
Prologue

Clear as clear she hears whispers from behind the half-open 
door. 

‘Wait, the hat’s not straight. Now!’
With hands obediently over her eyes, she glimpses the 

drawing-room door swing wide and a small pair of feet comes 
pattering in. 

‘Now, Mummy, now. Open your eyes!’ 
Clear as clear she sees… A little clown. White pointy 

hat, red pom-poms the size of dahlias, baggy white suit, a 
gleaming face. Up to this point the memory is perfect. But 
a new voice, a man’s voice, spoils it all and she freezes. Even 
in the memory.

‘Stop hiding behind closed doors.’ 
Mother and child stand very still. The man arrives in the 

doorway. She moves in front of the child to shield him. 
The man speaks. Quietly. Almost a whisper. Seductive. 

‘You can’t seriously be thinking of dressing the boy like 
that.’ 

She tucks her hand behind to the boy. He clutches it. 
The man turns to leave the room. 
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She cries out without thinking, ‘But it’s his party—’ 
She stops. The man is turning back. 
‘Get those clothes off him,’ he whispers. ‘I won’t say it 

again.’ 
The boy runs. The door slams. 
The man roars after him, ‘Nicholas!’ Then he turns slowly 

back to her. ‘You bitch! My God, you’ll pay for this!’ 
Her cry is cut off by the first slap, the sound cracking 

through the stillness of the day. She gasps, winded. Tries to 
keep the terror from her face, doesn’t want to anger him 
further. 

He stands swaying slightly. She struggles for breath and 
sees his hand swing back a second time. ‘Oh no! Please, 
don’t—’ 

He delivers the second slap to the side of her head, 
catching her ear. The pain is precise, crystal clear. All is 
silent except for the ringing, singing pain – and a far-away 
knocking. 

‘My lady, my lady, open the door! Oh, my lady!’ 
The man leans over her, slowly raising his hand. He doesn’t 

strike. ‘Get rid of her!’
She opens the door. 
Her maid’s face is white, tears in her eyes. 
‘Go away, Mary. Please! ’ 
From behind, the man shoves her and slams the door 

shut.
‘You’ve made the child a pansy-boy!’ She feels the spray of 

his spit on her face, smells the drink on his breath. 
He pushes her to the ground.
‘You revolt me!’ There is extraordinary loathing in his 

voice.
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He leaves, banging across the hall, slamming the front 
door. 

She lies still, huddled on the carpet, ashamed, terrified at 
the enormous anger she has provoked. 

Everything is quiet. 



Chapter One

SS Etoile. Friday morning, 3rd March 1933

Across the third-class day room the children tore back and 
forth, skipping and hopping, thrilled with their new outfits 
of limp velvet and torn taffeta. As she watched them, Lily 
thought, It’s the smell of camphor that’s always so extraordinarily 
intoxicating. 

Mothballs and camphor, the scent of dressing up. 
Into her mind came Nickie and clearly she saw her son, 

her darling Nicholas – the only child she really wanted to 
see playing and dressing up. Her darling boy, dressed as a 
little clown. How happily he would have joined in with these 
children here, she thought. These children who play so freely. 
How he would have loved to dress up with them… 

As she sat on the ship crossing the Atlantic, such a long 
time since Nickie’s Pierrot fancy-dress party, Lily suddenly felt 
overwhelmingly sick, her imagination painting pictures that left 
her trembling. Always the memory of him dressed as a little clown 
brought a fear that grew and grew and flooded her entire being. 
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Enough. She turned away from the children. 
Slowly the nausea ebbed.
She stretched. She’d been momentarily distracted by the 

bustle created by the arrival of two huge wicker dressing-up 
baskets. She’d attempted to focus on a large woman, a tumble 
of skirts and shawl, at the centre of the room, trying to tempt 
a pale plump little girl into a frowzy frock and bonnet. Dear 
Lord, what a dreadfully unappealing child – what must its mother 
feed it on? Mind, the fat woman herself can hardly move. 

She turned away. These thoughts didn’t hold her; she was 
too restless to concentrate. Since the previous evening a storm 
had been threatening. Ropes had been rigged to imprison 
wooden benches and trestle tables; tablecloths dampened 
to hold sliding cutlery and tea-urns. But the storm had 
not arrived. Now a trio of sailors on the edge of the large 
communal room stood ravelling up the storm ropes, skillfully 
flipping and coiling them to avoid the excited children, all 
pulling out shirts, skirts, bonnets and caps from the big old 
baskets. Through the portholes, Lily saw the lumpy clouds 
unroll and slip away, and the weather, as if to apologise for 
its former bad behaviour, suddenly beamed bright and clear, 
the sunlight dancing through the swirls of dust that heralded 
each newly discovered costume. 

She felt removed and out of place in this sea of clatter and 
banter, and having chosen a bench in the far corner, she clung 
here to the vestiges of quiet. All she wanted was to be left in 
peace, to be completely unnoticed. Leaning back against the 
wall, she closed her eyes. Her apricot hair, she knew, caught 
attention, but for this trip she’d decided to keep her so-called 
crowning glory discreetly hidden, the curling waves pulled 
back into a bun of puritan severity. Nothing otherwise, she 
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prayed, distinguishes me. I’m just a tired middle-aged woman 
in an old tweed skirt and beige cardigan. 

She stared down at the acres of dreary linoleum upon 
which so many feet were drumming, drumming…and caught 
sight of her shoes. Chocolate suede lace-ups with a small heel. 
They were old but expensive and hand-made, thin leather ties 
neatly threading through the eyelets, and in some ways the 
shoes were even more elegant in their battered state. All her 
maid’s clothes had fitted her, the tweed skirt and the coat, 
Mary’s dusty-pink crepe blouse – a bit on the big size but 
better that than the other way around. No, it was Lily’s large 
feet that had let her down; she’d had to resort to an old pair 
of her own shoes. Mr Mancini’s – and she suddenly had an 
image of her wooden lasts lined up with dozens of others in 
the backroom of the smart shoe shop in Bruton Street. So, 
so far away.

Perhaps, she thought, they are the one item that will give me 
away: my shoes. Some eagle-eyed snooper will catch sight of them 
and, putting two and two together, report me to the captain. 
She tucked her feet hastily under the bench as the absurd 
thought made her heart beat irrationally, a sudden skim of 
sweat breaking out on her forehead. She pulled her hanky from 
her sleeve, held it to her brow and, making herself breathe 
evenly, stared on, unseeing, at the sallow green linoleum. 

Three days at sea and already the trip seemed interminable. 
Oh, how she longed for the hush of first class high above her. 
Down here, the constant mayhem was proving such a terrible 
torment after the many sleepless nights that had preceded 
her trip. Though she had to admit, steerage was not quite as 
tiresome as she’d feared. Having always hitherto travelled first 
class, she’d wandered through the third-class smoking rooms 
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and day rooms, surprised to find them open and spacious. 
No, it was the cabin itself that was proving such a trial. Not 

that the spartan berth was uncomfortable, just so tiny. And 
always the endless heavy churning of the engines making any 
sleep or rest impossible, so that however much she longed to be 
away from these rowdy crowds and their endlessly drumming 
feet, the claustrophobia of her cabin was, today, much worse 
than this boisterous chaos. She had survived two days cooped 
up but the need for space and distraction had driven her into 
this, the third-class day room. 

And then, as if in answer to her prayers, the noise in the 
large room fell into a lull and the most wonderful peace 
descended. With a sigh of relief, Lily stirred herself upright 
and turned with resolve to the journal on her lap. But the 
relief was short-lived for all at once there started into life the 
whine and hum of a pair of bagpipes. 

Oh Lord, this is too much – it must be stopped! She spun 
round. 

Instantly any word of complaint died on her lips. Beside 
her, hitherto unnoticed, sat a group of people tightly huddled 
round a table, concentrating on the whining noise spooling 
from a hidden centre. As the pipes warmed up, the huddle 
uncoiled, revealing a dozen people, their faces gnarled and 
tanned; citizens of a far-away life. At their heart sat a large 
square blond man swathed in a tartan shawl. The player of 
the bagpipes, chief of his tribe, his cheeks were full-blown as 
he massaged the bag of sound. 

A whoop, a cheer, clapping hands. 
Lily stared, caught by the unexpected sight and sound, the 

chief ’s muscular hands drawing forth the trembling haunted 
music of mountains. Now, from the midst of the shawled 
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group, an old woman rose up and, cupping a hand to her 
ear, turned her tanned beaten face to the ceiling and started 
to ululate the meandering cry of minarets. The mystical 
sound coiled round and round the room. On and on. Lily 
sat entwined. 

‘You like our music, lady?’ 
The music had stopped and, on a whine, the swollen bag 

was deflating. 
‘You smile, you like our music?’
Lily, stung into life, found the blond man looking straight 

at her. Expecting a Scottish voice to go with the bagpipes, 
she was instantly thrown into confusion – not so much by 
the man’s rough incomprehensible accent but by his  jet-black 
eyes, glittering, full of life… She scrabbled for something to 
say, unsettled by the sensual power of his gaze. 

‘I beg your pardon?’ (Oh heavens, I sound such a stuck-
up fool!) 

Unable to think of anything more, she was left smiling 
helplessly like a child as, around their chief, the women 
chirruped a spiral of chattering sounds. Perhaps from the 
Balkans, she thought, all their dark eyes now upon her. 

‘Our music, lady. You like?’ 
He held the tangle of pipes high above his head. Trusting 

the pipes were the subject under discussion, she nodded eagerly. 
‘Very good.’ With a faltering smile, all she could muster under 
the circumstances, she lifted her hands, gesturing a clapping 
motion, childishly eager to please these new acquaintances. 

The shawled heads of the women danced and bowed in 
gusts of laughter and, in her confusion, Lily found herself 
laughing along as well. Then, just as suddenly, their attention 
left her. With much relief, she realised she no longer held any 
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interest for them; the man had started singing and all eyes 
turned in on him once more. 

Agitated, she glanced to and fro to see who had witnessed 
this embarrassing interlude and her subsequent abandonment. 
Then the fear caught her again. Had she been seen? Had 
someone glanced across, alerted by the music, and recognised 
her sitting there, so that even now a purser was being told 
of her presence on board? She tentatively scanned the vast 
room. 

But no one was looking at her; no one was in the least 
bit interested. She was alone again. 

In the middle of the vast room, Mrs Webb’s spirits were 
seriously flagging. Having polished off cock-a-leekie soup, a 
couple of grilled mutton chops and apple meringue for her 
midday meal, all the large woman really wanted was a nice 
little nap on the comfy bunk in her cabin. But ever game 
– especially under testing circumstances (that apple pudding 
was sitting very heavy) – Mrs Webb rallied herself. ‘Keep 
going, lass, this boat trip’s nearest thing to ’oliday that family’s 
gonna get.’ 

And, everything considered, she had to admit it was turning 
out to be a right good ‘do’ – fresh air, free food a-plenty, a 
champion tug-of-war on deck that morning and tomorrow’s 
fancy-dress parade to look forward to.

She felt a feeble tug at her skirts and looked down. ‘I’ll not 
tell thee again, our Anthea,’ she snapped, ‘stop thy pulling.’ 

‘But I’m tired, Gran,’ wheedled the child, her pasty face 
hidden by a fat little fist, the thumb buried deep in her mouth. 
‘I want to go ’ome.’ The thumb popped out and popped in 
again. The child was dressed in a faded lemon-yellow cotton 
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dress. Once her best – it had been smocked by Mrs Webb 
herself – it now strained tight over the puffy little girl, its 
colour sour and unforgiving. 

Mrs Webb chose to ignore her grandchild. She knew Anthea 
wanted nothing to do with any fancy-dress competition but 
she was determined not to let the child slump into yet another 
sulky fit. Aye but to that end, she feared, it’d take a deal more 
than fresh air and free food. 

‘Get cracking, me duck,’ she admonished, gesturing towards 
the big old wicker baskets, ‘else all big boys and girls’ll take 
best fancy dress.’ And wiping her face with a sparkling white 
handkerchief the size of a picnic cloth, she sank gratefully onto 
a large wooden chair that creaked loudly as it received her. 

‘Gran?’ 
Mrs Webb looked down. The little girl was holding up a 

battered straw bonnet trailing a mould-spotted ribbon. 
‘Go on, me lovely, that’ll be Bo-Peep.’ 
‘But Gran—’ 
‘Come on now, let’s see what else we can find.’ 
Aware that all Anthea wanted was to run away and hide every 

inch of her wobbly body, as the two of them searched through 
the mounds of musty material, Mrs Webb tried to shield the 
child from view by means of her own corpulence. 

Ten years old and she should be such a pretty little girl, she 
thought. Her mam was right bonny at that age. And, of course, 
Mrs Webb knew that that was the real reason for the child’s 
despair – five empty years without her mother. Poor little 
mite, no wonder the girl was sullen and fractious; her mam’s 
shocking death was enough to smack away any child’s pep and 
charm. No, little Anthea had never really had a chance.

‘Gran, where’s me sheep?’ asked the child in a tiny voice 
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and, sinking onto the floor, tears very near, she sat utterly 
defeated by her struggle to become a shepherdess.

Her grandmother looked at the miserable girl. A new start’s 
what this child needs if she’s to survive: a new start to make 
her forget. Make us all forget. 

‘Nay, lass, you’re right,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘It won’t 
do, it won’t do a’ all.’ 

And never one to be brought down by Fate’s travails, the 
large woman levered herself back onto her feet and started to 
rummage in the wicker basket as though her life depended 
on it. 

Ten years later, sitting in a garden, Anthea would say, ‘And 
that was the beginning, that day on the boat. The beginning 
of what I can remember of my life. I’d been asleep, like, since 
my mam’d died, five years before, and I couldn’t remember 
anything – still can’t, not from those five years. And then that 
day on the boat, I woke up – I s’pose from when me and 
Gran met you. It was the start of the adventure. And now I 
have memories. From our trip all together.’ 

And Lily had smiled. 

Lily looked down at her journal. At the top of the page she 
had written the day’s date. Friday, 3rd March 1933. But besides 
that, what was there to write after all? 

She screwed up her eyes in an effort to drown out the 
screams and the endless banging noise of the children, and 
tried to compose her thoughts. At her side her neighbour’s 
insistent singing vied with the whirl of childish cries. She 
put pen to paper. 

Nothing appeared; her fountain pen had dried up. 
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For heaven’s sake. Lily shook it. Still nothing. She tried the 
little lever on the side only to be rewarded by a large inky blob 
swelling from the nib, which hovered over the snowy-white 
page and then firmly plopped onto her tweed skirt. 

‘Oh no, this wretched pen.’
‘A tomato’s what you need for that.’ 
Surprised not only by the proximity of the voice but also 

at the eccentricity of the suggestion, Lily swung round to find 
the large dressing-up woman at her elbow. If she had hoped 
to make a reply of some kind, it was now washed aside in a 
torrent of advice from the large woman, who settled herself 
comfortably on the bench next to her. 

‘A tomato. Rub it well into the wet ink-mark then rinse 
it out wi’ water. Never fails. Mind, they say if you put red 
ink over black ink, it dissolves the iron in your black ink 
so that when you wash it, it’s gone – t’ stain, I mean. But I 
don’t think it’s as – efficacious.’ Lily caught the echo of an 
‘h’ before the word. ‘Anyway, love, where we gonna find red 
ink down ’ere?’ 

The big face was creased and smiling. Lily, stunned by 
this ebullient volley of information, managed only to mutter, 
‘Quite,’ before the lecture was confidently concluded: ‘Then 
there’s milk, o’course. Aye, that might be best.’ 

Swiftly rising, gathering the layers of shawl about her, 
the woman called out to the tubby child still half-heartedly 
looking into the wicker basket. ‘Now, Anthea, where’s milk 
bottle?’ No doubt fully expecting the child to stay put, she 
crossed herself to one of the trestle tables – for a portly 
woman, she had an impressive turn of speed – and collected a 
small half-full milk bottle with a straw. ‘Milk takes up stain,’ 
she said pouring a tiny amount of milk onto the ink-mark, 
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which immediately darkened the white liquid. 
Lily sat dumbstruck. She was vaguely aware that, in her 

present state of tension, there was a luxury in being ministered 
to by this stranger who conveyed her advice not only with 
confidence but also with warm kindness. She stared down at 
the woman as more liquid was dribbled with all the precision 
of a scientist, and her eye was caught by the most beautifully 
starched blouse, a little cameo brooch nestling amidst the folds 
of shawl and jowl. At such close quarters, Lily noted that the 
harshness of the woman’s iron-grey hair pulled back, seal-sleek 
atop the vast tumble of clothes, detracted from an open wise 
face. How often bulk is wrongly equated with stupidity, she 
thought, and saw that although the woman’s face was battered 
and lined, a high unhealthy colour on each cheek, the eyes, 
grey-blue, held a sweet softness and the fleeting glimpse of 
a once-pretty girl. 

‘Now, let’s go and rinse it off in’t cloakroom. We’ll finish 
with a little more milk if needs be.’ 

The woman set off at her impressive speed and, like a 
good girl, Lily ran to catch up only to find, walking beside 
the short stout woman, she felt absurdly tall, her limbs all 
sharp-angles. Added to which, her new companion’s ceaseless 
chatter  in a dense North Country accent, meant Lily lurched 
along, bent sideways, in an attempt to catch what was being 
said. Behind them, silently, padded the dour fat child. 

It was this circus-like trio that stared back from the wide 
mirror in the cloakroom where, sure enough, after a judicious 
dab of water, the dark mark on the tweed skirt vanished. 
‘There,’ said the woman triumphantly.

Lily stared. It was a magic trick. 
‘I’m Mrs Nellie Webb. How’d you do?’ With a big red 
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hand, the woman clasped Lily’s and shook vigorously. 
‘Oh…um…Lily Valley. Hello.’ She managed to say the 

name in a hurried mumble but saw the woman, unsure as 
to what she’d heard, about to question her. Lily sped on. ‘I 
can’t thank you enough, you’ve saved my skirt. That was very 
impressive.’ 

‘Should be, my love. Run me own laundry this last thirty 
years, I have. Haven’t I, Anthea? This is me granddaughter,’ 
she introduced proudly. 

Lily stared at the gormless child in the mirror and saw, 
with a shock, the child’s heavy little face was aged, the eyes 
vacant and dull. ‘Hello,’ she said and held out her hand. 
But the child wasn’t having any of it; she backed away and 
dawdled out of the cloakroom. 

The two women followed and Lily found herself hoping to 
bring matters to a close. But the other woman took control. 
‘So, where’ve you been hiding yourself then?’ With a job well 
done, it was all the excuse the woman needed to nestle into 
a nice chat.

Lily hesitated. A new acquaintance and a lot of dangerous 
questions were the last thing she wanted. ‘Oh…um…I’m afraid 
my husband and I have rather fallen victim to seasickness. 
It’s my first day up.’

‘Yes, well, you look pale enough but it should pass, ’specially 
since last night’s storm never ’appened.’ The woman appeared 
to wink. ‘Mind yer, I’ve known the calmest waters cause the 
greatest problems but don’t tell yer ’usband, eh?’ 

At that moment, Lily was distracted by a tall man appearing 
on the other side of the room, a huddle of people moving 
aside to let him through. Involuntarily she flinched and then 
saw, to her horror, Mrs Webb turning to see what had caused 
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her reaction. ‘Here is my husband,’ she said quickly and was 
surprised to hear her voice sounded unstrained, almost calm. 
Please, God, protect us, she prayed.

The man made his way towards them and although middle-
aged, his hair thinning on top, as he cut across the room, 
there was almost a buccaneer dash about him. 

‘Everything all right, darling?’ Lily asked as he arrived. 
Again her voice sounded light and easy.

‘Fine, fine.’ The man smiled comfortably. ‘Just felt like a 
spot of lunch. Do you think I’m too late?’ He put a light 
hand on her shoulder.

‘Well, that’s a good sign; appetite back. Any more trouble 
and a little Mothersill’s Remedy should do’t trick.’ Mrs Webb 
beamed at him; a bemused expression crossed the man’s face. 
‘Your wife’s told me all about it,’ she concluded.

Hastily, Lily took the man’s arm. ‘Darling, this is Mrs 
Webb. I told her all about our seasickness.’ 

‘Oh, I see. Johnnie Valley. Hello there.’ He leant forward 
and cheerfully shook the woman’s hand. This time Lily knew 
she’d heard the name. 

‘Enjoying your trip otherwise?’ asked Mrs Webb.
‘Very much, thanks,’ Johnnie replied. 
‘Mrs Webb’s been extraordinarily clever with a milk bottle 

and some water, and saved my skirt.’ She could hear her 
manner social and gracious as she smoothed the damp tweed 
material for him to inspect. A moment hung in the air. 
Nothing was said. 

‘Well, very nice to meet you both. But that’s enough from 
us, in’t it, Anthea?’ Mrs Webb gustily gathered her grandchild 
to her. ‘See you later, Mrs Valley.’

The relief Lily felt was enormous; the ordeal was nearly 
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over. She heard Johnnie take his cue. ‘And we’d better go and 
find some lunch, darling. Before it’s all finished. Cheerio for 
now, Mrs Webb.’ 

Putting an arm round her, he started to steer her away 
but she hesitated, looking back over her shoulder. ‘Bye bye, 
Anthea,’ she called. For a second, the little girl glanced at 
her. Lily felt their eyes lock – an instant flicker of recognition 
between them, a joint compact of pain – and then, as quickly, 
the child looked down at her sandals. They were old, brown 
and scuffed almost grey as she stood wiggling her toe into a 
point on the lino. 

‘Come along now, our Anthea, let’s go and find that brother 
of yours. We’ll sort y’ fancy dress out later.’ 

Lily and Johnnie watched as the large woman drew the 
reluctant child through the knots of people and vanished 
between the swing doors. 

‘She wouldn’t stop talking. Nosey old boot.’ Lily sank down 
onto the bench; she felt wretchedly tired. ‘And she saw my face 
when you came towards me. I was just so worried something 
had happened—’

‘Hush, darling. We knew we’d have to talk to someone 
eventually. And she seems harmless enough.’

Lily shrugged; the constant terror made her want to sleep 
and sleep…

‘Hello, “Mrs Valley”,’ he said. 
The sound of the new name almost made her smile. She 

looked up at him. 
He pointed to the bench beside her – ‘May I?’- and holding 

her eye, grinned so that, despite herself, she was forced to 
chorus with him, ‘No hat there!’ 

He sat and wrapped his arm through hers. 
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Momentarily, the shared memory of the hat that Johnnie 
had once so fortuitously sat on stilled her anxiety. She felt an 
echo of contentment and put her head on his shoulder. She 
knew what they must look like, a tired middle-aged couple. 
But she was glad. They were of no interest to anyone. Nobody 
was taking any notice of them.

Melsham, England. 1931

The hat sat on the marble-topped hall table. Robin-red, made 
of felt, it had a small bunch of cherries pinned to the side of 
the crown. Alongside the hat lay a pair of delicate red suede 
gloves and a small red and black clutch bag. Lily lifted the hat 
and, looking in the hall mirror, put it on. She adjusted it to 
the right angle with no delight nor particular interest in her 
appearance but out of a sense of duty and good manners for 
the day to come. Against her wan skin she knew the robust 
red material was too strident, the cherries too frivolous, serving 
somehow to emphasise her thin face, making it seem longer. 
She caught herself staring warily back, her tired eyes gleaming 
glassily, their honey colour unnaturally bright, her so-called 
aristocratic nose, boney and shiny. Why was it when she was 
unhappy her nose went sore and red? She pulled a powder 
puff across it but it made no difference. Her lipstick, also, 
was too stern a shade but she continued dutifully to paint 
it on and, with a final attempt at softness, fluffed the short 
waves peeping from the side of her hat. The little rolls of 
copper hair chose to remain as stiff as brandy snaps. Damn 
it, it would have to do. She stood very, very still. 
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