it carefully before him. Very slowly, his finger traced the
image and I watched, riveted, feeling in some strange way that I was
witnessing something I shouldn’t.

‘When I drew this,’ he said, eventually, ‘I wasn’t yet where you are now.
I knew that I loved art — and yes, I suppose I knew that I was good at it. But
I wasn’t brave enough to have decided that it was something I would
actually try to make my life.” He smiled. ‘I was lucky, though. I had
someone who believed in my ability with far greater conviction than I.” He
turned the drawing to face me. ‘Kate Darling, meet Alice Eversley.’

I stared into that quixotic gaze I had come to know so well, those inkblot
pupils. ‘But her name is Célia.’

‘No, it isn’t. Or, perhaps it is both. I suspect there are aspects to all of this
that I don’t fully understand myself. What I can tell you is that this woman
is — or was once — a girl called Alice.” He smiled then, as if at a private
joke. ‘But of course.’

‘What is it?’

‘I’ve been thinking about it ever since your letter — trying to puzzle it out,
and I have just understood it. It is the letters of her name, merely
rearranged. That is so like Alice, too. We used to write each other messages
in code when we were children — and she was always particularly fond of
anagrams.’

‘Oh.’ I realized, spelling it out in my head, that he was right.

Stafford’s attention was on the drawing once more. ‘Firstly,” he said, ‘I
need to ask how you came by this.” There was no challenge in his words,
but he spoke with an intensity that unnerved me.

“There isn’t much more than what I wrote in my letter.” And I described
that dreadful day in the nursing home — Evie and her terrible guilt.



‘It was an unforgivable thing, in many ways, what she did,” Stafford said.
‘However much she may have loved your mother, it wasn’t her secret to
keep.” I was about to interject, suddenly filled with a powerful need to
defend her, when he said, ‘It is understandable, though, don’t you think?
She had built her life around being a parent. I imagine she was very
frightened by that note. Her whole purpose, suddenly, could have been
stripped away.’

I nodded. ‘She had an excuse to ignore it, for a while,” I said. ‘My mother
was already quite famous by that stage. So I think, at first, it was easy for
Evie to convince herself that the person who wrote it was merely a fan,
lying in the hope of getting close to my mother. It was never a secret that
Mum was an orphan, you see.’

“Then the drawing arrived,’ Stafford said.

“Yes. And my mother and this woman in the picture ... they could almost
be the same person. When Evie got it, when Mum was twenty, I think it
would have been even more obvious.’

Stafford regarded me thoughtfully. ‘I’ve seen photographs of your
mother. And, yes, I can see it now — though, interestingly, I never would
have made the connection before. When I saw you, it was different. You are
— how can I put this? — the image of Alice as I remember her. That is why I
was so taken aback when you walked up those steps. It was a strange
moment for me.” He sighed. ‘I do not want to make you uncomfortable in
any way. [ am an old man now, and it all happened many years ago. But
when you appeared at the top of those steps, I thought I was seeing a ghost.
It nearly brought me to my knees. You see, she was the love of my life.’

Hertfordshire, August 1928

It is her: Alice. Unmistakable now that he has made the connection. The
band has started up again, another fast number, but neither of them moves.
He can feel himself smiling at her, stupidly. He must look like a fool, with
his inane grin — and wearing this ridiculous fez. But she smiles back, and is
suddenly transformed into the girl he knew, all those years ago.

They do not part again all night. It is like being drunk, Tom thinks
briefly, this feeling of only being able to focus on one thing, on one person,
though the effects of the champagne must have worn off by now. It is, then,



perhaps, the feeling of finding again that one soul that speaks clearly to his
own.

Alice is no longer that girl he met in Winnard Cove — she is a grown
woman, beautiful and refined. Yet beneath this new exterior she seems, in
the essentials, unchanged. Tom finds in this Alice the same yearning for
adventure, the same love of the unconventional, the same fey intelligence
that he knew in her six-year-old self.

He follows her as she leads him through the dark dew-wet grass, towards
a stone folly hidden in the trees on the far side of the lake. Like that time,
long ago, when he would have followed her anywhere.

They sit on the stone seat together and as he looks at her pale face, at
once familiar and strange, he is flooded with memories that he had lost —
subsumed within the vague, nostalgic haze of early childhood. It is as
though the very presence of her has provided him with the lost key to that
past.

Now, with astonishing clarity, he remembers how she showed him all of
her favourite parts of Winnard Cove, how she introduced him to its secrets.
The cliffs that one could enter at low water by climbing around the sharp
promontory of rocks that fringed the beach on one side. He recalls them
now: dark and dank, and with the sounds of wind and water echoing
strangely within them — sometimes giving out a long moan, like the sound
of an animal in pain ... or worse, the last cry of a dying man.

Alice, he remembers, had always planned meticulously for their visits to
those caves, knowing precisely when her nanny would be at her least
vigilant: after tea, when the woman was digesting the walnut cake of which
she was so fond, and, most likely, falling asleep in her chair. A handful of
unlucky times they had been caught and severely reprimanded, but the
experience was never painful enough to outdo the enduring lure of those
dark caverns and the possibilities — boundless and terrifying — that they
encompassed.

And the cellars of Eversley Hall, he thinks, with a thrill of surprise as the
memory reveals itself to him. The approach to these was fraught with
another danger: Lady Eversley. Tom had known with a child’s keen instinct
that his presence in the Hall would not be approved of. But again the
enticement was too great to ignore. The cellar of the Staffords’ house in
Parsons Green was a simple cavity beneath the drawing room of the house —



half the height of a man, dark as pitch, disappointingly small. The cellars
beneath Eversley Hall had been of a different order. There were rooms and
corridors, a warren-like configuration that seemed almost as large as the
structure above. The first space was taken up with Lord Eversley’s
extensive wine collection. It was here, for the first time ever, that Tom had
sampled the bitter but strangely alluring drink: a Burgundy from before he
had been born, when the old queen had still been alive. A few draughts of
this had been more than enough for the world to begin to reshape itself. The
two of them had torn through the labyrinth, hallucinating shapes from the
shadows.

Tom recalls his desperate hope that when Alice began her exploring in
earnest, she might consider him for a member of her crew. In each of their
expeditions he strove to prove to her his courage in the face of adversity. He
could be useful in other ways, too. Alice had generously praised his
proficiency at map drawing. He made her a map of the beach and the caves,
and another of that subterranean world beneath the house — and another,
more imaginatively, of the possible smuggling routes between Winnard
Cove and France. Alice had him sign each with his initials — lest, she said,
he ever became a famous cartographer.

‘I still have the maps,’ she tells him now, with that familiar conspirator’s
way of hers. And she smiles, but he sees from that smile that the memories
are coloured with sadness for her, too. It is the awareness that that past is
only to be viewed as a halcyon, barely believable time — a lost paradise.
After it, everything had changed — for them both, for the world.

‘My mother remarried,” Alice tells Tom, when he asks about her family,
‘not long after the war ended. It was as if she’d had my father to look after
her, and then Archie ... and when they’d both gone she needed a new
protector. I wonder sometimes if she can actually love him, the new one.’
She glances over at Tom, her face in shadow.

‘What is he like, your stepfather?’

‘He’s ... ambitious, you could say. Carving out something for himself in
politics.’

He and Lady Eversley, thinks Tom, sound rather well suited to one
another. ‘And you have a stepbrother?’



“Yes. Matthew. A facsimile of the Wicked Stepfather ... only less
charismatic. It’s bad of me to say that, I know, but according to him I waste
my time with fairies and degenerates, so I would say the feeling is mutual.’
She does not seem inclined to say more.

Then Alice speaks of her childhood grief for her real father and brother:
her disbelief that they could both have been taken so quickly from her. She
tells Tom of her banishment to a convent school in Switzerland some years
later. “‘Which was funny, as it was when they died that I decided I didn’t
believe in God.’

Tom talks about his father. He tells Alice that which he has never told
anyone, of Mr Stafford’s erratic behaviour — the nightmares that end with
him screaming the whole household awake. He talks about his mother’s
hope that he will follow his father’s footsteps into the law and his
desperation whenever he contemplates the possibility. And, with a reckless
plunge, he tells Alice of his secret desire to become an artist.

They sit like this for a long time. They watch the lights of the party on
the opposite shore, the numbers dwindling through the small hours of the
morning as revellers leave in search of sleep, until the first glow of a new
day appears in the sky and turns the silver surface of the lake rose pink.

Corsica, August 1986

The sky had lost the last light of the day now, and we depended on the
candles for illumination. Something strange had happened to Stafford’s
appearance: perhaps it was the chiaroscuro effect of the candle flame —
though it might have been something more complicated than that.
According to this illusion, his hair looked not white but fair, and the surface
of his skin softened, so that, if only for a moment, I was able to believe that
I was looking at a much younger man. For those scant few seconds, I
thought I saw young Tom Stafford, in love.

Then he spoke again and the spell was broken. ‘It felt like a miracle, to
find her again. So much had happened in between that 1913 seemed like
another age. Fifteen years is a long time — particularly when one is young —
but back then it was the difference between two worlds: the Before and the
After. My father had gone to war and came back quite changed. He was
undamaged physically, which was a miracle, considering the state in which



so many returned. He was never again right in his mind, though. Nowadays
he would be diagnosed with shellshock, but it was unidentified at the time,
and all the more frightening for it. My mother suffered terribly.

“The world had changed. It must feel like that after every war, but to me,
because it coincided with my leaving childhood behind, it was the loss of
innocence — only magnified on a vast scale. All those men, coming back
physically and emotionally maimed. Men far younger than my father, who
had already grown old through what they had experienced. And there were
those who never returned, like Alice’s brother.

‘Far more had changed in Alice’s life than it had in mine. She and her
mother now lived with the stepfather and his son. Not a nice man, Lord
Hexford.’

I tried to think why the name sounded familiar to me. ‘Not—’

“Yes,’ said Stafford, guessing what it was I searched for, ‘the Fascist. One
of Mosley’s cronies.’

Now I remembered. ‘He was disgraced, I thought?’

He nodded. ‘Churchill had him imprisoned in 1941, and Alice’s mother
was detained soon afterwards — though only for a brief time. After the war
she seemed to disappear from Society completely, probably to escape the
mortification of it all. And she would have been mortified by it. If I know
anything of the sort of person she was, I’d imagine that to have her husband
brought down like that would have almost destroyed her.’

‘What was she like, Alice’s mother?’

‘All T have to go on are my memories from when I was a boy. But I do
believe that when you are young your impressions of character are often
more true, because they are based on instinct alone, on pure feeling.

“When 1 first saw her, I was still young enough to associate beauty with
goodness. Though some people, perhaps, never relinquish that idea.” He
smiled. ‘Artists, in particular, have to be wary of making that mistake. And
Lady Eversley was particularly exquisite — one of the great beauties of her
time. She looked like the illustration of an angel in a children’s book.

‘I think my child’s mind found it difficult to understand how it was that
someone who looked the way she did could be so cold — even to her own
child. Alice, that is, not Archie. She loved Archie — he could do no wrong in
her eyes. But Alice she barely acknowledged.’

‘Poor Alice.’



“Yes. I think her mother hoped that sending her to that school in
Switzerland would refine her. She had no doubt succeeded in part. Yet Alice
was still the girl I’d known in 1913. That was what I loved about her: her
trueness to herself, a particular kind of courage.’

I wanted to hear more, to press Stafford for further details about her, but we
were interrupted by the distinctive cough of the 2CV’s engine from the
road. A few moments later, Oliver appeared at the top of the steps, camera
slung about his neck: a heavy, professional-looking Canon. He sat down
between us, but did not seem particularly inclined to talk, even after he’d
finished the plate of food Marie had brought him. With him there at the
table, it was impossible for Stafford and I to continue our own conversation.

Suddenly I was almost overcome with weariness — it had been a long day.
Stafford, with a sensitivity that I already understood was characteristic of
him, noticed this and asked Marie to show me to my room.

I said goodnight to them both. As I did, Oliver raised his head and I saw
the dark gleam of his eyes reflected in the candlelight. I could feel that
hostile, dark gaze upon me as I left, and my skin prickled.

7

When I saw the girl for the first time my old heart nearly stopped. There she
was, to all intents and purposes Alice: almost exactly as I remembered her.
She was dressed in the garb of her generation. Denim jeans cut off above
the knee, a pastel-coloured T-shirt. My first thought was that such clothes
would have been anathema to Alice; as different from anything she would
have worn as the dress of a Red Indian. Then I remembered the loose men’s
shirts and those dark trousers I had seen her wear in Paris and I realized
perhaps not.

The hair was different — worn long, with a curl to it — but her face was so
similar. The shape of the mouth: the top lip fuller than the lower, the
straight nose with its unexpected tilt, the pointed chin. But all of these
things were as naught to the eyes, which were Alice’s exactly. The
resemblance had thrown me. It was — and it strikes me that this is absolutely
the word for it — uncanny.



I was forced to face another fact, perhaps even more disheartening than
the first — that even were Alice to walk up those steps, she would not be the
woman I recalled. Time would have worked its distortions upon her, too:
within as much as without. Would I know her still for the person I had loved
all those years ago? The thought disturbed me.

When the girl’s letter had arrived, with its extraordinary photograph, I had
not known what to do. Some part of me had been prepared to believe that it
was a hoax, that the drawing the photograph showed was a fake, that I
should not pursue it. But I knew that it was real.

I had told the girl in my reply that everything had been delayed by the
Corsican postal system. That was only half the truth. I had spent a full week
with her letter in my possession, trying to decide what to do: veering
between excitement and dread. Surely, I thought, in my more sensible
moods, no good could come of it. It would only mean bringing difficult
memories to the fore, exhuming them from where they had long stayed
buried.

The hold the past had on me turned out to be even stronger than I had
realized. I could not sleep at night for thinking about it. Or, when I did
sleep, my dreams were of long ago, so astonishingly vivid that when I woke
reality itself seemed false, and I could not understand where I was — how I
had come to be trapped in this old man’s body, on an island in the middle of
the Mediterranean Sea. Thus through the girl’s letter the past called to me,
staked its claim once more upon me. And the lure of revisiting that time —
both the good and bad of it — was, in the end, irresistible.

I had not explained the presence of the girl to Oliver, not properly. I’d told
him simply that she had come to talk to me about a drawing of mine — one
that I had long thought missing. I had chosen not to explain anything of the
history and meaning behind that work.

Oliver had arrived only a few days before she did, unexpectedly. Paris
was too quiet, he told me. And, I am sure, too loud with memories as a
result, filled with the spectre of his former life there.

He had come down several months before, too, when it had all finally
come to an end. Marie had been quite tearful when she first saw him, and I
admit that every time I had glanced at him it gave me a shock. For an



attractive man he had looked, in a word, terrible. He had lost weight, and it
showed in his face most of all, the bones sharp beneath the skin. I had not
seen him like it for years — not since he was a boy, after all the horror he
had endured. How relieved Elodia and I had both been when, finally, he
appeared to be shedding the grief and guilt, when we began to see him
smile occasionally. I had hoped, vainly, that in the future I would be able to
protect him, so that he would never have to feel such pain again. But then
that boy became a man who had to make his own choices, and his own
mistakes.

It was some comfort to see that he was no longer so gaunt, and to hear
that his life had resumed once more. He had talked to me about his work —
his upcoming project, a hotel — with a new energy. Still, if I had known
beforehand that he had planned to come down I might have tried to
postpone the girl’s visit. Alas, there had not been time — and for once I had
rued the lack of a telephone at the house.

As it was, I knew that the Maison du Vent had always been a place of
refuge for Oliver and I did not want that to change, nor did I wish to burden
him with the knowledge of what I would be discussing with the girl.
Perhaps I was wrong not to, but I flinched from the thought of hurting him.
He had loved Elodia so fiercely, and the existence of the drawing — if
properly explained — might have seemed to him like a betrayal.



=2

I did not sleep well that night. I was tired, but my thoughts were too
agitated. My mind was too full of all that Stafford had told me — of this past
that had suddenly become a part of my own story, where before there had
been only a blank.

I feared now that Stafford might decide he did not want to continue. Even
as he seemed to take some pleasure in recounting them, it had been clear
that the memories pained him, too. Perhaps he would feel that it was not
worth that pain. If he did, could I simply return to London and carry on as
though nothing had happened? I did not want to contemplate it.

I rose gratefully as the first suggestion of the day began to show itself
through the window, dressed in my swimming costume and cut-offs, slung
my Nikon around my neck and crept from the bedroom into the hallway
without.

I padded through the sleeping house, looking about me with furtive
curiosity. I had expected to see Stafford’s work everywhere, but save for a
small landscape study in my room there was none in evidence. This spoke
to me of the modesty of the man. Instead, there were photographs. Many of
them were of a solemn child who I realized, with a shock of recognition,
had to be Oliver. His black hair and sharp chin lent him a fey appearance.
There he was with Stafford in a dinghy, a smile transforming his face; with
a dark, smiling older woman, who I assumed was Stafford’s wife, and
another woman who was much younger — beautiful, I supposed, in a poised,
heavily coiffed way. She rested one small white hand on the child’s
shoulder but otherwise stood apart from him. This had to be Oliver’s
mother: they shared the same eyes: almond-shaped, heavy-lidded. There
was something odd about her. I couldn’t put my finger on it precisely, but it
was to do with the way she seemed to gaze out of the frame to a point
beyond your shoulder, as though scoping her escape.



When I stepped outside the air was cool, though the cloudless sky suggested
that it would be another searingly hot day. The moon was still visible, way
up in the violet reaches: a pale sickle-shaped sliver.

The sea, too, looked purplish at this hour, deep and dark: less benign than
it had seemed in the full light of day. I lifted my camera and framed the
scene, but felt unusually frustrated by the limitations of my art. I wanted to
capture it all: the scent of herbs, the hush of the breeze, the tentative
warmth of the newly risen sun on my bare shoulders. I wondered if this was
something Stafford might experience, too, when he sat down to try and
render it in paint.

I’d go for a swim, I decided — it was early enough that I could hope to
have the pool to myself. I picked my way down the steps Stafford had
indicated. The stone was coarse as pumice beneath my soles, and desiccated
in places, falling away before me in miniature avalanches of scree.

When I reached the pool, I saw that it was a modest size but quite deep.
The very fact of its creation gave cause for wonder: it had been carved out
of the steel-grey rock of the cliff itself, which fell away on the far side
towards the cove. There was no diving board and no stepladder, merely an
unembellished tank of — I dipped a cautious toe in — ice-cold water.

I shrugged off my shorts and laid them down several metres away with
my camera and towel. Gooseflesh washed my skin as I stood poised in
indecision on the edge. Then, before I had any more time to think about it, I
jumped. There was a shock, the smack of the surface, a rush of frigid water
around my ears and my feet touched the slick bottom. I shot back up,
gasping and laughing to myself stupidly, my heart racing from the cold, my
breath high in my chest so I felt I couldn’t draw enough air into my lungs.
But almost immediately I started to acclimatize, and the temperature began
to seem bearable. I dived and surfaced, shook my head like a dog, revelling
in it.

‘Good morning.’

I spluttered and blinked, disorientated. Water was dripping from my
lashes, blinding me, but gradually a dark figure took shape at the top of the
steps that led up from the beach.

It was Oliver, I realized. I saw that he carried his camera around his neck.

‘Oh, hello,’ I said, making an effort to be friendly. ‘Have you been down
on the beach?’



“Yes.” That was clearly all I was going to get. The other questions I had
intended to ask — about the photographs he had taken down there — died on
my lips. Then he gestured to the water. ‘Aren’t you cold?’

‘No,’ I said with some bravado. ‘It’s fine once you’re in.” I was starting
to cool down though, I realized, and began to tread water to get my blood
moving again.

“Your lips are going blue.’

‘All right,” T conceded. ‘It’s freezing. In fact, come to think of it, I’'m
refreshed enough. Would you mind passing me my towel?’

Oliver picked it up and held it to his chest. I reached for it, but he stepped
back. “You need to concentrate on getting out first. Here—’ he put out his
arm, apparently suggesting I take hold of it. ‘I keep telling Grand-pere that
he has to put some steps in.’

‘Oh, don’t worry — I’ll be fine.” Rather stubbornly I decided that I did not
want to accept his help. But when I surveyed the side, the small cliff of
stone seemed suddenly intimidating and much steeper than I had realized.

Eventually, accepting defeat, I relented and took Oliver’s outstretched
hand. He gave a haul and I pushed with my spare palm against the stone lip,
feeling the water suck lovingly at my legs and belly before it released me
with a rush, leaving me sprawling at his feet. I thanked him pertly, making
quick efforts to stand, but he merely pulled me up with another easy yank.

My swimming costume was school-regulation chaste, a robust black
fabric with a modest neckline. In terms of the amount it concealed, it was
not so different from those suits worn by Victorian bathers, merely less
flamboyant. All the same, I felt exposed before him, pale and scrawny. I
looked down and realized that, despite its thickness, the material was doing
a poor job of concealing my nipples, painfully erect with the cold. The
whole experience was humiliating. It was as though an Olympian had
stepped off his perch to offer a floundering mortal his divine assistance. I
thought of the boy in the photographs with that sombre dark gaze. Could
they really, I thought, be one and the same?

‘Why are you here?’

His question was so unexpected that it threw me for a moment. There
was an element of challenge in it, and suspicion.

‘“What do you mean?’ I asked, stalling for time. I retrieved my towel and
wrapped it about me — an inadequate suit of armour.



‘My grandfather is a very private man.’ It sounded like an accusation.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘he did invite—’

‘People will try anything,” he said, cutting me off. ‘Absolutely anything
at all to get in touch with him. It’s ironic — the more he has tried to get away
from people, the more eager they are to seek him out. You’re an art student,

aren’t you?’

I suddenly understood what he was accusing me of. “You think I’'m some
sort of ... groupie,” I said. And then I laughed — because it was so
ridiculous.

He went to say something, but this time I got in first. ‘You’re wrong,’ I
told him. ‘It isn’t anything like that.’

‘What is it, then?’

I gestured down at myself, at my sodden towel and goose-pimpling skin.
‘I’m not sure this is the time to talk about it.” He did not have to know that I
had no intention of discussing it with him. Anyway, I decided, if Stafford
had not felt it necessary to explain everything, it probably wasn’t my place
to do so.

I looked up at him, and saw that he was not convinced.

‘One thing I can promise you,” I said. “This is about something
important, something very close to my heart. And, I think, your
grandfather’s too.” As I spoke I held his gaze, and felt triumphant when he
was the first to look away.

After he had gone I realized that I was trembling slightly, and not merely
from the cold. I was appalled that I had managed to incite such dislike in
him — and so quickly. I told myself not to take it personally. Yet no matter
how much I tried to convince myself otherwise, it felt personal.

‘I salute you,’ said Stafford to me at breakfast. ‘I’ve only ever gone in in the
heat of the day, when the water has had a chance to warm up. You are
clearly made of sterner stuff.’

We were eating at the table by the pool and it glimmered before us, its
depths once more inviting, now that I was warm and dry. Marie had
navigated her way expertly down the stone staircase with a laden tray,
batting away my rather futile attempt at assistance, and unloading a
cornucopia of delights: hot rolls, fresh figs, coffee, a luminous golden pat of
butter. Stafford and I talked while Oliver sat gazing out to sea, apparently



lost in thought — making no effort to join our conversation. Every so often
Stafford would glance in his direction, though whether these were looks of
concern or irritation, I could not tell. It was amazing: here was a man who
was at a guess in his early thirties, behaving like a sullen teenager. A
temperament more different from Stafford’s could not have been conceived
— clear evidence, I decided, for the prevalence of nature over nurture.

‘Kate,’ said Stafford, leaning across to refill my coffee cup, ‘I had hoped
that you and I might carry on our discussion after breakfast.’

“Yes, please, I’d like that.” So he did want to continue, I thought, in relief.

‘Good. I thought that we could sit in the studio, to avoid the heat. And I
have an idea I’d like to put to you. I’ll explain when we’re there.’

Oliver had turned to watch us now. It irritated him, I was sure, that his
grandfather and I had something together from which he was excluded, and
I could not help but feel a sort of childish triumph at this.

The studio, rather like Stafford himself, was unexpectedly devoid of
eccentricity and creative disarray. It was a cool white space, filled with
light. The vast windows prevented any sense of sterility, however, for they
let the outside in — the sea and sky felt immediate and present.

I looked about me. “What a wonderful room.’

Stafford smiled. ‘My grandson is very talented. It was one of the first
projects he undertook after he’d qualified. It’s another signature of his, I
think you could say, making the enclosed space the point, not that which
encloses it — so that the structure is simply incidental, a frame. You’ll have
to tell him you like it.’

I nodded vaguely.

Several large canvases were stacked against the far wall, but their board
backs faced outwards so that no paint was visible. Stafford explained that
these were works in progress, but that he didn’t like to have them turned
around unless he specifically chose to look at them, ‘or they clamour at me,
and I see all their mistakes — it makes me want to throw everything away
and start again.” Perhaps, I thought, a certain well-concealed eccentricity
was present here after all. There were two chairs in the room — one was
clearly the artist’s, with a contraption like a small easel fixed to an arm. The
other chair faced it, as though in conversation.



‘I should explain my idea to you,’ said Stafford. ‘Feel free to say no, but I
thought that you might be prepared to let me make a study of you, while we
talk. T find I think and speak more freely while I’'m working. It’s always
been that way.’

Thomas Stafford, internationally renowned artist, was asking me to sit for
him. The fact that he felt the need to ask for my approval was almost
laughable. I didn’t especially like the idea of it — I knew that I would no
doubt disappoint as a sitter. But, more than anything, I was reassured. It
seemed further proof that Stafford assumed I would be staying.

‘I’d be honoured,’ T said. “Though I should warn you that I doubt I’ll
make a good subject. I’ve been told I don’t take a good photo because I
fidget, and I never know what to do with my face — I can’t seem to hold an
expression. I’m always happier to be on the other side of the lens, as it
were.’

‘None of that matters,” Stafford said. ‘If anything, I prefer it. A bit of
movement translates well into a sketch — it helps to give the sense of strong,
visible character. Alice was such a model — incapable of sitting still for any
length of time. You can see it in the drawing that brought you here. It’s my
favourite thing about that work: the sense that it’s an expression of a
moment in time, that she is about to stand, to turn and jump into the water.’

So I let myself relax into my chair as best as I was able, and Stafford
picked up a stick of charcoal. I heard him describe long strokes on to the
paper in front of him — once, twice, three times. And then he began to talk.

‘After the party I was terrified of losing her again. I was going back up to
Oxford, you see. I gave her my address at Magdalen and she promised to
write, but I’m not sure I believed her. I wasn’t sure she would welcome my
friendship. Inside she might be the Alice that I remembered, but she was
also a beauty: elegant, cultured and fiercely intelligent. She would have real
men, men of experience, vying for her company, while I was still just a boy.
How could I hope to compete with that?’
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Oxford, October 1928

Tom unfolds the letter with fingers made suddenly clumsy. He felt sure it
was from her as soon as he saw the unfamiliar hand on the envelope. Green
ink. Beautifully shaped, calligraphic lettering: a mark of that expensive
Swiss education. But a subversive quality to the style, too: a certain
flamboyance that is unmistakably hers alone.

He had given up hope of hearing. Over a month has passed since he saw
her, and nothing. Now, miraculously, here it is. Word from Alice.

If he had expected to find a long letter, he is to be disappointed. A couple
of lines, merely:

Dearest T,

Staying with Aunt Margaret in Oxfordshire. She has a car, and
she’s going to get her man to teach me how to drive it. Apparently
there’s nothing to it! Perhaps I shall come and visit? Still a few
weeks left for picnics, I think ...

No date to look forward to, no confirmation that she will come. Yet this
makes the possibility of it all the more thrilling.

Three days later, Tom walks outside to find that something is happening
in front of the building. There is an electric hum of excitement in the air,
and a cluster of students stand in the street, intent upon some spectacle as
yet invisible to him. He steps through the arched entrance and then he can
see it. There, almost too large and modern to look quite real next to the
antique building before it, is an enormous car, chrome body gleaming
expensively in the autumn sunshine. In the front seat sits a woman from a



Vogue illustration — a fantasy — emerald cloche pulled low above a pale face
framed by the soft, dark suggestion of her hair. Alice has come to Oxford.

‘I thought it would be fun to look the part,” she tells him, as they fly
along the lanes that have led them ever deeper into the countryside outside
the city. The hands that grip the leather steering wheel before her are clad in
gloves of soft, close-fitting kid, and she wears a jacket of the same rich
green as her hat. The same hat that, when they rounded the bend in the road
from the college, she pulled off impatiently so that she could let the dark
mop of her hair whip across her face. ‘It’s a bit much for picnicking, but it
seemed worth it. A bit of pantomime.’

Tom thinks of the surge of pride he felt, climbing in beside her before his
watching peers — a feeling that had only a little to do with the spectacular
car.

It is unusually warm for October, though it feels odd to be picnicking on
ground carpeted with dead and rotting leaves. They unpack the things they
bought in a grocer’s shop en route. A rustic meal: bread, a lump of wax-
sealed cheese, a couple of bottles of cheap red wine. ‘The lunch of a French
peasant,” Alice says delightedly. She has a smear of engine grease across
her flushed cheek that Tom can’t quite bring himself to point out. “The best
sort of meal,” she declares. ‘Who in their right mind wouldn’t prefer this to
one of those interminable dinners with six courses of tiny portions, all
lukewarm from the fussing and stalling before they get to the table?” Tom
nods, although he hasn’t had much in the way of that sort of dinner, in all
honesty. He tends to live on sandwiches in his rooms, punctuated by the odd
supper in the college dining room, when he manages to get to it. This is the
gulf between them — the one that she has always been so wonderfully
ignorant of.

They eat their lunch, and lie back on the rug — full, content, warmed by
the wine, so that neither notices the air growing cooler or the shadows
lengthening. They are both slightly to the wrong side of tipsy, and the time
has come for the sort of confidences best made in this state.

‘Do you know,’ says Alice, ‘I always thought your sisters rather hated
me.’

‘Oh no, not hated. I think they didn’t quite understand you. They didn’t
see why you wanted to get all grubby on the beach like a boy while they
played clean, dull games with their dolls.’



‘I never had much time for that sort of thing — to my mother’s despair.
What are they like now, your sisters?’

‘Not quite so fond of dolls. My oldest sister—’

‘Rosa?’

“Yes, Rosa — she’s recently had her second child.’

‘Oh, how marvellous. I’m not surprised — she was always a caring type. I
could see it in the way she looked after you. And ...’

‘Caro?’

“Yes. She was such a beauty, even then. Do you know, I think Ma would
have exchanged us two, if she could.’

Tom isn’t sure this is quite true. Yes, Alice’s mother did seem to feel the
horror of having produced such an unfeminine child, but he doubted that
Lady Eversley ever paid much attention to the Stafford children, except,
perhaps, to disapprove of them as acquaintances for her own.

“You know, Archie was fond of Rosa, I remember.’

‘Oh, I think she was fond of him.” He feels slightly disloyal, even now,
but the wine has loosened his tongue. ‘I think she was rather in love with
him — as much as a fourteen-year-old could be. She’d draw pictures of them
together in her sketchbook: their marriage, their children. I found it ... she
was terribly cross.’

‘Poor Rosa.” But Alice’s tone has lost its levity. ‘Poor Archie.’

Tom nods, thinking of the war. ‘It must have been awful for you. He was
so young—’

She turns to him. ‘Oh, you think I mean about him dying.’

He looks at her in surprise. “Well — yes.’

‘I do mean that, but I was thinking of something else, too.” She frowns. ‘I
wish, every day, that he was still here. But it would have been hard for him
if he’d lived, you know.’

‘What do you mean?’ Tom asks, thinking of the affable golden person he
had been so in awe of. Everything must have been easy for him. Archie
Eversley had seemed to excel in anything he chose to do.

Alice rolls on to a forearm. Her cheeks are rosy from the wine — two livid
points of colour in her pale face — and her hair falls across her brow. He
remembers her lying beside him in this way in the tree house, sharing
secrets.



“Tom, I know I can say this to you because I’'m certain you won’t speak
of it to anyone else.’

He shakes his head. ‘I won’t.’

‘I know.” She pauses. ‘Do you remember that friend, Ralph, the one who
came down halfway through the summer to stay with us? There was some
trouble with his parents: a separation, I think.’

Tom nods. He recalls the slight, dark young man with the face that
seemed that of a far older person, someone who had seen much, who knew
things. Such an odd friend for Archie, he’d thought at the time. The two of
them so different: Archie radiating energy and athleticism whilst Ralph was
watchful and withdrawn, a classic introvert.

‘I followed them, once. I was cross with Archie, for always going off and
leaving us.” She smiles up at him. ‘Not that I wasn’t satisfied with you for
company, but I didn’t like the idea that Archie thought himself too good,
too old, for Winnard Cove. He and Ralph were always disappearing off on
their bicycles for a whole day at a time, never asking us if we’d like to
come along. There was something else, too ... something I couldn’t work
out.’

Tom feels a prickle of apprehension, without quite knowing why.

‘I followed them out to the paddock and saw them go into the stables. At
first I thought they were going to reappear with one of the ponies, but then I
realized they’d gone into the empty stall at the end, which was being kept
ready for the new mare. I waited for several minutes, and when they didn’t
reappear I decided they must have made themselves a hideaway there, like
the one we had in the tree house.

‘It was quite exciting — it became a mission, of sorts. I knew that there
was a window high up in the back, to let a bit of light in when both doors
were bolted. I climbed up to it, stealthy as I could. I remember my shoe got
caught in a nick in the wood and I had to wriggle it free — but managed it
without a sound and was proud of myself.

‘At first I could barely make them out — only vague shapes. I rubbed the
glass until it was clearer, and they were ... embracing. Not in the way that
friends might, but as I understood a man and woman might. And I saw them
kiss: it was almost violent.

‘I was so shocked my arms forgot to hold me up, and I fell down, my leg
catching a loose nail on the way. I couldn’t feel any pain but it began to



bleed almost immediately — it was that thin skin over the shinbone. Blood,
quite a bit of it, running down my leg and into my sock. I ran as fast as I
could for the copse behind the paddock, and I thought I had done it in time.
A moment later, they came out, Archie first, followed by Ralph, and I
watched them from behind my tree.

“They looked up and down the paddock for a couple of seconds and
seemed to decide it must have been nothing. Archie began to walk away,
back in the direction of the house, and Ralph made as though to follow him,
but then he turned, suddenly, and looked straight across at the tree. Even if
he couldn’t actually see me, he knew I was there.

‘When I next saw Archie, at tea, he was careful around me. I was
desperate for him to tease me, as he always did. Instead he treated me like a
stranger: enquiring politely about my leg ... but not with the affection he
normally would. He was like that, more or less, until he went away to the
front.’

‘I’m sorry,” Tom says.

‘Don’t be. It can’t be helped. I only wish that he could have trusted me
enough to understand that he didn’t need to be careful, that I would never
have told, that I would have kept his secret for him.’

Tom wakes — without remembering falling asleep — to discover that the sky
is beginning to lose its light. Alice lies on her side, eyes closed. Her face is
close, just beneath his own. He can see the constellation of faint freckles, a
surprise against her pale skin, across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. He
can study the shape of her mouth, the sharp indentation above her upper lip
that gives the impression that her lips, when they are not smiling, are set in
a slight pout. He sighs.

Alice returns two days later, causing a sensation once more at the gates. She
wears dun riding breeches, a short tweed jacket, men’s brogues. Her hat this
time is a red cloche, pulled rakishly down over her forehead.

They stream along country roads strewn with fallen leaves. The fields
beyond the hedgerows are hazy and golden with that peculiarly rich early
autumn sunlight. They pass men bringing in the last of the harvest who turn
to gaze at them. There are engine-powered tractors now, but here the



farmhands load sheaves on to a trailer harnessed to a carthorse. They stare
at Tom and Alice as though they are visitors from the future.

They break for tea in a nearby village. The exhilaration of the drive has
left them both hungry, and they order food: a plate of ham sandwiches, a
vast golden seed cake.

‘So tell me about Oxford.’ In the muted light of the tearoom Alice’s hair
appears black as ink, and she has tucked it behind her ears. The effect is
charmingly austere.

‘It’s all right.’

She looks outraged. ‘Only all right? Tom, if you knew how much I
envied you, you wouldn’t dare say something like that.’

‘I think you’d make a much better student than me. I always loved
History at school, and it’s interesting enough, but I can’t make it mean
anything. It would help if we were studying, say, recent history, rather than
French revolutionaries, but the War seems to be out of bounds. More time
needs to pass, perhaps, before it can be considered safe territory.’

Alice nods, and considers him. ‘So what does mean something to you?’

‘Painting.’

‘I remember that about you, you know. You had such a gift. Those maps.
Even the drawings you would make in the sand ... the castles you’d build
on the beach. Is it what you’d really want to do?’

He laughs. ‘In an ideal world, yes.’

‘Well, why don’t you?’

‘I don’t think it’s as easy as all that. For one, I don’t know if I’'m good
enough. Besides, I’'m meant to build a career. My parents have always
expected it.’

Alice smiles and moves her fingertips across the tablecloth, so they are
touching his own. He looks down, seeing how small and clean her hand
appears next to his own, where flecks of paint cling stubbornly to the skin.
‘I don’t think it can be a shameful thing,” she says, ‘to follow the thing you
love.’

They fly back to Oxford along new roads. Alice accelerates and Tom
feels the engine roil and thrum beneath him. His eyes stream in the wind as
though he is weeping, and perhaps he is, from sheer exhilaration. He looks
over at Alice. Her dark hair is whipping in a silken mass about her head: a
mad, glorious dance. She turns to him, laughing. Her cheeks are brilliant



with colour, and the tip of her nose is pink. He has seen this look on her
face before, he realizes. He remembers a day when the two of them jumped
white horses — huge waves funnelled into the cove by the wind, both of
them crazed with a violent mixture of exhilaration and terror. And he recalls
Alice urging him on, moving further and further out to sea until her terrified
nanny screeched at her to return to shallower waters.

So this is it, Tom thinks to himself. This is what it is to be young: this is
what people mean when they talk about the freedom and folly of youth, the
reckless glamour of it. It is the purest sort of intoxication, this flying over
rough ground so that the breath is knocked out of you, whizzing through the
world with such power and grace and danger.

Tom sits labouring at a study of a nude woman. He has joined the college
Art Society: a haphazard group run by a decadent postgraduate who wears
rouge and suits of printed Chinese silk, a self-styled patron of culture.

Some of those about him are intent on their work, but others talk in
murmurs, make lewd comments to one another, as though this isn’t an
artistic endeavour but some Soho establishment. Tom feels alone and
exposed. He is struggling, as perhaps many of them are, even the jokers, to
project a facade of unconcern — as though this isn’t the first woman he has
seen without her clothes.

Tom has not had much in the way of experience with women. He was
never one of those boys at school who preferred experimenting with each
other to nothing at all. He has kissed two girls in total, which doesn’t count;
snatched opportunities that were nothing compared to what he feels, knows,
a proper kiss could be.

He glances surreptitiously at the faces around him. He is sure that he
can’t be the only virgin. Truth be told, it’s quite difficult not to be. It isn’t as
though the few girls of his acquaintance would be willing to besmirch
themselves in any way. Besides, as Tom’s college friend Henry has pointed
out on more than one occasion, ‘English women are impossible.’

Henry lives with his French mother in Paris in the holidays and has —
allegedly — had plenty of success. If Tom were a Frenchman, he feels, there
is no doubt that he would now be a lover of Casanovian experience and
ability. He knows that some of his peers have made trips down to London,
in order to meet a more willing sort of woman there. And yet this has never



appealed to him, despite his awareness that matters are getting fairly
desperate.

Tom knows that he should be concerned only with his craft — thinking as
a painter, not as a sex-starved young man. Surely the artists that he admires
most are able to gaze upon a naked model and see form alone, to empty
their minds of baser concerns.

He looks at the woman prostrate before him and thinks, unwisely, of
Alice. The model’s limbs are compactly voluptuous and the skin is mottled,
pinkish in places where touched by the warmth of the gas heater, which
makes for an excellent study in skin tone. But Alice’s — he thinks of the
almost translucent skin of her neck and shoulders — would be luminous and
pale. Her legs, much longer than the model’s, would reach beyond the end
of the ottoman. This woman’s breasts are large, slightly pendulous, with
brown, shilling-sized areolas. Alice’s, he has no doubt, would be as small
and as beautifully shaped as those parts of her body he is familiar with: the
gentle shell curves of her ear lobes, the charming slight retroussé of her
nose.

He’d better stop.

In fact, he’d better concentrate on the task at hand. He looks at what he
has so far. He can already tell it isn’t going to be perfect. The proportions
are not exactly right. The limbs are exaggerated, the hands a fraction too
small. All the same, it has life in it, perhaps more than he has ever managed
to instil a painting with before. This could be his greatest success to date
with the medium. QOils still intimidate him — he finds them heavy, unwieldy,
and it is difficult to prevent the colours from muddying one another. This
time, though, they seem to have yielded to him, accepted his mastery. The
flesh tones are vivid, and he has managed to capture even the faint flush to
the lower belly and the tops of the thighs. The hair, too, is right; the coppery
mass falling across the dimpled shoulder and full breast as in life.

The face he is finding more of a struggle, and this is what he is working
on now. The model’s eyes are wide and round, with irises of an
uncomplicated blue. They shouldn’t be difficult to depict. As eyes go they
are fairly unchallenging, devoid of any expression other than a gentle
sleepiness.

Why then the trouble? The problem is that the eyes Tom has painted are
not the eyes of the woman before him. Where they should be round, they



are almond-shaped. And they are not blue but defiantly grey — a strange,
silvery grey. The expression in them is also wrong: too animated, too bold.

They are the eyes of Alice Eversley. He has managed to paint Alice’s
eyes into this other woman’s face. Despite the red hair, the ripe curves of
the pink-and-white body, it is Alice who stares out at him, who drapes
herself nude and languorous across his canvas.

Eventually, the painting given up for the day as a bad job, he cycles back to
college. The sky is darkening to purple, and the air has a crispness to it that
wasn’t there a week ago. It seems that the Indian summer might finally be
coming to an end.
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Corsica, August 1986

We broke for a late lunch shortly after three o’clock. I could see that
Stafford was tired by the morning and ready to finish for the day. As he
worked, he had told me of those afternoons spent in Oxford with Alice.
Already, I felt that I was beginning to form a sense of the person she might
have been.

The meal set out for us on the terrace was a simple affair: bread and
cheese, a bottle of dusky wine. It was oddly reminiscent of the picnic that
Stafford had described eating with Alice in the Oxfordshire countryside. I
wonder if he noticed too. Here the cheese was a pungent Corsican variety,
herby and friable, made from the milk of the island’s goats. And our bread
was a loose-grained white baguette of the sort that doesn’t exist in England.

I looked at Stafford and once more experienced that strange double
vision. I was certain in that instant that I could again see both Thomas
Staffords before me, as in one of those Victorian composite photographs
where many faces are layered to form one visage. I could see the elderly
man — the famous artist who had spent the morning looking back upon his
life — and I could see the young man, too, still really a boy, who had not yet
made his mark in the world and was unsure whether he ever would.

When we’d finished eating, Stafford disappeared inside for his afternoon
rest. I decided to go for a walk, taking my Nikon with me, though I knew I
wouldn’t get any very good shots in the fierce light. At four o’clock the sun
was barely weaker than at midday, and it wasn’t the most sensible idea to
head off in such heat — pale-skinned and ill-adjusted to the Corsican climate
as I was. But after spending the morning indoors I felt the need to explore,
to re-engage with the present.

I headed further down the track that ran past the Maison du Vent. I soon
discovered that as it continued the way became even less defined. Stafford’s



house was apparently the last mainstay of civilization before the land took
over once more.

The path was covered in dust a couple of inches thick, fine as flour and
bone-white. There couldn’t have been rain for weeks. The heat pressed
down upon me, but I began to enjoy its fierce embrace. On either side of me
the vegetation was alive with the rapid-fire staccato of cricket song. It gave
off the most tremendous aroma, this shrubbery — complex, warm, by turns
sweet and savoury. This was the scent of the Corsican maquis, a native
tangle of herbs, wild fig and bracken. “When Napoleon was in his prison on
Elba,” Stafford had told me, ‘he claimed he could smell it, carried across the
water on the wind — the scent of his homeland.’

I followed the road around and away from the sea, inhaling deeply to
draw the perfumed air into my lungs. I stretched my arms up above me and
out to the side in windmills, feeling slightly foolish and glad of my solitude.

Gradually the bush thinned and the land opened out on either side to
reveal rows of pale olives, nets spread out beneath them to catch the fallen
fruit. There was an oddly temporary look to the scene, though for all I knew
olives had been grown here for millennia. It was as if the island had
permitted the clearing of the natural vegetation and the taming of the rocky
soil, but with the proviso that it could claim back the land whenever it
wanted without warning.

I heard a mewing, high above, and saw a bird of prey plummet from the
blue — as true and deadly as an arrowhead. I watched, transfixed as prey, as
it swooped close to the earth, claws raking the ground. As it rose, moving
away from me towards the purple shadow of the mountains, I saw that some
small creature wriggled in its grasp.

Corsica was a wild place, I thought. I had never been anywhere quite like
it. Mum and I had always travelled to cities — Rome, Paris, Berlin — because
that was where her work took her. Yet I knew she would have loved it here.
She loved anything in its untamed state. At the time of her death she had
still been performing, though it wasn’t technically ballet. The best thing
about her success, she explained to me once, was that it had given her
licence to experiment. She had begun to perform improvisations, barefoot,
which proved a liberation for her point-battered feet. These dances were
beautiful but raw — her movements remarkable not for their choreographed
precision but for their instinctual animal grace. It was, you could say, what



free jazz is to a piano recital. Some of the purists turned their backs on her
then, but I believe it was at this time in her career that she was at her
happiest — and most exceptional. It was how she danced for me, when as a
child I had asked her to, following her about the room on stumpy legs.

The memory became an ache in the centre of my chest, as though it had
opened up some cavity there. I knew that I could not allow the pain to take
over, lest it split me in two. So I took my camera from its case and flipped
off the lens cap, training it upon the wheeling black arc that was the bird
soaring with purpose towards the distant mountains. It would be a terrible
photo, undoubtedly — the light was too harsh, and would wash all detail out.
But the act of finding the shot, bringing it into focus, breathing my way
through that all-important click: it was the best way of forgetting that I
knew.

When I returned to the house, labouring my way up the — I counted them —
eighty-five steps, Oliver was standing on the terrace with his back to me,
looking out to sea. He was quite still. I was tempted to try and sneak behind
him into the house, to avoid having to make any awkward pleasantries. But
I would be my braver, better self, I decided.

‘Hello,’ I said.

He gave a tiny start and turned. In that unguarded moment I thought I
saw something in his face that I recognized. Akin to loneliness, though
altogether more complex than that. Then it vanished without trace, and I
wondered if I had imagined it completely.

Now he gazed back at me, impassive as ever. ‘Does that hurt?’ he asked.

I followed the direction of his gaze — saw that the loop of skin above my
T-shirt was a raw and flaming red. So too, no doubt, was my face. Now that
I was aware of it, the skin felt tight and painful. I’d thought, in my
foolhardy English way, that the sun cream I'd applied first thing in the
morning would suffice.

‘Oh,’ I said, gazing down at the burnt skin in horrified fascination. ‘I’d
better—’

He cut me off. ‘How long are you staying?’

‘I ...” his question had ambushed me — and I was thrown for a moment. ‘I
don’t actually know.’



‘Well,” he said, ‘I should tell you something, while you’re here. I know
that Grand-péere will be too polite to ever say it, but he gets tired. It is one of
the reasons that he rarely has guests. And the few times he has had them, it
is only for a day or two. Never longer.’

The message was clear: don’t overstay your welcome.

“Thank you,’ I said, as civilly as I could, unable to believe his rudeness.
‘I will bear it in mind.’

Once within the sanctuary of my room I went to the mirror, and saw that it
was as bad as I had suspected. I was angry, humiliated, thinking of how
foolish I must have looked to Oliver. I drew closer to the glass to inspect the
damage, and jumped at a knock on the door. For an awful second I thought
it might be him, having decided he wasn’t quite finished with me.

It was Marie. She had a white tube, which she held towards me. I read
the label: aloe vera lotion.

“You put it ...” She gestured to my chest and face.

‘Oh — thank you.’

‘He tell me,’ she said.

‘Who?’ I asked. ‘Mr Stafford?’

She shook her head. ‘Ollie.’

It took me a couple of seconds to realize who she meant — that it must be
her name for him. ‘Oh,’ I said again, quite stupidly.

When Marie was gone I slathered the stuff all over the burn. It was cool
and immediately soothing, with an unusual marine scent.

I was mystified. After his words on the terrace, it seemed bizarre, almost
perversely so, that Oliver had then chosen to do something that could only
be construed as kind. Still, I thought, not too kind. It wasn’t as though he
had deigned to bring it to me himself. And perhaps he was merely trying to
spare his grandfather the unpleasantness of having to look at my raw face
over his easel.

I woke early the next morning. My sunburn was hot and uncomfortable, and
there was a clamour of thoughts in my head. My immediate thought on
waking was of Mum. Even now, in those first few moments of
consciousness I had to re-remember that she was gone, that it had not all



been a bad dream, that I would never see her again. As always, there was
some stubborn part of me that refused to believe it.

Now these thoughts were joined by all that Thomas Stafford had told me
the day before. Even if he had not told me he loved her, the woman named
Alice, I would have been able to hear it from the way he first spoke her
name. But it was more than that, I felt. He loved her still.

I knew I was not going to go back to sleep now, so I resolved to head
outside and feel the cool morning air on my raw skin. I slipped from my
bed and padded out into the corridor. I was making for the front door, but
the pictures that hung in the hallway drew me back to them again —
inevitably, as though they exerted some invisible pull upon me.

This time, when I looked at the photograph of Oliver and his mother, I
realized something. That same look, that one I thought I had glimpsed the
previous afternoon, was there in his face. Fascinated, I unhinged the picture
from the wall so I could examine it more closely. I studied her — haughtily
beautiful and immaculate, her slender white arms exposed by the sleeveless
black shift, her hair upswept to reveal the two delicate drop earrings. I was
struck anew by the way her hand on his shoulder seemed to hold him away
from her body — not at all the caress that it pretended to be.

I was so absorbed that I didn’t hear anything — no door opening, no
approaching footsteps — until the sound of his voice, loud and very near,
sent shock exploding through me.

‘What are you doing?’

I spun around. There wasn’t time to do anything other than drop the hand
holding the picture, in an attempt to shield it from sight with my body. It
was a vain effort: his eyes went straight to the empty space on the wall
where it had hung. I don’t know if it was his intention, but I felt that he had
caught me stealing, or spying. Which wasn’t, in fact, so far from the truth.

‘Oh — I was looking at something.’

“That?’ Oliver pointed behind me, to where my concealed right hand
clutched the photo. Slowly, I brought it into sight.

“Yes,’ I said, and heard my voice waver, guiltily.

‘Have you seen everything you wanted?’

‘I didn’t—" I began. ‘I mean, I was on my way outside, and I spotted this.
It’s you, isn’t it?’ It seemed best to be frank about it. ‘And your mother?’

He nodded.



‘She was beautiful.’

‘She died.” He said it impassively, a simple statement of fact.

I stared up at him, shocked by his bluntness. ‘I’'m ... sorry.’

‘Don’t upset yourself about it,” he said, almost viciously.

Then he moved past me, out on to the terrace, while I stood there
clutching the photograph to myself. Slowly, I turned back to the wall to
rehang it, trying to ignore how my hands shook as I did.



Corsica, August 1986

‘It’s looking much better today,” said Stafford, peering over his easel at me
after breakfast. Oliver — to my relief — had not appeared for the meal. ‘Less
painful. A potent thing, the Corsican sun ... and deceptive when there’s a
breeze. I’ve had it much worse than you — I remember spending a day out
on the water with Elodia, and because the wind made it feel cooler than it
was I had no idea I’d been fried to a crisp until it was too late. Elodia found
my sunburn hilarious.’

‘Marie gave me some lotion to put on it — aloe vera.’” I didn’t mention
Oliver’s part in it; it made even less sense to me now. Every time I thought
about the photograph I was suffused with embarrassment.

‘Ah, yes — she learned that from my wife. Elodia was always good with
anything botanical. With Gerard’s help she even managed to make
something of the garden, though the soil is so poor. Oliver helped too, when
he came to live here — he had his own herb garden, which he looked after
with great care.

‘We all used to joke that Elodia had witch’s powers — and I think Oliver
always secretly believed that it was true. She would tell us stories of the
island, the history — Napoleon and all of the great Corsican men and women
who had come before him, but also the folk tales of mountain creatures,
magical animals, elves ...’

I thought of Oliver as he was now, and found it hard to imagine that he
had ever believed in fairy tales. But then I remembered that he had once
been that boy in the photographs who had looked rather like a faerie
creature himself.

Something Stafford had said had intrigued me, and despite my better
judgement I decided to ask him about it. ‘I was wondering — you mentioned
Oliver coming to live here. Why did he?’



Stafford’s expression closed, instantly, and I realized that he was not
going to tell me. For someone who was prepared to be so free with his own
history it seemed that his grandson’s past was a different matter.

‘Sorry,’ I said quickly, ‘I shouldn’t have asked.’

‘It’s fine,” Stafford said, ‘and you shouldn’t feel you have to apologize
for asking. But it was a difficult time for all of us, especially Oliver. So I’d
prefer not to discuss it.’

I nodded, relieved that I did not seem to have offended him.

“Tell me,” he said then, in a clear effort to change the subject, ‘about your
walk, yesterday.” He smiled. ‘I do hope it was worth the price you paid for
it in sunburn.’

‘I didn’t go far,” I told him, ‘a short way down the track, down to where
the olive groves begin.’

‘Did you get any photographs?’

‘Quite a few — mainly of the olive trees, with the mountains in the
background.’

He nodded. ‘I’m sure you’ll have more luck at capturing the olives than I
have done. I have tried and tried to get the perfect shade for the foliage —
that unique silver green — and to properly depict the way the sunlight comes
through the branches ... but it has all eluded me. Every effort has come out
looking lumpen, wrong. It is terribly frustrating. Cézanne — or Matisse,
undoubtedly — would have known exactly what to do.” He smiled at me.
‘Will you show me your photographs, at some point? I should like to see
them.’

“Yes,” I said, flattered by his interest, ‘though I don’t have any with me,
and the ones I’ve taken here will need to be developed.’

Stafford looked rueful. ‘More proof that I must have a dark room
installed, as Oliver keeps suggesting. But if you were to come back,
perhaps?’

‘Of course,’ I told him, buoyed by the suggestion — vague though it was —
that I might be welcome to return.

All was quiet for a few minutes, as Stafford went back to working in earnest
at his easel. It struck me that the silence was not tense or weighted, as it so
often is with a stranger — a gap that must be quickly filled with words. The
brief moments of awkwardness that had followed my question had



completely dispelled, and now it felt natural: the sort of silence you might
expect to have with an old friend. I wondered whether this could be due to
some artist’s trick of putting the sitter at ease, but dismissed the idea. It was
simply how Stafford was — a mark of his calmness, his confidence.

Before I met him I had viewed Stafford merely as a conduit to the woman
in his drawing, a means of discovering more about her. I had presumed that
he would turn out to be the difficult, reclusive type that his lifestyle
suggested, and had never anticipated that I might feel such a strong liking
for the man himself.

I watched him now — he seemed entirely lost in thought. And when he
spoke his words seemed to come from some hidden well of feeling: ‘Often,
when I wake, I forget that I am an old man. In those first few moments I can
sometimes believe that I am back in England, lying in my room at Oxford
and hoping for a letter from Alice.’

He gestured out of the window. ‘That view, out there, it’s the same as it
has been for centuries, perhaps even millennia, give or take a couple of the
boats. When you are confronted with the permanence of other things in that
way ...” He paused. ‘Well, it heightens the sense of one’s own short span
here. I know that I’'m lucky to have lived so long, and seen so much —
luckier than Elodia, luckier than many people. That doesn’t make it any
easier to see this old man’s face in the mirror when I’m not expecting it.’

I looked for something to say. ‘But your work has permanence.’

“You’re kind. Yes, I suppose it does — in the most literal sense, at least. It
will continue, hopefully, to exist when I am gone. But will it have
relevance?’ He shrugged. ‘That cannot be known.” He shook his head, as
though chastising himself. ‘I’m sorry, Kate, I don’t know what has come
over me. I woke up in a strange mood this morning ... I can only think it is
this travelling into the past. It’s all so vivid that something in me refuses to
believe that so much time has gone by.” Then he smiled. ‘She was the first
person to see my work, properly, you know. She was the first person to
believe in me too — as an artist, not a boy with a fantasy.’

‘Who?’ I said, rather stupidly. ‘Elodia?’

He shook his head. ‘No. Alice, of course.’



London, April 1929

Tom has returned to London for the Easter holidays, and he has found
himself a studio: the boathouse in Putney that has belonged to his family
since he was a boy. They used to keep a dinghy in it for outings on the
Thames, but the place was abandoned after Tom’s father came back from
the front, when it became clear that he was no longer the sort of man who
went on boating trips.

The boathouse should have been sold along with the dinghy, but Tom’s
mother cannot quite bring herself to believe that there will never be another
trip on the river. To sell it would be irrevocable confirmation of that. So it
has remained, virtually untouched, for over a decade.

It is a large space, made hazardous by old sailing paraphernalia. There is
a roll of ancient sailcloth in one corner and a precarious stack of life jackets
on a high shelf to the back. A couple of mildewed oars lean tiredly against
the wall, and tangled heaps of ropes, toggles and pieces of old material litter
the floor. It is perfectly serviceable, though, and as Tom isn’t the tidiest
person when he’s working anyway, it suits him. Everything has a slightly
paint-splattered effect now, which is rather cheering — it looks a less
desolate place than before. There is more light than one might expect, from
a large, shell-shaped window above the tall double doors.

Mrs Stafford thinks that Tom is using the space to revise for the end-of-
year exams, and he hasn’t said anything to disabuse her of this. The pieces
that he has worked on over the last couple of weeks are stacked facing the
walls. Tom finds that to have his work visible while he is painting is
intolerable. Either it depresses him — he has days when it seems that
everything he has produced is completely execrable — or it intimidates him,
if, say, there are a couple of works on display in which he feels, by some
fluke, he has reached a peak that he may never attain again. It is better not
to have to look at them.



Sometimes he flings open the doors so that he can gaze at the stretch of
water visible through them, and attempt to capture the scene. His presence
is a source of some curiosity for the other boathouse users. Several rowing
teams train on the river, and they treat him with a slightly bullying
camaraderie. The third building down from his is owned by a rather
glamorous Italian family, who always come down with their own skipper,
fully attired in nautical whites and blues. Before Alice came back into his
life he had thought himself rather in love with the eldest daughter, with her
sloe-dark eyes and fall of thick black hair.

Alice is coming to the studio this afternoon. Lord and Lady Hexford are
out of the country on political business of her stepfather’s, and Alice has
seized the opportunity for an excursion that she knows would otherwise be
illicit. Lady Hexford isn’t one to forbid, exactly, but she has her delicate
ways, the power to make things difficult for her daughter if she goes against
her wishes.

For Tom, the occasion could not be more momentous. He is going to
show his work to another person, and it will mean the exposure of his
innermost self. Alice is the only person close to him that he can trust to
deliver the truth. His mother, in her love for him, would be unable to be
objective. He knows that anything would be, to her, a work of genius. His
Oxford friends — unthinkable. Alice will be candid, but she won’t ridicule
him, at least.

It is a leaden day for spring, with rain coming in sideways, so the doors
are shut, and Tom has had to light all the lamps because it is as dark as
twilight outside. These preparations will keep him dry, but they also mean
that he won’t see Alice coming, won’t have time to prepare himself. He
bought a cheap bottle of wine on the way here for them to share when she
arrives, though he has already drunk a large glass to steady his nerves.

Shortly after three p.m., there is a bang on the door.

‘Open up! It’s a monsoon out here!’

He takes a swift gulp of wine and swings the doors wide. A bedraggled
figure stands before him, water cascading from the brim of a heavy-duty
sou’wester, a bicycle propped against one hip. Tom stares. The figure
laughs, lays the bicycle down and rushes at him, enveloping him in a
sodden embrace.



Once inside, Alice pushes back her hood. Her nose is red and her eyes
are wet from exhilaration and the unseasonably bitter wind. The fine fronds
of her damp hair are black as liquorice and wild above the turned-up lapels
of the coat.

He ushers her in. Would she like to take off the coat, or perhaps keep it
on until she’s warmed up? Would she like a glass of wine, a biscuit?

She laughs. ‘I’m fine. Stop fussing. It’s nice and warm here.” She peers
about her.

‘Where did you get the bicycle?’

‘It belongs to William, one of our footmen. He hardly ever uses it — only
when he makes the trip to his mother in Hackney. Thank goodness Ma is
away with the evil stepfather. I think it’s safe to assume she wouldn’t
approve of me cycling round London wearing a cricket sweater and men’s
breeches.” Alice shrugs off the coat to reveal the outfit. She looks like a
beautiful boy.

She moves about the room, studying the paraphernalia. ‘Do you enjoy
having all of this about you?’

He grins. “When it isn’t trying to kill me, yes, I suppose I do. But it’s
more that it doesn’t have anywhere else to go.’

Then she spots the canvases. ‘Why are they all turned that way round? I
can’t see any of them.’

‘I prefer them like that. I'm not ... used to showing my work to people.
You’re the first, actually. I'm worried it might be a bit ... well, pointless —
you making this trip specially.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It might not be any good. I don’t want to waste your time.’

She stares at him. ‘What utter nonsense. Tom, I asked to see them — you
didn’t drag me here. I think the least you can do, now I’ve nearly drowned
myself getting here, is to satisfy my rude curiosity.’

‘All right.” Where to begin? Can he show her the most recent work, the
one he is most proud of? It is the oil of the redhead — and while he has
reworked the eyes meticulously he can’t be certain that Alice won’t glimpse
her own eyes behind them, through the layers of paint. Tom studies the
blank backs of the canvases in their ugly wooden frames — he knows each
without having to turn them. Finally, he decides. It is a small charcoal of
Rosa, his second favourite. The essence of his sister is there, even if the



chin isn’t quite right. But the shape of the brow and nose is nearly perfect
and the expression, too, is Rosa’s. It is her ‘older sister’ look: appraising,
amused.

Alice turns, notices him clasping the small frame. ‘Can I?” He hands it to
her. She studies it and he watches her. There is a tiny mole — a freckle,
really — on the back of her left hand, near the base of her little finger. He
stares. How can something so trifling hold such charm?

It seems an eternity before she speaks, though it is only a matter of
moments. Then, simply, ‘It’s wonderful.” He looks up at her in surprise. ‘I
mean it. This is Rosa ... the Rosa I remember.” She laughs. ‘Well, not
exactly — she was fourteen when I last saw her. But she has the same
expression precisely. I remember it so clearly.’

“Thank you.” Even in his vainer moments, he had not anticipated this. He
feels hope bloom.

By the end of the afternoon, all the pieces have been turned around —
even those Tom vowed he would never show to another soul. The room is
ablaze with colour now, in defiance of the miserable weather without. Alice
has studied each work in turn, minutely. When she reaches his study of
Winnard Cove, constructed from memories still vivid through the telescope
of the years, she turns to him and her eyes are wet with tears.

“Tom,’ she says, fiercely, ‘this is what you must do. I’m certain of it. I
know I haven’t any expertise whatsoever, but you don’t have to have it to
be moved by something, to understand ... to feel how good it is, how
unique.” Alice thinks. “You should meet my aunt Margaret. She isn’t an
artist, but she is an expert of sorts.” She is speaking rapidly, excited, and she
reels off a series of names — artists whom her aunt has apparently advised —
a list that includes several of Tom’s personal heroes. He sits forward in his
seat, tense with excitement.

‘I’d love to meet her.’

Alice nods. ‘You’d like her. She’s Pa’s sister. She’s similar to him, in
many ways. Pa was famous for his bravery, but Aunt M. has been just as
adventurous, just as courageous, in her own way. She was a Suffragist in
her youth, you know. She walks with a cane, now, and it’s because of that.
They caught her scaling the fence at Westminster. One of the policemen hit
her knuckles and she fell and crushed her hip. My grandparents were



mortified by the disgrace; they were terribly traditional. Funny that their
children turned out the way they did.’

‘She sounds fascinating.’

‘She is. Her marriage caused a fuss, too. Her husband was years older
than her, an Italian — and Jewish — which did not go down well with my
grandparents. He was also enormously rich — though money’s never been
important to Aunt M, or rather only in so much as it allows her
independence.

‘Ma has always been fond of making remarks of the “he was the only one
who would have her” sort. But I know it’s not true. She could have taken
her pick. Aunt M. might not be beautiful, like Ma, but she’s got such
energy. She makes me — I can’t explain it exactly ... she makes me want to
be something more than what is expected of me.’

Tom nods, understanding.

Lady Margaret’s London residence is a Bloomsbury apartment: an exquisite
arrangement of rooms and a pair of large French windows leading out on to
a delicate roof garden with a view to the buildings on the other side of the
square. Tom is surprised that someone of her prodigious wealth lives in a
space of such modest size, even if it is a smart address. The apartment is not
much larger than the ground floor of his parents’ house. Alice explains that
this is one of many of her aunt’s homes, in the city in which she spends the
least time. Three of the others are abroad: in Rome, in Venice and
Marrakech.

The red-brick exterior of the building is identical to all of the others in
the square. Once inside, Tom finds it easy to forget that he is in England at
all. If one chose not to look through those glass doors on to a scene so
unmistakably British it could not be anywhere else, one could imagine that
this was a Moroccan riad. The air, even, seems different to the air outside,
where the smell of wet pavements pervades. He can smell fig, amber and
the weighty, exotic scent of frankincense.

Tom first meets Margaret’s likeness in an early-Cubist nude that hangs on
the opposite wall as they come in. It is done in the naif style, with a fecund
circle for a belly and further, smaller circles to represent the breasts. For all
the crudity of the shapes and simplicity of the colour palette, it is replete
with the personality of the sitter. The style is at once reverential and playful:



the woman’s gaze challenges her onlooker, but the smiling feline mouth
implies amusement. What talent the artist must have, Tom thinks, to convey
all of this. How brilliantly he has distilled the essence of the subject into the
work.

There are works of art everywhere, from every modern school he knows
of — and many that are unknown to him, shocking in their newness and
flouting of convention. The very doorknobs here are made from porcelain
painted in an earthy pattern of primary colours that seems to him distinctly
Bloomsburian. And there is a gorgeous oil of seated women, the colours
almost pungent in their vividness. In the style of Gauguin, perhaps Gauguin
himself. Anything seems possible here.

His sketchbook is heavy beneath his arm. Why on earth did he allow
himself to be persuaded to bring it? He knows the answer: he was swept up
in Alice’s enthusiasm — intoxicated by it, even, and through her he saw
himself as a real artist, worthy of Lady Margaret’s attention. Next to these
brave, brilliant works, however, his own attempts seem jejune: humiliating
in both their hesitance and their pretension.

He is thrown out of his funk by the arrival of Lady Margaret into her
sitting room. Alice’s aunt is, in a word, astonishing. She wears loose
pantaloons in a vivid green silk, far more shocking than the most revealing
flapper’s skirt. These are topped by what appears to be a man’s dress shirt,
several sizes too large for her thin frame and tucked in so that it billows
extravagantly at the waist. A jewel of the same hue as the trousers flashes at
her collarbone. Her limp is prominent, though she carries it well, and she
walks with a silver-topped cane of polished ebony. Her hair is wet,
smoothed back over the crown of her head, and Tom can see that it is short
and very red.

‘Alice, my darling.” Her voice, as low as his own, has a gentle roughness
to it that speaks of cigarettes and a life well lived. She enfolds Alice in her
arms. Then her heavy-lidded gaze moves in his direction, and Tom, too, is
clasped in her fragrant and rather bony embrace.

“You must be Tom.” She takes a step back, but keeps a hold of his upper
arms, so that she can look at him. ‘Delighted,” she murmurs, and he echoes
the word to her rather stupidly.

She draws away and surveys them both. ‘Have you been waiting for me a
terribly long time?’



‘No,’” begins Tom, but Alice says, playfully, “Yes, Aunt. Tom’s practically
grown a beard since we arrived. Luckily, you have all this art about, so we
had something to entertain us.’

‘I am a scoundrel,” Lady Margaret says, confessionally. ‘I told you so
specifically four o’clock, but I've developed a fondness for long baths,
especially in the afternoon. Once you’re in, it’s like entering a different
world — one tends to lose any sense of time. It rejuvenates one splendidly
for the evening ... particularly important for we elderly.’

Tom cannot imagine anyone less befitting the label ‘elderly’ and laughs,
despite himself.

Lady Margaret turns to smile at him. Then her gaze falls to the
sketchbook beneath his arm. He feels his every muscle tense, his hand
gripping the spine of the book involuntarily. Margaret’s eyes run over him,
and she seems to make a quick calculation. ‘First, I think, tea is in order.
One cannot discuss art on an empty stomach.’

Tea (mint leaves, stewed in the pot) and cake (spiced, almond-studded
pastries specially imported from Turkey) are brought in by the enigmatic
Beatrice, Margaret’s young housekeeper, who smiles at them dreamily, but
doesn’t say a single word. Margaret explains that this is because she only
speaks Italian, and a Venetian dialect at that. She looks, thinks Tom, like a
Modigliani model, with large, rather vague grey eyes in a perfectly oval
face and a slender white neck that is bent forward like the stem of a bloom
grown too heavy for its support.

Lady Margaret bids Tom pass her his sketchbook. It is as though the
strange, delicious tea and the deep purr of her voice have had a soporific
effect upon him, for Tom realizes that he no longer feels any anxiety about
doing so. He hands the book over.

Lady Margaret pores over it in silence, while Tom and Alice make rather
strained small talk, Tom keeping half an eye on his sketchbook. He can’t
help noticing that Margaret spends far longer on certain pages, and flicks
through some as though there were nothing there: clearly their contents are
considered beneath her notice. It is a humbling experience.

After an apparent eternity of time Lady Margaret’s head snaps up.

‘I think you have some way to go,” she says. ‘There is something here,
but you need to work at it, draw it out.’



Tom nods. ‘Yes. I need much more experience before I can produce
anything—’

‘It is not necessarily a matter of experience, though,” Lady Margaret cuts
him off. ‘It is a matter of confidence. Tell me, if it isn’t art, what is it to be?’

“You mean, what shall I do?” She nods. ‘Well, law, most likely. My father
was — is — a lawyer ... I know that’s what my parents would like to see me
doing.” He thinks of boyhood visits to his father’s office — the smell of aged
paper, the dusty, wasting hours — and feels the familiar panic rise within his
chest.

‘Do you think of yourself as an artist ... or a lawyer?’

‘I’d certainly like to consider myself a painter one day.’

‘No!” Lady Margaret shakes her head emphatically. ‘That is not the way
to go about it. I have always felt that to be an artist, of the true sort, and
therefore the only sort that matters, you must believe in your vocation
absolutely. To hope is not enough. You cannot go about as a boy with a
hobby on the side and produce work of the highest calibre.” She points
behind her at the Cubist nude. “What do you see?’

‘It’s a fantastic piece,” Tom begins. ‘The artist must be extremely
talented, the—’

“That is not what I mean,” she admonishes. “What I find in it is bravery.
Courage to go beyond convention, beyond engrained ideas of style and
form. You need practice, yes: you must hone your eye, certainly, but that is
not what is holding you back. Technically excellent though these may be’ —
she gestures to the sketchbook — ‘there is something almost ... apologetic
about them. To truly create, to innovate, you cannot care about the
sensibilities you may offend. You cannot mind that some people — your own
mother, perhaps — will violently dislike your work. Do you understand?’
Tom nods, and Alice gives him a secret smile of encouragement.

‘What I see here’ — Lady Margaret taps the open page of the sketchbook
with a long finger — ‘is potential, but undeveloped. You are handicapped by
a lack of self-belief. And that’ — she looks up at him — ‘is my diagnosis.’



7

It was Alice who gave me confidence and Lady Margaret who pushed me
towards new heights. I was rather terrified of her, and a little under her
spell, probably. She wasn’t beautiful, at least not in the conventional way, as
Alice’s mother was, but there was in her an innate confidence and strength
that was more attractive than any heart-shaped face or mane of golden hair
could have been. It was the same strength that was in Alice.

Lady M. was a true maverick. She was modern, too. I couldn’t believe
what I saw, when she went to turn the page of my sketchbook. Her sleeve
was pulled back slightly by the movement and I glimpsed a tattoo on the
inside of her wrist. It was small but extremely dark against the pale skin.
Alice explained that it was of a serpent. Her aunt had been bitten by a
rattlesnake on a trip to Nicaragua, and nearly died. After she had recovered
she had the tattoo done. It was a talisman, a symbol of the force of will that
had brought her through it. Such a thing is, even now, a sign of rebellion, of
non-conformism, but back then, nobody had tattoos, and especially no one
of Lady Margaret’s class.

She criticized my work ruthlessly, but when she told me that it had
promise, I felt again that hope I’d had when Alice had come to the studio.
Only this time there was, perhaps, more foundation to it: Lady Margaret
knew art.

Some of the pieces she dismissed outright. I had gone through a Picasso
phase, as so many artists of my generation did, in which I didn’t so much
work under his influence but lifted elements wholesale: a cross-hatching
technique here, a colour-blocking effect there. In one sketch I had literally
copied the jug from Picasso’s Pitcher and Lemon, and was embarrassed
when Lady M. called me out on it. ‘It is a talent of sorts,” she told me, ‘to
imitate another’s work, but it is not the sort that you should pursue. There



are dozens of Frenchmen in Montmartre doing precisely that, and much
better, for they have had years to hone their skill. Find your own style — and
you must be brave, because it takes courage to strike out alone. You must
not be afraid of ridicule; indeed, you may want to court it. To be able to
illicit a strong reaction of any sort is a powerful thing. God forbid that
people should tolerate your work.’

You felt that if she believed in you, harnessed you to her, it was
impossible that you should fail, and absolutely possible that you might do
anything. And while she had been fairly damning about my work in one
sense, she was supportive in the way that mattered the most: she urged me
to continue. She thought that, even if I hadn’t got there yet, I would.

She told me to return, in a year’s time, when I had sought out my own
style, and had a new portfolio of works to show her. I went back to the
studio and tore up half of my work, burned it in the brazier I kept there.
Afterwards I felt that I had undergone a form of catharsis. I cannot
remember a single one of those paintings, but I have no doubt that, if I
could do so, I would not regret that action for an instant. The collectors
might feel differently ... sometimes a painter’s first terrible daubs are worth
more than his mature work. Presumably they derive excitement from seeing
the artist’s style in its embryonic state. For me, those works were the artistic
equivalent of a teenage diary: full of overblown sentiment and melodrama.

The drawing that Kate had brought me, though, that was different. It was
one of the works I'm proudest of. I’'m not sure that I would have been
capable of ever drawing anything quite like it — and not only because of the
way in which my style evolved. There was something in the essence of that
sketch which, like my innocence at that age, had to be lost to time. A
certain unselfconsciousness ... a lack of the cynicism that comes with
experience, perhaps. And it was the record of a memory, too, of what I still
think of as the happiest day of my life.

Kate

It seemed Stafford was tired of talking, for the next couple of hours passed
in relative silence, the only sound the scratching of pencil upon paper. The
warm air stilled as the day reached its midday peak and the sea beyond the
windows was one uniform expanse of blue, seemingly unruffled by wind or



tide. It looked as though it could have been painted on to the glass. I felt my
eyelids beginning to droop.

“Time for lunch,’ said Stafford suddenly, as if he had guessed that I was
tiring.

I shook myself out of my stupor. ‘Yes, please.’

‘Excellent. I shall call for Marie.’

I spent the afternoon down in the cove, half reading my book, but mainly
thinking about all that Stafford told me. At times the past he was describing
now felt more real to me than my life back in London, which now seemed
insubstantial, far away. I only wished that I could have shared this new
discovery. I was sure Mum would have been fascinated by it all, in spite of
herself.

The sand was coarse-grained, whitish, and hot to the touch. The beach
was a mere few metres across: a brief gap in the rock that extended along
the coast on either side. I waded into the shallows at one point, and
discovered that if I stood there long enough, letting my feet sink into the
sand, tiny brown fish would dart about my ankles. Until, that is, I wiggled a
toe — whereupon they would disappear from sight in the blink of an eye.

Afterwards I lay back on the warm sand, and must have fallen asleep for
a while, because I awoke with a start on hearing my name called. I looked
about me, bleary-eyed, and saw to my dismay that it was Oliver, standing a
few feet away with his hands in his pockets. Instantly I was on my guard,
but the hostility that I prepared myself for did not come.

‘Marie has put out tea,” he said, and his voice sounded different: not
friendly, exactly, but approaching civil. ‘I thought I’d come and see if you
were hungry.’

‘Oh.’ T sat up, confused. My first reaction, irrational though it might have
been, was: this must be a trick. ‘Yes,’ I said, carefully, ‘I am — thank you.’

He turned and disappeared from sight. I waited for a few moments,
letting my head clear of sleep — I wanted to be alert for whatever
confrontation was to follow — and then followed him up the steps. I realized
that it might simply be that Stafford had asked him to fetch me — though
that wouldn’t quite explain the new, courteous way he’d spoken to me — but
when I reached the terrace the artist was nowhere to be seen.



‘Grand-pere’s taking his nap,’ Oliver said, catching me looking about for
him.

‘Ah.’

We sat down at the table together, which had been set with an elegant
china pot, two cups with matching saucers, and a large Victoria sponge.
There was something quite pleasingly surreal about the sight of it all sitting
there, as the distinctly un-British sun beat down on us, and the cicadas
chattered in the vegetation all around.

‘It’s Grand-pere’s favourite,” Oliver told me, indicating the cake. ‘Grand-
mere used to make it for us. Marie carried on baking it, after she died.’

I looked at him, curiously. He had spoken quickly, even nervily.

He cut and plated two generous slices, passing one to me. I took it,
feeling tense, as though I were readying myself for an interview, still trying
to guess what his purpose might be. Maybe, I thought, he was about to give
me my marching orders, while his grandfather was conveniently out of
sight.

I lifted a small forkful of cake to my mouth. The delicious morsel
momentarily distracted me: the lemony airiness of the sponge, the
unctuousness of the cream and the tartness of the raspberry jam. I looked up
and found that Oliver was watching me.

‘It’s very good,’ I told him, because he seemed to be waiting for me to
say something.

There followed a long, tense pause, during which I tentatively ate another
bite of cake. Then Oliver shifted, leaning forward in his seat. “Well ...” He
stopped, looking uncomfortable. ‘I’m not quite sure how to say this ...’

I waited, braced for the sting — whatever it was to be. This time I would
be ready to defend myself.

‘I wanted to say I’m sorry.’

My surprise made me swallow my mouthful too quickly, and the sponge
lodged horribly in my windpipe. I coughed, and barely managed to stop
myself from spraying him with crumbs.

‘Why?’ I asked hoarsely, when I could trust myself to speak again. What
I really meant was “Why now?’ He’d shown no sign of being troubled by
any qualms only a few short hours before.

‘Well,” he said, spreading his palms, ‘I realize that I haven’t been ...’ he
shrugged ‘... the most welcoming I could have been to you.’



‘It’s fine,’ I said. I stared at him, still half wondering if it was a trick.

But then — with a sudden flare of clarity — I understood. ‘Is this about my
mother?’

I knew immediately that I had found the answer, because I saw it there in
his face: pity.

Oliver nodded, shifted in his seat. ‘Grand-pére told me, this morning,” he
said. ‘After I bumped into you.’

I saw it now. He must have gone to Stafford to tell him about my ‘crime’,
and Stafford, to exonerate me, had told him. He shouldn’t have, I thought —
he had no cause to. I had no desire to be pitied, especially not by Oliver. In
fact, now that I considered it, it had almost been a relief to have one person
who didn’t know, who didn’t feel they had to treat me as if I might break
with rough treatment.

Oliver cleared his throat. ‘I read about it, when it happened. I couldn’t
stop thinking about it — all those people ...’

I grimaced. I did not want to think about the newspapers, the photographs
they had somehow been allowed to print. Sensing this might not be the right
tack, Oliver said, ‘If I had known, I wouldn’t ...” He stopped. ‘I suppose I
jumped to conclusions. I thought you were here to pester Grand-pere for
something. He’s explained to me that you’re here at his express request —
that you’ve come here as a personal favour to him.’

This last made me uncomfortable — because it wasn’t strictly true. Then
again, if Stafford had decided to doctor the facts, I was happy not to
contradict him.

‘He told me about your mother ...’

‘Honestly,” I said, firmly, ‘you don’t need to worry about it. It happened a
while ago.’

‘A year,” he said. ‘That’s not long, not when you’ve lost someone you
love. Grand-meére died several years ago — and I haven’t stopped missing
her.’

He was staring at me intently, and suddenly I found that I could not hold
his gaze. To my horror, I felt my eyes smart ominously. Not now, I told
myself, not in front of this stranger, who until moments earlier had been
behaving like an enemy. I had preferred him when he was hostile — it was
far easier to deal with. I stared down at my plate, forcing the tears into
retreat.



That evening and at breakfast the next morning Oliver’s new civility
continued — which I suppose should have come as no surprise. And yet,
given how he had been before, I was thrown by a feeling of unreality. He
acted towards me like a polite stranger — a waiter, or a train conductor. I was
quite relieved when Stafford asked if I was ready to head to the studio with
him.

I was rising to my feet to follow him when Oliver stopped me.

‘Kate,’ he said.

‘Yes?’

‘I wanted to ask you something. I’d planned to go to Bonifacio this
evening — I always try to visit while I’'m here. I wondered if you felt like
coming with me.” Again he spoke with that curious new tone — the remote,
formal politeness.

“Thank you ... but no.” The prospect of spending an evening with Oliver
acting as though I were an invalid was even worse than spending it with
him at his most hostile. I was certain that he was not motivated by a
genuine desire for my company. ‘I mean,” I said, feeling the need to
explain, ‘it’s kind of you to offer, but I don’t want you to feel that you have
to ... babysit me. I’m quite happy to stay here with your grandfather.’

I wondered, in fact, whether this too had been orchestrated by Stafford.
The idea that Oliver might be asking me under sufferance of his
grandfather’s wishes made it even less appealing.

‘All right,” Oliver said, ‘but that’s not why I was suggesting it. I’d like to
go, and I know that Grand-péere will be too tired to come: he never goes out
in the evenings now. And — well, if I can avoid it, I’d prefer not to go by
myself.’

I was not convinced. ‘Did your grandfather suggest it?’

Oliver looked slightly insulted. ‘No,” he said. ‘It was my idea.” His
annoyance was something of a relief, far more natural than the impeccable
courtesy.

‘Oh.’ T sought for an excuse. ‘Surely it would be rude, though, to leave
him here?’

‘I don’t think he’ll mind.” No, I thought, he undoubtedly wouldn’t. In
fact, I suspected that Stafford would be rather pleased if Oliver and I
reached an accord.



‘Look,” Oliver said, ‘I understand why you wouldn’t want to, but I will
try to be ... better company from now on, I promise.’

I looked at him, and saw that he meant it. This was his peace offering —
and it would be churlish not to accept.

‘Fine,” I found myself saying, before I could think further about it.
Immediately I regretted it, but told myself that it was only one evening.
Hopefully, once he was satisfied that he’d done his duty, he would leave me
alone.

‘Oliver offered to show me Bonifacio,’ I told Stafford, as I took my seat in
the studio. ‘This evening.’

My suspicion that the invitation was the artist’s doing was laid to rest by
his delighted surprise.

‘Excellent!” he said, beaming at me. ‘It is an incredible place — and you
could not wish for a better guide.” He seemed especially pleased by the
idea, and I hoped he wouldn’t set too much store by it. I could not imagine
Oliver and I becoming the best of friends. In fact I remained on my guard,
awaiting a return to hostility.

‘Kate,” he said, ‘I know that he feels badly for not having been ... as
friendly as he might have been to you. In his defence, Oliver has had a bad
time of it recently — as I think I mentioned. He has not quite been himself.’

Presently, to my relief, we moved on to the subject of Alice.

‘After Easter, I went back up to Oxford,” Stafford said, ‘and though I
hoped she might, Alice did not come to visit again. She told me that she
wasn’t able to, because she no longer had anywhere to stay in Oxfordshire.
Lady M. had left the country for her riad in Marrakech. She used to go there
to write, apparently.’

‘She was an author?’

‘Of sorts. She wrote ... a certain kind of book ... of the more risqué
variety. It was a hobby rather than a vocation, I think you might say. I can’t
imagine it endeared her to Lady Hexford — if, indeed, she knew of it. She
wrote under a nom de plume: Scheherazade. They aren’t badly written, you
know — I believe they are now considered classics of their kind, though they
are somewhat explicit. Lady Margaret did not do things by halves.



‘It was probably a good thing that I didn’t see Alice, because I don’t
think I would have been able to concentrate on my studies if I’d been
anticipating her appearance at any moment. And it was exam season.’
Stafford smiled. ‘Though I don’t want to give you the impression that I was
a good student. I was too intent on trying to put Lady Margaret’s advice into
practice: experimenting with different techniques, pushing myself to be
more radical in my approach. My room was littered with half-finished
canvases, not books.’

‘Did you see Alice once you got back to London?’

Stafford nodded. “That summer was the happiest of my youth ... perhaps
of my life. I have spent many wonderful summers here, but there is nothing
to equal the perfection of an English summer, when the weather it at its
best, and when one is young and in love. Because I was in love, you see,
even if I wasn’t quite aware of it then.

‘Alice and I were invited to a number of weekend parties in the
countryside, at the homes of friends, or almost-friends. I felt something of
an interloper, knowing the only reason I’d been invited was my perceived
association with Alice.

‘Alice was always the first to change into her tennis outfit, to pull on her
boots to go for a walk in the grounds. She’d been the same way as a child;
forever restless, forever active, impatient to get on the tennis court, attempt
a round of golf or croquet ...

‘She looked delicate, but she was a gifted sportswoman. She couldn’t
compete with someone like Diana Ruston, who had arms like great
haunches of ham and could hit a tennis ball as hard as any man, but Alice
was so determined, even fierce at times. Not exactly competitive, at least
not in any unpleasant way, but she so enjoyed the game — any game — that
she threw herself into it with an incredible vigour. It was an energy that was
... Intoxicating.’



Sussex, September 1929

It is the hottest day of the year so far — even hotter than the couple of weeks
that have preceded it, which have left the ground cracked and arid, the grass
withered, the leaves of the plants curling in desperate thirst. People are
beginning to complain: September should not be like this. And yet it is, in a
way, rather glorious.

Alice is enjoying it. She bathes in it — stretching out her long pale limbs
in almost feline delight, letting the sun beat down upon the delicate skin of
her face as she turns the pages of her book. There is already a pinkish stripe
across the bridge of her nose, but Tom would never suggest that she move
into the shade, for she would only laugh at him. He knows, too, that like
many fragile-seeming things, Alice is far stronger than she appears. And
except for that stripe, her skin retains the same pallor as the interior of an
eggshell, while most of the guests — himself included — have turned ruddy
and brown.

They have been at the house for a couple of days now. The building is a
spectacular if elderly Palladian affair. It reminds Tom of one of those grand
old ladies seen at certain London parties. The noble lines of the facade are
drooping slightly with age — a picturesque decadence — and yet the
underlying structure stands firm, throwing an important shadow before it,
its grandeur less about aesthetics than the simple fact of its impressive
longevity.

It would be wrong, however, to assume that the structure of the
household within is crumbling along with the stones and mortar of the
exterior. The boundaries that exist between above and below stairs are as
rigidly defined as ever. Tom has stayed in few houses of this sort, and is
bemused by the extreme deference of the staff, and unsettled, when he
returns to his room, by the evidence that someone has been there in the
interim. He never realized that pyjamas could be quite so impeccably



folded. It is as though his every whim is anticipated, and that it is always
somebody’s absolute pleasure to indulge it.

Tom doesn’t know his host and hostess well, and is fairly sure that he has
only been invited because of his connection to Alice. He is perfectly
prepared to accept this, and has had a pleasant time of it. There is a
colourful array of guests in the party. The writer with the girl’s name, small
and fair and minutely observing everything about him. A young
photographer too, increasingly popular among the female Bright Young
Things because of his talent when it comes to retouching. He is caustic in
his disparagement of painting. Tom decides this is probably because he
couldn’t draw if his life depended upon it. He tells himself it isn’t worth his
while to engage with the fellow, yet Alice has other ideas.

‘Surely,” she says, ‘now that photography can be used to show us things
as they are, painting is liberated.’

‘I don’t quite take your meaning.’

‘Well, these days painting can be used to the best, the most noble ends, as
interpretations of reality, not direct reflections of it.’

The young man scowls but seems, for once, lost for words.

Roddy is here, too. When he catches sight of Alice and Tom sitting
together he raises his eyebrows and mouths something excitedly. Tom
decides it is safest to pretend he hasn’t noticed, but when he goes outside to
take some fresh air Roddy follows him on to the steps.

‘So,’ he says, hunkering down next to Tom and lighting a cigarette, ‘you
and the Honourable Miss Eversleyj, is it?’

‘I don’t know—’

‘I’m happy for you,’ says Roddy. ‘No need to say more. Though, I hope
you don’t mind my saying this’ — he peers at Tom — ‘wouldn’t have seen it
coming, personally.’

‘Why?’ Tom asks, despite himself.

“Thought she’d be the sort to go for an older fellow.” He draws on his
cigarette. ‘Have you met the stepfather yet?’

‘Hexford? No.’

‘An interesting fellow, as far as I can tell. Gave a thunderingly boring
talk at the Union, got ever so exercised about nationalization of industry,
the Jews, degenerate art — that sort of thing. Jolly excitable, for such a
serious-looking chap.’



‘What about the stepbrother? Do you know him?’
‘Matthew? Oh yes. Knew him at Harrow. He was my head of house.’
Roddy, for once, seems subdued, and disinclined to say more.

The next morning there is a hunt — following the hosts’ outlandish idea to
hold a summer fixture — and a party made up of most of the guests will
depart at mid-morning to meet up with the rest. Tom, never having learned
to ride, has declined. Alice, too, though Tom knows that she is an excellent
horsewoman.

‘Don’t stay on my account,” he says — thinking that he could happily
spend his day in solitude, sketching the house and grounds, perhaps taking a
cooling dip in the lake he has spied from his bedroom window.

“The thing is,” says Alice, ‘I don’t see why something has to die for the
sake of sport. I get as much pleasure from un-bloodthirsty games. No one
has to die in tennis.” She pauses, thoughtfully. ‘Though it looked like it
might go that way for poor old Roddy in that third set yesterday afternoon.
It can’t be healthy for anyone to turn that colour.’

The others depart, leaving behind Tom, Alice and the hostess’s mother,
who claims a sun-induced headache and elects to spend the morning lying
in a darkened room with a cold compress, moaning softly to herself. Tom
can’t help suspecting that her condition may owe more to the great
quantities of champagne she was seen to enjoy the night before.

Alice and Tom take themselves off into the day — he with a sketchbook,
she armed with a novel. ‘Hemingway,’ she tells him. ‘Something in the way
he writes reminds me of the way you paint. The simplicity, the truthfulness
of it.’

They make for the lake and throw themselves down in the blue shade of
the trees that fringe the water. The spot is absurdly idyllic. At close range,
though, the water looks less appealing than it did from a distance: the
shallow banks fringed with dried bulrushes, and the surface an opaque,
greyish green, disturbed by occasional trails of bubbles rising up from
whatever lives within. Dust motes hang in the sunlit air.

Tom begins by sketching the pair of willow trees that hang over the
surface of the water, their foremost branches plumbing the depths. He likes
the languorous lines of their boughs, the rough and knotty texture of their



trunks. They look like two preening women, he thinks, long hair trailing
into their reflections.

When he has made his study of them, Tom turns his attentions upon
Alice. She is a poor model, if one is looking for stillness in a subject. She
seems to find it impossible to sit in one position for more than a few
minutes, but in the end it doesn’t seem to matter. The movement is there in
the drawing itself, in the quick lines of his pen. This, he realizes in
excitement, is something new.

After five minutes or so of feverish work he sits back and surveys the
sketch. He knows without doubt that it is the best thing he has ever
produced. He puts pen to paper again to sketch a suggestion of the water in
the background, the picnic basket and rug.

‘Have you nearly finished?’ Alice asks, craning forward.

He laughs. ‘I’d have finished by now if you’d stop fidgeting.’

‘I’1l try harder, I promise.” Another minute passes, and then Alice turns to
look at the water and sighs. ‘I can’t do it any longer, I’m afraid. It’s too hot
to stay in one place.’

‘All right — I’ve almost got it now anyway.’

‘Good. Then I think we should go swimming.’

‘What, in there? No thank you. Look at that water — it’s a swamp.’

‘Oh, come on ... where has your sense of adventure gone? The Tom I
know doesn’t baulk at a few weeds. It’ll be refreshing.’

Alice stands up and, in one fluid motion, pulls her dress over her head.
Tom tries desperately not to stare at the pale body revealed beneath, clad in
an oyster-silk shift. She enters the water in a shallow dive, her head
surfacing on the opposite side, dark and slick as an otter’s.

‘Come on! It’s gorgeous, I promise.’

Tom has never been much good at refusing her in anything. It takes only
a moment to shrug off his own clothes and plunge into the pool, far less
gracefully. He surfaces, coughs pond-water and tastes the metallic savour of
it in his mouth. He feels the spongy, silty bottom give beneath his feet, the
slick tendrils of the weeds brushing and curling about his ankles.

Alice swims towards him in an easy crawl. ‘See? Not that bad.’

She moves to float on her back and Tom sees the flash of her bare torso
through the now translucent fabric of her shift, the surprisingly full breast
with the dark shadow, the mere suggestion, of her nipple.



He seeks to distract himself. He swims beneath the fronds of the willow,
letting them trail over the bare skin of his back, while Alice makes her way
to the centre, diving beneath again and surfacing, tossing the water from her
head in a graceful arc.

When they have had enough, they clamber up on to the bank to dry in the
sun. Alice is unselfconscious about her near nakedness. Tom strives to keep
his eyes from the shadowy impressions of her naked body visible through
the slip, and feels himself burn with the effort. If he could have one sign
from her, he thinks ... if there wasn’t such a weight of history and
friendship between them.

‘Alice,” he says, and his voice is low, unfamiliar, not quite his own. He
curls his body over hers. He looks down at her upturned face, at the dark
eyelashes parted with the weight of the water upon them and those
extraordinary eyes, reflecting the sky. And then, as he is making up his
mind to do something, common sense be damned, she pushes herself up on
to her forearms, rolls out from underneath him and sits.

‘I’m starved,’ she says, ‘shall we eat?’

They open the hamper that has been put together for them in the kitchen of
the great house and unpack a cornucopia of food: cold meats and paté, pies,
cheeses, a game terrine.

‘I think they must have swapped our lunches in the kitchen,” Alice says
gleefully, ‘we’ve got the spread meant for the hunting party, and they’ve
ended up with cheese sandwiches and a couple of apples.” With a delighted
cry she unearths a bottle of fragrant white wine and pours them each a
glass. Tom, preoccupied by what so nearly just took place, takes generous
sips of his.

‘One of the sisters at the school liked her wine,” says Alice. ‘She had an
excellent supply of it. Once, I persuaded another girl to help me take a
bottle, and we drank it one afternoon, sitting in the meadow above the
school building, looking down over the valley. I was terribly badly behaved,
I’m afraid. But then I was bored, so horribly bored. It’s ironic, considering
Ma sent me there for my refinement.’

Tom laughs. ‘Did it work?’

‘What do you think?’



“Well, I’d say they’ve done a fairly good job. I hardly recognized you last
summer, at the party.’

She smiles wickedly. ‘I don’t believe it made a bit of difference. I
managed to pretend a sufficient impression of polish, so that Ma and the
Wicked Stepfather didn’t become suspicious. And I was good enough at my
classes that the sisters decided against calling for my expulsion.” She sits
back against the trunk of the tree behind her and regards him. ‘I’m so
envious of you.’

‘“Why?’

‘All of it. Knowing what it is you want to do — having such talent only
waiting for you to decide how you want to use it.’

“You’re being generous. Besides, ’'m meant to be concentrating on my
studies for the next year at least: not messing around with paint.’

Alice rolls on to her front. “When do you go back up?’

‘October.’

‘Are you looking forward to it?’

‘Not particularly.” It will be good to see friends, to take possession once
again of the austere little room of which he has become fond, and he enjoys
the rhythms and rituals of the place, its peculiar strain of magic. But it will
mean being away from Alice, being kept from his studio, being forced back
into work that he feels has no real bearing upon what he actually wants to
do with his life.

Alice is staring at him. ‘Do you know,’ she says, almost fiercely, ‘I would
give anything to be in your place? I can’t help feeling that ...’

“What?’

“That if I were allowed to go to university, if [ were given a chance to use
my brain, I might be able to make something of myself. Girls do,
nowadays.’

Alice tells Tom how, in her final year at school, several teachers
recommended that she consider further study. The headmistress had gone so
far as to suggest that she apply for an exhibition to one of the women’s
colleges.

“The Wicked Stepfather forbade it outright,” she explains. ‘As for Ma,
she was horrified by the idea: “So unfeminine ... so beneath you.” ’

‘I’m sorry, Alice.’



She shakes her head. ‘Well, I'm going to have an education of another
sort instead. I know Italy is hardly the world, but it’s a start.’

‘What do you mean, Italy?’

‘Aunt Margaret has invited me to stay with her in Venice. We leave in a
couple of weeks.’

‘For how long?’

‘A few months. Aunt M. says that Venice is at its best in the autumn,
when the summer tourists have gone. Ma has given it her blessing, which is
a surprise. She’s usually terrified of letting me out of her sight for too long
in case I disgrace myself.” She smiles crookedly. “Though I’'m sure the fact
that Aunt Margaret is rich, and may one day wish to leave all of her wealth
to someone, is not an insignificant consideration. That way they could wash
their hands of me without it looking too bad of them.’

Tom can’t explain what it is he feels now, hearing about Alice’s trip. It is
akin to dread: a disproportionate reaction to such news. He cannot shake the
sense that it will force change, disturb in some irrevocable way this happy
equilibrium they have found.

It is past midnight. Though he is tired, and though the bed is the softest he’s
ever known, Tom cannot sleep. It is too hot, and his head is too full of
thoughts. The room is bathed in the blue light of the moon that also
illuminates the grounds beyond the window, the silver shield of the lake.
The sight of the lake conjures immediately for him that image of Alice, of
her stepping from the water in her shift, the wet silk clinging lovingly to the
naked skin beneath. Tom turns over and presses his face into the pillow but
he sees her still. And he recalls finer details: the dark impressions of her
nipples, the darker shadow between her legs.

He decides that the best thing would be to get out his sketchbook and try
to recreate the image in his head on paper, hoping it may prove some sort of
catharsis. No sooner has he stepped out of bed than there is a knock on the
door: soft, imperceptible. He stops, listening intently. It comes again: three
quick taps.

“Yes?’ he whispers, though it sounds like a shout in the absolute silence.

The door swings ajar and it is her, standing there, a small smile on her
face. She moves towards him, through the shadows of the room and her
body is milk white in the moonlight.



‘I wasn’t sure — beside the lake today,” she says, as she draws nearer. ‘I
was worried about our making a mistake, ruining things.’

He can hardly trust himself to speak. ‘And now?’

‘I think the mistake would be not to.’
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It goes without saying that I didn’t tell Kate everything about that weekend
in the countryside. I did tell her that it was the last time we spent together
before Alice left the country and I returned to my final year at Oxford. She
realized, when I told her about the picnic by the lake that it was where that
drawing was made ... the one that had led her to me.

As for the rest, well, it is one of those recollections that I only rarely
allow myself. I have a theory, you see, that the most precious memories can
be damaged with too much handling, as with all delicate objects. And there
is something else, too. It is that, when I think about that night, it reopens a
wound that even after all these years remains raw, hidden just beneath the
thin layer of skin that covers it.

To counter this I focused my attention more intently than ever on the
drawing I was making of Kate. It was going well. In fact, something
extraordinary had happened. I had recaptured the urgency, the fluidity. Was
it having such a face — so reminiscent of another — as my subject? I had
resigned myself to settling for tranquillity from here on, but by some
miracle my work had flamed into new life.

It made me nervous, this rediscovered thing, for two reasons. First,
because it had arrived so suddenly, and with force; one must be suspicious
of phenomena of this nature, the changes they may herald. You do not live
on an island set dead in the path of the mistral wind and not learn that
lesson. Second, because I feared I would wake up tomorrow, or the next
day, and it would have fled from me as abruptly as it had come. Yet there it
was, every morning as I set pen to the paper, guiding my hand.



I knew she was curious, but I had an almost superstitious fear of her
seeing it before it was done. It was as though in doing so she might sap me
of my new-found power. The logic of a fairy tale, I know.

It’s a funny thing, because in recent years my work had sold for greater
sums than ever before. It seemed that no one but myself, and perhaps a
handful of the greatest art critics, realized that the fire had begun to
dwindle. But now it was as though some new fuel had been introduced,
some stirring breath exhaled.

It pleased me to see Oliver being more civil towards the girl. My original
decision not to tell him about her background had not endured. In my
defence, my hand was forced when he came to me one morning before
breakfast, to say that she was not to be trusted.

‘She has to go,’” he said, furious. “You are too kind, Grand-pére — you are
too ready to believe in someone’s good character.’

I looked at him and felt a great sadness. And you are too ready to believe
the opposite, 1 thought. When did that happen to you? He had not always
been that way, not even after all that awfulness when he was a small boy.
This was a recent phenomenon.

I asked him what her offence had been. ‘I found her ... poking around,’
he told me. ‘Early, when she probably thought no one would be about.’

Apparently he had discovered her looking at the photographs on the wall
in the hallway. Hardly the great crime his tone implied, but it had clearly
disturbed him in some fundamental way.

‘She’d actually taken one off the wall,” he said. ‘She was ... staring at it.’
I guessed immediately which one it was — none of the others would have
elicited such a strong reaction in him. It was time for it to come down, I
thought. Elodia had wanted it there — but I knew that it upset Oliver to see it
every time he passed.

Oliver needed to know about the girl, I decided. He was at heart a kind
man, and I loved him beyond all measure, but recent events had left their
mark on him. I had seen the hostility with which he had greeted her arrival
— the disdain that he showed towards her at mealtimes. I had to act, to bring
it to an end. And so I told him about the girl’s tragedy.

‘She is suffering too,’ I said, ‘as much as you are. She has lost the two
people she loved — the two people who were her only family, as far as I can



discover ...’

Oliver listened intently as I revealed her story. Though he knew nothing
of ballet, he had heard of June Darling and had read about the tragedy. ‘I
had no idea,’ he said, appalled. There was a long silence, and I could see
him reconsidering his assumptions about the girl, exposing them to the light
of this new knowledge.

‘So,’ I said, ‘a photograph of a mother and child will have interested her
in a particular way. I don’t think she is a thief, or a snoop — merely lonely.
Please,’ I entreated him, ‘treat her with kindness from now on. It will only
be for a short while.’

‘I’1l talk to her,” he said, clearly ashamed. ‘I’ll apologize.’

His reaction filled me with pride. Relief, too, because here, suddenly, was
the Oliver I remembered. The old Oliver would never have behaved as he
had done these last few weeks; he would have welcomed her from the
beginning, without needing the knowledge of a tragedy to inform his
behaviour.

Kate

It was just Stafford and I at the house for the day. Soon after breakfast
Oliver had driven up to Bastia in the north to look at the interior of a
cathedral there — as inspiration for the foyer of a new hotel, apparently. This
was something of a relief: when Stafford had his nap I knew for once that I
had the run of the place, with no chance of an awkward encounter with
Oliver. And for most of the afternoon I managed to ignore the looming
prospect of the evening ahead.

When I heard the distinctive rasp of the 2CV’s engine in the road below I
went into the house to change into a linen dress, feeling not unlike a soldier
dressing for battle. I studied the result in the mirror. My skin, having
recovered from the sunburn, had picked up some colour and my hair
appeared darker and glossier than usual against the pale fabric.

I was about to leave the room when I wavered: was the dress, despite its
simplicity, too much? This indecision was foreign to me — I had never been
one to care particularly about what I wore. This was not the time to start, I
decided. Resolutely, I closed the door.



It was seven o’clock when Oliver and I set off for Bonifacio. We resorted
to rather forced, formal small talk in the car — faultlessly polite with one
another. Oliver felt as awkward as I did, I realized, and that knowledge
made me more grateful for the effort he was making on my behalf. Still, it
was a relief when we left the slightly oppressive atmosphere of the car for a
few minutes, so that I could photograph the majestic Lion of Roccapina: a
rock named for its resemblance to a giant version of the beast, gazing out to
sea.

Bonifacio was even more astounding at close range: a city from a fantasy.
We parked near the marina, and stood among the boats gazing up at the Old
Town, where the buildings clung precariously to the top-heavy cliff face. It
was hard to imagine how they had maintained their hold throughout the
centuries, resisting the urge to plummet into the waves beneath. As if to
reinforce the impression of a gravity-defying stunt, many of them were
strangely elevated — perhaps five or six stories high, yet only one or two
rooms wide.

I framed them with my camera, pleased with the shot. ‘They must be
fairly impractical, from an architectural viewpoint.’

‘Actually, it’s the opposite,” Oliver said. ‘They were once extremely
practical. In a spot like this, your advantage is the view, you prioritize it —
especially when your enemy might be lying in wait across the water.” He
pointed to the purple shadow on the horizon that was Sardinia. ‘There isn’t
much room on this cliff, so they had no option but to cram tightly together,
growing upwards rather than out.’

‘Like Manhattan,’ I suggested.

‘Exactly,” he said, nodding.

‘Well, I suppose they’ve proved their endurance by not plunging off the
edge.’

‘One did,’ he said.

“What?’

‘In the sixties, one building slid off into the sea.’

‘Did anyone die?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said, without conviction — leaving me immediately
certain that he did know but preferred not to say. ‘It was a long time ago.’

I tried not to imagine what it would have been like to witness such a
thing — the disastrous inevitability of gravity enacted on such a scale. Then,



with another sort of inevitability, I thought of Mum’s plane. The dark earth
below: beckoning, irresistible. I felt that familiar bleakness threaten, and
willed it to retreat.

‘It hasn’t happened since,’ said Oliver, firmly. I glanced across and found
him watching me, and I wondered what he had seen in my expression.

We made the steep, sweaty climb to the Old Town. My feet slipped in my
impractical flip-flops and my breath was tight in my throat. We passed a
prostrate family of scrawny tabby cats, almost camouflaged against the
stone, who regarded us indolently. As I climbed I continued to force away
the old dark thoughts that drifted inexorably towards me.

A couple of metres from the top I stepped clumsily, and the toes of my
right foot shot forward, breaking the thin rubber thong that held the shoe on.
‘Shit,” I muttered, pulling it off my foot and inspecting it. ‘It’s broken.’

‘Here —’ Oliver made his way back down the steps and took it from me.
‘It’s not; it’s only come through the base. See?’ He held it up. ‘I’ll fix it for
you.’

He repaired it in seconds, and I thanked him. For the first time that I
could recall, he smiled. It was surely a reflexive thing, so quick that I
almost missed it, but not before I noticed that one of his canine teeth was
crooked, overlapping its neighbour ever so slightly. Whenever I had looked
at him before I had seen an impenetrable mask, a symmetrical arrangement
of bone and shadow; I was strangely pleased by my new-found knowledge
of this imperfection.

Wiping the sweat from my eyes I looked towards the sea. Beneath the lip
of the promontory was a vast squat rock like an overgrown mossy boulder,
washed on all sides by the green sea and dwarfing the grandest of the yachts
that sailed beside it.

‘It’s called the Grain de Sable,” Oliver said. ‘The best way to see it is by
boat. You can’t get a sense of its true size from up here.’

‘That’s an odd choice of name. It looks more like ... oh, a giant’s
footstool, I suppose.’

“That’s quite good,” he said. ‘The domestic and epic together. I prefer
“grain of sand’ though; I think it must have been someone’s idea of a joke.
The coastline is dramatic here. There are sea caves, too, that can only be
accessed from the water.’



‘Perhaps you could take me to them,’ I said, suddenly carried away, ‘in
the fishing boat?’

“Yes,” Oliver said, ‘if you’d like.” But he did not seem enthused by the
idea. No doubt he viewed this evening as apology enough — a one-off
concession that he did not intend to repeat. And why should he? After all, I
had told him I did not need babysitting.

Clearly I was not the only one who had been dreading this excursion. I
looked quickly away, back out to sea, so that he could not see my
embarrassment.

As evening fell, a festival atmosphere began to prevail. A boat in the marina
below us was lit, suddenly, with a garland of white lights, and a cheer went
up from the people drinking along the waterside. Laughter and talk from the
bars and restaurants swam through the streets and somewhere a band began
to play — a tinny, tuneless sound from where we stood, but spirited,
nonetheless.

“We should go and eat,” Oliver said. ‘If we leave it too long there won’t
be a free seat left in the place.’

The restaurant was in the medieval heart of the Old Town, and the streets
we walked through to reach it were serpentine walkways, sunk in shadow.
Everywhere one looked there was some detail that caught the eye: a plaque
commemorating a famous inhabitant or historical event; buttresses above
our heads that created an arbour of stone; shrines to various local saints. It
was perhaps a good thing that it was too dark to take any photographs,
because I would have lingered there for some time.

‘I’'m sorry,” Oliver said, when we got to the restaurant, ‘it’s only pizza —
but the best I’ve ever eaten.’

‘Pizza’s fine.’

The place was certainly charming: an outdoor eating area overhung with
espaliered vines, with a view straight down the cobbled street and on to the
sea.

A waiter led us through the throng to our table, bidding us sit down and
choose from our laminated menus. Looking about me, I wondered what the
other diners would think if they glanced our way. They would see a young
couple. The idea disturbed me, but wasn’t altogether unpleasant. Oliver
certainly wasn’t bad looking, especially when his face wasn’t twisted by



dislike. All the same it was a pointless — not to mention bizarre — line of
thought. I looked for some snippet of small talk to distract myself.

‘How was Bastia?’ I asked, remembering the trip he had made that
morning.

‘Exactly what I was hoping for,” Oliver said. ‘My grandmother took me
into Lucciana Cathedral as a child. I was worried I might have remembered
it wrong, but it was just as I recalled. There’s something almost modern in
the cleanness of the lines ... even though the place was built in the twelfth
century.’

‘So is that what you intend for this project?’ I asked. ‘To marry the old
and the new?’

‘Exactly,” he said. ‘There’s a tendency nowadays to completely do away
with what’s gone before, but we can learn a lot from the past.’

“Your grandfather told me that you built his studio for him,” I said.
“You’ve combined it there — the modern and the historic.’

“That’s exactly what I was trying for.’

‘Well, I think it’s brilliant,’ I told him.

‘Oh — thank you.” He seemed pleased by this, surprised by the
compliment. He cleared his throat, then he added, awkwardly, ‘I still feel I
owe you some sort of explanation, for how I behaved before.’

‘It’s fine,” I said. “You were just being protective of your grandfather.’

He shook his head. ‘It wasn’t that. If I am completely honest, I could see
from the start that Grand-pere trusted you. That should have been enough
for me. Whatever it is you’re talking about, it seems to be good for him. I
don’t think I’ve seen him so happy in years.” He sighed. ‘It was selfishness.
I came here to get away from things ...’

I nodded.

‘I don’t know if Grand-pere has said anything to you ...” Even though
Stafford had alluded to something, I shook my head. Oliver seemed
relieved. Perhaps he, too, hated being pitied.

“Well,” he said, ‘the thing is, not so long ago, my marriage fell apart.’

‘Oh.” So that was it.

‘I came down here after all the paperwork had gone through, hoping to
take some time away from it all. Corsica has always been somewhere I
could come when things were tough.’



I remembered now my first impression of him — that he looked like
someone recovering from an illness. It must have been a bad split.

‘We were young when we married,” he said, speaking quickly, as though
now that he had started he might as well get it all said, ‘and stupid, I
suppose. Too young or too stupid, anyway, to recognize infatuation for what
it was.” He raked a hand through his hair. The movement revealed a slender
meniscus of shockingly pale skin at his hairline that had not been touched
by the sun.

If he had come to Corsica to be alone with his grandfather then I had
shown up at precisely the wrong time. I could see why he had resented the
sudden appearance of a stranger in his place of refuge.

Our pizzas arrived then, and were just as good as Oliver had promised
they would be. Suddenly ravenous, I ate mine with great speed. I had also
managed to drink a whole glass of wine almost without noticing. Maybe it
was the influence of the alcohol that allowed me to give rein to my
curiosity, though politeness dictated I should leave the subject alone.

‘How long were you married?’

‘Six years. I was twenty-four.” He paused. ‘I don’t know that you could
say we were actually together for that long though.’

I expected him to stop there, but to my surprise he went on: ‘Looking
back, we should never have married in the first place.’

Then he gave a laugh — but not a proper laugh, rather a painful,
humourless sound. ‘It was my fault.’

“Why?’

‘For not having realized sooner that I was with someone exactly like my
mother.’

The woman in the photo. I waited for him to go on. Instead he stopped,
looking bemused. “‘Why am I telling you all this?’

I had wondered too. Especially as, unlike me, Oliver had only had a little
to drink. He shook his head, as though to clear it. ‘I haven’t even spoken to
my friends properly about it.’

‘Maybe that’s it,” I said. ‘It’s probably easier because you don’t know
me.’

‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘But you don’t want to hear all that.’

Yet I did want to hear it, I realized. And not merely out of curiosity — I
felt a need to discover precisely what had been the cause of the expression



I’d glimpsed on his face in that unguarded moment on the terrace.

But then the waiter appeared with our bill, and Oliver stood up as if
galvanized by the intrusion of the everyday. ‘We should go,” he said.
‘There’s still quite a lot for you to see.” And just like that, the unexpected,
confessional understanding that had existed between us seconds earlier was
lost.

We left the restaurant and walked down towards the barrier that
overlooked the new town and the inky sea. A family were there with us, the
three young children arguing with their parents, tiredly, to let them stay out
a while longer.

Suddenly there was a riot of noise and colour ... the sky was exploding
in flame and the stone of the buildings around us flared back, as if alight. I
started in alarm before I realized what it had been: a firework. Next to us,
the smallest of the children let out an anguished siren of a wail, while the
elder two whooped and shrieked with delight.

The dark water below had been completely transformed by the reflection
of the sky-borne spectacle. Oliver pointed out the source, a huge yacht
moored at the mouth of the harbour. ‘Some millionaire having a party,” he
shouted.

‘And we’re getting a free show.’

In between the booms and clashes of sound we could hear the whoops of
onlookers from the marina. For the briefest moment I was aware of
something unweighting me. It was a kind of euphoric lightness — a pure,
brief, childlike exhilaration.

Then I glanced up at Oliver. As he watched the fireworks I studied the
proud lines of his brow, nose, chin as they were washed in colour; the
reflecting gleam of his dark eye. I wondered, in the light of my new
knowledge, what he might be feeling. Remembering standing here with her,
perhaps? They must have been happy together once.
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‘I trust the two of you enjoyed yourselves last night?’ Stafford looked at me
over the easel. I was surprised by the sudden sound of his voice. Rather
than launching into the past he had been completely focused on the work
before him, and the morning had passed in relative silence. It was almost as
if his enthusiasm for the subject had waned. Or perhaps, I thought, he was
simply tired.

“Yes,’ I said, ‘it was fun.” And it had been — or certainly less terrible than
I had expected. ‘We even got a free firework show from one of the boats.’

‘Oh?’ Stafford smiled. ‘Well, you must come back in July. Bonifacio is
famous for its Bastille Day display.’

I tried not to set too much store by the fact that he had once again
mentioned my returning to Corsica. I told myself that it could have been
nothing more than a turn of phrase. Yet despite my best efforts, some
disobedient part of me chose to hold on to it, and hope.

Stafford got to his feet then, stretching awkwardly, and I saw the stiffness
of his first few movements. These moments were rare with him, in which
one suddenly remembered that he was elderly, even frail. Most of the time
he hid it so well.

He disappeared through the internal door into the main part of the house.
The minutes passed, and I began to look about me. It occurred to me that
there was nothing stopping me from turning the canvases stacked against
the walls to gaze at their painted fronts — to have the first glimpse, perhaps,
of new, never-before-seen Staffords, works that people like Agnes dreamed
of.

Nor was I prevented from walking around to the other side of the easel
and taking a look at the work-in-progress — the portrait of myself. Naturally,
I was curious as to how it was developing. Yet I understood that it would be



a betrayal of trust, and not something a friend should do. For I had come, I
realized, to consider Thomas Stafford a friend.

He returned presently with a plastic wallet that he handed to me carefully.

“These are from Alice,’ he said. ‘From when she was in Venice.’

I looked at the envelopes within. The paper had yellowed with age, and
the colour of the ink had faded markedly. They seemed like ancient relics.
How strange for Stafford, I thought, to see that something from his own
lifetime — something that he remembered receiving, the ink fresh, the paper
stiff and white — had become antique.

He bade me take them away to read in my own time, so I carried them
down to the cove with me that afternoon after lunch. I sat on a large rock —
flat and sun-warmed, but, by four o’clock, pleasantly shaded by the cliff
face behind. I kept the pages in the wallet, for fear of harming them — or
worse, losing them to a sudden breeze. The hand was immediately familiar.
Sloping, italic, with that slightly debonair flourish. If I had needed any
further proof that Tom’s Alice was the same woman who had written to
Evie, this alone would have convinced me.

I was about to begin reading when I paused, struck by an odd, almost
guilty feeling. Stafford had entrusted me with these letters, had invited me
to read them, but still the idea of poring over these private words seemed an
invasion. I knew how much anything from her must have meant to him and
I felt unworthy. So it was with no small hesitation that I started to read.



29 September 1929
Dearest T,
How are you? Well, I hope. I am now in Venice — we arrived last
night, having taken the train from Paris after breakfast. We
stopped over to visit Aunt M’s favourite furrier — she needs some
new coats to see her through the coldest months in Venice:
apparently the weather can be surprisingly harsh. Part of me
wished we could have spent longer in Paris, but our tickets were
already booked, and Aunt M. was awaited in Venice. She is
extremely popular here, you see.

I love travelling by train, and Aunt M. does it in some style.
Our cabin was furnished with everything we could possibly need
to sustain us: a hamper packed with things from Aunt M’s
favourite delicatessen in Paris, at least twenty novels, all of the
newspapers and a backgammon set for good measure. And yet 1
was too preoccupied with watching the land speed by us —
watching as France, at some indiscernible point, became Italy.

The passage across the lagoon is a dramatic one. All one can
see, looking out of the window of the train, is grey-green water on
either side. When we crossed there was a low mist over the water,
which added to the illusion that we were merely floating across
the surface.

It was getting dark when we pulled into the station. There was
a boat waiting to take us to the palazzo, which is off the main
canal. Lamps were being lit all along the banks, making for a
rather eerie play of light and shadow over the buildings. I've
never been anywhere quite like this city. It’s a place preserved
intact from another era, where the modern has hardly been




allowed to intrude at all, so that everything looks exactly as it
must have done several hundred years ago.

When Aunt M. is away the palazzo is kept in order by a man
called Ludovico, who is something between a butler and a
housekeeper — though I think either label would probably offend
him. He is thin, elegant and has an extraordinarily mobile face —
when he talks, expressions flit across it at an astonishing rate. He
seemed delighted to see Aunt M. again, kissing her hand in a
highly un-butler-like fashion, so it was more like the reunion of
good friends than anything else. Then he rushed away, returning
with a beautiful girl who bore a tray of drinks that had been made
with fresh peach and an Italian sparkling wine that tastes like
champagne. Ludovico called them ‘Bellinis’: the drink of Venice.
I noticed that he joined us in drinking them, too, as though we
were all equals. Can you imagine such a thing happening in an
English household? I rather approve.

The palazzo itself is, Italian architecture aside, quite similar to
Aunt M’s London home, meaning that it is full of art and various
oddments and curiosities from her travels: African fertility
statues, Chinese jade carvings, lanterns of Moroccan silver. But it
has a unique feel to it too, which I think is something to do with
the reflection of the water on the inside walls, so that at times it
feels as though one is not inside a house but a large and beautiful
boat.

Aunt M. has a great many friends here: some live in Venice
permanently, most are staying for a few months, like us. They are
writers, musicians and artists — some of whom I met at a dinner
here last night. I am sure they were unimpressed by me and my
own lack of any special skill.

I wished then that you were here. Perhaps by being associated
with such a promising talent as yours I might raise myself in the
opinion of Aunt M’s friends.

Anyway, dear T, do write back when you are able. I would so
love to hear about how the painting is progressing, though I’m
sure it will be difficult to find much time to concentrate on it this
year.




Much love,

A

Venice is, in many ways, exactly as Alice has imagined it: serene, eternal,
slightly macabre. And yet she doesn’t quite feel connected to it in the way
she expected to. Perhaps it is that while the stones and water themselves
represent the city of her imagining, the people don’t. Where are the elegant
citizens in their jewel-coloured velvets, their flowing cloaks and gowns?
Vanished into history, apparently. In their place are flustered English and
American tourists with Baedeker guidebooks, huddled in gondolas or
buying up everything from one of the curiosity shops in the thoroughfares.
Worse, she is only too aware of herself as one of these hapless visitors. She
is convinced that there is another life — the life of the true Venetians, hidden
behind a veil that is drawn to hide it from curious foreigners. She longs to
discover it for herself.

Strange things are afoot here, too, small ripples in the placid calm of
things. Alice and Aunt M. are taking tea in the baroque splendour of Café
Florian when a spectacle erupts in St Mark’s Square. A phalanx of men
appear, as though from stage right, to wheel and march before them to the
bellowed orders of their commanding officer. All are dressed in impeccable
black serge, their boots buffed to an impossible shine. The scene is at once
both comical in its absurdity, and terrible. There is, certainly, more than a
little of the ridiculous about such a display of modernity and precision amid
these gorgeous but visibly decaying surroundings. At the same time there is
something deadly in the intent, in the intrinsic menace of it, that disturbs
Alice.

“Very sad,” Aunt Margaret pronounces, taking a sip of her coffee — which
she ordered laced with brandy to ‘keep out the autumn chill’. ‘I fear this
country will soon be a changed place. You are visiting it at the right time.
You have come, I think, as the tide is turning. Who knows what will emerge
in its wake?’

A meagre crowd has gathered to watch. Alice scrutinizes the faces. Most
are preoccupied with finding shelter from the sudden shower that has blown



in across the lagoon. Many appear apathetic. There are, however, a number
who are clearly stirred, even excited, by the display.

Alice takes a draught of her hot chocolate. It is as thick as custard, a tiny,
velvet quantity. The taste — older than the café itself, but well known within
its gilt-lined walls — of rarefied privilege. A taste from Venice the city-state,
Venice the August, the Illustrious.

As she savours the taste she is suddenly aware of the strangest
impression: that she and Aunt Margaret are sitting in a different century,
looking upon the future from front-row seats.

7 October 1929
Dearest T,
Thank you for your letter. I can’t wait to see the new pieces. You
sound so excited by them, and I have no doubt they will be even
more brilliant than the others I have seen. I’'m impressed that
you’re able to paint or draw at all. I seem to recall that the Awful
Stepbrother had a terrible time of it in his last year.

Some rather dramatic weather here of late — great storms
sweeping in across the lagoon, and St Mark’s Square was under a
foot of water for a few days. You had to take a boat to get across
it, and there were people wearing boots like fishing waders that
came up to mid-thigh. I love it though. Whilst I haven’t seen the
city in the summer months, I can’t imagine I would love it nearly
as much as this city of wet and wind. It also means that most of
the tourists have disappeared. They prefer this place when it is
crowded, sunlit, and perhaps somewhat saccharine, in the way
that so many European cities become in the summer: lunches in
the sun and ice cream and gleaming gilt finishes everywhere the
eye can see.

Venice in October is quiet and dark, even during the shortening
hours of day, for the water, opaquely green, seems to absorb light
and sound. At night, it is black as pitch in the less busy parts, and
one can glance off the thoroughfares down any number of inky
waterways to where moored boats jostle against their bowlines in
the gloom. You can imagine murders and love affairs going on in




the shadows — this city is full of hiding places for those who don'’t
want to be seen. I'm getting carried away, I know, but Venice has
that effect upon me.

One thing I do find unsettling is the presence of soldiers
throughout the city. The black uniforms make their appearance —
always sudden, and so incongruous against the background of
elegant old streets and squares — all the more sinister. Aunt M.
does not care for it at all, and keeps speaking of what she calls a
‘great change’ in Europe. Apparently these men are the Fascisti.
Whatever the reason for it, their presence troubles me too.

I know I have said it already, but I do wish you were here. Aunt
M. is marvellous fun, but she is more than double my age, as are
most of her friends, and her arthritic hip, which I’m sure is worse
in this damp climate (though she refuses to admit it), means that
she is disinclined to walk far or spend much time out of doors.

I can’t help thinking what fun it would be to explore the city
together, you and me, the way we did Winnard Cove, discovering
its secrets, its hidden wonders. I know there is more to be
discovered here: no doubt a grimier, less picturesque and far
more exciting place that I have seen nothing of.

Do write soon. I am longing to hear your news.

Much love,

A

From the balcony of her bedroom, Alice can see the busy thoroughfare of
the Grand Canal and beyond, out to the distant blue haze of the lagoon itself
and the outlines of faraway boats. When she watches these shapes, moving
incrementally closer or further away, embarking upon unknowable voyages
to other lands, she feels something move and shift inside her, a feeling
somewhere between excitement and despair.

While she is here, staying in with her aunt, she can imagine that she is a
person with a purpose to call her own, with options beyond those that
usually appear available to her, with independence. In reality, she has none
of these things.



Coming to Venice, the thrill of this small voyage out of her usual sphere
of existence, has shown her how much more she wants to do with her life
than would be possible in that confining sphere her mother expects her to
enter. She wants to live courageously.

Later, Alice and Lady Margaret attend a party thrown by one of Margaret’s
illustrious friends. Alice is again out of her depth in this smoke- and talk-
filled room, surrounded by the great and important. She feels talentless and
uninteresting. That woman over there is, apparently, a famous novelist; and
this man here, with the round glasses, is a pre-eminent psychoanalyst whose
recent paper has challenged much of the common thinking surrounding the
Freudian concept of the hysteric. What does Alice do, they ask? Nothing?
Really? How on earth does she spend her time, in that case?

Alice seeks refuge in the ruby-coloured drinks that are being passed
round. A ‘Negroni’, the waiter tells her, and after the first sip, she decides
she hates it; it is bitter, almost medicinal, and eye-wateringly strong. Yet she
perseveres, for it is the only thing available, and everyone else seems to be
drinking them without complaint. She is determined not to be shown up
further by her immature palate.

By the bottom of the third glass, Negronis are Alice’s favourite drink in
the world. She could bathe in them. She is also rather drunk, though still in
that strange interim stage whereby she is not so inebriated that she is
unaware of the fact, and conscious of the need to do something about it. She
slips from the room, letting herself out through the glass doors at the side of
the room that lead on to the balcony, intent on getting a breath of air inside
her lungs, clearing her head of the alcohol and the fug of cigarette smoke.

It is perfect: cool and quiet, save for the secret sound of the gently
moving water. On the opposite bank several lanterns hang reflected in the
water as glowing orbs of light. In Alice’s stupefied state, the subtle
movements of these reflections are mesmerizing. She sits down on a stone
bench amid the shrubbery and plant pots, then half lies down and presses
her hot face against the cold seat. The sensation is deliciously soothing. At
some point she must have fallen asleep, because a sudden disturbance has
her returning groggily to herself. Alice is at a loss as to what it is that has
woken her, until she hears a voice: ‘Rather cool for sleeping under the
stars,” he says. He walks towards her, picking his way through the greenery.



She sits up, and his face swims into focus. Not a conventionally
handsome man, perhaps, though he is rather romantic looking, if such a
distinction can be made. His nose is too large for his face, with an odd
flatness across the bridge, suggesting that it has once been broken. His lips
are too thin — though there is something attractive, purposeful, about the set
of them.

He regards Alice inquisitively, as if an answer is expected of her, and she
realizes that she must have been staring. ‘Sorry,” she says. ‘I came out here
to clear my head.” Her words stick to her tongue, run together thickly. She
feels how she must look to him: a dishevelled, drunken child. Yet he smiles
and nods. ‘Me too. Too much hot air in there, most of it provided by the
occupants.’

Alice laughs, pleasantly scandalized, feeling the fog of alcohol begin to
lift. He takes a couple of steps closer.

‘I confess I followed you out here — it looked as though you had found
the perfect escape route. I don’t want to intrude, though.” His accent is
good, but not perfect: there is the telltale guttural sound of the ‘r’, the
dropping of the ‘h’ — a Frenchman, she thinks.

She shakes her head. ‘Not at all. It’s nice to have company.’

‘Was it very bad in there?’

‘Mm. Pretty awful. A bit tired of all those ... writers.” Alice gestures
with her hands, vaguely. There is much more that she wants to say on the
subject, but she cannot articulate it. She shuffles along the bench to give
him space and he sits, letting out a grateful sigh, as though he has travelled
far, through the night, to rest here beside her. Aware anew of the chill of the
October air, Alice wonders whether it is because it has been thrown into
relief by the warmth of his form beside her. She notices too, now that he is
so close, that he has beautiful hair — as dark as her own, growing in tight
curls. She feels a sudden, almost irresistible urge to place her palm against
it, to test the spring of it. She is still trying to make up her mind whether or
not to do so, her hand hovering dangerously at her side, when he speaks
again.

‘So, you must be Alice.’

She stares at him as though he has performed a magic trick. ‘How did
you guess?’



‘Lady Margaret surely does not have more than one beautiful young
niece here in Venice?’ It could sound caddish, this line, but he pulls it off —
something, perhaps, to do with the way he delivers it, the ironic quirk of his
mouth. ‘I heard that you were visiting from England.’

“Well,” she says, with bravado, ‘since you’re so well informed about me,
may I ask who you are?’

‘I’m Julien.’

‘How do you know my aunt?’

‘One of my friends is an artist who has sold her a couple of pieces,’
Julien explains. ‘And some of your aunt’s acquaintances have sympathies
with my own work — including our host, the novelist.” He quirks an
eyebrow. ‘I confess that I am a writer, too, of sorts — don’t crucify me!’ he
says, holding up his hands as Alice rolls her eyes at him. ‘I promise I’'m not
going to bore you with a long lecture on the Modern style. I don’t write
novels. My work as a writer is secondary to my work as a man of action. I
write about what I believe in, that which I would prefer to act upon than
write about, should the opportunity present itself.’

At her blank look he explains: he is a member of Le Parti Communiste
Francais. ‘Several of us have come over to meet with our Italian brothers.
To find out how they’re faring, with all that’s been happening here. Life has
become rather complicated for them of late.” He smiles down at her. ‘So,
tell me. Who is Alice? What does she do?’

‘Nothing,” she says, with a shrug. ‘At least, nothing worth mentioning.
I’m not talented, you see. I was good at lessons when I was at school, but

5

‘Alice,” he says, cutting her off, ‘how old are you?’

“Twenty-two.’

‘Exactly. So tell me, please, how on earth are you supposed to know what
your talents are at twenty-two? When I was your age I wasn’t half as
interesting a person as you are now.’

She looks up at him, and wonders how old he is. She sees, too, in the
light thrown from one of the lanterns, that his eyes aren’t black as she’d
first thought but a dark almost navy blue, fringed with thick lashes. These
eyes give him a roguish, slightly piratical look.

“You mustn’t let that crowd in there crush you,” he says. “They may be
talented — a few of them, at least — they may be celebrated, but they aren’t



necessarily interesting in their own right. Most of them are phoneys,
through and through. Your Aunt Margaret — she’s a good sort, though.
Knows the wheat from the chaff.’

His knowledge of this expression emphasizes his fluency. ‘Where did
you learn to speak English so well?’ she asks.

‘I do? I’'m flattered. I studied at Cambridge, for three years. A long time
ago now, but it’s stuck with me — it’s a beautiful language, not as celebrated
as it should be. People talk about the elegance of French, but it’s a dusty
tongue, antique ... unevolved.’

He asks her what she has seen of Venice. She lists the sights and he
shakes his head, apparently appalled. ‘So you haven’t ventured out of San
Marco?’

“The square?’

“The sestiere. The district of the city that we’re in now.’

‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘In that case you’ve seen barely a sixth of this city.’

‘Oh,’ she says, stung. “Well, Aunt Margaret can’t go far at the moment,
because her hip has got worse. I’'m sure if she could she’d take me.’

‘I think you need a guide,” Julien says thoughtfully. “Would your aunt
consider me a suitable chaperone? I’ve been here several times before, you
see — I know my way about rather well.’

‘I don’t think she’d have any objection. In fact, I’m fairly sure she would
have let me go off on my own, if I’d asked her. She’d probably think it an
excellent idea.’

‘Well then, how about the day after next? Tomorrow I have plans, but
Thursday can be yours alone.’

Alice finds herself agreeing. Beneath the mist of alcohol that has dulled
her senses she feels a bolt of anticipation shoot through her.

‘Have you a Baedeker?’

She nods. ‘Yes, of course.’

“Throw it away. You won’t need it for my tour. I like the parts of a city
that are more ... mixed. You can’t find my version of Venice in your tourist
manual.’

When Alice asks her aunt over supper, Lady Margaret is as sanguine about
the plan as Alice had anticipated. ‘How wonderful that you should have the



chance to explore the city with someone closer to your age. How old is he,
exactly?’

Alice shrugs. ‘I didn’t ask. He talks as though he’s ancient.’

‘Excellent,” says Lady Margaret. ‘A man of the world is by far the most
interesting sort. Well, you will get much more from the experience, I should
think, than you get from travelling about with me.” Alice tries to demur, but
Lady Margaret holds up a hand. ‘You are kind to protest, but I am certain
that it is the case.” She takes a thoughtful sip of her wine, which,
incidentally, is an almost perfect match for the pigment she has applied to
her hooded eyelids.

It is her third, or perhaps fourth, glass to Alice’s one, and Alice would be
unable to think by this stage had she consumed the same. Yet the alcohol
appears to have no effect whatsoever on her relative. Aunt M. is as lucid
and eloquent — if anything slightly more so — than ever.

‘Julien Arnaud,’ she says, thoughtfully. ‘I have read some of his work,
and he writes well, though I must admit I do not agree with all of his
theories, or the sentiment with which they are expressed. That is not to say
they don’t intrigue me, but there is too much violence in them, when the
world is violent enough already.” Then, in the mercurial way that is her
wont, she changes topic. ‘Have you heard from that friend of yours? The
artist ... the one who adores you?’

Alice feels her face grow hot. How is it that her aunt is always able to get
right to the heart of things? ‘He doesn’t adore me, Aunt M.’

Lady Margaret gives her a look. Alice braces herself for more, but her
aunt takes pity on her. ‘I was impressed with his work. I know that I was
probably on the harsh side, when I critiqued it.’

‘Well ...’

‘In a few years’ time I would be extremely interested to see how he has
progressed.” She shrugs. ‘But then it may all come to nothing. Especially if
he gives in and goes into ... what was it?’

‘Law.’

‘Yes, I remember now.’

“That’s what his parents want.’

“Then we must hope that he has the strength to resist. For all our sakes.’



Why was it, Alice thinks, as she makes her way back to her room, that
when Aunt M. was talking of Tom she was aware of an odd, unpleasant
sensation within her, almost as though something had lodged in her chest?
It is there still, in fact. A feeling curiously like guilt. She reminds herself
that she has not done anything to harm him, nothing of which she should be
ashamed. Not yet, says an inner voice. You haven’t yet.

29 October 1929
Dearest T,
I hope you are well — though I am sure I need not ask as it
sounds. as if things are better than ever. Your letter arrived
yesterday with your news about the exhibition. I know you say it’s
only a few pieces, but I think it’s so exciting. I have no doubt that
they will far outshine any of the others. Not particularly
sportsmanlike of me, perhaps. I only wish I could be there to sing
your praises to visitors ... and to boast about having ‘discovered
you’. Please don't sell everything — you must have something
saved for me to buy when I come home. And especially not that
drawing you made by the lake: I think you know the one.

I, too, have exciting news: I have found a partner in crime. He
is no Tom Stdfford, but still, he is someone to explore the city
with. I met him at a party given by a friend of Aunt M. It was
rather a dull affair, for me, anyway, as I am getting somewhat
tired of being made to feel gauche, untalented and uninteresting.
You, as an artist, would have been celebrated no end. I, though,
am barely more than a poorly educated schoolgirl to them. And
then I met Julien, or perhaps a better way of phrasing it is to say
he rescued me.

I do not know much about him, other than that he is French but
knows Venice well — and he speaks excellent English, because he
spent several years in England. At a guess, I would say he is
around thirty. What’s more, he’s a Red. Imagine what the Wicked
Stepfather would do if he knew! Anyway, Julien has offered to
show me around the city tomorrow. He calls it ‘the alternative
tour’, because he claims that it would never appear in the pages




of a tourist manual, which is, naturally, a good thing. I shall tell

you how it goes. One day, perhaps we shall come back to Venice

together, you and 1, and I will be able to give you the tour myself.
All my love,

A X
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Corsica, August 1986

The final letter was a surprise: a single sheet of paper only.

Dearest Tom,

I had to write and tell you about yesterday. I felt, for the first
time, a real connection with this city. I saw the Venice I would
want to paint, if I had your talent. I’m sorry this is a short note.
I’'m ever so tired from walking for a whole day yesterday, and
perhaps suffering from some wonderful drinks Julien introduced
me to. Tomorrow afternoon, we shall explore Santa Croce and
San Polo: my Venetian education continues.

A

I stared at the last letter, trying to discover some meaning that might be
hidden behind the words. The carelessness of it astounded me. Could Alice
not see how it would have looked to him? I needn’t have worried about
discovering words of love that were not for my eyes — they were not to be
found here. I did not know what I would say to Stafford when he asked me
what had I made of them.

I was so lost in my thoughts that it was several seconds before I realized
that Oliver had appeared at the bottom of the stone steps.

‘Oh,’ he said, ‘hello.’

He didn’t look exactly overjoyed to see me. Perhaps he too had come
down here to be alone. Now that I knew his reasons for being at Maison du
Vent, I was guiltily conscious that I might have intruded upon his place of
sanctuary.

‘I had a good time, last night.’



I looked at him, surprised. But it was impossible to tell whether he was
sincere or merely being polite.

‘So did I,’ I said, because I had, despite my misgivings. ‘“Thank you.’

He gestured. “What have you got there?’

‘Oh,” T said, as casually as I could, ‘some letters.” My heartbeat
quickened. I was certain that Stafford would not want me to share them.

Something flashed into Oliver’s face then: irritation, or — conceivably —
hurt. To my relief, he let it go. Instead, he sat down on the sand a few
metres away, next to the water’s edge, and stared straight out to sea, resting
on his forearms, his feet making lazy circles in the shallows. I was pleased
that he had decided to stay, that he hadn’t seen fit to leave immediately
upon finding me there.

‘It’s a great spot down here,’ I said.

‘What?’ He turned around, and I saw that he had been lost in thought. He
looked at me for a few seconds as if he had forgotten I existed. Then,
finally, he seemed to register what I had said. ‘Oh ... yes. It’s the best beach
I know on the whole island.’

“Though of course you may be biased.’

“Yes, I suppose so. I used to come down at the end of the holidays —
when I knew it was time to go back to Paris, I’d hide under there — he
gestured to the blue-hulled fishing boat, which had been dragged up the
beach and turned over. ‘For some reason it took Grand-pere hours to find
me.’

‘Ah,’ T said, ‘perhaps he didn’t want you to go either.’

I gazed out at the scene before me: the colours of the sea and sky so vivid
that they were scarcely credible. I admit that I forgot about the letters for a
while, and simply sat and enjoyed the feeling of the heat pounding down on
the bare skin of my shoulders and legs, pushing my feet into the sand until
they met the cold, secret layers deep down that were untouched by the sun.

Mum would have loved this, I thought, automatically. But then I stopped.
No, I realized ... she wouldn’t. She’d never been able to be still for long: to
simply sit and look at something. That was me, what I liked. Mum, in
contrast, needed to be active, constantly occupied. The scant couple of
times we had been to the beach together she’d grown bored of sitting on her
towel within minutes, and had exhorted me to play catch, or come
swimming with her. How could I have forgotten that, if only for a second?



It terrified me that I had done so. Because here was the awful feeling again:
that she was slipping away from me, that I would lose her bit by bit until
there was no more than a shadowy outline.

I glanced up, and realized that Oliver was watching me. Instantly I felt
panicky, exposed.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘What do you mean?’

“You looked ... I don’t know, upset for a moment.’

I hesitated, deliberating whether or not to tell him. ‘It’s difficult to
explain.’

“Iry me.’

‘Well ... I was thinking that my mother would have loved this, sitting
here, doing nothing. And then I realized I was completely wrong. She
wouldn’t: she’d hate it.” I found, with a kind of amazement, that my vision
was blurred by tears. I hadn’t cried for so long — had managed every time to
fight the urge into submission. Now it had taken me by surprise.

To my relief, Oliver didn’t remark upon it. He regarded me in silence for
a while, then said, ‘I think — perhaps — I know what you mean.’

I didn’t believe for a moment that he did, but I appreciated the effort.

“You’re worried about forgetting her.’

I stared at him. So he did know, after all. For a second, I wondered if he
was thinking of his mother, but then he said: ‘It was like that when Grand-
mere died. I was terrified I’d forget, but things come back to you — things
that you probably couldn’t even have remembered while they were still
alive. Naturally, you have to accept that it’s impossible to remember
everything, but the memories that are most important — those you’ll never
lose.’

It was the sort of thing I imagined Stafford would say.

“Thank you,’ I said.

‘I haven’t done anything.” He seemed embarrassed by my thanks.

‘No,’ I told him, ‘you have.’

Oliver left the beach soon afterwards, while I stayed there with the letters
and my thoughts for the next couple of hours, wondering what I would say
to Stafford when he asked me about what I had read. Through Stafford’s
accounts of Alice I had come to see why he would have fallen in love with
her. The idea that I might have once had a relative like that — brave,



rebellious — had excited me. Now I felt ... rather disappointed in her. I
reminded myself that she had been young, and no doubt naive.
Nevertheless, there was no mistaking the fact that she had acted callously.

I broached the subject of the letters that evening, when Stafford and I were
alone at the table before supper.

‘I’ve read them all,’ I told him.

He nodded. ‘Good. So you know about him?’

“Yes. I couldn’t help wondering ... well, how you felt, reading that last
one.’

‘Rather sorry for myself, in truth. Rather worried. Even though there was
nothing concrete in it, I was stuck in Oxford and she was all those hundreds
of miles away with that man showing her about, “educating her”. I didn’t
like it at all. It was quite clear to me that he had managed to get his claws
into her. I chose to believe that it wasn’t anything real, whatever fascination
he held for her. It was the allure of the unknown.’

“Were you tempted to go after her?’

‘Absolutely. In fact, I had it all planned out: I'd sold my first painting, for
what to me was a considerable sum — enough for my passage to Venice, if
nothing more.’

‘But you never did?’

‘No. I never had time to. I got her telegram first: ““Dearest Tom ...” ’ he
said, quoting from memory, ‘“returning England end of week latest. Will
write soon.” ’
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That night, I went to bed and slept soundly, until I awoke suddenly in the
middle of the night with the sense that something was amiss. And then I
became convinced that I was not alone in the room. A bolt of pure fear ran
through me, and I thought — though I blush to say it now — of the Genoese
noble, hundreds of years dead in his resting place beneath the stones of the
house.

I sat up in bed. The sensible thing would have been to turn on the light,
but like the helpless heroine in a horror film, it never occurred to me to do
sO.

The door was ajar. Had I shut it? I was certain I had — I did so every
night, before I changed into my pyjamas. No, it had definitely been closed.
Now a sliver of moonlit corridor was visible in the aperture between door
and frame.

‘Hello?’ T whispered, into the still, dark air, feeling a fool as I did. Then
again, ‘Hello — is anyone there?’

I heard a tiny sound, a crepitation. The claws of a rodent — or the sound
of something metallic worried against a surface — the wall or floor.
Something gleamed in the moonlight, a few feet off the ground. I was
riveted, unable to look away. It was unmistakably an eye, the eye of
something crouched beside my bed. I screamed.

There was the sound of quick footsteps, and my door banged back on its
support. Oliver stood in the frame, haloed from behind by the hallway light.
‘What is it? There was a scream ...” He peered inside. And then he began to
laugh, quietly. It was the first time I had heard him do so.

Napoleon, as I learned the animal was named, was some kind of lurcher-
wolfhound mix. Even in the dim light I could tell that he was one of the
ugliest dogs I'd ever seen, with a sparse, pockmarked coat and bandy,
overlong legs. He had, as if for comic effect, the most uneven set of lower



teeth, all pointing in different directions. His tail was a terrible-looking
stump.

‘Sorry for waking you,’ I told Oliver, feeling foolish.

‘Don’t worry — I wasn’t properly asleep anyway.” He stood at the foot of
my bed, where I could just about make him out.

I asked where the animal had come from. ‘He turned up one day,’ he told
me. ‘Grand-pere said he and my grandmother were sitting having lunch on
the terrace when the dog appeared at the top of the steps that lead up from
the road. The poor thing was in such a state that they didn’t have the heart
to send him away.” He rubbed at the spot behind Napoleon’s ear and the
animal lolled against his leg in apparent bliss, tail thwacking on the ground
where he sat, gazing up at us with beady dark eyes and grinning through his
hideous teeth.

‘Why Napoleon?’

‘I think it must have been Grand-pere’s idea of a joke. Poley’s the least
warlike creature you can imagine. He’s lived here for years, but he’s still
got the mentality of a tramp ... he’ll wander off and won’t be seen for
weeks, sometimes months, and then suddenly he’ll turn up out of the blue,
like he did this evening.

‘Grand-pere was worried the first time he disappeared. He set off in
Gerard’s van, convinced that he’d been hit by a car. When he eventually
turned up unharmed we realized that he’d simply taken off in search of
adventure. Though, when my grandmother died, he stayed in the house for a
full three months. I imagine it went against his every instinct to do so: that’s
loyalty for you. He can be excellent company. But right now, old boy, I’'m
sorry to say you aren’t wanted ...’

‘No,  don’t mind ...’

Oliver shook his head. ‘He may be lovable, but he’s probably ridden with
fleas. Come on, Poley.’

He made his way towards the door. The dog gave an odd whinny of love
and clambered creakily to his feet, following a few paces behind as though
attached by an invisible lead.

7



I did not sleep well that night — even before I heard Kate’s scream. My first
reaction was to leap from my bed and rush out into the corridor, but I
stopped at the sound of voices, followed by laughter. To my astonishment, I
recognized it as Oliver’s. When he introduced Napoleon I knew that my old
friend had returned. Oliver must have sprinted from his bed to get there
before me. Rather pleased at the thought, I crept back to my bed.

Though I closed my eyes and hoped for sleep, the thoughts that had been
plaguing me returned. If I had dreaded showing Kate the letters, I was
looking forward to recounting the next part even less. When I had first
invited Kate to stay, I had conveniently managed to forget how painful
some details would be to revisit. The temptation of remembering those few
blissful months had been too powerful ... briefly eclipsing the bad.

I could hardly stop now though. Having started, I had no option but to
tell her the whole. I had heedlessly released the brakes on a juggernaut that
I was now powerless to halt.

I would give myself a day, I decided. In the meantime there was
something else I had to do, something just as pressing.
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I lingered in bed the next morning, aware that I did not feel as well rested as
I should have done, that my sleep had been disturbed, but unable at first to
remember how. Then, in a rush, I recalled the surreal night-time arrival of
the mangy dog.

When 1 eventually made my way down to the table by the pool I
discovered only Oliver sitting there, with Napoleon dozing a few feet away
in a patch of sun. I was confused. Even in the short time I had been here I
had come to understand that there was a routine of sorts. Stafford was
always there, at nine o’clock prompt, with the papers spread out before him.

‘Grand-pere’s gone into town,’ Oliver said, seeing my confusion. ‘He had
some business he wanted to attend to. It’s not like him to run off on errands
— Marie or Gerard always take care of the shopping, and the doctor comes
to see him here. Did he mention anything to you?’

I felt his curious gaze upon me. ‘No,’ I said, ‘nothing. I had no idea he
was going.’

Oliver seemed unconvinced, and I sensed he had already decided that
Stafford’s trip was in some way connected to me. ‘Well,” he said, ‘it means
you will miss your time in the studio with him, I suppose.’

At a time, I thought, when it felt as though Stafford was close to telling
me something important. I tried to shake my vague feeling of disquiet.

Marie appeared then with the usual fare: steaming rolls and hot pastries,
preserves, fresh juice and coffee, and I concentrated on these, my unease
giving me a focused appetite.

‘Kate,” said Oliver, ‘since you’re free today, I wondered if you’d like to
take a trip to the mountains.’

I was taken aback, having convinced myself that he viewed the trip to
Bonifacio as a one-off. Still, the prospect of heading up into the mountains



was certainly more appealing than waiting around all day, wondering what
Stafford’s absence could mean. “Yes,’ I said, ‘if you’re sure. Thank you.’
‘Good. Grand-pere thought you would like the idea.’
‘Ah.” So it had been Stafford’s doing. This knowledge was curiously
flattering.

Marie put together a lunch for us of bread, charcuterie and cheese foraged
from the fridge, which she handed over solemnly. I had packed my
swimming costume, as apparently we would be able to bathe in the
mountain pools, and wore a straw hat. We took the steps down to the road
and clambered into the 2CV, inside which the temperature seemed —
incredibly — several degrees higher than outside. The seats were almost too
hot to bear. ‘I’ll put the roof down,’ Oliver said, climbing back out and
heaving at the contraption. ‘It will be dusty — but we need the air.’

“Tell me about the pools,’ I said, when the quiet in the car began to feel
oppressive. At some point — perhaps since our conversation on the beach —
we had traversed the gap between that earlier, distant courtesy towards
something less formal, something friendlier. Even so, I was not yet relaxed
in his company and felt the need to fill the silences with words.

“They’re one of my favourite things about this whole island,’ Oliver said.
“The water is incredibly clear — you can see every pebble on the bottom,
even where it’s deep.’

The road began to climb, and soon we were among the mountains. The
ground sheared away on one side into a rocky gorge beneath, and on the
other side were knotted pine trees, the sharp, sweetish scent of their resin
filling the warm air.

As I craned to see the bottom of the gorge a rush of air plucked my hat
from my head and lifted it away before I had time to clamp my hands down
on it. I watched in dismay as it was carried over the roadside barrier,
swooping and bucking in the breeze as if it had a life of its own, and then
diving down into the deep void below. I swore, and Oliver stopped the car.
He wore an odd, strained expression, and at first I assumed that it was
irritation. Then, to my surprise, I realized that he was trying not to laugh.

There were no other vehicles to be seen in either direction, so we climbed
out and peered down at the scree and rock beneath us. My hat was a pale
speck where it had landed in a clump of gorse. “We could go down and get



it,” he said, dubiously. ‘But it would take most of the day to make our way
down there. Look, it’s not elegant, but if you’re worried about the sun you
can have this.” He indicated the red cap he was wearing — the peak fraying
in places so that the plastic beneath showed through, the colour bleached to
a pinkish-orange by the sun. He reached over and fitted it on to my head
with surprising gentleness, tightening the adjustable strap at the back. I
stood very still as he did so. As the calloused pad of his thumb brushed
against my temple something happened, something for which I was
unprepared. I felt a thrill steal over my skin, as though a current had passed
from that tiny patch of flesh and into every part of my being.

It had not been anything real, I told myself as we got under way again.
Merely a reflexive response to the unfamiliar touch of a stranger.

The drive took a couple of hours. I hadn’t believed it could get any hotter
than it had been when we set off, but the temperature had built steadily
through the morning. Heat came off the road before us in great shimmering
waves, and I relished the slightest of breezes.

The road became increasingly decrepit, until it was barely deserving of
the name. We lurched and seesawed over potholes and my face was coated
with a fine layer of the grime thrown up by the wheels. I glanced behind us
at one point and was astonished to see how high we had come. The
Mediterranean from here was so dark it was almost purple: wine-dark. A
tiny mote of white was traversing the expanse: a boat, perhaps a vast yacht
like the one that had produced the firework display, but from here utterly
inconsequential.

I saw the first pool through a cluster of roadside pine and olive trees. It
was, as Oliver had promised, unfeasibly green and limpid: a water nymph’s
retreat. I was ready to throw open my door and leap out, but we creaked our
way past and continued further up the road.

‘Why not here?’ I asked, and again, as we passed another pool a hundred
yards further on, then a third.

“Too close to the road,” Oliver answered, and, ‘too many people — look,
it’ll be dirty.” Then, ‘it’s too shallow, not good for swimming,” and, ‘That
pool’s always swarming with flies. I got badly bitten near it once.’

Eventually we pulled up next to an unassuming clump of gorse and
Oliver stepped out. There was no water in sight. I looked at him. ‘Have we



run out of fuel?’

‘No. This is it.” He hefted the picnic bag over his shoulder and strode off
into the thick vegetation. Bemused, I followed him, wincing as the razor
thorns of a shrub grazed my arm. I felt a vague anger at this unnecessary
discomfort. The other pools had looked fine to me. What were a few flies, I
thought, compared to wounds inflicted by the Corsican maquis? And there
was the hot sand underfoot, working its way between my soles and sandals
to burn the skin, forcing me to take quick hopping steps across the surface.

I became aware of a distant rushing, a little like — I fancied — a swarm of
angry bees might sound. Ten minutes later we were still walking — or rather
crawling — through the undergrowth, with no sign of water. I felt grimy,
blistered and exhausted. The noise was following me, and I wondered
whether my clumsy progress had disturbed a hornet or wasp nest. An insect
sting, I thought, would just about compound my discomfort.

‘Really,” I began, ‘I don’t think—" Then I stopped. I could see something
glittering through the pale leaves of the wild olives ahead. He pushed the
branches aside and turned back to me with a look of triumph.

‘Oh.” T caught up with him, and followed his gaze. Down below us was
the pool, and it was perfect. Deep and clear — so clear, I discovered, that
even from here you could see every pebble on the bottom. A shoal of tiny
fish caught the light and shone as one great silver mass before disappearing
into the shadow of the overhanging rocks. There was a small beach of
whitish sand and now I could see the source of the noise that had worried
me. It was a waterfall — a gleaming spout shot from the high cliff of dark
rock at the far end of the pool, foaming noisily where it met the surface.

“This is my favourite of the pools,” Oliver said. ‘Hardly anyone knows
about it and because of that’ — he gestured at the waterfall — ‘the water is
always fresh and clear. Flies can’t stand the spray from the falling water, so
there aren’t any, apart from a few dragonflies — if you don’t mind them.” He
looked at me. ‘I hope it’s worth it?’

I dragged my hand across my grimy brow. ‘It is. And I definitely need a
swim now.’

We clambered down the rocks on to the beach, the water drawing me
towards it, but the sun was merciless, and I was loath to expose my pale
English body, now oddly marked by my healing sunburn, beneath its glare.
I wondered if I could simply wade in a little way to cool my feet and legs.



But no: I wanted to be submerged in it, to wash away the accumulated
grime of the journey. In a rush, I decided I didn’t care. Oliver had seen me
in my costume before, so why the need for modesty now? Taking a deep
breath, I peeled off my clothes. Then I turned, almost reflexively, and found
Oliver watching me with an unreadable expression. Perhaps I was
imagining it, but I was certain I could feel his gaze, tangible as the brush of
a feather, following me, prickling down my naked skin as I walked into the
water.

It was surprisingly cold, and the shock of it against my sun-warmed flesh
was almost enough to send me rushing out again. But as I grew accustomed
to it, it welcomed me, insinuated itself about me. There was the tickle of
small fish against my feet.

I glanced back to see if Oliver had followed, but he was nowhere to be
seen. Then I heard a call from above and looked up to see him astride the
crop of rock above the waterfall, stripped down to a pair of swimming
trunks.

Most people are humbled by their nakedness — they seem diminished,
fallible. You see all the blemishes, the deficiencies usually concealed. But
Oliver, it was now clear, was not made to wear clothes. He had always worn
loose shirts and shorts, and I would not have guessed at the grace of him.

Before I had time to grasp what it was he was about to do, he moved
away from the edge by a few feet then took a great run towards it, arms and
legs pumping, flinging himself over in a swan dive, the water opening to
receive him with the barest commotion.

I blinked at him as his head emerged. ‘You could have broken your
neck.’

He shook his head. ‘I’ve done it before. Grand-pere taught me, in fact.’

‘I don’t believe you.’ It was impossible to imagine Stafford, calm and
gentle as he was, doing such a thing. But then I remembered the other
Stafford I had come to know: young, impetuous — even reckless. They were
one and the same, after all.

Oliver turned over to float upon his back, kicking lazily. He was different
now, almost joyful: as if the place, the water, had energized him. He was
close enough that I could see how the water had separated his eyelashes into
glossy spikes, and the way his slicked-back hair had exposed that secret
white line of skin beneath his hairline.



I swam some distance away from him and allowed myself to sink
beneath the surface. I liked the brief cocoon the water made for me: how it
felt to be sheltered from light and sound and air, from everything but the
cool press of the water against my skin.

We returned to the beach to eat our lunch. Oliver pulled on a T-shirt and
shorts, and it was a relief — and also a disappointment — not to be troubled
by my awareness of his unclothed body.

We sat a couple of feet apart on the sand, gazing out over the dazzling
surface of the pool.

After a few moments of silent chewing, Oliver spoke. ‘Will you tell me,
now, why it is that you’re here?’

‘It’s a long story,’ I said.

‘We have time.” He looked at me, expectant, challenging.

I was trying to come up with an excuse not to tell him when it suddenly
occurred to me that it would be easier to simply do so.

Once I had started, I discovered that it was surprisingly easy, that it felt
like a release. Oliver sat very still, listening intently to everything I said.

I told him about Evie, about the drawing, the visit to Stafford’s sister.
When I got to the part about Stafford’s involvement, the reason for not
telling him suddenly presented itself to me — and I cursed my lack of
foresight. His beloved grandmother — the woman he grieved for, still ... and
here I was, about to introduce the fact of Stafford’s love for another woman.
But I knew, too, that it was too late to stop now that I had started. I could
only try to make him understand that Alice had been a part of his
grandfather’s past, long before — as I assumed — he had met Elodia.

‘I know about her,” he said. I looked at him in surprise. ‘Grand-pere’s
never spoken to me of her,” he explained, ‘but I’ve seen the drawings.’

‘Which drawings?’

“There are quite a few. When I was young I found a chest of them in his
old studio. Like all kids, I was fascinated by anything that was locked — saw
it as a challenge. I spent months looking for the key — only to find it in the
top drawer of his desk. There were maybe fifty works in there — sketches,
water-colours ...’

‘Did he find out?’ I asked, thinking that I had to come up with a way to
ask Stafford to show them to me.



“Yes. I thought I had been so careful, but I must have left some clue to
give myself away, because he knew.’

‘Was he angry with you?’

‘No — that’s not his way. I think he was more concerned that I understood
what they meant — that they were a part of his past, not the present he
shared with Grand-mere, and with me. He said she had been a very great
friend of his. Even then, I knew from the way he said it that he had loved
her. He did, didn’t he?’

‘Well ...” I said, carefully, feeling that I should be economical with the
truth, ‘possibly — but it was a long time ago.’

‘I thought so,’ he said, quietly.

‘I think your grandfather might not have told you what we were
discussing because it concerned her.’

‘Maybe. But he needn’t have worried. I lived with him and Grand-mere
for most of my childhood, and I know they did love each other. It may not
have been the wilder sort of love, and perhaps it was more like friendship,
but they were very fond of one other, that much was clear. That seemed to
be enough.’

He reached for a peach and bit into it, the juice escaping down his chin.
‘So now you want to find out everything about her,’ he said.

“Yes, I do. Very much. I have such a strong idea of her — what she was
like.’

‘Will you try to find her?’

‘I — well, I don’t even know if she’s still alive. From the way he talks
about her, I don’t think your grandfather has seen her since he was a young
man.’

Oliver nodded, thoughtfully, and the conversation lapsed into silence,
both of us looking out upon the water before us. After a few minutes, he
turned to me again. ‘Do you think’ — he chose his words carefully — ‘that
your mother would have wanted you to find her?’

This threw me. It was as if he had spoken aloud my own concern, the one
that had travelled with me since I boarded the plane — or even before that,
when I had listened to Evie on that terrible afternoon.

‘My mother was brave,’ I said, ‘and determined. It was what made her
such a talented ballerina. She never knew anything of Alice, and I can’t say



for certain that she would have wanted to, but I like to think that she would
have wanted me to keep following the thread, once I had discovered it.’

“Then that’s what you should do,’ he said, with conviction.

I looked at him, gratified. In that moment I could hardly believe that this
was the same person who had been so hostile towards me. Yet until a scant
couple of days ago I would have assumed that coldness went to the very
centre of him.

Stafford was at the house when we returned, the day fading to a blue
twilight and the bats beginning to wheel and dart above us. He smiled at us.
I can’t explain exactly what it was about that smile, but I felt then that he
saw more than I would have wanted him to see.

He did not give any explanation for his disappearance that day. At supper
he asked a continuous stream of questions about our trip to the pools — even
more solicitous and curious than he might usually have been. If I had not
known him better, I might have suspected him of guile: of purposefully
keeping the subject away from himself and his own excursion.

At eleven o’clock Stafford went to bed. Usually I followed not far behind.
Listening, I had discovered, can be strangely exhausting, especially in the
case of a history like the one unravelling before me, so vivid that it felt as if
I were experiencing it as much as hearing about it.

Tonight, however, I decided to linger a while on the terrace. It was an
unusually clear night, more so than the evenings that had preceded it — and
there was a delicious texture and savour to the air, cool and smoky. I wanted
to enjoy it for a while longer, so when Stafford said goodnight I remained in
my chair.

Oliver remained too. Silently I willed him away. I had been surprised by
how much I had enjoyed spending the day in his company, but now I
wanted to be on my own, alone with my thoughts. Yet he stayed there on
the other side of the table from me, his face drowned in shadow so that I
could only make out the barest impression of his features.

“You aren’t going to bed?’ he asked, and I realized then that he, too,
might be wishing to be alone, wishing me gone.

‘No,’ I said, decisively. ‘I thought I’d stay out here for a while.’

‘All right,” he said. “Would you like a drink?’



I saw that my wineglass was empty, but more wine would only make me
sleepy, and on this exceptionally clear night that would be a shame. I was
about to decline when he said, “‘We could have a Corsican drink — a
digestif?’

My interest was piqued. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s made from myrtle berries — the bushes grow all over the island.’

‘All right — I’1l try a bit.’

He returned with a bottle, and two tiny glasses, which he filled with the
darkish liqueur. I took a sip and immediately felt it warm my mouth and
throat — the taste bittersweet, strange, and, I decided, quite delicious.

‘Good?’ I looked up to find him watching me, waiting for my opinion.

“Yes. Dangerously so.’

He nodded. ‘I had my first experience with it when I was eight. I came
across it in the drinks cabinet and thought I'd try it — I’d always seen my
grandparents having it after supper. I poured myself a whole wineglass of it.
I’ve only recently been able to drink it again.’

I took another sip. Far below us I could make out the splish and plunk of
the water spending itself — gently, lazily — against the cliffs.

Then, for something to say, I asked, ‘Don’t you think the air has an odd
feel to it tonight?’

“Yes,” he said. ‘It’s sometimes like this before the Mistral — exceptionally
clear. But it’s not always the case; sometimes nothing happens — it turns out
to be a false alarm.’

Mistral: the word was vaguely familiar. ‘Do you mean the wind?’

“Yes, but it’s more than a wind — practically a supernatural force. When
it’s blowing, you can’t think of anything else. Afterwards, the sky is the
most beautiful sight you could imagine, incredibly clear and blue.’

I hoped it would come.

‘Another?’ Oliver gestured at my glass.

Realizing it was empty, I held it out to him. ‘Yes, please.’

He filled it up and leaned across to pass it back to me. As he did so I
caught the scent of his skin — and it was not unlike the scent of the maquis:
complex, warm, savoury. Immediately, without warning, I was confronted
by an image of his naked torso — the breadth of it, the soft, secret line of
dark hair beneath his navel. I sat back quickly, in alarm, thankful for the



darkness that meant he would not be able to see my face — and the colour
that had flooded it.

We sat for a few moments in silence, and I tried to quash the image —
disturbingly, unprecedentedly arousing — that kept presenting itself to me,
like some sort of optical loop.

But Oliver’s next words banished it far more effectively. ‘I’ve been
thinking about your mother,” he said, and stopped, probably seeing me
stiffen. ‘Sorry.’

‘No,’ I told him, ‘it’s fine — go on.’

‘I mean, I don’t want to presume to guess how you must be feeling ... but
when Grand-mere died, I was a wreck. I know losing a grandparent is
different to losing a mother ... but to be honest she was more like a parent
to me than my own mother was. She and Grand-pere were the ones who
taught me about the world, how it worked, how to behave in it ...” He
trailed off, apparently feeling that he had spoken too lengthily. ‘Anyway,’
he said. ‘I don’t quite know what I meant to say.’

“Thank you,’ I said. His awkwardness was rather touching. He wasn’t
merely offering me platitudes, as so many did.

I took another sip of my drink, feeling it burn a fiery trail all the way to
my stomach. And then, perhaps because he had tried, and because the
darkness seemed the place for such confidences, I said, ‘She was my best
friend. I mean, I had other friends’ — I chose not to linger upon my use of
the past tense — ‘but none of them were like her. I couldn’t tell them
everything, as I could with her.’

Oliver didn’t try to find a solution, which I was grateful for. He simply
nodded. Then he fished a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, with a rather
surreptitious look. “Would you like one?’

‘No, thanks.’

He took one for himself and lit it. ‘I’m trying not to,” he said. ‘Grand-
pere hates it. But every so often ...” He peered at me. ‘You won’t tell him,
will you?’

I shook my head.

‘Thank you.” He inhaled deeply and made a noise of satisfaction,
blowing out a cloud of smoke. ‘I don’t know if this is the wrong thing to
say, but in a strange way I’m envious of you. I never had that, with my
mother.’



‘Oh.’ T had never quite considered it like that — that what Mum and I had
might be particularly unusual. It had been the best thing in my life,
absolutely, but I had rather taken it for granted. I remembered how, greedily,
I had for most of my childhood longed for a large family: doting
grandparents, siblings and cousins. What at times had seemed a lack now,
considering Oliver’s words, seemed like a richness.

‘But you had your grandmother, Elodia.’

“Yes,” he said, thoughtfully. ‘And I had Grand-pére. Can I tell you
something?’

I nodded.

‘He’s not actually my grandfather. Not in the biological sense, at least.
My mother was born before Grand-mere met him. You’ve probably noticed
we don’t look anything like one another. But I love him more than anything
— I can’t imagine loving anyone more.’

I flushed, remembering my tactless remark to Stafford about how unalike
they were. How callous I must have seemed. I thought, too, of how different
their relationship was to the one I had with Evie.

‘Well, T envy you that,” I said. ‘You see I—’ I stopped, wondering if I
dared go on. ‘My adoptive grandmother, Evie—’

“The one who hid the letter?’

I felt the need to defend her. “Yes — though she was also the one who
saved my mother, the one who got her into ballet. I mean, when it came to
Mum, she was completely selfless, wonderful ...’

‘But?’ Oliver interjected, quietly.

‘But ...” I paused — was I going to tell him? — then, heedlessly, I went on:
‘I never actually felt that we were that close.” I waited for Oliver to say
something, to condemn me, even, but he remained silent. ‘It was only at the
end,” I said, ‘after she’d died, when I realized how much I missed her. I
never expected to. Sometimes I even wondered whether we liked each
other, let alone loved one another.’

I looked over at Oliver now, desperate for a reaction — of any sort.

‘Do you think that’s terrible?’ I asked.

I could just make out the slow shake of his head. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t. I
think ... T think it’s human.’ I hadn’t known how much I cared what he
thought until I heard him say this. ‘And you miss her,” he added. ‘Perhaps
that tells you everything you need to know.’



‘Do you miss your mother?’ I asked him.

For a moment I thought he hadn’t heard me. Then he said, ‘I miss the
idea of her, I suppose.’

I wondered what that meant, exactly. ‘What was she like?’ I asked,
shamelessly curious about the woman I had seen in the photograph.

Oliver took a long drag on his cigarette, exhaled slowly. ‘Always very
busy,” he said, putting a strange emphasis on that last word. ‘She was a
model, but what she truly wanted was to be an actress.’

‘Oh.’

‘She wasn’t a bad model, I think. She was certainly beautiful.’

Even had I not seen the photographs of her in the hallway, I would have
known it from the legacy of beauty I saw in her son, that which had only
just been revealed to me.

‘She was no actress, though. I saw a film with her in once — she played a
sort of femme fatale character. It was a bit part, barely five minutes on
screen, but even so it was obvious what a dreadful actress she was. Getting
that role had been a bit of a fluke — most of the directors she approached
told her to stick with the modelling. The worst part was that she decided
they were all wrong, and she kept trying.’

I remembered watching videos of my mother dancing, the gasps and
applause from the audience, the hot surge of pride I’d feel in my chest. How
terrible, I thought, to bear witness to your parent’s failure — to be
embarrassed for them in that way.

‘Even when she was still alive, I’d often come down to Corsica for the
holidays,” Oliver said. ‘She wanted to be in Cannes for the summer, you
see, and Cannes, she told me, was for adults.’

‘So you always spent the summer apart?’

“Yes — not that I minded. In fact I looked forward to coming here. Grand-
pere would collect me from Paris, and we’d drive all the way down through
the country, stopping overnight to break up the journey. Sometimes he
would have brought a tent with him and we’d camp somewhere.

‘Those weeks down here, staying with my grandparents, were the
happiest of my life. I didn’t enjoy school much — I’'m dyslexic, so I did
badly and everyone thought I was stupid. It was an international school, and
the other children didn’t know what to make of me — they were all English
and American, civil service parents and that sort of thing. It was all paid for



by my grandparents — Maman could never have afforded it. I'd live for
those weeks when I got to stay with Grand-pere and Grand-mere.’

‘Did your mother come, too?’

‘No ... well, rarely. For a week at a time, maximum. She left the island as
soon as she could. She was so different from my grandmother, who was — I
think the expression is “the salt of the earth”? I’'m fairly sure she felt Grand-
mere had let her down.’

‘For what?’

He stopped, suddenly, and gave a short bark of a laugh. ‘You could be an
interrogator, you know.’

‘Oh,’ I said, embarrassed. ‘Sorry.’

‘No,’” he said, ‘I don’t mean it like that. It’s that I find myself telling you
things I don’t intend to. I have no idea why. Perhaps you were a hypnotist in
a previous life.’

He took another long drag of his cigarette, and I watched the tiny, fierce
ball of fire created by his breath.

‘Anyway,” he went on, ‘my real grandfather was an Italian, a soldier. He
was one of the Occupiers here during the war. Grand-mere never, ever
talked about him.’

‘I see.’

‘But my mother was obsessed with the idea of him. She convinced
herself that he must have been someone special, an Italian count, or
something. She used to talk about him as if she knew this for a fact, that she
wasn’t just some Corsican farmer’s granddaughter, she had noble blood.
She blamed Grand-mere for not being able to hold on to him. Then, when
she had me, and my father was nowhere to be seen, she claimed that it was
the bad example she’d been shown.” He was silent for a moment. ‘The truth
is, he’s always been my grandfather,” he said, speaking now of Stafford.
‘I’ve tried to use him as my guide, for how I should behave. Even if I
haven’t necessarily managed it.’

‘I think you are like him,’ I said, instinctively, wondering as I said it if I
truly believed it. But when Oliver thanked me, with real gratitude in his
voice, I thought that perhaps it didn’t matter either way.

Back in my room I sat on my bed for a while in the half-dark, thinking. I
could not believe that I had talked to Oliver about Evie. I had shared one of



my most shameful secrets with a man who was still, when all was said and
done, barely more than a stranger to me. Much as I would have liked to
dismiss it as the influence of the drink, I knew that it couldn’t be blamed on
that. In fact, I did not feel even remotely drunk now. It was rather the
opposite: I felt very sober indeed, peculiarly clear-headed.

It had been some instinct in me, I realized, some feeling that he would
not judge me too harshly for it, that he might even understand. And it
seemed — to my relief — that he had. I chose not to reflect upon that other
thing that had happened: that sudden, violent — for there was no other word
for it — current of attraction. No good could come of thinking about that.



Corsica, August 1986

‘I forgot to ask,’ Stafford said, as we sat in his studio the next morning, ‘did
you jump from the top of the waterfall?’
‘No, I’m afraid not. Oliver did, though. He told me that you taught him.’
Stafford grinned. ‘I did.” He seemed inordinately pleased by this. ‘Until
quite recently I would have been up there doing it myself, but unfortunately
as one gets older one has to recognize one’s limitations. Annoyingly it isn’t
the jumping off that has become difficult but the boring part: the climbing
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up.

It made me uncomfortable, to hear him speak in this way. It was hard to
imagine anything — even old age — slowing him down, and to hear Stafford
himself remark on his increasing frailty was a painful dose of reality. I had
grown to like him so much, and the suggestion that he might not be around
for ever depressed me. I knew it was irrational, this feeling — it was hardly
as though he was on his deathbed — but if the last couple of years had taught
me anything it was how short a time you might have left with someone.

‘Kate,” Stafford said, surprising me out of my thoughts, ‘I have to admit
that I’'m not looking forward to telling the next part. It isn’t a time I would
choose to revisit — and I have been a coward in putting it off. You need to
know ... and perhaps it’s good for me to speak of it. A catharsis, if you
like.” The smile he gave me then, for once, was not a real smile — more of a
grimace than anything else.

‘After that fourth letter, I had nothing from Alice for months. Complete
silence. She’d told me she expected to return in December, and I’d even
gone so far as to hope she would want to meet over the holidays, but my
weeks back in London passed without any message or sign from her.’

‘Didn’t you think of going to see her instead?’

“That wasn’t how it worked. I know it sounds feeble on my part, but our
meetings had always been on her terms. There was the never-spoken



understanding that I would not be a welcome caller at Lord and Lady
Hexford’s house. I was embarrassed, too.’

“Why?’

‘Because I’d sent her three letters since that last from her with no reply. I
told myself I had to accept the fact that she was tiring of our friendship.
That final letter I’d had from her, being so brief and ill thought-out ... it
seemed the likeliest explanation. I was miserable. It didn’t help that it was
January, with its bleak weather and short days, the distractions of Christmas
gone by and only my final exams to look forward to.

‘My own misery coincided with a wider depression in spirits. All the
news was bad. It had been since October, but by January it was clear that
the economy wasn’t going to recover quickly, as many had hoped. It was as
if we were all suffering from some great tiredness, a malaise.’



Oxford, March 1930

Three months into the New Year, and four months since Alice returned to
England, and still no word from her. Tom feels his hope dwindling. He
thinks of that last afternoon — and of the night that followed. She had been
uncharacteristically shy with him the next day, but that was understandable.
It was, as she had told him, the first time she’d done ‘anything quite like
that’. There had been no coolness in her manner afterwards, and yet here it
is: the incontrovertible fact that she seems to have forgotten — or chosen to
forget — that he exists.

Maybe they did make a mistake that night — though he could never bring
himself to see it as such. Or perhaps things could have been different had
she not met that self-satisfied Frenchman she wrote about in her letters. Or
if Tom had been able to make his way out to Venice, as she had suggested.
He is tormented by the idea that his own lack of action may have cost him
so much.

The one thing equal to distracting himself from these thoughts is his art.
The small exhibition that he wrote to tell Alice about was a success. Where
most of those represented had just one piece in the show, Tom, much to his
astonishment, had eight. There had been coverage, too: in a couple of local
papers and the university journals. It was the first time since that trip to see
Lady Margaret that he felt he might have a chance at it.

Tom goes for an early morning stroll along Addison’s Walk to clear his
mind. At this hour, a month ago, it would have been dark, but this morning
the college and its grounds are washed in the thin grey light of dawn.
Daffodils, trumpets still furled into tight knots, and primroses with
preternaturally bright petals line the path. Spring usually brings thoughts of
regeneration, of hope. This year, however, it serves only to remind Tom of
how much time has passed without word from her. And of how much closer



he is to having to make decisions about his future that he would rather
postpone. A little more time, that is all he needs. Time to travel further
down that path on which his recent work has taken him. But each month
seems to pass more quickly than the one before it. Soon he will be out in the
world with his new responsibilities and the weight of his parents’
expectations.

Tom likes this route along the Walk because of the sense of his own
smallness it inspires; the sense that he is following in the footsteps of men
far greater than he could ever hope to be. Usually he would take his time,
but the wind is getting up, driving the rain sideways, assaulting him through
his thin jacket, so he turns back in the direction of the college building,
preparing himself for the daily ritual of asking at the porter’s lodge if there
are any telegrams. Afterwards, he will head to his cubbyhole to check for
the letter that never comes. As he nears the lodge, he thinks, Perhaps I’ll
wait. I’ll go dfter breakfast. Disappointment, even the sort that has become
habitual, sits badly on an empty stomach.

Yes, he decides, it can wait. Yet as he passes the lodge he hears his name
called from within. ‘Mr Stafford — is that you?’

He peers inside.

“Thought it was. There’s a message for you. The one day you don’t come
and ask.’

Tom steps forward. He is careful to appear disinterested. It could, after
all, be nothing. A message from his mother, perhaps: always welcome, but
no cause for unnecessary excitement.

The man hands him a slip of paper, and he stands in the doorway to read
it.

Dear Thomas STOP Would appreciate your assistance in a
matter close to both of our hearts STOP If you can spare the
time please take train to London immediately and all expenses
will be reimbursed STOP Yours M

M. It is from Lady Margaret: he is in no doubt.
There is the meeting with his tutor this evening. There is the deadline for
the paper at the end of the week. Nevertheless he goes to his room and



packs a bag with the few things that present themselves to him as necessary
for the trip: his sketchbook and leather pencil case. A couple of books, too,
though more out of a sense of duty than any real belief that he will study on
his journey down.

On the train, as the waterlogged countryside slides unremarked past his
window, he takes the telegram from his pocket and studies it again. It’s
about Alice, he knows it is. He tries to extract some further meaning. Is
Alice in trouble? How, he thinks, could he have been so self-absorbed as to
ignore the possibility that something might have happened to her?

Lady Margaret answers the door herself. She is attired no less eccentrically
than the last time Tom set eyes on her: a long housecoat in plum velvet with
dragons and birds and exotic flora embroidered on the chest and sleeves, a
scarf of fuchsia-pink silk about her head in aggressive contrast with her
tangerine hair. She uses a different staff today, with a silver jackal’s head for
a handle, the pointed face peering cheekily from beneath her grasp. He
realizes, standing in front of her, that she is not as tall as he had imagined. It
is rather the effect of her presence and the etiolated slenderness that lend the
impression of height.

‘Thomas,’ she says, with no reference to the journey he has made, as
though his arrival on her doorstep is a given thing. “Welcome. I need your
help.’

She beckons him through to the salon and he sits on an emerald ottoman
with feet like the claws of a bird of prey. Beatrice enters immediately,
bearing a tall silver flask of coffee, which she pours from an impressive
height into two cups.

‘Is Alice all right?’ Tom asks, unable to bear not knowing any longer.

Lady Margaret reaches behind her, takes a small wooden box from the
top of the cabinet and withdraws two slender cigars, proffering one, which
Tom declines. She lights the other for herself and draws upon it
thoughtfully before she speaks. “You see, that’s the thing. I haven’t heard
from her since she left Venice. I was rather hoping she might have been in
contact with you.” He shakes his head, and she sighs forth a cloud of peat-
scented smoke.

‘I assumed that she was too ... well, busy,” he says. ‘The last letter I had
from her was sent from Venice in late October.’



‘Ah, T was hoping you wouldn’t say that. So she’s had no contact with
either of us. I’m afraid there’s something strange going on and I feel certain
it’s Georgina’s doing. I have never trusted that woman.’

She draws on the cigar, the tip flaming dangerously, and exhales again.
‘My brother was the impulsive sort. Most of his impulses were true, but he
cannot have made a worse decision in his life than to marry Georgina. She
is a bourgeois, a philistine — and, worst of all, she cannot bear the fact that
she has failed to make a daughter in her own dismal image.” She squints at
him through the smoke. ‘I wonder if anything got back to her.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Venice. There was ...” and here she looks at Tom apologetically,
‘someone who took an interest in Alice. He was older, had been around the
world a little. I thought it would be good for her to see some of the city with
him — an education of sorts.’

‘I know,” Tom says, his ears ringing with the concentrated effort of
remaining impassive. ‘She mentioned him in a letter.’

Lady Margaret nods. ‘Once,” she says, ‘when Alice had just turned
sixteen, I told Georgina that I would arrange to meet her from school at the
end of term. Instead of taking her home, I whisked her off to Paris and we
spent a long weekend there. Her mother retaliated by sending her to that
place in Switzerland for three years.’

‘And you think that if she has found out about Venice she might do
something similar?’

‘I don’t know, but I don’t like it. I had Jacob drive me to the house the
other day, and it all seemed too quiet. I knocked on the door and the butler
was very abrupt. No, the family weren’t there. Where had they gone? He
wouldn’t say.” She thinks for a moment. ‘Though it might not have been
true. Have you seen that house?’

‘No.’

‘It is like a fortress. If they didn’t want anyone coming in or going out
they could pull up the drawbridge easily enough. I’'m on the blacklist. On ne
passe pas.” Lady Margaret regards Tom thoughtfully. ‘But they don’t know
you, do they?’
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Alice’s house is exactly as Lady Margaret described it: the modern
equivalent of a fortress. The stucco fagade is a natural partner for the pewter



of the sky, and to Tom it resembles a great plaster cast concealing possible
deformities beneath. He stares up at the secret squares of the dark windows,
and is reminded irresistibly of the photographs he has seen of Alice’s
stepfather, with his large square head and the small eyes set slightly too
close together in the broad expanse of his skull. For all this, he and the
house are handsome: in an order in which handsomeness is equated with a
projection of power, authority and utter conviction.

The lofty door, painted dark grey, makes Tom think of drawbridges. He
knocks. After several long moments it swings open to reveal an elderly
butler. The man insinuates himself into the space between door and frame
so as to block the view to within, and peers down at the visitor.

‘Can I help you, sir?’ he says, but his tone suggests that no assistance
will be forthcoming.

‘I hope so. I’m a friend of Alice’s.’

The butler blinks at him impassively. ‘Lady Alice isn’t at home, sir.’

‘Oh? Where is she, if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘It isn’t my place to say, sir.” But something in Tom’s expression goes
some way to softening the old man. As though he feels it is against his
better judgement, the butler leans forward and murmurs, ‘Lady Alice has
been unwell. My mistress, Lady Hexford, thought it best that she be
removed to the country to recuperate.’

“The country?’

‘Indeed, sir.’

‘May I ask the nature of Lady Alice’s illness?’

‘I’m afraid I am not at liberty to say, sir.’

‘But ... is it serious?’ Tom thinks of the flu that killed his mother’s sister
and several cousins in 1918.

‘I must insist, sir, on you asking me no more about it. I have told you
everything that [—’

A voice comes from within. ‘Is this fellow bothering you, Simpson?’ The
speaker appears: a youngish man, in his thirties perhaps, shorter than Tom
but powerfully built, with a large handsome face and a pugnacious set to his
jaw. This must be Matthew, the stepbrother.

‘Not exactly, sir, he was—’

“You know, old chap,” Matthew says to Tom, ‘I think I have something of
yours, here.’



‘Oh?’

He pulls them from his pocket. It is a moment before Tom recognizes
them for what they are, his last letters to Alice.

‘As my sister is ... indisposed, I decided it would best if I attended to her
correspondence,” Matthew says, as though it is explanation enough.

“Those were private.’

‘Ah, T thought you might say that. I assure you, my sister would
understand entirely — no, she’d positively want me to have opened them.
We’re extremely close, you see.’

Tom turns to go. There is nothing to be done here — and he refuses to
waste time on this foul character. The letters have given him new cause for
alarm.

‘By the way, old chap ...’

“Yes?’ Tom manages to keep his tone civil.

“You know, if I’ve got one piece of wisdom, it’s this.” Matthew glances at
the letters, and then up at Tom, a smile playing about his lips. ‘I really
would advise against all this ... sentiment. It’s not going to work with my
sister. If you want to get between her legs, try being less subtle about it.
She’s a woman of the world, my sister. She’ll understand plain speaking far
better.’

Tom doesn’t stop to think. He turns and lunges for the man, not caring
where he is or who he is — not someone brought up to brawl in the streets.
All he wants is to inflict the maximum degree of pain possible, preferably a
direct hit to that smirking face, but his fist collides with wood instead of
flesh, and his knuckles smart with the impact. It takes him a good few
seconds to work out that the door has been slammed in his face.

The car is a different vehicle from the one Alice drove on those autumn
afternoons in Oxfordshire. It is dark grey and huge — if possible, even larger
than the other. It holds, comfortably: the driver, Liverwhaite; a hamper of
food ‘just in case’; Lady Margaret; Tom, and Lady Margaret’s Burmese cat,
William, who sits imperiously upon his own cushion between them.
Chebworth is hardly more than a hamlet: a scattering of cottages and an
inn, and Chebworth Manor lies a couple of miles from the village. It does
not reveal itself until they are directly before it, for the grounds are
shrouded with a dark thicket of elm and oak, so that it is impossible to see



beyond them to the house. They draw to a halt in front of the ironwork
gates that mark the entrance to the drive, and through the opening a vast
building can be glimpsed. The car idles. Lady Margaret looks across at
Tom.

“You should go in alone.’

Tom is astonished that this fearless woman appears to be showing
something like cowardice. As if reading his thoughts, Lady Margaret gives
a bark of laughter. ‘Oh, I’m not afraid of her, if that’s what you think. I’'m
only concerned that my presence might complicate matters. I seem ...
unable to behave myself, you see, when I’m in her presence. I think it might
be safer if it were just you.’

The gates are secured with a padlock and chain, but Tom has been adept
since childhood in the scaling of difficult ascents: various species of tree,
the low cliffs around Winnard Cove, the drop beneath the dormitory
window at school. Lady Margaret, Liverwhaite and William look on as he
scrambles his way up and over the wall to drop down into the damp, dark
thicket below.

Wet vegetation, branches and leaves claw at him as he fights his way
through the undergrowth to the expanse of lawn. The grass is short and soft
as green velvet; as immaculate as if it had been clipped with a pair of nail
scissors. The gravelled drive stretches away on his right towards the house.
The building in the distance looks less like a home than a state building. It
is squat and white; for all its pretensions to grandeur it looks like the giant
white plinth of some missing statue. The many windows glitter uniformly in
the weak sun.

It takes Tom a good fifteen minutes to walk the length of the drive to the
front door. The building stares down upon him, impassive yet watchful, like
some resting beast. The door creaks open before he has even reached the
first step, and another butler emerges: older than Simpson with a shock of
white hair, a more pronounced sag to the shoulders.

It is the same story, give or take a few words. Lady Alice is unwell, and
not receiving visitors. In what way is she unwell? The butler looks at Tom
as if he has committed an act of gross indecency, and informs him that he
‘is not at liberty to say, sir’.

‘I’m a friend,” Tom says, reasonably, ‘and I’'m concerned for her ...’



‘Nevertheless, sir ...’ the man begins closing the door, ‘nevertheless, I'm
afraid that I must ask you to leave.’

‘My name is Thomas Stafford’ — his voice is almost a shout now, despite
his efforts to stay calm — ‘will you at least let her know that I called?’

The butler makes a quick motion of his head that could be a shake or nod
— impossible to say. Then the door closes, surprisingly quietly for
something so large, with a tiny click. Tom stands there, his whole being taut
with frustration. In the emerald silence of the grounds, the pounding of his
blood in his ears is deafeningly loud. He lingers for a minute or so,
considering his options.

As stealthily as possible, Tom makes his way round the side of the house,
searching for another entrance. At the back of the building he comes upon a
low annexe, which a clamour of metal and belch of savoury steam reveal to
be the kitchens. Almost without thinking, he makes for the door. As he
reaches it, it swings open and a figure emerges.

‘Alice?’

She hurries towards him, pulling her coat about her. It is a man’s trench
coat, and her bare knees beneath its hem appear pale and naked in the cold
glare of the day. She looks far from ill, Tom thinks. And yet there is a
change in her appearance, though it is difficult to determine exactly what.
She seems ... softer. There is an unusual rosiness to her cheeks, too — not,
Tom decides, the unhealthy flush of the invalid.

‘Let’s walk, shall we?’ She takes his arm and he feels her warm against
his side.

‘Look, Alice,” he says, trying to remind himself that he is angry with her,
‘what’s the game? I haven’t heard from you for months. We were worried
about you.’

“‘We?’

“Your aunt and 1.’

‘I’1l explain everything — once we’re properly alone.” She leads the way
through a gate into the walled kitchen gardens, and they make for a stone
love seat at the far end. “We can’t be seen from the house in here,’ she says,
‘though it may already be too late for that. You made quite a racket, you
know.’

‘Are you surprised? They said you were ill, but wouldn’t say what was
wrong or how bad. It was as if you’d been locked away.’



There is sunlight now, though a weak and trembling sort. The stone is
cold beneath them, and the dew-wet grass about them exhales a shimmering
mist of moisture into the air. Tom looks at Alice, her pink knees, her
mussed hair, and forgives her everything: the long silence, the worry she
has caused him. Sitting here beside her, in this garden of enchantment, with
spring suddenly upon them, it all seems to make sense. Then Alice speaks,
in a voice unfamiliar to him.

“The thing is,” she says, quietly and slowly, choosing the words carefully,
‘the thing is, I've been rather a fool.” She looks down at her hands, as
though she might read her next lines there.

He waits for her to continue. He has never seen Alice like this. In this
moment they are so silent and still that a magpie struts its way past their
feet, unperturbed by their presence.

Alice twists her fingers together. A slow flush creeps up the side of her
face, and she refuses to look up and meet his gaze. Finally she says: ‘I don’t
think there’s a way of dressing this up. Oh, Tom. The thing is, you see, I’'m
going to have a baby.’

He cannot speak.

Alice gives a strange, humourless laugh. It is a shocking sound, in the
silence of the garden. The magpie screeches and takes flight.

‘Is it ... was it ...?” Instantly, Tom is making calculations, weighing
options. He’ll go into the law after all. He’ll make a home for them, support
Alice and the child.

But when he looks back up at her, ready to say all of this, he sees that she
is shaking her head.

‘I don’t understand,’ he says.

She still won’t look at him. ‘It wasn’t you, Tom. When I was in Venice
...” She stops when she sees the look on his face. He cannot hear any more.
He thinks of the things he could say now, that would leave him anatomized
before her.

‘It was my maid, in London,’ Alice tells him. ‘She saw all the signs, even
before I did. She must have reported it back to Mother.’

‘What are you going to do? You can’t want to stay here like this.’

‘No,’ she says. ‘No, I don’t.’

“Then why ...’



‘I’'m going to play along with her game, Tom. She wants me here, hiding
myself away.” She gestures down at herself, and Tom sees now that the
curve of her belly is visible beneath the loose folds of the coat. ‘I’m in no fit
state to do anything at the moment. This is the best place for me ... until I
can work out what to do.’

“You could come and live with me.’

‘No, Tom.’

‘But I could look after you both.’

She shakes her head again.

“You aren’t going to him, surely?’

“To whom?’ She looks at him in confusion, and then, understanding: ‘Oh.
No. No, of course not. I’ll do this on my own.’

‘Where will you go? How will you live?’

‘We’ll manage.” Then she smiles, almost like the Alice of old. ‘Do you
know, I wonder whether that sense I had of needing to do something
meaningful, to make something of my life ... well, I wonder if it was this
all along.’

He tries one last time. ‘Alice, please let me help you. You can’t stay here.
Come with your aunt and I. She’s waiting in the car at the gate.’

Alice reaches up with her free hand and touches the side of his cheek
lightly. He closes his eyes. ‘You’re so very wonderful, which is why I
would never think of coming with you. I will not be your responsibility.’

‘But—’

“You should leave, Tom.” She says it gently, but this only makes her
words all the more terrible.

‘When will I see you?’

She leans over and kisses him on the cheek, and he breathes the familiar
scent of her skin. ‘Not for a while, I think.’

Returning the way he came, towards the waiting car just visible beyond the
gates — Tom turns, once. Alice has disappeared inside. The house stares
blindly as before, but then he catches a flutter of movement in one of the
upstairs windows. He thinks he glimpses a white face, gazing down upon
him. Then a flash — like the scales of a fish turning over in the sunlight — of
pale blonde hair.



Back in his room in Oxford, Tom lets his bag fall to the floor. He can feel a
great pressure building inside him: pressing itself against his ribcage. A
feeling that is more akin to grief than to rage — but easily as powerful and
destructive. He looks about him wildly. In the corner of the room he sees
the wooden chest, the one in which he keeps all of his painting supplies. As
though driven by some influence beyond thought, he strides over to it and
unlocks it, begins pulling it all out: paint, brushes, putties and pencils,
letting them scatter across the floorboards. A couple of the tins of oils burst
their lids and begin to shed their bright contents. Tom doesn’t notice — his
attention is solely on the task at hand. He pays no heed when he snags the
skin of his thumb on a scalpel and the blood begins to flow freely. The
sharp pain — so much more manageable than the pain inside — merely aids
his single-minded focus. He does not pause until the chest is empty.

The studies of Alice are the only pieces that he has allowed to face
outwards — the only works of which he has, up until this point, felt truly
proud. This makes them easy to find in the small space, though they are
many. Tom takes them up, every one. Into the chest they go, all of them. He
forces those that will not fit properly, hearing as he does the crack of wood
and the unmistakable sound of ripping canvas. The sound is oddly
gratifying. His eyes burn — not with tears, but with the terrible, aching
absence of them.

He shuts the chest, wrenching the lid down, and forcing the clasps into
place. He takes the key and locks it. Only now does he reach for the whisky
kept in his cupboard. He rarely drinks the stuff and the bottle is three-
quarters full. It should be enough, he hopes, to take away some of the pain.

In the shifting, queasy darkness, Tom wakes from his stupor, and sways
across the floor to the chest, lit by the cold, weak light from the quad. He
opens it quickly, as though something might escape, and removes the
drawing: the one of Alice by the lake. He knows the size and shape of it
without looking. He is unable, he realizes, to bear the thought of it shut
away in the dark.

Then he rams the lid down, hard.
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I see now how naive I was. Before that, I believed that if you willed
something to happen with all your being, it could be so. But I had lost
Alice, I knew that I had — and there was nothing I could do about it. It was a
hard lesson to learn, that one.

Describing it to Kate brought everything back so violently that I could
almost feel again the hurt and rage that had carried me up to Oxford and
through the weeks that followed. With hindsight, I can see that what I
thought of as righteous fury on her behalf was my own unsightly jealousy.

“The baby,” Kate asked me, ‘was it my mother?’

I told her that I was as certain as I could be that it was. She went very
quiet at this, but I knew that more questions were taking shape — questions
that I knew I couldn’t answer to her satisfaction. I admit that I feigned a
greater tiredness than I felt in order to escape from these, to buy myself
time. Because I simply didn’t have the answer to why Alice had chosen to
abandon her baby.



Corsica, August 1986

Stafford retreated into the cool of the house for the rest of the day. I spent
the afternoon lying by the pool, while the shade moved from where it
merely grazed my toes to envelop me completely.

Stafford had told me that he was as sure as he could be that the baby was
Mum. So, it seemed, my mother had been the Frenchman’s daughter.

It was now that I put my secret wish to rest. Since Stafford had first told
me of his love for Alice I had harboured some hope that he might, in fact,
be my grandfather. I had even — I blushed to think it then — begun to
tentatively wonder if my interest in art might after all be something inherent
... in my genes. I had come to like Stafford so much that I had longed for
this to be the thing that strengthened the bond between us so it could not be
broken. I had only allowed myself to explore these thoughts in small,
furtive bursts, telling myself not to allow the hope to grow too great, as the
disappointment would be all the more bitter if it were crushed. In this I had
failed.

As for Alice, she had been twenty-two years old, alone and afraid, in a
less forgiving era. Was it enough to exonerate her, for giving Mum away?
The rational part of me knew that it probably was. But why send the letter,
so many years later? Why that desperate, lonely attempt to get back in
touch? Could I forgive her that? I wasn’t sure.

When Oliver came down to swim lengths I feigned sleep, but it felt as
though the top layer of my skin had been removed so that I was aware of
his every disturbance of the air between us. I did not want to talk to him. I
was oddly certain that if I did I would not be able to stop myself from
telling him what I had learned.

I heard him clamber from the pool and pad over to the other chair, where he
had left his things.



‘Kate?’

I was forced to open my eyes and look up at him.

‘Are you all right?’

“Yes,’ I said, cautiously. ‘I’'m fine.’

He reached for his towel and began to dry himself. I tried not to look as
he did it, at the expanses of taut skin that were revealed by his movements.

‘Gerard and I have spent the morning working on the boat, making sure
she’s watertight. I was thinking of how — when we were in Bonifacio — you
mentioned going out in her ...’

I nodded, flushing to recall the embarrassment I had felt. It seemed a
curiously long time ago, now.

‘Perhaps we could take her out later. Would you like to? You could bring
your camera, if you wanted.’

‘OK then — yes.’

‘I don’t think we can go as far as the caves — I’'m not sure she’s ready for
such a long journey — but we could take her along the coast here. It’s flat
out there — it’ll be the perfect evening for it.’

So, before supper, we went out in the boat. I did bring my Nikon, and
though I’d had misgivings about its safety I was glad that I had. At this time
of day the sand of the coves and the rocks that ringed them appeared
aflame: a fire that had miraculously found its way across the surface of the
water to burn there too.

There was a kind of alchemy to photography back then that has been lost
to us in the digital age. Now, we can view a photo on a screen as soon as it
has been taken. Then, we were attempting to collect some fragment of what
we saw with no guarantee that we would bring back anything of worth. It
was akin to a child dangling a fishing net in a rock pool, watching as the life
forms seem to swim their way into captivity, only to lift it out and discover
that just seaweed remains.

Oliver had brought a tripod with him, and he helped me to fix the Nikon
to it. My fingers trembled, ever so slightly, when his hands brushed mine.
Then he told me to crouch low in the boat, too, to steady myself.

“The first time I tried to take photographs from the boat they came out
like abstracts,” he said, ‘blurred shapes and colours — quite beautiful in a
way, but not what I had been hoping to achieve.’



I got myself into position, crouching down, thankful that the water was
millpond-still. I did not want to risk these photos being ruined. I wanted to
get it all exactly as it was. In fact, I felt again that frustration that I could not
in some way capture everything else: the marine scent that emanated from
the old boat’s interior, the warm fingers of the evening breeze. And there
was that hush — unlike anything I could ever experience in London — broken
only by the call of swifts catching insects near the shore, where they soared
and plunged in extraordinary patterns.

‘I can tell you’re a good photographer,” Oliver said.

‘Oh? How did you come to that conclusion?’

‘Because of the way you look at things,’ he said. “You’re watchful ...’

I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that — it reminded me, uncomfortably,
of how he had caught me looking at the photos. ‘Can that be a good thing?’
I asked.

“Yes,’ he said, intently. ‘It’s not simply good — it’s essential for an artist. I
see it in Grand-pere too. It has to do with the way you look at everything.
An intensity.’

“You must have that too,’ I told him, ‘to be an architect.’

‘No. It’s much more prosaic, a matter of mathematics rather than art.’

He was being modest, of course. ‘But you take photographs too,’ I said.

“Yes, and I enjoy it. But I have never been able to take any I am truly
proud of. Mine are just a record of what’s in front of me. To make the
viewer see something beyond the image — that’s a special skill. As different
as one of Grand-pere’s works from a paint-by-numbers. I try — but I won’t
ever be a great photographer, it’s just not there.” He paused. ‘It’s important
to know your limitations. When I was young I thought I could paint, even
decided I wanted to be an artist, like Grand-pére. It was quite a long and
painful process to discover I would never be good enough.’

He said it without any discernible trace of bitterness, though I was sure
that the reckoning would have come as a blow at the time.

“Well,” I said, ‘it was a short and painful process to discover I couldn’t
dance. Thank God I found out I could at least do something useful with a
camera.’

He smiled at this, and I felt rather pleased — his smiles were a rare
commodity.



‘I need to stop talking to you and let you concentrate,” he said then.
“You’ll lose the light otherwise.’

I realized with alarm that he was right, that the band of brilliant light was
slipping down the cliffs, soon to be lost. I put my eye to the viewfinder and
took several shots — more than were strictly necessary, just to be sure.

Suddenly a rogue gust of wind whipped my hair across my face, blinding
me. Before I could disentangle my hands to sweep it away, Oliver had
reached out a hand and done it for me. I turned back to thank him and found
him gazing at me with the strangest expression, one that caused the words
to stick in my throat. We were trapped by that look, like two animals. It
frightened me, the possibility in it, even as excitement quickened in my
stomach.

But then Oliver spoke. ‘It looks like we’re starting to lose the light,” he
said, his voice slightly louder than it needed to be. He moved away from
me, heading towards the engine — right at the back of the boat. “We should
make for the shore.’

The moment had disintegrated — almost as though it had never existed.

Oliver started the engine. As we sped across the darkening waters, I tried
to tell myself that we had avoided something terrible — something that could
not have been allowed to happen. He had done the right thing, for both of
us.
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Even all those years later, I couldn’t help wondering how things might have
turned out if I had acted differently, more decisively. I found myself
recollecting what had happened when I told Lady Margaret what Alice
asked me to say: that she was all right, that she had a plan, and that for the
time being we must not intervene. She disclosed something then that
showed Alice’s mother to me in a rather different light.

I am trying to remember how she put it exactly. ‘She looks young,’ she
said, ‘but she isn’t as young as she looks. She was older than my brother
when they married, by three or four years. The boy, Archie, was born only
seven months after the wedding, and you have never seen such a huge,
healthy child. Do you understand what I am telling you?’ I nodded, and she
went on: ‘My parents chose to see it as a young couple’s rashness, ill-
advised and shaming, but ultimately rectified by the marriage. I wonder
now if they saw more than they admitted. You see, my brother only met her
the month before they married. I know: I was there that evening to see him
lose his head over her.’

I can’t quite explain why, but suddenly much about Alice’s mother made
sense; the way she had doted on Archie and neglected her daughter. The
absolute fear she had of scandal of any sort. But it stunned me, too, that she
— the apogee of decorum and seemliness — could have been involved in such
deceit. Lady Margaret must have seen the expression on my face, because
she laughed and said, ‘I can see that I have shocked you. Believe me,
although there is no love lost between her and I, I do not say this simply to
blacken her name. I have a horror of gossip for its own sake. I am telling
you because it is worth bearing in mind what she is capable of.’



Kate and Oliver went out on the boat that evening to take photographs of
the shore. As soon as they returned for supper, I knew that some new thing
had occurred. The silence between them across the table had a weight and
texture to it that had not been there before. I was intrigued, but I also felt ...
how to describe it? Not envy, exactly, but some close cousin of it. For I
understood then, as I had not before, that I would never again share that
particular sort of silence with another person.

I worried for them, too. I reminded myself, firmly, that there was nothing
I could do about it. After all, it was exactly what I had secretly begun to
hope for. But now that it seemed it might become a possibility, I was all too
aware of everything that was at stake.

The next morning, I decided to tell Kate about that last time I saw Alice in
England. It was late summer, and I was working in a solicitor’s office. I had
gained — to everyone’s surprise, including my own — a first-class degree
from Oxford. I knew instantly that this success would work against me. If I
had scraped a Third, I might have been left to my own devices. Instead, I
now appeared to be destined for a life of intellectual pursuits.

My father had got much worse, in those last few years before his death.
He was still at the firm, but his hours had been greatly reduced: he wasn’t
well enough to work full time. In truth, he wasn’t well enough to work at
all, but they kept him on out of loyalty. For more than a decade it had been
eating away at him, this disease of the mind, and most of the time he was
unrecognizable from the man he had once been. There would have been no
question of leaving my mother to cope with him alone, and the
responsibility of helping her fell to me. My oldest sister Rosa now lived in
Islington with her young family, and my other sister, Caro, had married in
the summer and moved to Nova Scotia. And so I had returned to live in the
house in Fulham.

The job was in a solicitor’s office in Silk Street — Locke & Proudfoot —
and my position was that of a glorified clerk. The work bored me, and the
boredom made me stupid, so that I seemed to spend half my time correcting
my own blunders. I’'m sure that my employer, old Mr Proudfoot, wondered
whether the first-class student he had been promised had swapped places
with some moron changeling.



The one saving grace was that the hours were good. If I managed to make
few enough errors to be able to finish undoing them by six o’clock, I would
be home in time to fit in some drawing before supper. That was what I was
hoping for the day she came to find me. It was a golden evening, and I was
walking home across that small triangle of earth they rather optimistically
call the Green. Something about the figure on the bench made me stop in
my tracks. I can’t explain what it was that drew my eye to her, exactly.
Perhaps it was the running dog, returning to its master, that sped through
the space between us. Or maybe it was the strange pull she exerted upon
me. From that distance I could not have been sure it was her by sight — and
yet I knew that it was.

She had fallen asleep, slumped slightly to one side. I remember it so
clearly, the way she looked when I stood over her, wondering whether or
not to wake her. Her face was thin and drawn. She seemed an entirely
different person from the Alice I had seen only a few months previously.
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London, August 1930

Alice stirs, as though the pressure of his gaze has woken her. She shivers,
and blinks in confusion before she comes to an awareness of where she is.
Her silver eyes are huge in her face and as she stares up at him she looks
strange and fey, rather wild. Then recognition dawns, and she relaxes back
into her seat.

‘Alice? Are you all right?’

“Tom.” She gives a tired smile. ‘I’d almost given up waiting. How
embarrassing, to fall asleep.’

“You look exhausted.” He sits down beside her.

‘I haven’t felt like sleeping much.’

‘What are you doing here, Alice? Where ...” Tom is about to ask after the
child, but something stops him. Looking at her, it is hard to believe that a
mere few weeks ago she had been carrying a baby inside her. She is thinner
than ever — she looks barely old enough to bear children. Her skin has a
yellowish tint to it and her hair is lank, clinging to her skull. He sits down
next to her and takes her hand. Her fingers are cold — no doubt from several
hours of waiting in the cooling evening air.

“You're freezing. I think we should go inside.” He tries to persuade Alice
to come home with him, but she is adamant that she doesn’t want to cause
any fuss. In the end, lost for inspiration, he ends up taking her to the nearest
pub, where the atmosphere is thick with pipe smoke and stale beer, and the
men stare at them curiously over their evening pints. Tom isn’t even sure
that Alice, as a woman, is allowed to be in here. He hurries her to a table in
the furthest corner, as far removed from the crowd at the bar as it is possible
to be.

She doesn’t seem to be aware of her surroundings, or of how incongruous
she looks in her well-cut travelling clothes. She takes a tin of cigarettes
from her bag and slides two out, offering him one. He reflects that he



wasn’t even aware before that she smoked. How is it that he didn’t know?
He accepts one, and she lights them with fingers that betray her agitation
with a slight tremble.

‘I’ve left,” she says.

‘Oh.” He feels the quickening of excitement — and panic — inside him.
What is it that she is telling him? What does she need of him? His head
spins with the possibilities, and he speaks before he has time to think better
of it: ‘And the baby?’

Alice’s expression shutters. She gives the tiniest — almost imperceptible —
shake of her head and looks down at the scarred surface of the table. She
does not say anything, but she doesn’t need to: it is clear what this means.
The child could not come too. Perhaps, in the end, she realized she was not
up to the challenge of supporting both herself and the child. He
understands, too late, that he should not have asked.

Desperate to change the subject, he asks: “‘Why don’t you stay the night,
here, with us?’

‘No.” She rests her hand on his wrist. ‘I have a hotel. Goodness,’ she
says, with unconvincing gaiety, ‘I do sound independent. I used to find the
thought of hotels rather exciting, probably because we so rarely stayed in
them. Unfortunately, it isn’t that sort of hotel. Nonetheless, it will do. And
do you know something? It transpires that hotel rooms are expensive, even
the ones with algae-green wallpaper and no soap. But I shan’t be there
long.’

‘Where will you go?’

‘Paris.” She smiles and shrugs. ‘Where else?’

Tom stiffens. He doesn’t ask, because he doesn’t want to know the
answer, but she watches him curiously, sensing that there is a question.
‘What is it?’

‘It’s him, isn’t it? The Frenchman — you’re going to stay with him.’

‘Oh. No — I hadn’t even thought ... Besides, he doesn’t live in Paris, not
any more. [ want to go because when I think of anywhere I can imagine
living, of starting a new life, I think of Paris. It’s been like that ever since I
went there with Aunt M. as a teenager.’

She tells him that there is a train, early in the morning, to take her to
Southampton. Then she’ll get herself passage on the first ferry she can.

‘Can I visit you?’



She glances at him and her expression is odd, even guilty. ‘Perhaps, one
day.’

‘Or I could come with you.” Yes, he thinks, and feels excitement quicken
at the prospect. ‘I could get a job, or sell my paintings — the bad ones, the
only ones people seem to actually like. There wouldn’t be much, but we
wouldn’t need ...” He trails off. She is shaking her head, and her eyes have
filled with tears.

‘I came to say goodbye, Tom. It has to be like this. Do you understand?’

And he understands that he has lost her. The story that started all those
years ago in Winnard Cove has finally come to an end.
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It wasn’t the last time I saw her. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell Kate the
rest. Some memories, I have discovered, are too precious — and too painful
— to share.

I told her something else. I told her about the postcard. I had gone to
Ajaccio to retrieve it, the day Oliver and Kate went to the mountains,
because that was where it had been left, in a deposit box at the bank there. I
had been worried that to keep it in the house might prompt me, in a weaker
moment, to act recklessly.

Like a coward I had not shown it to Kate at once. I had kept it for a
couple of days, a vain attempt to play for time. Because I knew that, as soon
as she had seen it, everything would change. I would lose her.

The postcard had come with terrible timing. Elodia was dying, then — and it
was the worst part of the dying, when she was still fighting against it with
all her might. Before she became resigned to it, though the latter is the
worst of all, in its way.

I didn’t believe it, when it came. My first thought was that it was a hoax.
Alice was dead. She had been dead for nearly thirty years.
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Paris, September 1945

He remembers his way to the square easily, though he has only walked this
way once before. There is the building with the small bistro on the first
floor.

From a distance, it looks much the same. The fire-engine-red paint, the
scattering of ironwork tables and chairs upon the flagstones outside. And
there are people, so many people — more, even, than there had been before.
It is difficult at first, looking upon this scene, to imagine that these people
have experienced war. The same war that has wrung him, torn him, spat
him out. Yet, as he draws closer, he sees the chunks of plaster missing from
one wall. He sees that the surface of the red paint is chipped and peeling
away. His gaze roams the faces. He feels that at any moment he will see her.
It seems impossible that she should not be here. This was how he imagined
it every time, crouching beneath the hell overhead. Him, lifting her into his
arms, climbing the steep, narrow stairs up to the small attic space. The
white bed, the light falling across them. But she is not here. All these
people, all these faces, yet not that one he seeks.

He will find the patronne: he remembers her. She will be able to tell him
something. It is possible that Alice no longer lives here, but she had loved
that room. When he had seen her in it, with her meagre but precious
possessions about her, he could not imagine her living anywhere else.

Tom almost doesn’t recognize the woman at first. He remembers a
strapping Belgesse, ruddy-cheeked, large-bosomed, in the prime of life. He
sees, instead, an elderly woman, staggering under the weight of the tray she
carries. Something has happened to her face, and her hair, formerly a
reddish blonde, is a shock of bone white. Her movements between the
tables are pinched and arthritic. Tom is fascinated and appalled, frozen for
several moments where he stands watching her. What must a person have
experienced to undergo such a change?



It could be that his stillness in the midst of the movement and chatter
draws her attention, or that she simply feels his gaze upon her. She turns
and looks at him, trying to place him, sifting through memory. Then he sees
her face change as she recognizes him.

‘I’'m looking for Alice,” he says. Perhaps his pronunciation is poor,
maybe she doesn’t hear him properly, because she backs away from him,
shaking her head. He follows her across the room. ‘Alice? Do you know
where she is? I’ve come to see her.’

7

The woman told me that Alice had been murdered. They’d taken a group,
fifty men and women, into a clearing in the forest and shot them. They were
hostages. There’d been an attack on a German soldier on one of the Metro
stations, and that was how they did the sums: one German life was paid for
in kind by fifty French. The prison had released the list of names in the
papers, to warn off others as much as to notify relatives. The woman had
paid out of her own pocket for a site in the cimetiere, though she had
nothing to bury there.

Fifty lives. Was it selfish to consider hers more valuable than any of
those other lives that had been lost? But to me it was infinitely precious.
The irony was that the thought of her had kept me alive. That thought had
kept me sane. I had believed in her, in the future we would make together,
the way other men believe in God.

I didn’t know what to do with myself, after the woman showed me the
stone with the dates. And so I went home. I couldn’t paint: I think I may
have had a breakdown, the quieter sort, the sort that goes largely
unremarked. It took me a long time to remember where it was that I’d last
been able to paint — where I had last been happy.

It was then I thought of Corsica, the place we had discovered together ...
that time I had not told Kate about. I craved the wind, the sun and salt, the
simplicity of the island. I still barely ate or slept, but, gradually, I began to
do a little work.



I met Elodia a month after I arrived. There was a daughter — three years old
— a product of a wartime liaison. Her family had chosen to despise her, both
for having had the relationship with an Italian and then, perhaps more
importantly, for not being able to make him stay and marry her. They’d
been thrown out, she and her daughter, and left to fend for themselves.

About a week after I moved in she came to my house to ask if I wanted
my laundry done, for a small fee. The child clung to her leg. I didn’t need
anything washed, but I found some anyway. Something about her gave me
the impression of survival against the odds, even before I knew the story.

It became a twice-weekly thing. I was perfectly capable of doing my own
washing, but I came to look forward to her visits. Eventually, she trusted me
enough to explain her situation. In a way she reminded me of Alice: her
courage, her tenacity.

We married five months later. I know how it must look, how unforgivable
a thing, that less than a year after I discovered the love of my life had been
killed, I married another woman. But, you see, in a way it made perfect
sense. With her gone, I would never marry for love, that much was certain.
The only person for me in that way had been Alice. All the same, I was a
young, healthy, whole man — at a time when so many had been maimed or
killed. And I was so lonely. When I met this young woman, left all alone
with her daughter, I wanted to help her.

Elodia understood that what I was offering was friendship,
companionship, support. All the things that should be part of a marriage: all
except love. I think that suited her well though. You see, she had known
love too, and it had let her down. We did grow to love one another in the
way that friends do — though it was a love of a different species entirely to
what I had felt, and would continue to feel, for Alice. Elodia and I lived
together for more than thirty years in almost total harmony, but unpalatable
as it may be, I never stopped mourning Alice and what we could have had.

So when the card came, it seemed an impossible thing. I assumed
initially that it might be a cruel hoax, from one who had somehow
discovered our story.

19 August 1979
To my dearest Tom,



Would you consent to a meeting of old friends? I go by another
name now, but I’m still the girl you once knew.

A

She was dead. I had seen the very stone that marked that fact.

But then I turned it over and saw the photograph on the other side of the
postcard: Winnard Cove, Cornwall: watercolour. The shape of the bay and
the wych elms exactly as I remembered, though Eversley Hall had been
turned into a hotel, and a phalanx of beach umbrellas bristled the lip of the
cliff. The writing was the same — or, almost. And she gave an address: not
far from where she had been living before. It couldn’t be ... yet, incredibly,
it was. I knew that it was.
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Corsica, August 1986

My reaction, when Stafford told me about the postcard, surprised me. It was
one of anger, of betrayal at the fact that he had kept from me something so
vital. I had begun to assume from the way he spoke of her that Alice must
be dead. But now, not only was there the strong possibility that she was still
alive, there was also an address at which she might — just conceivably — be
found.

‘Why didn’t you tell me? At the beginning?’

‘Because you didn’t know the full story,” he said. ‘I needed to explain all
of it to you so that you’d understand. So that you’d understand her, before
you went looking.’

Stafford said that before he’d got the postcard he’d been certain that
Alice had died, decades earlier. That was war, he said, that was the sort of
mess it made out of what you thought you knew, out of the life you had
imagined yourself having. So the thing seemed, at first, like a message from
a ghost.

‘Have you seen her since?’ Had he kept this from me too?

‘No. I never went.’

‘Why ... because of Elodia?’

“Yes. It would have been a terrible disloyalty.’

Was that the whole picture? I think perhaps not. In fact, I am sure there
had been fear, too. Fear that he might find Alice changed beyond
recognition from the person he had loved: that it would be better to
remember her as the young woman she had been. Fear that she might find
him terribly changed, too — that she would find him wanting.

‘So she lives here now?’ I indicated the return address that she had given,
in Paris: Rue de Seine.

‘I can’t say. As there’s been no contact since ...” He made a helpless
gesture to indicate the span of years. ‘If you went there, though, you might



be able to discover something further. A start, at least.’

I glanced down at the postcard. I turned it over, and saw the view it
showed: of a sandy beach buffeted by grey waves, and two buildings, one
large and historic in aspect, the other nestling in its shadow, a cottage
perhaps a tenth of the size. I had the strongest feeling of recognition, as I
studied it. And I knew, before I read it, this was Winnard Cove.
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Corsica, September 1986

I had to leave now, that was clear. I needed to go in search of Alice, but I
didn’t want to offend Stafford, to whom I owed so much. Any anger I felt at
him had ebbed as quickly as it had arrived. I saw how fervently he had
wanted to be certain that I understand her before I judged her actions.

When I went to tell him that I planned to go to Paris, Stafford anticipated
me. ‘I know that you will want to be on your way,’ he said, ‘it will be so sad
to see you go, Kate. Both of us,” he glanced over at Oliver, who sat quite
still, gazing out to sea, ‘have enjoyed your company enormously.’

I could not see Oliver’s expression — and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to.
Would it mean anything to him, that I was leaving? It might even be a
relief: the removal of a complication. Now he would have the time alone
with his grandfather that he had craved.

“You could fly to Paris,” Stafford said, ‘or you could take the night ferry
across tomorrow and catch a train from Marseilles.’

I was instantly more attracted to the idea of the train. A plane would have
been faster, of course, and speed was to be prized. But if I could avoid
flying — and the associations it brought with it — I would. I needed time to
prepare myself too. A train journey would offer those few necessary hours
in which to do so. And it would give me one more day in this place. It was
gratifying to see how pleased Stafford looked when I told him of my choice.

Stafford and I talked late into the night, after Oliver had excused himself
for bed. It was rare that Stafford stayed up beyond nine, so I understood that
to be granted his company at this hour was a great and unusual honour.

He went to pour us both a drink. I never drank whisky, but this one tasted
of peat and woodsmoke and I found myself cautiously savouring it. It spoke
of adventure and a little of magic.

I looked up at the sky and it was indigo-black. The stars, on this clear
evening, astounded me. In London you barely ever see them, and I had



always thought of them as a flat canopy stretched over the heavens: a
painted surface. Now, studying them properly for the first time since I’d
arrived, 1 saw that they were more like silvery particles sinking through
dark water. Was there, just possibly, a coolness to the night air that I had not
noticed before? It was the first day of September: no longer summer.

‘Do you have anything else to ask me?’ Stafford studied me over the rim
of his glass.

I did, and the whisky had given me confidence. “What was it like, when
you believed Alice was dead?’

He considered this for a long moment before answering, and I wondered
if I had gone beyond the pale, but then he said, ‘I couldn’t believe, after
hearing it, that I could go on living. But you do, you know. Even if some
part of you does die in that moment.’

I knew that, well enough.

We had one last breakfast on the terrace the next morning. It was still warm
but, overnight, anvil-shaped grey clouds had rolled in from the sea,
obscuring the sun and leaving us, after the dazzling glare of previous days,
in what felt like a half-light.

Stafford turned to Oliver. “Would you drive us to the ferry? I'd like to
come and see Kate off.’

“Yes,’ said Oliver. ‘But ... I was thinking of going too.’

Both Stafford and I stared at him.

‘With Kate?’ Stafford asked.

He nodded, briskly. ‘I have some things I need to be doing in Paris.” He
looked to Stafford. ‘That is, if you don’t mind, Grand-pére.’

‘Of course not,” Stafford said. ‘If that’s what you’d like.’

‘Kate?’ Oliver turned to me. “Would you mind if I travelled with you?’

That last day was a rather subdued affair. I was depressed by the thought of
leaving the house, the island and most of all Stafford himself. I had only
known him for a short time but through all that he had told me I felt I knew
more about him than one might of one’s closest friend. He had been
generous, selflessly so, with his own history.

I went for one last swim in the pool, realizing that I would not have the
chance to do such a thing for a long while, and wandered down to the beach



to drink in the warm briny scent of the sea. I collected a trophy from the
maquis itself — a small bouquet of herbs that I hoped would, at least for a
while, continue to evoke the island for me once I had left.

I did not see much of Oliver that day. I could not understand why he had
asked to join me on the journey to Paris — but I decided that it would do me
no good to dwell on it.

After lunch, Stafford called me into his studio. ‘It’s not quite finished,” he
told me, ‘but I think it’s ready for you to see.’

I followed him round, for the first time, to the other side of the easel.
‘Oh.” T could not seem to find anything else to say. It was a work of
incredible technical skill, of that characteristic economy of his that allowed
for no errant line. Yet it was also at the same time something much more
than that. He had found strength of character where I had only seen a lack —
had revealed a beauty that I would not have believed existed. Yet it wasn’t a
lie. It was true — it was me.

Stafford had one last thing to show me. I saw that he had pulled from the
corner of the room an old trunk, the leather worn and cracked with age. As
he bent, stiffly, to unlock it, I suddenly knew what it was. When he lifted
the lid and I saw what was within — what I had hoped would be there — I felt
my eyes fill with tears.
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Paris, September 1986

Oliver and I took the ferry from Ajaccio to Nice. We’d each booked a small
cabin, but I knew instantly that I would not be able to sleep: there was too
much to think about. Instead, I told him that I planned to remain for a while
up on the deck, and he opted to join me.

The clouds that had obscured the sky had finally retreated in the
afternoon to reveal a night sky of almost perfect clarity. We found a part of
the deck that we could make our own and sat and stared out across the
depths towards the lights of the island, receding until they became tiny
pinpricks of light, will-o’-the-wisp’s lanterns, scarcely real.

‘I packed these,” Oliver said, ‘just in case.” He produced two beers from
the battered rucksack he had brought — the only luggage he seemed to be
taking with him. I thanked him as he passed me one, and he gave a quick
smile, then looked back out to sea.

I wished that things could be simple between us, now that we had shaken
off hostility, then strained formality — all of that. Instead there was this
other, complicating element. I was sure I had not imagined the way he had
looked at me in the boat the evening before. Yet the idea of acknowledging
it, of forcing it to reveal itself, was unthinkable. Now, removed from the
island and from Stafford, our aloneness together felt dangerous. Though the
boat was crowded with passengers, sitting there in the dark alcove we had
found, suspended between the sea and sky, I could believe that we were the
only people for miles around.

‘l was thinking,” Oliver said then, surprising me, ‘I was always so
depressed on this journey, back to the mainland, that I never realized how
beautiful it is.’

‘But coming the other way must have been the opposite?’



‘I was generally too excited then to notice.” He took a sip of his beer.
‘Mum always hated taking the ferry. She once told me that she thought of it
as the passage across the River Styx.’

I tried to imagine how someone might equate the crossing to Corsica,
land of light and sea, with a voyage into the underworld.

‘For her sake,” he said, ‘I hope that it wasn’t where she ended up when
she died. She’d have hated that, having spent her whole life trying to get
away from it.’

I cleared my throat. ‘How did she die?” Oliver didn’t answer
immediately, and my question seemed to echo in the silence. Immediately I
felt I had gone too far. But then he said, quietly: ‘An overdose.’

‘Oh. I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be. It happened a long time ago.’

‘How old were you?’

‘It was the day after I’d turned ten, actually,” he said, his tone slightly too
offhand to be truly convincing. ‘Mum had this idea that I was now grown
up — she had allowed me to come to Cannes for the week — and that we
should celebrate in style. It ... it was the most bizarre day you can imagine.
I feel sorry for her, now, when I think about it. She simply didn’t have a
clue how to be a parent, even though she’d had such a good example from
my grandmother.” He shrugged. ‘It wasn’t in her nature, I suppose.

‘She told me that since I was now an adult we’d have a grown-up
celebration and go for lunch in the best restaurant. I’d have preferred a cake
on the beach, to be honest. Most ten-year-old boys would, probably. Still,
she was trying, and I suppose she didn’t know what ten-year-old boys liked.

‘It was out of town, the restaurant, about half an hour’s drive away. My
mother told me on the way that it was the place to go — everyone who was
anyone would be there. That didn’t mean much to me, but she looked very
elegant, and I was proud of her when we walked in and people turned to
stare. I think she at least seemed like the “somebody” she wanted to be.’

I remembered, as he said this, walking into the smoke-fugged bar of the
Groucho Club with Mum, me only as high as her waist at the time. People
swarming around her, patting me on the head. There were other beautiful
women there, but she was by far the most beautiful, the most interesting,
the most talented: I knew this unequivocally. She’d knelt and whispered in



my ear, ‘We can go as soon as you want to. Tell me when, and we’ll leave
that very minute.’

‘Did you enjoy it?’ I asked.

‘In a way — it was a new experience, certainly. It was a hot day, but inside
the restaurant there was this strange refrigerated cool. You know the sort of
place: huge white napkins folded into elaborate shapes, waiters like
penguins — a bit old-fashioned now.’

I nodded. He was speaking quickly, as if afraid of stopping, of not getting
to the end. I wondered why he had chosen this moment to tell me. Perhaps,
I thought, it was to do with the unusual, confessional quality of our spot —
the silence and darkness around us like a cloak.

‘Maman ordered us champagne,’ he continued, ‘which I hated, but drank
because I didn’t want to look like a child. She kept leaning over and
whispering to me: “There’s so-and-so, there’s so-and-so” and making subtle
gestures in their direction, which got less and less subtle as she had more to
drink. They were mainly men, I think, and to me they all looked old and
unremarkable. Judging by her excitement, I imagine they were bigwigs in
the film industry: important people.

“Then she said she was going to the bathroom. She was gone for some
time, and I began to look about me, because I was bored. Suddenly I spotted
her, in the far corner, talking to a man. He was sitting, and there was
another man opposite him — and my mother was crouching next to the table
to speak to him. I could see, even from that distance, when things changed
from being friendly, civil, to something else. She put her hand on his
shoulder and he reached up and removed it, very cool, not looking at her.
Then she pointed right over at me, and his head came up, and his eyes met
mine. I looked away quickly, down into my blanquette de veau. 1 know this
may sound farfetched, and I have no proof other than what I felt ... but in
that moment I knew that man was my father.’

‘Oh.’

He took a long drink of his beer. “When my mother came back to the
table I saw that her make-up was smeared — I think she’d been crying.
Suddenly she appeared ten, twenty years older than she had before, and
drunk. I wish she could have acknowledged that she felt as terrible as she
looked. The pretence that we were still having fun was the worst.’



‘When she paid, she pulled the notes out of her purse, like this’ — he
gestured with his free hand — ‘and threw them at the waiters, so they had to
scrabble on the floor to pick them up. In the car she forgot to put her driving
shoes on at first, so she couldn’t work out, when she put her high-heel to the
pedal, why it was so difficult to drive.’

‘She drove you home?’

“Yes, but she did try to be sensible. She asked me if I wanted to drive
instead.’

‘She asked you?’ I tried not to sound as horrified as I felt.

“Yes.” He gave an odd smile. ‘It’s almost funny, when you think about it.’

‘It’s lucky you didn’t crash.’

“Yes. Although ...’

“What?’

‘I wonder now if that’s what she wanted. I mean,’ he said quickly, ‘don’t
get me wrong — she definitely wouldn’t have meant anything to happen to
me. She probably hadn’t thought it out to that extent.

‘The following morning I waited hours for her to get up. It was hot in the
apartment, I was bored. I gathered all our beach things and sat watching the
clock. When it was past midday I finally went in to wake her up.’

He didn’t say anything else for a while, and I couldn’t think, though I
tried, of something with which to fill the silence.

In Nice we took the TGV to Paris, crammed in with holidaymakers
returning to Paris, sunburnt families and couples, bags haphazard about
them. We just managed to find two seats amid the chaos.

Much of my attention was caught by the warmth of Oliver’s body forced
against mine on the small seat. Despite myself I could not help but remark
the beauty and remarkable size of the sun-browned hands resting in his lap:
the curved, dexterous thumbs and elegant fingers. I pressed my head against
the window and feigned sleep, watching the countryside rush past through
half-closed eyes.

When Oliver fell asleep, his head thrown back against the seat rest to
expose the beautiful column of his throat, my sensitivity to his presence
beside me waned. Now I was free to think about what lay ahead: all the
possibility and terror of it. I thought about Stafford, too. Making another



journey all those years ago, through a different France — returning from the
front. Both of us in search of the same woman.

It was a balmy afternoon in Paris — a far cry from the scorched and salt-
swept bluster of the Corsican climate that I had become accustomed to. As
we stepped from the train at Gare de Lyon I looked up at the station clock
and found that it was only midday. There was time, I realized — with a stab
of apprehension — to make my way across the city, to call at the address.

Echoing my thoughts, Oliver said, ‘You could go straight there, I
suppose.’

‘Oh,” I said, wavering — suddenly drained of all confidence by the
prospect. ‘I thought I'd drop off my bags first.’ I knew that it sounded
feeble, a transparent play for time.

When I glanced across at Oliver I saw that he was studying me, and I
looked away in case he read my cowardice in my face. “Where will you
stay?’ he asked.

‘I’1l find a hotel.” I’d already decided this. I still had most of the money
Stafford had given me, which he had refused to take back.

Oliver seemed to be making up his mind to speak. ‘Or,’” he said, ‘you
could stay at the apartment, with me.’

‘I don’t think so,’ I said, too quickly. The idea scared me.

But Oliver was tenacious. ‘I know that Grand-pere specifically wanted
me to ask you.’

I felt fatigue wash over me then. I was too tired to argue the point, I
realized, too tired to trawl the city looking for somewhere to stay. The fact
that it was Stafford’s wish, not Oliver’s, made it an easier offer to accept:
made the gesture seem less significant.

Oliver’s apartment was above a café, of the sort that you see on old
postcards of the city — with tables and chairs spilling across the pavement.
Now, it was rather subdued — a solitary couple having a quiet drink, but in
the morning and during the lunchtime rush, Oliver said, you could faintly
hear sounds drifting up through the floors: the thwack and screech of the
coffee being made, the murmur of the customers sitting outside.

‘I like it though,” he said. ‘I love staying with Grand-pere, but I don’t
enjoy silence quite as much as him.’



After the light and space of the Maison du Vent the place seemed on the
small side, though I’'m sure that it was generous for the city. I could see,
too, that it was rather beautiful — with tall windows leading on to a tiny
ironwork balcony, and toffee-coloured floorboards. A couple of twin
Stafford sketches hung upon one wall: studies of the Maison du Vent from
different approaches. There was an antique trunk that served as a coffee
table and held a thick stack of architectural digests, and a low-slung sofa.
Yet, these elements were far less noticeable than the sparseness that
surrounded them: the place was shockingly bare, more like an elegant hotel
room than a home. I saw that several cardboard boxes lined the corridor that
ran between the rooms.

‘I’ve been having a clear-out,” Oliver said. He didn’t elaborate, and I
didn’t probe, not wanting to know whether any of them contained his wife’s
remaining possessions. It wasn’t hard to understand why he had decided to
escape to Corsica.

I looked at him, standing there in his empty flat and felt great pity for
him. Whatever had happened between them, they must have loved each
other once. The ending, however it had come about, had been a tragedy of
sorts. No one entered a marriage anticipating its demise.

He showed me to the spare room. ‘It’s not big,” he said, ‘but hopefully
it’ll be comfortable.’

When he disappeared I sat down on the bed and regarded myself in the
mirror opposite. I looked as tired and travel-worn as I felt, but there was
something else, too, some barely perceptible change that couldn’t be
attributed to the colour I had managed to pick up. If it wasn’t my
imagination I appeared more resolute, more certain of myself. I had begun
to avoid looking in mirrors since Mum’s death, because the girl I saw
reflected in them was not someone I recognized: a spectre, a not-quite
person. Now, however, I saw someone with purpose. Was this what Stafford
had seen in me, that which I had not known until he had distilled into the
portrait?

I returned to the sitting room, where Oliver was waiting. It was odd — he
looked awkward in the bare space — out of place — as though he were the
guest. But then I recalled how I’d felt rattling around the house in Battersea,
feeling like an imposter, a pale imitation of all that had been there before.
Perhaps it wasn’t so different for him.



‘Right,’ T said, and my voice sounded loud in the silence. ‘I should go
now.’

Oliver shifted on his feet. ‘I could walk you there, if you’d like? It would
be quicker than you having to find your way.’

I hoped, for the sake of my pride, that he could not see the relief on my
face.

When I showed him the address from the postcard, and he told me that it
wasn’t far, my heart began to beat faster. I had been so swept up in the
events of the night before that I had almost managed to put it out of my
mind. Now my trepidation came flooding back. In that moment, I think I
might have preferred if he’d told me that by some misunderstanding we’d
ended up in the wrong city. Suddenly I didn’t feel ready.

If I had thought I was the only one aware — and only newly aware — of
Oliver’s beauty, I discovered now that I was not. The sheer brazenness with
which people looked at him surprised me. I noticed, even if he did not, the
exquisite teenager who treated him to a sliding glance as she passed; the
lingering gaze of the middle-aged woman arranging chairs outside a
restaurant. Had I been so desensitized, before, that I had been unable to see
something that was so obvious to everyone else?

When we eventually came to stand in front of it, I couldn’t quite believe
that the house existed. The fact of it made it all real — made Alice real. Until
this point she had been like a figure from myth, and I had decided, from the
off, to expect failure. I think I would have been less surprised to find that
the place had collapsed in a cloud of masonry and furniture into some
yawning chasm in the ground. It seemed all too easy that I should be able to
walk up to Alice’s house and simply knock on her door.

It was a beautiful building: soberly elegant, with a lofty grey stone
frontage and a graceful symmetry of ironwork balconies through which ivy
wended glossy dark stems.

‘It’s rare to own a whole house here,” Oliver murmured. ‘She must be
well off.’

This sat oddly with what I thought I knew. Alice was the runaway, the
girl who had forsaken a life of plenty for her freedom. I had imagined her
scraping by, living a poor, bohemian existence in a grimy backwater, but
this was unmistakably the address I’d copied down.



Before I put my finger to the bell, I had what I can only describe as a
funny turn. My head felt, suddenly, as though it were filled with helium, my
vision swam and my heart beat a tattoo in my chest. As if sensing this,
Oliver joined me on the step. ‘I could come in with you,’ he said, casually.

I looked at him, taken aback by his kindness.

‘Are you sure?’

‘If you’d like.” He shrugged, offhandedly. ‘I don’t have anywhere to be
today.’

‘OK,’ I said, ‘yes — thank you.” Gradually, I felt my breathing return to
normal, my heartbeat slow. I reached out and pressed the bronze button,
once, hard.

The door was opened by a woman in her fifties with dark hair cropped
close to her head and an austerely beautiful face. She was dressed simply —
but not inexpensively — in a dark grey shift, with a necklace of gold filigree
around her neck. She was one of those tiny, compact people — rather like
my mother, in fact — who made me feel about eight foot tall. I was suddenly
aware of my elderly jeans and crumpled T-shirt. She looked from one to the
other of us with a bird-bright, assessing gaze.

‘Out?’

I explained, in my rusty but serviceable French, that we were looking for
Alice.

‘I don’t understand.” She switched immediately and fluently into English,
and I tried not to feel offended that she hadn’t thought me up to the task of
carrying out the discussion in her language. ‘No one of that name lives
here.” I know now that this ignorance was feigned, but that my use of the
name had alarmed her into the pretence.

‘But ...” Then I remembered: ‘I think she might also be known as Célia.’

She looked at me curiously, and gave a shrug, as if implying it wasn’t her
problem if I were unhinged. ‘All right. What is it that you want?’

I tried to remind myself that it was probably the fact that she was not
speaking in her own tongue that made her sound so cold.

‘It’s rather difficult to explain.’

‘Well, she isn’t available at the moment.’ I saw that she had a firm grip
on the door, as if she were preparing to fling it shut in our faces.

‘She lives here though?’ This woman had already told me much more
than she might have imagined. Alice was alive.



A curt nod. ‘This is her house.” She began to close the door. ‘I’m sorry,
but [—’

‘I need to speak to her.” I hadn’t meant to raise my voice, but it was
almost a shout. She raised her eyebrows, but her hand on the door stilled
and I lowered my voice. ‘I should introduce myself. My name is Kate.’ I
put out my hand, and she stared at it for a moment before taking it,
reluctantly.

‘Marguerite.’

‘Would you ... I don’t mean to impose, but I know that ... Célia will
want to meet me. It’s about something very important.” Then I added, as an
afterthought, ‘as important to her as it is to me, I think.’

Marguerite shifted in the doorway, apparently wrong-footed. I tried to
peer past her down the length of the dark hallway, as though Alice might be
waiting somewhere within, ready to receive me if I passed this first trial.

‘Perhaps I could call on her later — or tomorrow?’

Marguerite looked puzzled, then turned and followed my gaze into the
depths of the house. She shook her head and gave a funny sort of laugh. ‘Oh
no,’ she said, ‘no, she isn’t here. Not in Paris.’

‘I’'m sorry ... I don’t follow. I understood this was her house.” The
thought came to me then: perhaps she was dead, after all, and this woman
was playing a nasty little game, to test the validity of my story. ‘So where
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‘New York.’

‘New York?’ I echoed, faintly.

‘She has a gallery there. One here, and one over there, in New York. This
is still her house too, naturally. When she is away, I look after it.” She
inclined her head. ‘She spends more and more time there now.’

She smiled economically. ‘So, you see, you will have to come some other
time.” She waved a hand. ‘A month, perhaps. I think she will return in
November, for the opening of the new exhibition.’

‘November? It can’t wait until November—’ I tried to calm myself. ‘It’s
very important that I speak to her now.’

She looked unmoved. ‘What can it be, that you need to see her so
urgently?’

‘I can’t explain properly here ...’



Marguerite shrugged, as though she didn’t believe it would do any good,
but couldn’t summon the energy to argue the point with me. ‘All right, you
can come in.” She beckoned briskly, bidding us follow her into the house.

The corridor that led from the front door was lined with artwork. I tried
to take stock of the pieces, but Marguerite moved too quickly, and glanced
round a couple of times as if to see what was taking us so long. As we
reached the end of the hallway, Oliver touched my arm and drew me back.
It was all I could do to avoid remarking how my skin thrilled at the warmth
of his touch.

‘Look.’

It was an abstract: fierce squares of black and white, among which
wandered bent humanoid figures. In one corner was a red cross, daubed in a
quick, careless gesture, so that the paint had run from the lines to bleed
down towards the bottom of the canvas. It was intriguing, certainly, but I
couldn’t understand why Oliver had drawn my attention to it.

‘It’s my grandfather’s. One of his pieces on the war.’

Now I stared. It was so different from anything I had seen of Stafford’s:
so much more raw and violent.

‘And there’s another. One of his “Odalisques”.’

I turned to see. A hugely fat woman, splayed on a sofa wearing nothing
but a bath towel wrapped around her head, one hand dangling indolently —
the fingers beautifully done. There was, despite her unhealthy size,
something oddly arresting about her. A beauty that had been drawn out in
the portrayal, in the delicate bluish pallor of her lolling breasts, the proud
white meringue of her stomach.

It was curious, to say the least, that these two works should be in Alice’s
possession. Perhaps they had been presents. But then I saw that the
Odalisque was dated 1962, and Stafford had told me that he had last seen
Alice in the thirties. So, it seemed, Alice was a collector of his work. Did
Stafford know? I felt sure that he would have mentioned it if he had.

Oliver had spotted another painting he recognized before Marguerite
came out of the kitchen to check why we had been delayed. ‘Is there a
problem?’

‘No,” said Oliver, apparently not inclined to say anything else. Then he
changed his mind and added: ‘Actually, I stopped to look at the art.’



Marguerite regarded us steadily, apparently trying to decide whether we
were pulling her leg or planning to steal one of the pieces. ‘Oh yes?’

“Yes. I noticed’ — Oliver gestured to them — ‘a couple of works here I
recognize. They’re my grandfather’s.’

‘They are—’ She stopped, wrong-footed. ‘Your grandfather is Thomas
Stafford?’

‘Yes.’

She looked from one to the other of us, incredulous. ‘But Célia is
probably the largest collector of his work in the world.’

It was surreal, being in Alice’s house without actually having come close to
meeting her. Perhaps it was my imagination, but to me the air in the
building felt rarefied, charged with some essence of the absent woman.
There was the faintest savour of something smoky and exotic in the air that
it seemed to rise up in a cloud from the cushions when we sat upon them.

We were at the back of the house. The light filtered green into the room
from the small garden beyond the windows, and the topmost shoots of a
white rosebush scratched against the glass with a tiny sound. A Burmese cat
padded past on silent paws and slinked up the staircase, uninterested in our
presence.

Oliver and I sat on a low, emerald-coloured ottoman with claws for feet,
and Marguerite sat in a chair opposite, slightly elevated above us. I cradled
my bowl of coffee in my lap, trying not to spill it. It felt like the start of an
interrogation.

‘So,’ I said, to break the silence, ‘how do you know Célia?’

Marguerite took her time answering. ‘I’ve known her for a long while,’
she said finally. ‘Nearly all my life.’

‘Ah.” No relation, then. I waited for an elaboration on this, but none was
forthcoming.

‘And how do you know her?’ It was spoken like a challenge.

‘Actually, I don’t know her, not exactly.” She raised an eyebrow —
perhaps wondering if she had made a mistake in admitting us. I hastened
on: ‘But, I’m ... well, I'm her granddaughter. My mother was her daughter:
June Darling.’

I had expected Marguerite’s reaction to be one of incredulity, or worse,
outrage. I read neither in her expression — if anything, it had softened.



‘So you are Kate.” She studied me. ‘Yes, you look like the photos I have
seen of your mother. And a little like Célia, I think.’

“Thank you. But how—’

‘Célia has known about you for a long time,” she said, answering before I
could ask. ‘I want to say that I’m sorry for your loss. Your mother was a
wonderful dancer. I saw her, once, in Swan Lake.’

“Thank you,’ I said, thrown by this compassion from a woman who had
seemed so cold only moments before.

‘“When your mother died, Célia was nearly destroyed by grief. It was the
great tragedy of her life, that she never knew her.’

‘But she left her.’ I failed to keep the censure from my voice.

Marguerite looked fierce. She leaned closer, until I worried she might be
about to pour her coffee into my lap. ‘Let me tell you something. I don’t
know exactly what happened — Célia has never told me — but she would not
have left your mother unless she had no choice. That is not the sort of
woman she is.’

She sat back, and regarded me with those bright black eyes. Perhaps she
felt she hadn’t gone far enough towards convincing me, because she went
on, in a rush: ‘I was so jealous of your mother. Of how much Célia wanted
to make contact with her, how much she longed for her ...” She stopped
quickly, as though she had surprised herself with the confession. There was
a weighted silence, punctuated only by the faraway retort of a car horn.

Suddenly Oliver spoke. ‘Will you let Célia know that Kate will be
coming to visit her? This week, if possible.’

‘Oliver—’ I turned to look at him, wondering what his game was, but he
simply gazed back at me, impassively, as though it had all been planned in
advance.

To my surprise, Marguerite was nodding her head. “Yes,’ she said. “Yes, I
think that would be best.’

Outside, in the street, Oliver seemed possessed of an unusual energy. ‘We
need to get there before they shut,’ he said.

‘“Where?’

“The travel agents.” We walked back along the Rue de Seine, and on to
the grimy thoroughfare of the Boulevard St Germain. As soon as we found
one, Oliver strode in and asked at the desk for a ticket to New York — and a



flight back to London Heathrow. A stone of melancholy dropped through
me at the thought of home — the place that now seemed so bound up with
loneliness and grief. He hadn’t suggested, I realized, that I might prefer to
return to Paris.

Within minutes I was booked on the morning flight from Charles de
Gaulle to JFK. I saw Oliver fish his wallet from his pocket, and suddenly
realized what he meant to do. ‘No,’ I said, in alarm, as he took out his card.
‘I can’t let you.’

He turned to me. ‘I want to,” he said, firmly. ‘I told you before that I
wanted to help — and it seems I’ve found a way to do so.’

‘T know,’ I said, ‘but not like this — it’s too much.’ But as I looked at him
I could see how adamant he was, for whatever reasons of his own, that he
would do this thing. So, still wondering at it, I let him.

By the time we made it back to the apartment, dusk was falling, spilling its
purplish shadow across the city. The streets were busy, the tables outside
bars crowded with people. Oliver told me that only a few weeks ago many
of the bars would have been shut, the city eerily quiet.

‘I imagine you hardly ever see it like that,” I said, ‘having always gone
down to Corsica in the summer.’

‘No, that’s true. I’d never really known it until recently.’

‘So you stayed here one summer?’

He made a kind of grimace, and I suddenly regretted asking him. “Yes —
for four years, actually. Isobel didn’t like to travel a lot — well, not at all, to
be honest. So we stayed here.’

‘Ah.’ I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I had felt the name — Isobel
— like a sting.

At the apartment I had a shower, hurrying from the bathroom to my room
so I could avoid an awkward meeting with Oliver in the hallway. I changed
my clothes — feeling the need for an outfit altogether more elegant than the
jeans and T-shirt — now distinctly off-white — that I’d worn to travel in. I
picked through my clothes indecisively, wishing I had something truly
beautiful to wear. It was the city, I told myself, doing this to me.

I turned my bag upside down, prepared to be disappointed by what was
in there. To my amazement, beneath the faded shorts and T-shirts stained
with sun cream was my black crépe de Chine dress: the one I had worn on



my twenty-first birthday. I had not seen it since then. It must simply have
been hidden in plain sight in my wardrobe, and I had somehow managed to
sweep it up with my other things. I had certainly been distracted when I had
packed for Corsica. Even so, I felt a thrill go through me.

It was perfect: cut high at the neck, sleeveless, close-fitting. I had
forgotten how I felt transformed wearing it, several degrees more elegant.
As I studied myself in the mirror I realized why I had always loved it so
much. Because it made me look a little like her — like Mum.

I heard Oliver’s footsteps then, approaching my door. “Would you prefer
to go out for supper?’ he asked. ‘Or we could eat here?’

I thought. I was dog-tired, but I hadn’t been in Paris since I’d visited as a
girl with Mum. Besides, a crowded restaurant would be infinitely preferable
to an awkward supper a deux in this empty flat. I could not help but suspect
that Oliver’s cupboards would have nothing in them. I did not want him to
have to humiliate himself by admitting it, to have to reveal to me how he
had been living before he came to Corsica.

The restaurant was crammed with diners and dimly lit, clamorous with
music and chatter. We were shown to a table in one of the shadowy alcoves
that lined one brick wall. Its removal from the central chaos lent it a
peculiar intimacy. It was a space intended for lovers, I realized.

While Oliver was speaking to our waiter I studied him. The candlelight
acted upon his features: drenched the hollows in shadow, illuminated the
sharp crests of cheekbone and brow. What was revealed was an almost
terrible, unearthly beauty. Then he turned to me and gave a cautious smile —
and became himself again. Still, I thought, how could I have been
indifferent to such a face?

We asked for a bottle of wine, and drank it as we studied the menu. On
my empty stomach the alcohol went to work quickly, and I began to feel a
pleasant haziness descend. With each glass the restaurant around me
became incrementally less real, fading gradually to an assemblage of light
and noise and colour; of sensation and impression. Finally a waiter freed
himself from the melee and came to take our orders.

‘So,’ Oliver said, when he had gone, ‘New York.’

“Yes.’ I felt my stomach twist with a sudden rush of apprehension.

‘Have you been before?’



‘Once,’ I said. “With Mum — though I can barely remember it. I was only
a kid. Have you?’

“Yes,” he said. ‘Only once.’

‘When?’

‘Oh,” he said, vaguely, ‘quite recently. A couple of years ago.’
Immediately, I understood what this meant. He had been there with her.
Perhaps the alcohol was to blame for my tactlessness, but suddenly,
inevitably, I had to ask:

‘Tell me about your wife. About Isobel.” Speaking her name felt like
uttering an incantation — one that could wreak untold results.

‘Oh,’ he said, warily. ‘You don’t want to hear any of that.’

‘Yes, I do.’ I told him. ‘I want to know.” Most of me didn’t, most of me
cringed from it. And, judging by his expression, I was certain that he didn’t
want to talk about her. Yet it seemed important now that I should hear it all.

Our food arrived then, and Oliver looked relieved. I wondered if he
hoped it might distract me from the train of our conversation, but when the
waiter had disappeared once more I waited for him to continue.

He took a long sip of his wine. ‘She was one of the other students on my
course. She was extremely talented, full of ideas — we all thought she would
be the star graduate. I was mesmerized by her,” he said, ‘... at least to begin
with.’

I tried not to hate her.

Isobel was manic depressive. Oliver didn’t find out until they had moved
in together after a few months, and he discovered her lithium hidden in an
aspirin box.

‘Before I lived with her, I think I only saw the “mania” —although she
didn’t seem manic, exactly, merely ... alive, spontaneous. It was exciting.
I’d never met anyone like her. I didn’t see the bad times — though I did think
it odd that sometimes she wouldn’t surface for days.’

I thought of a student on my course whom I’d learned had the same
condition. Because I hadn’t known him well I too had only been aware of
one side of things — the city-wide treasure hunts he organized, the all-night
parties he held in disused warehouses. How could you not become
infatuated by someone who seemed to radiate such vitality? Half the student
body had been a little in love with him. Though there were also weeks when



he wouldn’t appear at a single class, and rumours of a failed suicide
attempt.

Oliver took another long sip of wine, nearly draining the glass.
Immediately the waiter hurried to top it up. ‘“Then her work started to suffer.
She had all these ideas, all this imagination, but she couldn’t channel it into
her work. Architecture is creative, but it is also extremely practical, and she
couldn’t marry the two. She stopped taking her lithium because she thought
it was stifling her. She became jealous — of my work, and of me, in general
— who I was seeing, why I wasn’t spending more time with her. I felt guilty
when I wasn’t with her too, because I knew she was fragile.” He paused. ‘I
thought — I thought that I would be able to help her, to make her better ... I
thought that loving her would be enough.’ He stopped.

‘It wasn’t?’ I ventured.

‘No. There was one evening when I got home and I found her ...” He
swallowed. ‘Anyway, they said it would never have been enough to kill
her.’

With a shock I realized what he meant. Immediately, I remembered the
picture he had painted, of a small boy discovering his lifeless mother.

‘I started drinking too much,’ he went on, ‘in that last year. I wasn’t sober
often, in fact. I hoped it would make me care less — and it did, for a while.
Ultimately, though, it made me hate myself more, for being so weak, for
coping in the same way my mother had done.’

‘Did you leave her?’

‘No. In the end she left me. She’d been sleeping with a friend of her
parents’. It caused quite a scandal when it all came out — he’s a politician,
and much older than her. I learned about it the same way everyone else did,
in a French tabloid.” He plunged on, as if afraid of stopping. ‘I got drunk. I
drank so much that, looking back, I was lucky to wake up in the morning.
The next day I got on a train and turned up in Corsica without any warning.
Grand-pere was wonderful about it.’

There was a long pause. Then I steeled myself to ask it: ‘Are you still in
love with her?’

He shook his head. ‘No. I wonder now if I ever was — though I thought I
loved her, in the beginning.” He sighed. ‘In a way, when I found out that
she’d been cheating ... It sounds terrible, but I was relieved more than
anything. She’d made the break that I’d been too scared to, b