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            PROLOGUE
            
 
             August, 1939

         
 
         The two children sat almost motionless on their  seats as the landscape through the train windows  became flatter. They didn’t look at the country  they were passing through, perhaps feeling  that was somehow dangerous or forbidden.  Periodically the girl looked down on her young  brother, straightening his clothes, once giving  him a smile which was not returned.

         When there were sounds of footsteps in the  corridor the girl pricked up her ears, and the  little boy looked anxiously up at her.

         ‘It’s all right,’ said the girl, patting his leg.  ‘Our papers are all in order. The man who came  from Daddy said they were.’ 

         ‘Why couldn’t Mummy come too?’ the boy asked, his face crumpled up. ‘It was horrible saying goodbye to her.’
         

         ‘I know it was. She’ll come as soon as she can get things settled,’ the girl said carefully. Her words were something decided in advance, said by rote.

         ‘He’s coming!’ said one of the older boys in the carriage as footsteps were heard from the next compartment.

         The door opened and a cheery face with a long nose and ruddy cheeks put his face round the door.

         ‘What have we here? Eight children with eight tickets and eight sets of papers. How did I guess? Never mind. Now, I’ll never remember your names …’

         ‘I’m Hilde Greenspan and this is my brother Jürgen,’ said the girl.

         ‘Is that so? Very nice names too. But I think I’ll do without names for the rest of you. Your papers were seen at Munich or Frankfurt when you boarded the train, were they not? So no need to— Wait a moment: we’re stopping.’

         He must have caught the look of panic on the girl’s face because as he retreated to the corridor he turned back.

         ‘Don’t worry. This happens practically every trip. Routine. I just have to go and say my piece and then we’ll be on our way.’

         They heard his footsteps going to the end of the corridor and a window opening, talk beginning. Jürgen looked at his sister pleadingly.
         

         ‘It’s all right, little brother. The man smiled at us. Only good people smile at us these days.’

         Minutes later the talk stopped and the window was pulled up. No footsteps were heard. Hilde’s face showed that the tension was almost unbearable. Then the train started and slowly, slowly, it went through the station and out to a landscape of flat fields. Only then did the footsteps return. Hilde smiled a strained smile at her brother.

         ‘Right. That didn’t take long did it?’ said the ticket collector.

         ‘Why is your voice funny?’ asked the boy called Jürgen.

         ‘It doesn’t sound funny, I just say sometimes words that you’re not expecting. You see, I don’t talk German. I talk Dutch.’

         ‘What’s Dutch?’

         ‘Well, well. How old are you, young man?’

         ‘I’m three. And four months.’

         ‘Then you should know that the country next to Germany when you go north is called Holland or else the Netherlands, and the people there are Dutchmen. It’s a bit complicated, isn’t it? You only have one word for your country and its people and somehow we seem to have three. That’s the last time I say anything good about Germany. But our two languages are very similar and one day we’ll be friends, with God’s help. Anyway, the thing to remember, the important thing, is that now we’re in Dutch territory. Holland.’
         

         The compartment suddenly changed in character. The children, of all ages from three to fifteen, looked at each other, smiled, mouthed a brief prayer, and shuffled in their seats as if before they had been statues, but now had come to life.

         ‘Thank you so much,’ said Hilde.

         ‘Nothing to thank me for. Now, Miss Hilde Greenspan, take a good look at my funny face. You might need a bit of help when you get to Waterloo. Try to keep me in view, and if you do need something or want to know something, come and ask me. Right? No need for papers now, but you’ll need them on the boat.’ He started out of the compartment. Then he turned back again.

         ‘Good luck,’ he said.

         The children looked at each other.

         ‘What a nice man,’ said Hilde. The other children, especially Jürgen, nodded vigorously.

         ‘I haven’t had a stranger be so nice to me for years,’ said a boy in his teens.

         Later, when their papers had been examined and all had been found in order, Hilde and Jürgen stood on the prow of the ferry taking them away and tried to make their eyes penetrate the sea mist.
         

         ‘When are we going home, Hilde?’ asked Jürgen.

         ‘I think that’s where we are going,’ said Hilde. She strained her eyes still further, as if that would enable her to see the future.

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER ONE
            
 
            The Homecoming

         
 
         2009.

         The tall, skinny young man stopped outside the gate of number 35, which he had been aiming for since he came into Seldon Road. By doing a spot of mental arithmetic he had counted the detached and semi-detached houses and fixed on the dark-green painted house, a tacked-on-to, half-timbered building from the Thirties.
 
         He stopped and looked at the front garden. Now he knew he had come to the right place – knew from some memory, or the memory of a picture perhaps. In the centre of the small plot – the real garden was out the back he somehow knew – stood seven or eight rose bushes, in their winter bareness, and around them was a narrow, neat path of lawn, while bordering the road was a well-clipped hedge.
         
 
         Very well cared for. A tidy, garden-proud person lived here. One first, new piece of knowledge. Perhaps he remembered it because the house owner was disinclined to change anything. Too busy? Or perhaps just hopeful that …
 
         He shook himself back into consciousness of his situation. He had been here several minutes. He looked around. He caught no one looking at him, but one of the curtains had moved. An old neighbour, perhaps, who remembered when it had happened. Or was that dark event of the past part of the folk memory of the neighbourhood, passed on from the old to each new resident?
 
         He put his hand down and clicked the latch of the gate. It was only a few steps to the front door. He couldn’t say he remembered it, but when he looked down at the bottom panel it said something to him. He mustn’t arouse comment or suspicion by standing there for too long. He rang the bell, which sounded soullessly and electronically through the house.
 
         No footsteps came.
 
         He looked at the lock. An old-fashioned one, a sturdy-key job. He resisted the inclination to look round again to see if he was watched. That could have someone ringing the police. He tried the handle of the door. It swung open, as if of its own accord, inviting him in. He crossed the threshold.
         
 
         The beanpole boy shut the door carefully, as if in a dream. He looked around him. The hall was fairly newly decorated, he guessed. A rather indeterminate blue, as if a strong colour would have been too adventurous, a pastel one too old-fashioned. He thought that the woman of the house – that was how he had begun to think of her – was chivvied into having the hall done when it was far gone into shabbiness or decay, but had not put her heart into it.
 
         He passed into the living room. The television was new: one of those widescreen jobs, just like his mother had had. The rug in front of the fireplace was also new – indefinite flowers against unidentifiable leaves. He looked up at the pictures. Photos of present-day young children in colour – children laughing at the photographer, children playing on a sunny beach. A reproduction of a Landseer sheepdog, and an urban landscape by night, with a woman walking beside a wall. They said little to him.
 
         Of course, he didn’t recognise them. A boy of three, as he had been, would have to bend backwards to see them, or lie on the floor, and then they would probably be too distant.
 
         He passed back into the hall, then through to the kitchen. He was hit by an overwhelming smell. Two smells. He recognised one of them – it was caramelised sugar. Toffee. The other was of a cake – some kind of curranty bun.
         
 
         He was so rapt in the past that he jumped when the handle of the kitchen door was pulled down. Through the frosted glass he could only see a shape, but he thought it was a woman’s, and was glad.
 
         ‘What are you doing in my kitchen?’
 
         There was only a slight quaver in the voice. He said the first thing that came into his head.
 
         ‘I thought you wouldn’t mind.’
 
         She looked at him and he looked at her. He would have guessed she was about sixty, but he knew she was several years younger. Her grey hair was pinned back, her face was lined with plenteous wrinkles, her mouth was set as if in a stern, unforgiving line, perhaps to conquer misfortune.
 
         ‘You’re not—?’
 
         ‘I’m Kit now. Christopher.’
 
         ‘But before?’
 
         ‘I was Peter before.’
 
         The colour drained from her face. ‘You’re alive!’
 
         
             

         
 
         It was as if they were thinking of what they should do. The young man’s bewilderment was natural and total, but the woman took some time before she did the right thing, the inevitable thing.
         
 
         ‘Come here,’ she said. And she took him in her arms, he letting out little sobs of pleasure and relief, and she following suit. She only came up to his chest, and when she pushed him away she gave a little laugh.
 
         ‘It was a lot easier to hold you when you were a baby!’
 
         He laughed too, and wiped his eyes.
 
         ‘I remember your hugs, or I think I do … It’s difficult to say, but I do remember when I had my new … my new mother,’ he said firmly, as if he had taken a resolution, ‘when she hugged me she had make-up on, and at first I didn’t like the smell and took a long time getting used to it.’
 
         ‘I never did go in much for make-up.’
 
         ‘Eventually I came quite to like it, but I soon got to the age when you don’t like being hugged by your mother, not when there are other people around.’
 
         The woman’s face showed conflicting emotions – jealousy that another woman had enjoyed his childish hugs, pleasure that he had compared those hugs unfavourably with hers, controlled rage that she had been denied all the pleasures of seeing this one of her children grow up.
 
         ‘You remembered the hugs, then?’
         
 
         ‘I do now. I suppose I’d forgotten them for a long time. Some memories have been coming back to me in the last few weeks since I learnt who I was. I remembered mostly your legs.’
 
         ‘My legs?’
 
         ‘Because I was down at their level. You wore sandals all the time – at least during the summer, I suppose.’
 
         ‘During that last summer, before …’ She couldn’t say it. ‘It was such a hot one,’ she lamely concluded.
 
         ‘I remember Dad’s legs too, with the slippers on his feet. He never put them on properly, and trod the backs down with his heels.’
 
         ‘You remember quite a lot,’ she said shyly.
 
         ‘Yes. Or maybe I’d just put the images at the back of my mind, and they were waiting for me … waiting for now, I suppose.’
 
         ‘Yes. For now.’
 
         ‘Is my bedroom the same as it used to be?’
 
         ‘You remember it, then?’
 
         ‘Yes.’ He stood with his hands nursing his chin. ‘The walls were green, with cut-out pictures pasted on them. I don’t remember what they were, but I think Donald Duck was one. And when I saw Pinocchio on television once I recognised the nose. And there was a little rocking chair … Or was that in my other home?’
         
 
         She walked into the hall, then turned and put out her hand. He came to her and put his hand in hers. It was like being taken to a secret garden, or into a magic wardrobe. Neither said anything, and when they came to the landing his mother dropped his hand and let him choose the door to go through. He did it without hesitation. It was like passing an exam, but a pleasant one. The room hit him hard: it was as if it had been preserved in aspic. The green walls were exactly as when he had last seen them, and so were the pictures pasted on. Now he recognised Noddy, and the seven dwarfs – and there was Donald Duck and Pinocchio. He turned and looked at his mother, he smiling shyly, she with new, sparkling eyes.
         
 
         ‘There’s the rocking chair,’ she said, with a break in her voice.
 
         He walked over and rocked it, and then he found his mother suddenly in his arms again, sobbing and laughing.
 
         ‘You’ve come home,’ she said. And he said, perhaps too quickly: ‘Yes, I’ve come home.’
 
         He had known this was what his mother would feel, but he knew it would be some time before he could really share the emotion. Now he had acknowledged it rather than felt it. A stiffening of her body suggested she was acknowledging that too.
 
         ‘It’s just as I saw it last time,’ he murmured.
         
 
         ‘I kept it like that, specially.’
 
         ‘The last time must have been when we went to … where was it?’
 
         ‘Trepalu. It was at Trepalu it happened.’
 
         ‘That’s Sicily, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘Yes. I had to force myself to go back once. It was hideous. The memories were so bitter.’
 
         The boy nodded, then resumed his scrutiny of the room.
 
         ‘It’s like my childhood is here,’ he said. ‘My early childhood.’
 
         ‘Yes. You weren’t allowed much of one,’ said his mother. Kit, or Peter, looked at her uncomprehending, then shook his head.
 
         ‘Oh, I had a childhood after the one here,’ he said. ‘A happy one too. Only it was very different.’
 
         ‘Yes, I see,’ said his mother, vowing to be more careful.
 
         ‘You’ve got to understand that my new mother and father were good to me. They saw me as a late gift.’ The woman obviously suppressed a tart comment, perhaps that Kit had been in the nature of a purchase rather than a gift to his second pair of parents. ‘I’m going to have to think what to call you,’ the young man said. ‘“Mother” I don’t much care for. I’ve always used it for the mother who raised me, so it would be confusing. I’m not keen on “Ma” or “Mum”, though they’re less confusing. What is your Christian name?’
         
 
         ‘Isla. It’s a Scottish name, you know.’
 
         ‘Oh, I know. I come from Scotland, remember.’
 
         She looked at him, astonished.
 
         ‘But I can’t remember! I never knew.’ Kit shook his head in self-reproach.
 
         ‘Of course you didn’t know. But somehow I thought that you did … I was brought up in Glasgow, and I’m going to university at St Andrews now. Perhaps I thought that my accent would give me away.’
 
         ‘It’s very slight. Isla is really a river. It’s odd, isn’t it? Like calling a boy “Thames” or “Tyne”. We’re going to have to find out about each other, aren’t we? Come downstairs again. We’ll have something to eat.’
 
         ‘I’d like that. Something light.’
 
         When they got down Isla took him into the dining room, the smaller of the two downstairs rooms, with a sturdy table, and photographs again.
 
         ‘What would you like? Scrambled eggs? Pasta and cheese? An omelette?’
 
         ‘Macaroni cheese sounds good. I can’t manage spaghetti.’
 
         ‘Use a spoon in your left hand,’ said his mother promptly, ‘and wind up a forkful against it. The Italians don’t need a spoon but they’re born to it and we’re not. Not yet anyway.’
         
 
         Left to himself Kit looked around him. The room was not unlike the living room but less used, less lived in. There were photographs on the bookcase, and in the middle of the table. Kit guessed his mother never used the room when she was on her own. One of the snaps showed a couple of about thirty, another a smart-looking woman in her late twenties, then there were several of children, a fair girl and a dark boy.
 
         None of him.
 
         Until, going to the window to look out, he found one on the window ledge, almost hidden by the curtains. He felt sure it was him. There were some of him at an early age in the photo album at home in Scotland, and they were very similar. Here his childish image looked out at the photographer from a beach (Trepalu?) with a complete confidence and love. He wondered how long it had been before he had felt the same confidence in his new family, the Philipsons.
 
         But it was natural to assume there had been problems of adjustment. No child could experience a complete change of parentage and retain the same confidence that he’d had before. And it was natural, too, that Isla should keep any photograph she had of him in an inconspicuous place. To catch sight of it, to be reminded of her loss, would be to have a daily dose of pain.
         
 
         The telephone rang and he hastily put the photograph down, as if he didn’t want to be caught looking at it. But the phone was in the hall, and he heard Isla say: ‘Oh, Micky – I was hoping you’d ring … But you’ll have to make time, Micky … Just ten minutes, I don’t need any more. I’ve got something for you here … Why should I need a reason for getting a surprise for you? Anyway it’s Becky’s birthday soon … Well, three days, three weeks, what does it matter? You can’t collect it, but you must come and inspect it … All right, ten minutes will do. I’ll see you at a quarter to two.’
 
         Kit heard her bustle back to the kitchen, and then there wafted into the dining room a warmth and a smell that had cheese and Italy combined, and made the house suddenly seem home-like.
 
         ‘We’ll eat before Micky comes,’ his mother said, bustling back. ‘He’s not interested in food. I say he’d never eat at all if his wife didn’t force it down him. He wouldn’t thank me for saving any for him.’
 
         ‘It smells glorious.’
 
         She gestured him to a chair, and began filling two large pasta dishes.
 
         ‘I hope you don’t mind me calling you “it” to Micky; I want you to be a total surprise. He’ll be expecting a big parcel with pink bows on it for Becky. That’s his daughter, the only girl – she’s a real love – more charm than she knows what to do with.’
         
 
         ‘And Micky is—’
 
         ‘Oh Lord! You don’t remember? I am sorry. Micky is your elder brother. He was seven when you were born. We all spoilt you because you were a late arrival – unexpected, like.’
 
         ‘I think you’d better tell me what family I’ve got,’ said Kit, suddenly nervous. His mother paused in her eating, blaming herself for neglecting such an obvious duty.
 
         ‘Two brothers. Micky is twenty-nine, Dan is nineteen. One sister, Maria, is thirty. They all live here in the Leeds area. Dan is in Australia at the moment – seems to be enjoying it, so we won’t be seeing him for a while. Micky lives in Pudsey. I’ve had to help him a bit: he started a family early, got married in a bit of a hurry. Maria lives in Ilkley, married to a man well older than herself, but they’re very happy and have a lovely house.’
 
         Kit suspected a submerged disapproval of her daughter, for marrying age in order to get money.
 
         ‘What about my dad?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Oh, he’s very sick. Won’t last long. He’s in a home.’
 
         There were several questions to be asked, but Kit took a lightning decision not to ask them. Her answer had been brusque.
 
         ‘Well, that brings me up to date,’ he said.
         
 
         ‘And it’s time to tell me about you. Then I won’t make any embarrassing mistakes. Why not start with your name?’
 
         ‘My name is Kit or Christopher Philipson. I’m an only child – you could have guessed that, I suppose: that must have been the reason for … you know.’
 
         ‘Yes.’ The monosyllable showed an element of steel had entered the voice.
 
         ‘Anyway, my parents were Genevieve and Jürgen. My mother was a part-time teacher in the Glasgow University Fine Arts Department. She’d been a full lecturer before I … came along. She went back to part-time work when I’d got settled. She never put it like that to me. She’d have said “old enough”. She always spoke as if I’d been born to her.’
 
         His mother’s lips were pursed.
 
         ‘But surely she must have had a story ready for friends and neighbours? They would have known she hadn’t been pregnant.’
 
         ‘Eventually – not long before she died – she told me I’d been adopted. I expect she’d told them the same. The simpler the better, and the more likely to be accepted without comment.’
 
         ‘I suppose so. What about your d—your other dad? What did he do?’
 
         ‘He was a journalist – rather a high-up one. Worked in the offices of one of the Glasgow dailies, and ended up deputy editor. Very nicely off – the house was plenty big enough for us three and the au pair of the moment.’
         
 
         ‘Oh … there was an au pair?’
 
         He ignored undercurrents.
 
         ‘Yes, right up to my mother’s death. The au pair was really just a foreign maid by then.’ He cast her a sharp look. ‘They never foisted me off on her. She was just someone around when they were not.’
 
         ‘Oh yes, I’m sure. They wouldn’t have foisted you off when they presumably had … wanted you so much.’
 
         ‘That’s right. I really did always feel wanted. Anyway, there was a grandmother early on – my mother’s mother – she died when I was about seven or eight. My father’s birth father was sometimes mentioned, but it was never suggested that we went to see him or he should come and stay with us. I suspect he must have lived abroad.’
 
         ‘Why do you think that?’
 
         ‘He – my father – came to Britain in one of those trains from Germany.’
 
         ‘The Kindertransport?’
 
         ‘That’s right. That was in 1939, and he was not much more than a baby, brought by his sister, my aunt Hilda. He was three.’
 
         ‘Your age.’
 
         ‘Yes … Jürgen and Hilda were taken in by the Philipsons in Hampstead, stayed with them after the war, and took their name. I remember the Philipson grandparents a little, but by then they were very old. Jürgen’s real father was Austrian or German, I forget which. He got out of Vienna during the war but I don’t know any more about him, and nothing about his wife, my grandmother.’
         
 
         ‘I see … Can’t you eat any more?’
 
         Kit pushed his pasta away and smiled.
 
         ‘I’m afraid I’m too excited. It was lovely.’
 
         ‘Well, we’ll clear the plates away, and I’ll put coffee on … Oh, there’s Micky now. Don’t get up. I don’t want him to see you through the window. You stand out.’
 
         She hurried back to the kitchen. Kit stood up when he heard the front door open, as if he wanted to use his height to counter any elder-brother assertions by Micky. I must be Peter now, he said to himself. As he was saying it, the door was opened and a plump young man – fleshy anyway, in spite of his proclaimed lack of relish for eating – was ushered in. His face was artless, and he was dressed in white overalls with traces of several colours of paint. He turned round, back to the door.
         
 
         ‘You didn’t tell me you had a visitor, Mum.’ He turned back to Kit and held out his hand. ‘I’m Micky Novello. I won’t interrupt, I’m just in and out.’ But his voice faded on the last word. ‘But you … you remind me of—’
         
 
         ‘I’m Kit Philipson. Who do I remind you of?’
 
         ‘I don’t know … You, Mum, I think.’ He turned around again, but she took hold of his shoulders and pushed him towards Kit.
 
         ‘It’s Peter, you great idiot. Your little brother Peter. All grown up.’ And she went back towards the kitchen and left them alone with their past.
 
         ‘I used to be Peter Novello,’ said Kit quietly. There was a moment’s silence, then Micky sat down on one of the dining chairs.
 
         ‘God Almighty,’ said Micky. ‘Where did you come from, then?’
 
         ‘Glasgow, actually. Where I grew up.’
 
         ‘We always thought you must be in Sicily or Corsica, or somewhere dangerous and glamorous like that. Where the people clam up and keep outsiders away.’ He suddenly got up and threw his arms around Kit’s shoulders, which he could just reach. ‘Welcome home, boy.’ He sat down again with a thump. ‘But who did you grow up with?’
 
         ‘The Philipsons – Jürgen and Genevieve. The people I thought till a while ago were my birth parents.’
 
         ‘Bloody ’ell,’ said Micky, wiping his eyes. ‘This is an experience. Like a dream.’
 
         ‘It’s the same for me. Except that I had no idea what was coming. I hope it’s a pleasant dream for you.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, it is, boy, it is.’
 
         ‘Can I ask you a question?’
 
         ‘Yeah – go on.’
 
         ‘I gather Dad – my Leeds dad – is in some kind of home.’
 
         ‘That’s right, he is.’
 
         ‘Is he senile? Alzheimer’s, is it? If it is, is that why he’s not here, being nursed by Mum? It must be very severe.’
 
         ‘It’s not that severe, and he’s not dangerous. That’s not the reason. Mum obviously hasn’t told you that he and she separated two years after you were … abducted. They have hardly had anything to do with each other in the last seventeen years. He’s in a nursing home, but it’s not a bad one. Mostly when I go to see him he makes perfect sense.’
 
         ‘You see him?’
 
         ‘Now and then. We’ve always got on OK, Dad and me.’
 
         ‘What does Isla think about that?’
 
         ‘I’ve never asked her. I don’t even know if she knows, though she could easily guess. We never talk about Dad.’
 
         ‘I told your mother the only memory I have of him is his feet – stuffed into his slippers with the backs down and the heels exposed.’
 
         ‘That’s my dad. Still is.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t have any other memories, good or bad.’
 
         ‘They shouldn’t be bad, but they would very likely be patchy. The worst you could say is that he was so busy he didn’t have much time for any of us. I remember his playing very little part in our lives till we were old enough to play cricket and kick a ball round.’
 
         ‘My … other dad wasn’t much into sport. Perhaps it was one of the English things that never really gelled with him. But he liked sleeping through a cricket match.’
 
         ‘Wasn’t he English? Was he Italian?’
 
         ‘German Jewish. Got out just in time. Always felt relief and gratitude to the British, but also a bit of guilt.’
 
         ‘I suppose he would. Will you be stopping here with us?’
 
         ‘For a few days. I’m in a hotel – a nice, inconspicuous one on the road to Kirkstall Abbey. I won’t stay long this time. There’s still a lot to be done after my mother’s death.’
 
         ‘Was that recent?’
 
         ‘About six weeks ago. She left everything very orderly – she was that kind of person – but there still seems a lot for me to see to.’
 
         ‘I wonder if you’ll come round to my place? See the family, like. My wife is called Pat, and we’ve got three, just like Mum and Dad. Ben, Becky and Tom.’
         
 
         Kit could not hold himself back from saying: ‘Your mum and dad had four, Micky. Four.’
 
         ‘Sorry! I’m really sorry.’ And he did look shamefaced. ‘It’s just that after a bit we didn’t talk about you a lot. And the reason was Mum – it upset her. She’d go quiet, wipe a tear – you know how it is with women. So it meant that you were … not forgotten, but only there in the background. I had memories of you but over the years they have mostly faded.’
 
         ‘I understand. I’d love to come and meet you and your family.’
 
         Micky said: ‘Tell Mum I’ve got to go back to work,’ and slipped out the front door. When his mother came back the talk started – not structured: a mixture of gossip, impressions, exam results and future ambitions. Isla learnt that her long-lost son had done well in A levels and had started at St Andrews University two Septembers ago. He and his adoptive mother had both thought it better that he didn’t go to the university she worked for. They talked about food they liked – Italian in Kit’s case, Isla liking the old English dishes as well. Kit and Isla both drank wine, both disliked English beer, and Kit regretted that there were no Yiddish meals or drinks that his father – sorry! my Glasgow father – had liked which he could have tried, because he’d heard Yiddish cuisine was fabulous. And so it went on.
         
 
         Isla tried to persuade him to stay the night, but Kit thought that was too much in one day: he would prefer to be on his own now, so he could sit back and think about the whole experience of reuniting with his family. Isla accepted this (she had to do something similar, after all) and went to ring the taxi firm they used.
 
         ‘I suppose tomorrow I’d better go to the police,’ said Kit, as they waited at the front door.
 
         ‘Police?’ said Isla, seeming to tense up. ‘But why?’
 
         ‘Well, I must still be on their books as a lost person. A lost child probably, though they won’t be surprised I’ve grown up.’
 
         ‘But the Leeds police had very little to do with the investigation. As we said, the abduction happened in Italy – Sicily in fact – and the Italian police were involved, of course, so the English police mostly left it to the Italians.’
 
         ‘I see. But there was a bit of publicity in the English press, surely? I’d have thought the English police would have responded to that.’
 
         ‘Very little that I remember. The Italians considered it their case. I expect the name had something to do with it.’
 
         ‘The name?’
 
         ‘Your name. Our name. Novello.’
         
 
         Some enlightenment came into Kit’s face.
 
         ‘I just thought Novello was the name of some singer or other. I never thought of it as an Italian name.’
 
         ‘This looks like your taxi,’ said Isla.
 
         She kissed him goodnight with emotions that Kit thought might be love, thankfulness, and, strangely, fear.
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER TWO
            
     
            Party Time

         
   
         The next day, in the evening, Isla took Kit round to Micky’s, so that he could make the acquaintance of Micky’s family. Isla insisted that it be an evening party, and that the children could ‘stop up late for once, surely’. She was one of those grandparents, Kit noted with amusement, who courts the approval of the new generation. Early that morning she had rung her youngest son, Dan, in Australia, told him she had something special up her sleeve, and that she would ring him from Micky’s that evening in what would be early morning time in Australia. Kit had intended that day to go along to the police headquarters in central Leeds, but he slept so little in the first part of the night, and so exhaustedly in the latter part of it, that he felt ragged when he woke up and postponed the visit. He wandered round the vicinity of his hotel, starting with Kirkstall Abbey, noticing little, but deep in thought. He had a pub lunch in Headingley, surrounded by students who, except in accent, seemed identical to the ones he was used to in St Andrews. Late in the afternoon he caught a bus for Isla’s.
         

         The party had been set for seven-thirty, and Isla insisted that they call a taxi. ‘Make a bit of a splash,’ she explained. Kit didn’t see why they needed to – thought it was either so Isla could drink without having to think of driving home, or maybe that the splash would symbolise instant and total acceptance of his claim to be Peter Novello. He went along with her wishes, feeling that he wanted to know all there was to know about her, and that included her tastes and prejudices. When the cab got to the Pudsey home of his brother’s family, the door opened while he was paying the driver, and a substantial young woman appeared – in her thirties, fleshy, with a low-cut blouse and a long green skirt on. His sister-in-law, Kit presumed. She had a smile as wide as a chat show hostess’s. Big and bossy said Kit to himself. Well meaning maybe, but that made it worse if anything. He could see Micky being smothered in a marriage with such a woman.
         

         ‘You’re Kit – no prizes for guessing that. I’m Pat, Micky’s wife. Micky said you were good-looking, and for once he’s right. Micky, come and welcome your brother—’
         

         ‘I’ve welcomed him back.’

         ‘—to your home, I was going to say.’ She caught Kit’s eye straying to the windows of her house, where were grouped adults and children, gazing at him with the voracity usually inspired only by a national celebrity. The sight filled Kit with something between embarrassment and fear. ‘Now come on in. You can’t say “hello” to your family through a window frame. And your family is what we’ve got for you: all the available Novellos.’

         She put her arm around him and led him through the hall to the sitting room. Kit was conscious that Micky and Isla were bringing up the rear and weren’t saying anything – maybe in some kind of apprehension as to how he would be received. If so, there was no reason for it: Pat surged forward and carried all before her, as she probably always did.

         ‘These are our three – Becky, Tom and Ben. Say “hello” to your new uncle, all of you. This is Wendy Maclean, Dan’s partner. Dan is in Australia playing football, or soccer as they call it, and doing some job in insurance. This is your sister Maria. That’s right – give her a kiss. It’s a long time since you had a sister, I believe. Her husband is called Ivor – Ivor Battersby. He can’t be here tonight because he’s away on business – says he’ll be here in spirit. And this is my Auntie Flora, who’s here because we love having her, and she’s a marvellous helper with the children.’
         

         ‘Hello, Auntie Flora,’ said Kit, feeling ridiculous.

         ‘You’ll have noticed that no one here has a drink, not even the children,’ continued Pat. ‘I wanted to wait until you arrived – you and Mum, of course. Because the party only begins now: you are the party, and I want you all to get yourselves drinks from the sideboard, and when you’ve got them, we’ll all have a toast … What will you have, Kit?’

         ‘A red wine, please.’

         Kit was getting the idea that Pat was an organiser – not just of her own family, but of everyone and everything in sight. Things had to happen as she planned for them to happen. Poor old Micky, he thought. He had sensed that Isla was not enamoured of her daughter-in-law.

         ‘Here we are,’ said Pat, bustling back. ‘A Spanish red. Now … has everyone got a glass? You children? Yes, of course you have. Now, keep on your feet everyone for the toast … Right … ! Everyone say it: “Welcome home, Kit.”’

         ‘Welcome, Kit.’
         

         ‘Welcome back, Kit.’

         ‘Welcome home, Kit.’

         Everyone said something appropriate, and Kit broke the tie with Pat by going round from person to person to thank them for their welcome – and perhaps to pick out by their voices those who had welcomed him or welcomed him back, but had not welcomed him home. Was it significant that she’d toasted him as Kit rather than Peter?
         

         He sat down on a battered leather sofa beside his sister Maria, sipping his drink as she rather suspiciously sipped hers.

         ‘You know, I think I always knew I had a sister,’ he said. ‘I didn’t have much in the way of memories, but that much I did know.’

         ‘It’s sweet of you to say so,’ said Maria. ‘I was eleven when you disappeared, and I worried for a long time that we’d fade from your memory.’

         ‘No. Never entirely. And I remembered my room. I could almost describe everything in it to Isla yesterday.’

         He saw Maria registering how he referred to his mother. Maria was a slim, almost elegant young woman, dressed older than she was, perhaps to minimise the age difference with her husband. The hair was done especially for this impromptu family party, and the face was welcoming, except perhaps for the small, narrow mouth, and the eyes which were sharp – even calculating.
         

         ‘I’m glad you could describe your room. Over the years it’s become almost a mausoleum, but we never protested because it was Mum’s decision, and after all, when Micky and I had moved out there was no particular use for it.’

         ‘I get the impression – correct me if I’m wrong – that since our parents separated Isla has been … call it the head of the family.’

         Maria nodded vigorously.

         ‘Oh, she has. Pat may dispute that now and then, but Mum has been in charge … naturally enough, I’d say. They were divorced, by the way, Dad and Mum. When you were with us they were Catholic, at least nominally.’

         ‘I don’t suppose I knew what that meant. I was so young.’

         ‘No, I suppose you wouldn’t. But after they’d separated Mum let all that slide, and we none of us today would say “Catholic” if we were asked our religion. Oh, except Dad, perhaps.’

         ‘He still is?’

         She shrugged.

         ‘Search me. I haven’t talked to him for years. And he went along with the divorce, so he’d have to be a very bad Catholic indeed, wouldn’t he?’

         ‘Micky says he’s pretty au fait with things sometimes, at other times quite far gone.’

         ‘I know,’ she said, seizing on the point quickly. ‘That’s why I can’t see any point in going to visit him. He lost interest in us anyway, even while he had all his marbles. He’s lucky to have found somewhere that will look after him well.’
         

         ‘The nursing home?’

         ‘The Four Bells. Sounds like a pub, doesn’t it? Micky says he’s perfectly happy there. But Mum’s the one you need to talk to. She’s been head of the family for as long as I can remember. I think Dad couldn’t stand all the fuss about the abduction. Your abduction – sorry, your being here takes some getting used to.’

         ‘Of course it does.’

         ‘So Dad just moved out, and moved on. In the early days we met him, went out with him now and then. But then it sort of stopped. We didn’t want it and he didn’t want it – that’s how I read it now.’

         ‘So if there was any problem, you went to your mum with it?’

         ‘Our mum. Yes, we did. Oh, I don’t mean she was one of those matriarchs. We may have taken problems to her, but in the end we did what we thought right, or best, or whatever. Like when I married.’

         ‘Ah! Yes, I did get the feeling that—’

         Maria shot a quick glance over her shoulder, and said: ‘You must come round as soon as Ivor gets back from his trip. It was planned long ago, so there was no way he could come tonight. He’ll be so excited to meet you.’
         

         That embarrassed Kit.

         ‘I don’t feel exciting. I was just a kid who got abducted.’

         He stood up. A look shot round the room assured him that the person seated with her back to Maria’s position on the sofa was the one whom Pat had called Aunt Flora. He guessed that she might be a collector and disseminator of gossip. He let his gaze wander gracefully around as he poured himself a second glass of Rioja from the wine box. He felt he wanted to talk to someone who was not too obviously of the family, but rejected Aunt Flora as not someone whom a long-lost son would want to spend much time on. He wandered instead over to a niche by a window, where stood, with a lurid-coloured liquid in her hand, the girlfriend or partner of his brother Dan.

         ‘Hello, you’re Wendy, aren’t you?’

         ‘Yes, Wendy Maclean.’

         She squeezed out words, as if they were rationed.

         ‘And you’re my brother Dan’s girlfriend, aren’t you? I’m glad they asked you.’

         ‘Oh, they didn’t. Dan rang me and told me to go along, so I rang Pat and told her I was coming.’
         

         Kit gaped.

         ‘Let me get this straight. We’re going to ring Dan later to tell him I’ve suddenly turned up out of the blue, but in fact he already knows and has sent you along to report on my reappearance. Is that right?’

         ‘No, not really. He doesn’t know you’ve reappeared. He knows – from his mother – that the Novellos are meeting tonight, partying, and that he’ll be rung up with some surprising news. He didn’t say much to me on the phone – too mean to run up big phone bills. He’ll be surprised by your return to the family fold but Isla’s promise of a surprise may have taken the edge off his. You are the big surprise the Novello family have hoped for for twenty years. He was only a baby when you went out of his life, but he’s lived with all the talk about you.’

         Kit digested this.

         ‘I see. And what will be his reaction, do you think?’

         ‘Oh, it’ll just be a question of money. It always is with Dan. He left the country because someone told him he could get a whopping wage from a first-rate Australian soccer team.’

         ‘And has he found he can’t?’

         ‘He’s found there’s no such thing as a first-rate Australian soccer team.’

         There seemed to be considerable glee in her voice.
         

         ‘I see. I did wonder when I heard he had a second job over there in insurance. Perhaps he’s selling it door to door. Soccer doesn’t have that big a hold Down Under. And I still don’t see what my return to the family has to do with money.’

         ‘He’ll be imagining that at best your mother’s estate will be divided up into four not three equal portions. At worst, you – as favourite and long-lost child – will cop the lot. That really would cheese him off.’
         

         ‘The question of money and inheritances hasn’t come up with my mother. That’s how important it is. Besides, she’s still young. I don’t want a share of her estate. I was the only child of my … my other family, and I inherited the whole estate. That’s more than enough for me. Too much, if you want to know the truth. Because I don’t like all the responsibility.’

         ‘Worth a bundle were they, then, your other parents?’

         ‘Not really. Just comfortably off.’

         Calculation flooded into her lightly mascaraed eyes.

         ‘Depends what you mean by “comfortably”. I find I can always use a little extra. No – quite a lot extra, if you want to know the truth.’

         ‘Sounds like my money-conscious brother has made the wrong choice if he wants to hold on to his ill-gotten gains,’ said Kit. Wendy put out her tongue, but undressed him with her eyes. ‘Anyway, we can only talk about an “estate” because the price of pretty ordinary houses has gone up like crazy, though they’ve plummeted since the crunch. Isla’s fairly ordinary house, divided by three or four, won’t amount to riches by a long chalk. Dan had better stick to scoring goals for the best team he can find in Australia. Better still, come home and play for a Premier League team.’
         

         Wendy began caressing his hair, forming the lock that fell over his eye around her finger in a parody of a ring.

         ‘He’s not that good. You’re cute – you know that?’

         ‘Oh, I know it,’ said Kit, getting up. ‘I’ve been told it by half the nubile girls in Glasgow.’

         ‘Well, they’re right. Don’t go—’

         ‘I’ve got to meet all the family before I talk to your money-mad boyfriend.’

         But in fact he landed up with the family member he already knew. Micky was standing by a bookcase that mostly contained recipe books. He was surveying the gathering with a satisfied but slightly cynical eye.

         ‘You did well to get away,’ he said, as Kit came near. ‘She’s a one-woman disaster zone. I’m afraid our brother Dan always chooses girls who are like-minded to himself.’
         

         ‘Not a good idea?’ said Kit, knowing the answer.

         ‘The worst possible idea. Dan could only be saved by a sweet and sensible little thing who wanted a cosy nest and three or four children to look after.’

         ‘Instead of which, all he and Wendy share is an obsession about money.’

         ‘Exactly. Standing here I could almost see the realisation crossing Wendy’s face that Dan was never going to make the big bucks, and that you were a better bet.’

         ‘In her dreams. By the way, she seems to think that Dan will feel rather threatened by my reappearance.’

         ‘I suppose he may be,’ said Micky, thinking. ‘He’ll be totting up the financial implications.’

         ‘That’s what darling Wendy thought. Not that Isla is likely to die for many years, but how much of an “estate” will there be? Say that the house in Seldon Road would have fetched fifty thousand fifteen years ago, and now could fetch two hundred thousand. A very nice increase in value, but is two hundred thousand that big a deal, however it’s divided up?’

         ‘To people with nothing much it’s a nice little sum. And Dan and I have nothing much. You’re forgetting—’
         

         But Kit, who was preternaturally alert at this gathering of the clan, had noticed the little line of Micky’s children, standing by the door, their eyes fixed unalterably on him.

         ‘Your brood?’ he asked Micky. ‘Becky and Ben and something else?’

         ‘Tom.’

         ‘Why are they looking at me like that?’

         ‘Because you’ve always been just a name to them all their lives, someone they’ve always assumed was long dead – as frankly we’ve all made a similar deduction, even though we all hoped you were alive. And then suddenly you turn up, alive – large as life, in fact. You ought to be some kind of ghost, but you look perfectly normal – ordinary, if you don’t mind the word.’

         ‘I don’t. Call them over. They can poke me and find out that I’m like everyone else, then perhaps they can forget about me, or at least let me alone.’

         ‘Becky! Tom! Ben! Come and meet your new uncle.’

         They walked over eagerly, their eyes glued to his face, Becky put out her hand.

         ‘Hello, Uncle Kit.’

         The rest followed her lead, as they seemed to do in most things: ‘Hello, Uncle Kit.’

         ‘We thought you’d prefer to be called Kit,’ said Becky.
         

         ‘I do. I forgot the “Peter” quite quickly, when I was a very little boy. Now, what do you want to ask me, Becky?’

         She had it off pat.

         ‘What did it feel like to be abducted? What did they do to you?’

         ‘Nothing very much,’ said Kit, feeling a wave of disappointment run through the children. ‘The people who took me just told me that my mother was very ill, and they were going to find me another mummy who would take care of me while the one I knew was ill.’

         ‘That wasn’t true, was it?’

         ‘No, it wasn’t.’

         ‘I suppose they demanded a ransom for you, didn’t they?’

         Kit looked genuinely surprised.

         ‘Do you know, I’m not sure. Your grandma would know better than I do. I never heard that they did, but my mother – my new mother – was very ill when she told me about how I had come to her, so I couldn’t really ask her questions.’

         ‘Well, they usually do, the people who nap kids. Pirates and that.’

         ‘Perhaps,’ said Micky, ‘your grandma called it an abduction, not a kidnapping, for that reason – there was never a ransom demand. I certainly never heard of one, and I was about ten at the time, and knew all about kidnapping. Maybe the kidnappers got money from your second family, the ones you’d been abducted for.’
         

         Kit shrugged.

         ‘I don’t know. I’d be surprised if there was any arrangement of that sort. And if so my other mother wouldn’t have told me. It would have made it sound too much as if they’d bought me.’

         ‘Well, they did, didn’t they?’ said Becky brutally. ‘Did you like your other mummy?’

         ‘Yes, I did. I loved her.’

         This caused Becky in particular to think furiously.

         ‘If I’d been ab … ducted,’ she said finally and cautiously, ‘I don’t think I’d have loved the man who called himself Daddy but who wasn’t really my daddy.’

         The caution was glaring, and proved her to be a truth-loving child.

         ‘Go along with you,’ said Micky, shooing them with his hand. ‘You’ve had your time in the spotlight with Kit, now go and have some fun.’

         ‘There’s never any fun at adult parties,’ protested Becky. But she marshalled the other two to go into the dining room, where the food was laid out.

         ‘I interrupted you,’ said Kit to Micky. ‘You were about to say something.’

         ‘Was I?’ said Micky. ‘I forget.’
         

         ‘Something about Isla’s money.’

         ‘Oh … Oh yes.’ Micky had clearly not forgotten, but had had an access of caution since beginning the subject. ‘Well …’ he looked around, taking in the figure of Auntie Flora, now in a nearby armchair, ‘maybe now is not the time. Let’s just say Mum doesn’t struggle along on the standard old-age pension. There’s more.’

         ‘Could you manage a lunchtime drink?’ asked Kit. ‘Not tomorrow – I’m hoping to go to the police. Say Thursday?’

         ‘That would be fine. The Vesper Gate in Kirkstall – I’m working there that day. What are you going to the police for?’

         ‘To try to find out what, if anything, their investigations produced back in 1989, when the abduction happened.’

         ‘But surely all the investigation was done by the Sicilian police?’

         ‘Maybe – if they were not bought off by the Mafia or the Camorra, or just couldn’t be bothered. But you’re forgetting there must have been a British dimension.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Because I landed up with a new family in Glasgow.’

         Micky looked troubled but then shook himself and murmured: ‘You’re right.’

         ‘Though of course, the British police didn’t know that at the time,’ said Kit. ‘And presumably still don’t know.’
         

         ‘Yes. Of course … that’s true. Most of the investigation at the time was into the Mediterranean countries. The Sicilian police thought you would be pretty conspicuous, with your light-brown hair and English features.’

         ‘Right,’ said Kit. ‘How did you know that?’

         ‘It’s something Mum always mentioned when your disappearance came up … Oh look – we’re going in for the nosh-up.’

         The guests were trooping across the hall to the dining room, where the large table was crowded with plates – quiches, pork pie, plates of meat and fish, salads and sandwiches, with wine boxes on side tables and plenty of coke and orange pop for the children. As Kit queued and selected he found to his annoyance that he was next to Aunt Flora but way away from any of the other guests. He expected the worst when she pulled at the sleeve of his jacket. The face that looked up at his was avid to impart knowledge.

         ‘Do you know how your family got their money?’

         It wasn’t the sort of question one got asked every day. Kit turned away to indicate his indifference to money.

         ‘I believe my birth father was partner in a solicitor’s firm.’
         

         ‘That wasn’t where the money came from.’

         ‘I really don’t—’

         ‘The money came from ice cream.’

         ‘Eh …? I mean, I beg your pardon?’

         ‘Ice cream. The Italian firms that cornered the market in Scotland.’

         ‘Oh, I’ve heard all about that.’

         ‘Of course you have. Everybody has. You being Scottish by adoption too. That’s what Pat told me. It’s notorious, is all that. It was bribes from both sides – the old game. Doesn’t do to be sniffy about your birth when you’ve got that in the background, does it?’

         ‘I can’t imagine Isla being sniffy about anything.’

         ‘Oh, you’ve got a lot to learn. I suppose you know your mother’s never been the same since you were abducted?’

         ‘I can understand that. Did you know her back then?’

         ‘Oh no. I mean it’s what everybody says.’

         ‘Well, let’s hope that the everybody who says it has known her better and longer than you have.’

         ‘Oh, snooty!’ said Aunt Flora, with a satirical twist to her face. Kit put his plate forward, spooned up prawns on to it, and went back to the sitting room.

         ‘You’ve made a wonderful spread,’ he said, sitting down next to Pat.
         

         ‘Thank you. Not bad for short notice. The only way we can get the children into good order on nights like this is to let them help with the preparation – the easy bits – then give them leave to take whatever they like best. It works pretty well, though Becky tends to stand by the quiches and say “I made these” to all the guests.’

         ‘And has she?’

         ‘Say thirty per cent. And remember the pastry is supermarket frozen … It won’t be long now before your mother rings to Australia.’

         ‘Really? Won’t it be early in the morning there?’

         Pat looked sceptical.

         ‘Dan told your mother when he first went out there that he got up at 5 a.m. every day to train. She took him at his word.’

         ‘Wouldn’t you?’

         ‘Never. He is – pardon my French – a bullshit artist. He says what he thinks will impress people.’

         ‘I’m getting a picture of my brother Dan.’

         ‘To be fair, he has been horribly spoilt by your mother. After you were abducted she transferred all the love she’d been giving you to the youngest. That’s what everybody says, anyway. Dan didn’t have a chance.’

         And half an hour later Kit saw Isla disappear into the hall, then heard her go upstairs. He guessed the phone had been transferred up there to give him a little privacy. Five minutes later his mother appeared at the door and beckoned.
         

         ‘He’s longing to talk to you,’ she whispered. ‘It’s on the landing.’

         Kit’s inventiveness had left him. All he could think of to say when he took up the phone was: ‘Hello, Dan.’

         ‘Well, well, well. It’s big brother Peter, returned from captivity.’

         ‘It’s Kit, and I had a very comfortable childhood, thank you.’

         ‘I bet you did. I never went along with Mum’s fears that you were being abused, starved, enslaved – you name it, she thought it was happening to you.’

         ‘Why didn’t you believe it? It’s possible, horrible things happen.’

         ‘Oh, I go my own way. Believe what I like.’

         ‘Convenient for you.’

         ‘Don’t get sarky. There’s no reason why we shouldn’t be friends.’

         ‘No, of course there’s not. I don’t remember anything about you.’

         ‘Really? Well, I don’t suppose I’d discovered football when you were snatched.’

         ‘Probably not, since you were a baby. How’s the career going in Oz?’
         

         ‘Very nicely, thank you. It’ll stand me in good stead when I get home. Which may be sooner than people think.’

         ‘I look forward to that.’

         ‘I bet you do. We can be friends, Peter—’

         ‘Kit.’

         ‘Kit, if that’s what you want. We can be friends if you remember two things: keep your hands off my girlfriend, and keep your hands off my money.’

         ‘By money you mean—’

         ‘What’s coming to me in my mother’s will. Get it?’

         ‘Oh, I get it.’

         ‘What did you and Dan talk about?’ his mother asked, when he went back to the party.

         ‘Oh, just his hopes for the future and that,’ said Kit vaguely, but not feeling at all vague.

         In the taxi on the way home Isla said: ‘There, now you know most of the family … The grandchildren are lovely, aren’t they?’

         Kit agreed, uncertain how far the implications of the analysis were meant to be understood by him. Whatever was the case he did understand them, and wondered at his birth mother feeling the need to make such base insinuations. The undercurrents in this family clearly ran strong.
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