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For James








Vívíen



35 Elderberry Avenue, Hove, East Sussex


‘What’s this one, Anna?’ Vivien McAvoy asked, sitting forward in her velvet armchair and looking at the cake in front of her.


‘Cherry and almond. Bit of an experiment, but I thought you might like it.’


Anna cut a slice of the home-made cake for her grandmother. She’d spent all morning baking but knew it would be worth it when she saw the look on Vivien’s face.


Vivien accepted the plate gratefully and took a bite. ‘My, oh my, Anna,’ she smiled. ‘You’ve excelled yourself this time.’


‘Phew,’ Anna said. ‘I’m glad. It’s a new recipe, as I say, so you’re my guinea pig.’


‘Always an honour,’ Vivien said, taking another forkful. Her silver-grey hair was loosely pinned back and she was wearing a smart burgundy dress with a diamond print on it and a cream cardigan. Sunlight filtered in through the ground-floor bay windows of her house and cast a warm glow over the room.


Anna took a slice of cake for herself and a few crumbs scattered onto the floor. Her grandmother’s dachshund, Hepburn, scurried over to the Persian rug.


‘Cheapest kind of Hoover, he is,’ Vivien laughed. The black-and-tan sausage dog had been a steady fixture by her grandmother’s side for over eight years. Vivien had named him after her favourite film star, refusing to be swayed by a little detail like gender.


‘You should hire him out,’ Anna said.


Movement in Vivien’s front garden caught Anna’s eye and she turned round to see a large man standing by the hedge, surrounded by daffodils.


‘Who’s that in your garden?’ Anna asked, peering forward to get a better look through the window.


‘Oh, that’s Tomasz,’ Vivien said, barely looking up from her cake.


‘Tomasz?’


‘He’s a friend. He and his wife Rebecca are staying here for a while.’


‘You don’t stop, do you?’ Anna said, shaking her head with a smile.


‘What?’ Vivien said, looking up, her blue eyes shining. ‘Being human?’


Anna laughed. ‘Now, don’t tell me, they came into the ice cream shop and …’


‘Lovely couple – never had more than a few coppers they’d collected for tea, but always polite and kind.’


The story was a familiar one to Anna and her family. Vivien was known for collecting waifs and strays, helping local people out, and supporting the community. As if he could hear them through the glass, Tomasz turned and gave Vivien a wave and a smile, which she returned cheerfully. ‘A really genuine chap, he is,’ she said. ‘Anyway, where was I?’ she continued. ‘One day I was closing up and I saw Tomasz and his wife walking into one of the disused arches further down towards Hove. I asked him about it the next day, and he told me they were sleeping there.’


‘That’s awful,’ Anna said. ‘It must be so damp, and those places aren’t secure at all.’


‘I know. They didn’t even have a proper sleeping bag between them. Came to this country ready to work, looking for a better life, and instead … well. Anyway, they’re staying upstairs and earn their keep better than any paying lodger could.’


‘It looks like it,’ Anna said, watching Tomasz sawing down a heavy overhanging branch that Vivien had been concerned about for months.


‘Rebecca has been helping me with some of the filing upstairs, too. I’ll be sorry to see them go. There’s too much space here for just me, and you know I’m happier when there are other people around.’


‘When are they leaving?’


‘Next week. A room’s come up with a friend of theirs, and Tomasz has had a lead for a construction job.’


‘The revolving doors of Elderberry Avenue,’ Anna said. ‘I wonder who’ll be next.’


‘If life’s taught me anything,’ Vivien laughed, ‘it’s that you can never guess that. The ice cream shop has always brought me new friends, and surprises.’


‘How’s it been lately,’ Anna asked, ‘at the shop?’


‘Oh, ticking along. Like always,’ Vivien said with a smile.


The seafront ice cream shop, Sunset 99s, was a local landmark: it had been around since the mid-1950s, and Vivien herself was well known across Brighton. At times the shop had thrived, but Anna got the sense that lately business had started to slow, with people as likely to stop by for a chat as buy anything. With organic smoothie shops and upmarket cafés springing up all over town, Anna often thought it was something of a miracle that the shop was still going.


‘Actually I’m taking a breather at the moment,’ Vivien said. ‘A week, perhaps two. Sue, my new assistant, I’ve left her to keep an eye on the place. She’s not had the easiest of times lately, with her son Jamie going into prison, and then her losing her job at the Co-op – she’ll look after the place well, I’m sure.’


‘Dad will be happy to hear that you’re taking a break,’ Anna said. ‘I suppose there’s still no chance of you deciding to retire?’


‘Of course not,’ Vivien said, shaking her head dismissively. ‘Retire and do what? That shop’s been my life for so long I wouldn’t know what to do with myself. I’ve got my friends down there, Evie next door, and that nice young man, Finn. A week or two to recharge my batteries, that’s all I need. Sue’ll keep things shipshape.’


‘OK, well, I hope you use the time to rest,’ Anna said. She resolved to pop by the shop and introduce herself to Sue as soon as things quietened down at work. It had been a while since she had last visited.


‘I will,’ Vivien said. ‘Although just you try and stop me coming to have a look at your new flat. When are you moving in?’


Anna beamed at the thought. ‘I’m picking up the keys next Saturday.’


‘That’s wonderful. And will Jon be moving in the same day?’


‘Yes,’ Anna said, ‘he’ll be there.’


‘I look forward to seeing it,’ Vivien said, reaching down to stroke Hepburn, who was curled up on the rug by her feet. ‘We’re pleased that you’ll be moving a bit nearer, aren’t we, Hepburn?’ The dog rolled onto his back, exposing his bare belly and inviting her to tickle him.


‘You’ll like it. There’s a nice window seat,’ Anna said, recalling the view from her top-floor flat, taking in the horizon and the bright lights of Brighton Pier. The sound of the wind whistling against it made the flat feel even cosier, protected from the elements.


‘Sounds perfect,’ Vivien said. ‘I already like the place, because you’ll be just around the corner.’


‘I will. And of your two favourite granddaughters, you may have to make do with just me for a while. Doesn’t sound like Imogen’s coming home any time soon.’


‘She enjoys it, doesn’t she?’ Vivien said. ‘The travelling life. I got a nice postcard from her the other day, with a picture of a golden Buddha on it. Reminds me of your father. Always has. Free spirits, those two.’


‘It sounds like she’s having a ball, taking loads of photos – she had a hard time looking for a job here after uni, and I think it was what she needed.’


‘I do like it when she sends me her photos. I always loved hearing about your father’s adventures through India, Asia – it was quite a thing in those days. On that lumbering great motorbike of his,’ Vivien said with a smile. ‘And now we have Imogen’s updates to keep us entertained.’


‘How is Dad?’ Anna asked. She’d been so busy at her marketing job for Brighton Pavilion, and finalising the flat purchase, that she hadn’t called her parents for a couple of weeks.


‘Oh, he’s well. He rang this morning as a matter of fact. He’s finished work on one of his new sculptures – a heron, this one. It’s just gone in the kiln. I asked if he could make another one for my garden pond, so that’s next on his list.’


‘Good,’ Anna said. ‘That should keep him out of trouble.’ Her dad liked nothing better than working away in his garden studio, making clay sculptures of the birds and wildlife he was so fond of. ‘I should get going really,’ Anna added, checking the time on her phone. ‘I’ve got a lot of packing still to do for the move, and Jon’s coming around in an hour.’


‘So,’ Vivien asked, a mischievous smile on her face. ‘Permit your nosy grandma a question. Is he the one – Jon?’


‘I think so,’ Anna said, feeling suddenly shy. ‘It definitely feels like the right thing to be moving in together.’


‘I’m glad,’ Vivien said. ‘Because you deserve a good man. You’re a strong woman, always have been, and a talented one. You’ll remember that, won’t you?’


‘Don’t go getting soppy on me, Granny,’ Anna laughed. ‘I’m not going anywhere. I’m getting nearer, not further away.’


‘I know that, love,’ Vivien said, placing her hand tenderly on Anna’s denim-clad leg. ‘But there’s no harm in reminding you that you’re special, is there?’





Imogen



Imogen McAvoy leaned forward slightly in her crouched position to add the final touches to the tattoo. She dipped her fine paintbrush back into the pot of henna, squinted against the sun and outlined the last petal.


‘There you go,’ she said with satisfaction, sitting back so that her customer could see her handiwork.


‘I love it,’ the blonde British girl said, tilting her shoulder blade so that her boyfriend could admire it. ‘What do you reckon? Wish I could show it to Mum now, pretend it’s real – she’d go nuts.’ The teenage boy with her, bare-chested and wearing a pair of combat shorts, nodded his approval and took a swig from his bottle of Tiger beer.


‘Glad you like it,’ Imogen said, taking the 200-baht note from her with a smile, and tucking it under the string of her turquoise bikini top, against her tanned, freckled skin. Retying her elephant-print sarong, she stood up. ‘Enjoy your time on Koh Tao.’


As the couple walked away, Imogen counted through the notes she’d been given that day – enough for two nights’ rent at her beach hut, plus some Pad Thai noodles and a beer or two that evening. Not bad for a morning’s work. She checked the position of the sun in the sky – it must be about midday. She could probably still join Davy on his afternoon scuba-dive if she got down to the beach quickly. She jumped on her beach bike and pedalled towards the shore; the island was so compact that it only took her a few minutes to get there.


‘Space for one more?’ Imogen asked Davy as he loaded his boat with oxygen canisters, picking them up from a crate on the pristine white sand.


‘You’re in luck,’ he said, turning to face her. ‘I’ve had a guy cancel today, so you can come along with this group if you want.’


‘Cool,’ Imogen said, tying her wavy, sun-lightened brown hair back with a band, then sifting through the pile of wet-suits to find one in her size. ‘Is it a wreck dive you’re doing?’


‘That was the plan, but I’ve just heard there might be something more interesting out there today.’


‘Not a … Don’t tease me,’ Imogen said.


‘I can’t promise anything,’ he said with a shrug.


She hurriedly pulled on one of the small wetsuits, still a little damp and with sea-salt crusting from its last outing. Lifting her small bag with her waterproof camera inside, she climbed into the boat. ‘Let’s get out there.’


They’d been out on the sea for about fifteen minutes when Davy settled on a good dive spot. The water was aquamarine and clear, the sun reflecting off it in sparkles. It was an intense beauty that after six months Imogen had almost become immune to, but not quite. Together with the rest of the dive team, she turned her back on the ocean, strapped on her oxygen tank and helped her dive buddy with the regular safety checks.


Taking a seat on the side of the boat, she readied herself, and then tipped backwards into the water with a splash.


In an instant her world was transformed as she was surrounded by a cloud of brightly coloured clown fish, some darting away, others tentatively drawing closer to her, curious about the intrusion into their underwater territory. Imogen released some of the air in her lifejacket and slowly sank deeper, towards the vibrant pink and orange coral on the seabed below. From the corner of her eye she glimpsed Davy motioning to her, waving her over to join the group. And she would, she thought, spotting a tiny reef shark weaving in among the other fish. Just a few photos first. She took out her camera and snapped the wildlife around her, luminous against an even brighter coral backdrop.


Then a dark shadow passed above her, casting the fish and coral in a darker hue. For a moment she was frozen. She looked up and there it was – right above her. The creature she’d been longing to see, from the day she set foot in Thailand – and during the dozens of dives she’d done since.


She saw Davy’s group were getting agitated, some moving away and others heading towards the dark creature. Davy motioned to them to stop, to stay still and watch.


The whale shark, languorously slow, glided through the water, as big as a van, yet barely making an impression on the watery environment around it. Pale dots were scattered over its skin and its large round head and barnacles clung to the underside of its body. The name ‘shark’ was so deceptive, Imogen thought. It was one of the calmest and most peaceful animals she had ever seen. A cluster of small fish hovered underneath its belly, moving in harmony with the gentle creature.


Steadying her breath, Imogen rose up closer to it, brought her camera up towards her goggles and began to take photos.


Back at the dive shop, Imogen handed back the equipment, thanked Davy and hopped on her beach bike, adrenalin coursing through her veins. The rest of the dive group were still chattering away excitedly behind her about what they had seen – a once-in-a-lifetime experience. She cycled down rutted, dusty roads towards the far coast, towards her beach hut – the horizon stretching out before her, uncluttered apart from the odd palm tree. The world above ground always looked different when you had just seen the wonders below.


As she neared the row of simple wooden huts on Koh Tao’s most isolated beach and the dust road turned to sand she got off the bike and pulled up outside the place that for half a year she’d called home.


Luca, the American guy she’d been seeing for the past two months, was resting in his striped hammock, a paperback in his hand.


‘Hey,’ she called out, making her way over, barefoot in the sand.


‘Hey, gorgeous,’ Luca called out sleepily. ‘How are you doing?’


‘Good,’ Imogen said. She hopped up onto the veranda and sat down in the hammock beside him. ‘Really good.’ He shuffled over to make room and kissed her hello gently. His deeply tanned skin and hands were warm, just as they had been last night, even after they’d gone skinny dipping at midnight.


‘Really good?’ he said, intrigued.


‘Fantastic dive this afternoon, got some beautiful photos. I think some might even be good enough to exhibit. We saw a whale shark … ’


‘Nice one,’ Luca said, with a mischievous smile.


Imogen’s sentence tailed off as Luca put down his book, then slowly traced a line up her arm and lingered close to the edges of her bikini top.


‘It was incredible,’ Imogen said, distracted, but trying to keep in her mind the majestic movement of the shark in the water. She didn’t want to forget any of it.


‘Sounds it,’ Luca said, meeting her eyes with his long-lashed ones. The chemistry between them was even stronger now, in the heat of the early evening. He pulled Imogen towards him gently and kissed her on the lips, running a hand over her hair, salty and sun-bleached.


‘So, do you feel like going to the full-moon party tonight? The boat leaves at eight, and I’ve got some Thai whisky here that we can get an early start on.’


‘That would be amazing,’ Imogen said.


Waves lapping on the white-sand shore, a night of dancing under a star-filled sky ahead … when she’d arrived in Koh Tao last October, Imogen thought, she really had stumbled on paradise.





Anna



The keys Anna McAvoy had been waiting for were finally in her hand.


Right there, with the estate agent’s keyring still attached. As she stared at the front door of her new home: Flat 12, 38 Marine Parade, Brighton. The years of working long hours and saving, then the rollercoaster of offering, getting gazumped, contractual toing and froing – it had all been worth it.


She jangled the keys gently, and smiled. At twenty-eight she was officially a home owner, and better still – she glanced back towards the street where her boyfriend’s car was parked – Jon was moving in. In the past she’d wondered whether this day would ever arrive. But here they were. Still together, in love, and taking a big stride forward as a couple. When they’d first met, introduced by their mutual friends Jess and Ed, Anna had thought about holding back – Jon was in the throes of a messy divorce, and his son was just over a year old. But they’d taken the leap together, and against the odds it had worked out.


Jon was still on his phone, his son Alfie, three years old now, asleep in the car seat behind him. Anna walked back to the open car window.


‘Jon,’ she whispered. ‘OK if I go in?’ she asked, pointing at the front door.


‘Sure, sure,’ he said, glancing up at her, his green eyes bright, and covered the mouthpiece of his phone. He winked at her and then showed her his own set of keys. The faint creases on his forehead softened as he focused on her. ‘I’ll follow you in a minute. Just working out childcare for next week,’ he explained. ‘Nursery’s shut for two days.’


Anna glanced into the back window. Alfie looked so angelic when he was asleep, his cheeks rosy and a blond curl pressed against his temple. Her heart softened at the sight of his chest rising and falling. Beside him were two crates of Jon’s things – a tennis racket and some DVDs in one, another full of neatly folded polo shirts and chinos, and then a third with toys and books for Alfie. Jon worked hard as a brand manager and graphic designer, and what spare time he had was precious. Whether it was letting off some steam on the tennis court or taking Alfie to the park, he made sure he took advantage of every moment.


‘Watch out for him,’ Anna said, pointing to the parking attendant making his way up Marine Parade, stopping and ticketing the cars of everyone who’d stopped to admire the sunny sea view without paying.


‘Oh crap,’ he said, the phone still at his ear. ‘Sorry,’ he said hurriedly. ‘Not you, Mia. I’m about to get a ticket. I’ll call you right back.’


He put the phone down and turned to Anna. ‘You go in, hon – I’ll see you up there with Alfie once I’ve found somewhere to park.’ With a hasty kiss, Jon restarted the engine of his Audi and pulled away from the kerb.


Anna retraced her steps up the path towards her apartment building, then took out her own mobile and dialled her Grandma Vivien’s landline. It was the third time she’d tried that morning, and again it went through to answerphone.


Anna hesitated. She could drop by her grandma’s house now, it wasn’t far – just up the side streets to the quiet tree-lined road. But – she checked her watch – she and Jon would need to give Alfie his lunch soon. Vivien could always come and see the flat another day: the papers were signed now, and the place wasn’t going anywhere.


Anna opened the door and stepped inside the entrance hall of the block, saw the postboxes for each of the flats. She climbed the wide, grandly proportioned stairs that hugged the curves of the Art Deco building. With dark-red carpet on the stairs, and brass fittings, Anna could just picture how it had once been a hotel.


She took the stairs two at a time, striding easily – while it hadn’t always helped her when it came to dating, being just under six foot certainly had its advantages. She reached the third floor and opened the door to her flat, number 12. She looked into the hallway with a buzz of anticipation, and laid her handbag down on the floor. The carpet, cleared of furniture now, was a little grubbier than she remembered. But, she thought, stepping forward into the living room, it was airy, and spacious. And out of the bay windows at the front of the flat – what a view. Waves crashed onto the pebbly beach, dogs ran up and down, and lights shone brightly on Brighton Pier. Vivien was going to love it. And Alfie always got excited about seeing Hepburn.


Working around the clock these past few years had all been worthwhile – because now she had her very own home.


Anna spotted Jon walking up the front path, with Alfie toddling along beside him. She tugged the sash window open, and felt a rush of cold air against her face and ruffling her grey silk blouse. ‘Happy new home!’ she called out. ‘Come up.’


Jon raised a champagne bottle and waved it in celebration. ‘Just you try and stop us,’ he called, laughing.


Anna closed the window gently. She couldn’t wait to toast the new flat – and to show Alfie where he’d be sleeping when he came to stay at the weekends. She crossed the living room and peeked into the small room next to the bathroom. The previous owners had used it as a study and now it stood empty, but Anna knew exactly how it would look once she and Jon had finished decorating it. They’d ordered a lovely wooden bed and a colourful toy chest and wardrobe with animals on them, plus a mobile and some pictures for the walls. It was going to be perfect.


She turned round, and took a look inside the master bedroom opposite. She chewed her lip in excitement – it was even more beautiful than she remembered. The large windows overlooked communal gardens, and flooded the room with light. Carefully restored wooden floorboards and an original 1920s fireplace gave the room character – and once her cream fluffy rug was in there it would be cosy too.


Tomorrow, she and Jon would be waking up in their very own place. It didn’t matter who had put down the deposit. Jon’s situation was complicated, and Anna understood that. Two years after the divorce, he and Mia were still struggling to find a buyer for their three-bedroom, mid-terrace house, meaning he wasn’t able to pay into the new flat. But he and Anna had gone to the viewing together, and both fallen in love with the flat on Marine Parade as soon as they’d stepped inside. This place belonged to both of them: the flat was their new beginning.


Anna caught sight of her reflection in the mirror above the mantelpiece and attempted to tidy the frizzy mess the sea air had made of her usually sleek shoulder-length brown hair. The one and only downside of living in Brighton, she thought.


She heard the thud of Alfie’s steps on the main staircase and his excited squeals as he ran. He and Jon must be just a floor or so away now. She couldn’t wait for them to arrive.


Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She took it out and checked the screen: Mum.


‘Hi, Mum,’ she said.


‘Hello, love.’


‘You’ll never guess where I am,’ Anna said, unable to keep the excitement from her voice. ‘I’m at our new flat.’


At that moment, Jon and Alfie burst in through the front door, wide smiles on both their faces – the family resemblance was unmissable. Alfie dashed from room to room, exploring excitedly, his dad following close behind. Anna walked back into the hallway and smiled to greet them.


‘You know I mentioned the damp?’ she said, talking into the phone and putting her head around the bathroom door. ‘It looks like they’ve sorted it out. It’s much better than when we came for the viewing. I can’t see any of the black stuff anyway – you know, the bad mould.’


‘That’s good,’ her mother Jan said, sounding distracted. ‘Listen, Anna. I’ve been trying to get hold of your sister.’


‘Imogen?’ Anna said. ‘Why? What’s up? Is she OK?’


Jon must have heard the concern in her voice, as he looked back at her, his worried expression mirroring her own.


‘She’s fine,’ Jan said. ‘Or at least I think she is, she’s impossible to get hold of.’ Anna could hear that her voice was strained.


‘Then what is it?’


‘I’m afraid we’ve just had some terrible news. It’s about your Granny Vivien.’








PART ONE
The Tide Turns









Chapter One


The ‘fasten seatbelts’ sign pinged, and Imogen undid the clunky metal clasp that held her to the aeroplane seat. She sat back, reclined the chair and looked out of the narrow window at the puffy white clouds that filled the sky over Bangkok: below them a layer of thick smog hung over the city. In just a few air-conditioned minutes they’d be moving out of Thai airspace and even further away from the island.


It had been thirty-six hours and a long boat and bus ride since Imogen had spoken to her sister Anna. She had hardly slept since then, save a few minutes with her head resting against a rattling bus window, her iPod drowning out the sounds of chickens in the aisles.


Imogen recalled her elder sister’s familiar face over the shaky Skype connection in the internet café on the island’s main street. ‘It’s Grandma Vivien,’ she’d said, her brown eyes and thick brown hair pixellating as she moved. ‘Imo, she’s gone.’ The words still swam in Imogen’s head, unreal.


Knowing the details of her grandmother’s death didn’t help – a heart attack, existing health issues she’d kept hidden and only spoken to the doctor about. It still didn’t make sense. Grandma Vivien wasn’t supposed to die, or at least not yet. As soon as she’d finished talking to Anna, Imogen booked her flight home.


The stewardess approached with the bar trolley, and Imogen stopped her.


‘Could I have a vodka tonic, please?’


She thought about what she was going back to. Home – to England, in March. But a different kind of home, without her grandma, one of the people she cared about most. She hadn’t even had a chance to say goodbye.


‘Actually,’ she said to the stewardess, ‘can you make that a double?’


Imogen took the drink and sipped at it. Slowly, the alcohol lulled her into something approaching sleep. She lost focus on the movie she was watching, and her eyelids drooped shut.


In her dream they were in her grandmother’s back garden, she and Anna playing on the swing-ball set with Vivien keeping score, the sisters battling to hit the ball the hardest. Vivien stood cheering on the sidelines, next to a table laden with home-made lemonade and flapjacks, in a full-skirted flowery dress, a straw hat and those elegant high-heeled sandals she used to wear. As if she was awaiting a call that would sweep her away to a more glamorous party. Sparkling blue eyes, lined with liquid eyeliner. She had always looked, to Imogen, like a 1940s film star.


When Imogen awoke with a start, she could still smell her grandmother’s distinctive scent – almond and honey from the bath oil she used, then a layer beneath that, homier – the trace scents of cooking that clung to her clothes.


Imogen switched off the screen, and tried to focus on the magazine she’d picked up at the airport. But the images of red-carpet dresses blended into one.


She wanted something, anything, to block out the hurt of knowing her grandmother was gone. On the island the news had seemed like a strange dream, but now, on the way home to England, it was becoming painfully real. The last thing she wanted to do was cry here on the plane, in front of everyone, yet the tears felt dangerously close to the surface. To distract herself, she shut her eyes and cast her mind back to the night she’d left the island.


‘You’ll come back, won’t you?’ Luca had said, bringing her towards him in the dark water. Bright fire-fly-like scatterings of phosphorescence glittered in the sea around them, and Luca’s face, with tanned skin, dark, wet hair and stubbled jaw, was partially lit by moonlight. They’d spent the evening in Komodo, a beach bar with live music, and then, after Imogen had explained that she’d have to leave, they’d separated off from their group, and she’d come down to the beach with Luca, just the two of them.


‘Of course I’ll be back,’ Imogen said, laughing and kissing him again. This was a necessary trip, not a holiday. Thailand was her home now, and she was only halfway through compiling the underwater photographs for her project. Plus – palm trees swaying, days on the beach and nights with Luca, versus drizzly days and fish fingers in Britain? There was no contest.


‘Promise me,’ Luca said, a wry smile on his lips. ‘You’ll be one of those girls, won’t you? Who gets an offer she can’t refuse when she’s back home, leaves a beach bum like me over here alone, pining and broken-hearted. I’ve seen it before. I just hope I’m not dumb enough to fall for it myself … ’ He looked at her, a shyness and uncertainty in his eyes that was unfamiliar.


‘Oh, you’ve got nothing to worry about,’ Imogen said. ‘It’s only a fortnight. I need to be there for the funeral and to spend some time with Dad and my family. Then I’ll be straight back on the plane to Bangkok. Wild horses couldn’t keep me away.’ She leaned towards him and into a salty kiss.


‘Take this,’ Luca said, as he pulled away from her. He took off the shark’s-tooth necklace he wore around his neck. ‘Put it on,’ he said, sweeping her wavy, shoulder-length hair to one side and slipping the leather thong over her head. ‘Then bring it back to me.’


Imogen smiled. Her hand went to the smooth pendant. ‘You’ve got a deal.’


She touched the leather band around her neck now, and thought of Luca. Missed the feeling of his warm skin against hers. Two weeks apart seemed like an eternity.


It would be good to see Anna again, and her parents – well, her dad at least – but still, the thought of going home made Imogen’s heart sink. The last time she’d been there, she’d just graduated from Bournemouth with a photography degree. After sending out eighty job applications, she’d failed to get a single interview, and at twenty-two, living at home with her parents, with her mum constantly checking up on her progress, she’d realised she needed to get away.


After two months, she’d got a bar job, and put away a little each month, dreaming of a way to get out of Lewes and away from her mum’s demands and questions. When she and her friend Lucy had saved enough money for a flight to Asia, they were out of there – and while Lucy had returned six months ago, Imogen hadn’t looked back. She had quickly made friends on the island, including Santiana, a Colombian girl as passionate about diving as she was.


Asia felt a world away from where she was heading back to, the small town of Lewes where she’d grown up.


‘Chicken or pasta?’ the stewardess asked gruffly, rifling through her metal trolley.


Imogen thought of the fragrant Thai green curry and rice she’d eaten just before she left the island. The delicious coconut lassi she’d sipped at a roadside stall while the bus refuelled.


She lowered her tray table. ‘Pasta, please,’ she said, and took the foil tray.


Imogen opened her rucksack in the spare room of her parents’ house, and a little sand fell out onto the hand-made quilt. She brushed it off, then felt a tug at her heart as her hands touched the lovingly created squares. She looked up and her eyes met her sister’s. Anna broke the melancholy silence. ‘There are reminders everywhere you look, aren’t there?’


‘It still doesn’t feel real,’ Imogen said. ‘To think that when we go to Brighton she won’t be there. The ice cream shop, without her … ’


Anna passed Imogen a mug of tea from the oak side table, and put a hand on her arm, sympathetically. Her own eyes were puffy and red, and the tip of her nose pink from blowing it.


‘I feel awful. A whole year I haven’t seen her, Anna.’


Outside seagulls cawed, the unmissable reminder that they were back near the south coast in Lewes, in their parents’ two-storey eighteenth-century cottage.


‘Don’t beat yourself up about it,’ Anna said. ‘She loved your phone calls and the postcards – it brightened her days hearing what you were up to out there.’


Imogen fought the lump rising in her throat.


‘You must be exhausted,’ Anna said.


‘It was a long journey, but my mind’s sort of buzzy,’ Imogen replied, taking a comforting sip of the hot drink. ‘How did Granny seem, the last time you saw her?’


Anna perched on the edge of the bed and placed a cushion on her lap. ‘I was round at her house just over a week ago,’ she said. ‘And she seemed fine, good even. She didn’t want to go out to lunch, said she’d rather stay in, but that didn’t seem too unusual. I should have sensed, though, that something was up.’


‘She always seemed so young,’ Imogen said. ‘You know, compared to other people’s grandmas. I was sure we’d have a few more years with her.’


‘Me too,’ Anna said. ‘It doesn’t seem fair. Dad’s crushed, as you’d expect.’


‘Poor Dad,’ Imogen said, biting her lip. They’d hugged hello downstairs, and while they’d barely spoken, she’d seen the grief etched into his face.


‘The cremation’s on Thursday, Mum told you that, right?’


Imogen nodded. ‘Yes. You’ll lend me something to wear, won’t you?’ she said. ‘I haven’t been to one before but I’m guessing the clothes I’ve got in my rucksack aren’t going to be right.’


‘Of course,’ Anna said, smiling warmly and getting to her feet. ‘Listen, Mum said dinner would be ready in about twenty minutes. Jump in the shower and we’ll see you down there.’


‘Sure,’ Imogen said, taking a neatly folded towel from the end of her bed. The room, once her teenage bedroom, felt alien to her. Now it was like a well-kept B&B, her music posters replaced with framed flower prints.


‘It’s nice to have you back,’ Anna said, giving her sister a gentle hug. ‘I wish you were here for other reasons, but in any case, it’s lovely to see you.’


‘You too,’ Imogen said, appreciating the familiar warmth of her sister’s arms.


Imogen showered, wrapped her hair in a towel, and threw on the first clean clothes she could find. Downstairs, through the kitchen doorway, she could see Anna chatting and preparing dinner alongside their mum. She walked past quietly and went through into the dining room.


It looked exactly as Imogen remembered it – with photos on the mantelpiece and fresh flowers on the table. This room was the smart dining area, the one usually reserved for when guests were over.


Her dad, Tom, was sitting in a chair at the table, his head in his hands. His hands – large and strong. They’d held Imogen and Anna as children, lifted the girls up onto swings, onto his broad shoulders. Now her father looked fragile, as if the slightest breeze would break him. Imogen approached him and put a hand on his arm.


‘You OK, Dad?’ she asked, softly.


‘Oh yes, sweetheart,’ he said, weakly. ‘And you –’ his pale blue eyes implored her to take over the talking – ‘you enjoying your travels still?’


‘Yes,’ Imogen said. ‘It’s beautiful out there.’


‘I remember how it was,’ her dad said, slowly. But the usual gusto with which he told the stories of his hippy days was missing from his voice. ‘In the sixties, with nothing but my motorbike and the wind in my hair … of course that was when I still had some. Travelling through Vietnam and Laos. It was all different in those days … ’


His words tailed away and his gaze dropped to the white tablecloth.


‘Dad,’ Imogen said gently. ‘It’s OK to be upset, you know. We all are.’


‘The thing is,’ he said, without looking up, ‘you know it’s coming. One day. Of course you do – and with Dad, somehow it wasn’t such a shock, he’d had more than his fair share of health problems. But I didn’t think it would happen so soon with Mum. It’s awful.’


It pained Imogen to hear the hurt in her father’s voice. Any other day, he’d be cracking open a bottle of wine and enthusiastically telling her and Anna about the latest sculpture he’d made out in his garden studio. But today, he was ashen-faced, a ghostly version of himself.


‘She was an amazing woman,’ Imogen said, squeezing her dad’s arm. ‘We’re all going to miss her.’


‘It’s the little things I’ll miss,’ Tom said. ‘Even the same things that once drove me mad about her. The way she’d call me up when we were having dinner, excited about something that had happened in her drama serial.’


‘Or the way she’d filter out all of the purple Quality Streets at Christmas and pretend there never were any?’ Imogen said.


‘That’s right,’ Tom laughed. ‘And then of course, she’d always bring someone along on Christmas Day, wouldn’t she? Some waif or stray we’d never met, but who’d had nowhere to go.’


‘Without fail,’ Imogen said. ‘Poor Mum never knew how many people she’d be buying the turkey for.’


‘It was her way,’ Tom said. ‘Even when Dad was around. But he didn’t mind, they’d grown so used to one another, and he always said he’d never have set up the shop with her if they hadn’t enjoyed being around people.’


Imogen smiled in understanding.


‘She wasn’t perfect,’ Tom continued. ‘But you know what, she was all the better for that.’


‘Imogen, you’re here,’ Jan said, interrupting them. ‘I didn’t hear you come down.’ Imogen was suddenly aware of her mum’s disapproving gaze at her towel turban, loose, hand-dyed trousers and baggy T-shirt. ‘Are you not going to dry your hair, love?’


Imogen shrugged, feeling a bit of her teenage self creep back.


‘I thought we could eat in here today,’ Jan said, passing Imogen some mats to lay out on the table. ‘It being a bit special with the whole family back at home. I’ve cooked a nice beef casserole with sage dumplings, and your sister’s made some crème caramel.’


‘You didn’t need to go to any trouble,’ Imogen said, glancing back at her dad, whose eyes had glazed over.


‘I think we all need a good meal inside us,’ Jan said. Imogen bit her tongue. Food was her mother’s solution to everything. As Jan went back to the kitchen, Imogen took her father’s hand under the table, and he squeezed it back, very gently.


A moment later Jan reappeared in the doorway holding a pile of plates between tea-towels, Anna following behind carrying the casserole dish in oven-gloved hands.


‘Watch out, plates are hot!’ Jan said with a smile, putting them down on the wicker mats, leaving one free for the casserole.


Anna and her mother took their seats at the table. ‘Tuck in,’ Jan urged them cheerfully, ‘or it will get cold.’


As the family started to eat, the room fell quiet.


‘So, can we tempt you to stay this time, Imogen?’ her mum said. ‘Business is picking up a little round here, they say – some green shoots. I could ask around, or I’m sure we could find some admin work for you at the agency.’


Imogen picked at her food with a fork, breaking one of the dumplings in half. She pictured working with her mum, at the PR agency she’d founded once her daughters were at school. It was hard to imagine a more agonising way to spend her days. ‘I’m just here for the funeral, Mum. I’ll be flying back to Thailand in two weeks.’


Jan sighed. Then, after a moment, changed the direction of her questioning.


‘Someone special, is there?’ she asked, raising her eyebrows hopefully.


‘Mum … ’ Anna said, attempting to defend her sister from the regular inquisition. ‘Do you have to … ’


‘I’m only asking,’ Jan countered defensively.


‘No, it’s OK,’ Imogen said. Anna looked surprised at her response. It was a new tactic, but this time Imogen reasoned that honesty might be the best way to silence her mum’s enquiries. ‘I’ve met someone on the island, but it’s very early days still. Let’s see what happens when I get back.’


Jan raised her eyebrows and gave a nod at her husband, who was focusing on his food, chewing it slowly, his expression distant. ‘Hear that, Tom?’ she said. ‘Imogen’s found someone special out there.’


‘It’s not serious,’ Imogen said, starting to regret her previous openness.


‘Oh, but you never know,’ Jan said. ‘That’s what I thought about your father when he first strolled into the bakery.’


The sisters exchanged a knowing look at the familiar story.


‘I was only eighteen, in my first job here in Lewes – and I’d never even met a man who rode a motorbike before. But your dad was there, tanned and handsome, just back from one of his trips – and I couldn’t resist.’


‘Never mind driving those rough roads out in Asia,’ Tom said, joining in. ‘It was getting up the guts to ask your mother out that was the hardest.’


‘Saying yes was the best thing I ever did,’ Jan said with a wistful smile. ‘ I wouldn’t have you two otherwise. So, Imogen, why don’t you persuade this boy to come over here?’


‘Neither of us wants to live in the UK at the moment.’ Imogen braced herself for her mother’s wounded look, which was immediate.


‘I mean, for now I’m in the middle of a photography project. It’s taking shape really nicely and I just want to focus on that.’


‘Your father’s daughter, through and through,’ Jan continued. ‘These creative dreams – admirable, of course. But be careful, Imogen, you’ll end up with a studio full of unsold sculptures just gathering dust.’ She gave a hollow laugh, and the sadness in Tom’s eyes seemed to deepen.


‘But seriously, it’s important to think about your future. Now more than ever. If it wasn’t for the agency, girls, I don’t think we’d have two pennies to rub together.’


‘Do we need to talk about this now, Mum?’ Anna asked, softly. ‘With Grandma’s funeral coming up I think we all have other things on our minds.’


‘Well, yes,’ Jan said, speaking more quietly now, and returning to her meal. ‘And of course with your Uncle Martin and Aunt Françoise arriving tomorrow there’s a lot to organise.’


‘We can help make their bedroom up,’ Anna offered, ‘if that’s what you’re worried about.’


‘Oh it’s not just that,’ Jan fussed. ‘I’ll have to get a lot of food in. Not just for the wake, but for the whole of the stay. You know what your aunt’s like, very sophisticated tastes, she has.’


‘There’s no need, Jan,’ Tom said. ‘Really.’


‘It’s nice to make an effort. And your brother – well, he hasn’t been to stay for years, has he?’


‘No, but Martin … It doesn’t matter, does it, with brothers? We may not see each other all the time, but we’ll always be close.’





Chapter Two


‘The last will and testament of Mrs Vivien McAvoy,’ the lawyer read out.


The office was completely still and quiet, and the air was thick with tension. The lawyer, a middle-aged man in a charcoal suit sitting behind an aged oak desk, held Anna and Imogen’s grandmother’s final wishes in his hands.
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