



[image: Dandelions floating above a building into a sunset sky: FROM NOW UNTIL FOREVER by Rowan Coleman]






About the Author


Rowan Coleman is the Sunday Times and New York Times bestselling and award-winning author of fifteen novels including the Richard & Judy bookclub choice, The Memory Book, the Zoë Ball ITV bookclub pick, The Summer of Impossible Things and The Girl at the Window. During her career to date Rowan has been a WHS Fresh Talent pick, RNA award winner, and Love Reading Reader’s choice for Book of the Year 2014. Rowan’s novels have been published internationally for more than twenty years.




Also by Rowan Coleman


The Girl at the Window


The Summer of Impossible Things


Looking for Captain Poldark


The Other Sister


We Are All Made of Stars


The Memory Book


Runaway Wife


A Home for Broken Hearts


Lessons in Laughing Out Loud


The Baby Group


Woman Walks Into a Bar


River Deep


After Ever After


Growing Up Twice


The Accidental Mother


The Accidental Wife


The Accidental Family





From Now Until Forever


Rowan Coleman


[image: Hodder & Stoughton logo]


www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2023 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Rowan Coleman 2023


The right of Rowan Coleman to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Hardback ISBN 978 1 529 37650 0


Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 529 37651 7


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 37652 4


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




For


Noah Peter Devitt Brown


23 April 2003–8 August 2022


Because I could not stop for Death –


He kindly stopped for me –


The Carriage held but just Ourselves –


And Immortality.


Emily Dickinson
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Hours fly,


Flowers die:


New days,


New ways:


Pass by!


Love stays.


Henry van Dyke




Chapter One


When it happens, it’s almost like a memory, or a rehearsal for one. Like something I’ve half-imagined a hundred times. Not quite real and not quite true, but immovable.


‘Is there anyone with you?’ she asks. Ten minutes ago I was staring through the window, watching the rain and planning what I’d make for dinner, and now for the first time ever since I turned 18 she is asking me if I brought anyone with me.


‘Nope,’ I say. ‘Just me, Doc.’


‘Right.’ Her hand reaches across the desk and briefly covers mine. A tiny break in the cool professional exterior that I have always known, that tells me everything. ‘It’s not good news, Ben. As you know from previous treatments, aneurysms have been a symptom of your Marfan syndrome. Over the last few years we’ve dealt with a few. However, the most recent scans show a new one in your brain, right next to the brain stem. It’s large – 5 centimetres in diameter – and the cause of your headaches and the increase in blurred vision.’


It dawns on me that this is about to be the worst moment of my life, yet I can’t feel it. Everything seems to be happening in slow motion.


‘Right,’ I say uncertainly. ‘But most of the time I feel pretty normal really. Maybe I made too big of a deal of it?’ She says nothing. I hear her swallow. ‘So, you can clip this one too, right? Or stick a balloon in?’


Mrs Patterson shakes her head minutely.


‘I’m afraid that the location of the aneurysm means that to attempt to treat it as we normally would is extremely dangerous, with perhaps a 3-per-cent chance of a total recovery. It is much more likely that you wouldn’t survive the surgery, or if you did, you would be severely brain-damaged. As such, I cannot recommend this course of action in good conscience. If we do nothing, aside from mitigating the symptoms, the quality of your remaining life will be good.’ She pauses, frowning deeply, and then looks at me. ‘You will have symptoms but not debilitating ones. You will be able to enjoy the rest of your life, though it will in all likelihood not be a long one.’


‘How long is not long?’ I ask her slowly, waiting for what I’m hearing to materialise into a tangible reality that I can touch and feel.


‘With the size it is now, and the extreme pressure of blood flow through the vessel, it will rupture at some point in the coming months, weeks or…’ she hesitates, ‘it could be days, Ben. There is no way of knowing exactly when. When it happens, it will likely be very fast – you won’t experience prolonged pain or suffering.’


‘There’s always that.’ Thunder rolls outside; it sounds like a bag of rattling bones. I look at the photographs of her daughter in her graduation gown on the desk, and think about my mum sitting at the kitchen table I grew up eating at. About my sister Kitty doing a job that bores her rigid to keep a roof over her kid’s head. My dog, Pablo, sleeping by the front door, waiting for me to return to my drafting desk where the engineering project that is – was – going to make my fortune lies almost finished.


‘I’ll give you medication for the pain and nausea,’ Mrs Patterson says, coming around to my side of the desk. ‘You’ll be discharged from my care and a district nurse will be in touch with all the information you need on the drug regime. There are very good support groups and counselling available. She will have all the information you need. But I’m not going anywhere. You have my phone number. You can reach out, ask me any questions once you’ve had a chance to process this.’


‘Thanks, Doc.’ I nod. ‘You’re the best.’


‘Good luck, Ben.’


All that stuff I didn’t do, because I thought it wasn’t the right time. The women I walked away from. The parties I missed to study. Never really travelled; never danced until it felt like my heart was bursting; never jumped out of an aeroplane or learnt how to surf. Never joined Instagram or skinny-dipped. Never really fell in love. The late, lonely hours building up my business, because I had all the time in the world to actually live. Or at least I thought I did. I will never be a dad.


I try to shake her hand as I stand up, but she pulls me into a tight hug. I feel her shoulder shaking, and this should be the moment it hits home, but all I feel is sorry for her. Sorry for this brilliant woman, who cares more than she probably should about me.


‘Sorry.’ She takes a step back, smoothing down her skirt. ‘Not very professional.’


‘Don’t be sorry for caring. We’ve known each other a long time,’ I say. ‘Thank you. Thanks for everything.’


***


I walk out of the hospital and into what happen to be the last chapters of my nothing-special life. Turning my face up to the rain, I let it soak me through, running down my neck, under my collar and ice down my back. Not tears.


Thing is, I thought I was in the middle, not at the end. And now? Now seems impossible to navigate.


‘Never rains but it pours, does it?’ an old lady mutters next to me when I walk out of the rain and into the train station. Clear plastic rain bonnet tied under her chin, a face etched with a life lived and eyes that sparkle with more yet to come. ‘You want to get home and get dry, lad – you’ll catch your death.’


I laugh. The station steams up as more and more people stream in, seek shelter from the rain. Puddles from hurriedly shaken-out umbrellas reflect the lights overhead.


‘Need help with your bags?’


‘No, job’s a good ’un,’ she says. ‘Got my trolley, see? Now you go and get something hot in you. Look white as a sheet, you do.’


‘I’m heading that way now,’ I reply, looking up at the live train times. My rucksack weighs heavy on my shoulders, packed with essentials for overnight stays in case I need a hospital admission at short notice.


Scanning the departures board, I see that the next train to ­Hebden Bridge leaves in five minutes. I think of my mum sitting at the kitchen table alone, reading a book and having a coffee. Of my sister Kitty, at work at the garage, or maybe she’s got the day off with my nephew Elliot, all blissfully unaware of the bomb I’m about to drop into their lives. And I think of all the things I will need to get sorted: my optical-engineering business, the project I’ve spent years on that is almost finished, unpaid bills, that walk I promised Pablo just before I left. All of those things I thought could wait a couple of hours, before a couple of hours seemed so precious. I have no idea how to do this.


The train just above mine begins to flash, last call to board. A fast train to London, a city where I know no one and have never been, leaving in three minutes.


Something instinctive takes a grip of my heart. Maybe it’s fear, maybe it’s desire. I don’t know anything except that I need to try and find a way out of my own skin so that I can think. So that I can feel.


Breaking into a run, I scramble on to the London train just as the doors are closing, and tumble into the first empty seat I find. For the first time in my life I don’t have a plan and I’m terrified.




Chapter Two


I’ve dreamt of this moment for almost the whole of my whole life. Now that it’s here, I’m terrified it won’t work. On the other side of the huge, gilded, rococo double doors is the hum of excited conversation and the clink of champagne flutes. They open on to what was once the ballroom of one of the most lavish and fashionable addresses in London, now the Bianchi Collection, named after the wealthy widow who bequeathed her home and its contents to the people of London in perpetuity. This is the place where I work so many hours. I all but live here. This is the place to which I have pinned my fragile hopes. And if they crumble away to dust once again, then I will finally know that I’ve reached the end of looking for the end. After that I cannot imagine.


The opulent, golden-mirrored ballroom is brimful with the great, good and not so good of the art and museum world, their otherworldly reflections shimmering in the polished floor – as above so below. All of them are here for the preview night of the exhibition that I have spent years bringing to the Collection. At last Leonardo da Vinci’s surviving portraits are here.


‘Are you going in, Vita?’ Anna, my boss smiles at me. ‘You look beautiful, by the way. Is that genuine Dior?’


‘What, this old thing?’ I gesture down a vintage Fifties gown of dove-grey silk and tulle that fits as if it were made for me. ‘What can I say? It was just hanging about at home.’


‘How do you have such an impressive array of made-to-­measure fashion through the ages just hanging about at home?’ Anna asks incredulously. ‘You could exhibit your wardrobe at the V&A.’


‘Comes from a long line of hoarding predecessors,’ I tell her with a smile. ‘We never can bear to throw anything away.’


Anna takes my hand.


‘Are you nervous? You’re hovering around out here like ­Cinderella,’ Anna decides. ‘You know you can go to the ball, darling, don’t you? It is your party. You are Princess Charming. The rest of us are the fawning admirers of your amazing achievement.’


‘I know you’re right,’ I say. ‘It’s just a lot, you know? It feels like there’s a lot at stake. More than I realised.’


Years planning and negotiating, and begging and bargaining with all the great museums and galleries of the world to bring almost all the remaining Da Vinci portraits to the Collection in one single exhibition. All that work and time has come down to this moment.


Anna nods. ‘After tonight, the whole of London will know your name,’ she promises.


The thought makes me shudder.


‘I’m not sure I like the thought of that,’ I half joke, obscuring my true fears. ‘But it’s not even that.’ I choose my words carefully. ‘I have a lot of questions about these works. And I hope that while I am their custodian, I will finally be able to answer them.’


‘I’m sure your research will be a triumph.’ Anna squeezes my fingers. ‘Come on, Princess Charming,’ she says, smiling at the footmen who open the doors in unison. ‘Come with me and see what wonder you have created.’


‘It was Da Vinci who created the wonder,’ I say. ‘I just follow in his wake.’


***


By midnight the very last of the guests have left and I am almost completely alone, comforted by the balmy embrace of peace and quiet. It was a wonderful evening, a ‘resounding success’, Anna told me, though I can’t seem to recall any single detail, just a whirl of smiles and congratulations bubbling constantly like the champagne in my glass. Now almost everyone has gone it feels as if the museum is suddenly alert, as if the occasion has woken her from a hundred-year sleep. Memories seem to dance just a few moments out of reach, as if I could turn a corner and find the echoes of revellers descending the grand staircase.


It feels like a wonderland. It feels like home.


‘Mo, would you mind?’ I ask our security head as he conducts final checks before heading back to the control centre in the basement. ‘Can I have five minutes alone in the exhibition before you turf me out?’


‘Go on, then,’ Mo says. ‘As it’s you.’ He is a father to five girls, kind and sweetly patient with the romantic whims of his superfan daughters, who have given him a surprisingly in-depth knowledge of Korean Pop that he likes to brief me over whenever we happen to be in the coffee room at the same time. ‘But if you try to leave with the Mona Lisa under your coat, I’m nicking you.’


‘We haven’t got the Mona Lisa,’ I remind him. ‘The Louvre wouldn’t part with her, not for anything.’


‘I never liked that one anyway,’ he says, winking at me. ‘You enjoy them all to yourself. You’ve worked hard on this, Vita. You look like you just fell out of the stars.’


‘I don’t exactly know what that means, but I’m taking it as a compliment,’ I tell him.


***


The paintings glow like gemstones in the dark, each one lit so that they appear to levitate. Their images are so familiar that they are almost commonplace, and yet to see them here together never fails to give me a frisson of shock and awe. Eyes seem to search out mine, lips poised, as if at any moment they might say my name.


I stop in front of Lady with an Ermine, or Cecilia Gallerani as she was known in real life. Eternally capricious and coquettish as ever, the favourite mistress of the Duke of Milan, she could always light up a room with her wit and grace. Then I move on to Ginevra de’ Benci, the poor sallow-faced young woman painted on the eve of her marriage to a man she did not love. So much sorrow and fatigue in her tired features, as if she is already ready for the death that came for her just a few months after the painting was completed. At least I have known love in my life. Ginevra de’ Benci’s sad gaze always reminds me of that.


These portraits are exquisite, they are each marvels, but they are not the work of art that makes my heart pound with excitement and affection. That likeness waits for me near the very end of the exhibit; her ivory complexion glows in the dark.


La Belle Ferronnière, or Portrait of an Unknown Woman as she has also been called. A serious oval face, framed by dark, straight hair, her head tilted just a fraction. She seems to watch me as I approach her, as if she has been expecting me. It’s been a long while since we last met.


Standing face to face, eye to eye, we reflect one another’s gaze as I wonder at her secrets. The world lost her name hundreds of years ago, historians still argue about her identity. It’s not her name that matters to me though. It’s who she is now; every lost woman caught for ever in that moment between smiling and weeping. And, somewhere hidden behind that almost smile, almost sob, are secrets only her creator knows.




Chapter Three


I was almost 16 when I found out that I happened to have been born with a rare genetic condition.


I’d been having headaches, blurred vision, for weeks, and I’d brushed them off. Mum made me go to the optician and they suggested I saw a neurologist. At no point did either of us think it was anything to worry about. I was totally oblivious on the train to Leeds. Mum talked the whole way there, and I pretended to listen as I looked out of the window and thought about girls and football.


That’s when I first met Mrs Patterson, who told me the secrets my body had been keeping from me. Marfan syndrome. Rare, genetic, possibly inherited, though we found out later that my genes just decided to mutate in the womb – no one could really explain why. It was the reason I was the tallest kid in the year, the reason I was double-jointed and short-sighted. ‘Nothing to worry about,’ Mrs Patterson told us. Yes, it would need managing, monitoring, but 90 per cent of Marfan sufferers lived into their seventies these days. That had seemed like forever away to me. It still did.


‘What about the other 10 per cent?’ Mum had asked.


‘There is an increased risk of complication with heart ­function or aneurysms,’ Mrs Patterson had said. ‘But treatments are improving all the time. Try not to worry. We’ll take care of you.’


‘So, what does this mean then?’ I’d said to Mum on the way home.


‘Nothing’s really changed,’ she said. ‘You heard her – 90 per cent of people live a normal life. That’s almost everyone. We’ve just got to keep an eye on you is all. Try not to think about it, love.’


I returned my gaze to the window, and even though everyone told me that everything was fine and there was nothing to worry about, I remember having the half-formed thought that someone had to be in that unlucky 10 per cent. Someone had to get the rough end of the deal so that the 90 per cent got their chance. Every year I went for a check-up, and every year it was fine until eventually I stopped worrying about it and the fear faded away. It never occurred to me that I didn’t have all the time in the world to start to really live; it was always after one thing or another that I’d made my mark on the world that I’d lift up my head and really look around at it.


Fifteen years later and I’m standing in King’s Cross, London. The evening has turned to late night. A guy drives a sweeper around the platforms and people come and go from the tube ­station all in a hurry to be somewhere. I feel like I am in a hurry to be somewhere too. The trouble is I don’t know where.


When I got on the London train it was because I knew, before I even really understood, that I had to do something, right now or never. An instinct propelled me away from everything and everyone I knew. Sitting down next to the window, I turned off my phone without reading the waiting text from my mum. I got the notion that I should take off my watch and leave it behind. If I lost track of time then perhaps it would lose track of me, at least for a little while. It was a good watch. I had bought it for myself the first year my business turned a profit. So I tucked it into the space between the seats and wished luck to whoever found it. Whatever came next, I decided, had to matter. No more time to half-arse it. The only excuse I had for running away from home, friends and family was to make something happen, to feel something before the last second of my life got there. I couldn’t let one piece of untested, unknown equipment sitting on the desk in my shed be my only legacy in this world. As the train rushed me through the landscape at 100 miles per hour it felt like my heart was the needle of a compass, pointing towards an impossible hope.


Now I recognise the Post Office Tower jutting out of the skyline, a relic of a futuristic age that never seemed to happen. It seems like something to aim for at least, and so I start striding purposefully towards it. It’s gone 11 p.m., but the streets are still busy, traffic stops and starts, sirens sound, bass thumps behind closed windows. A pub door bursts opens; I catch a burst of laughter and the scent of beer. It’s tempting to feel like one of those archetypal kids with their noses pressed against sweetshop windows, longing for something they can’t have, but I can have it if I want. I came here to lose myself in this labyrinth of a city, made up of myth and more questions than there are answers for. I came here, because I’m not willing to give up. I came here to find a way not to die, but to live.




Chapter Four


Walking home through central London on a summer’s night like tonight is always a bit like walking on a cloud of grit and stardust. There’s a comforting, never-changing familiarity existing simultaneously with something always new, always unexpected. I don’t think I could exist anywhere else but in this timeless city of constant evolution.


It’s still not quite dark and the air is humming with life. The walk to the top of the Mall, where Madame Bianchi’s mansion house is tucked away behind the Institute of Contemporary Arts, to my Soho hideaway, is full of colour, memories and so much history, both mine and this city’s, much of it snaking along together like the slow-moving Thames. Trafalgar Square is always thick with bustling crowds so I take the Charing Cross Road way home. It’s a slightly longer route than through Chinatown, but I like to catch the theatregoers tumbling out on to the street, exhilarated and heady after a performance, not knowing that they walk over secret tunnels built by dangerous aristocrats, or hidden rivers that flow deep under the city that feed into the pools of long-forgotten Roman temples. Weaving in and out of the crowds of after-work drinkers exchanging jokes and phone numbers, I am both part of it and not, and that’s exactly how I like it.


On the corner of Wardour Street I pick up my pace a ­little, happy to be almost home, moving in and out of flurries of extravagantly good-looking men flirting with one another like there will be no tomorrow. A hen party bursts into the middle of the street singing tunelessly but enthusiastically at the top of their voices.


I love London with all that’s left of my heart.


It was the first place I ran away to, long before Dominic, and it was a beacon in the darkness. London can be cruel and it can be brutal, but it is honest too. It saved me then, and has kept on saving me ever since.


I turn a corner. If anyone were watching me right now it might seem to them that halfway down Poland Street I step into the shadows and vanish. That’s because the place I live is something like a run-down urban Narnia, often accessed by shoving aside an industrial dumpster. Most of the world doesn’t know it’s here at all.


As I emerge from the alleyway that leads to the tiny courtyard, I’m greeted by the scent of pizza floating into the night, and just a few lights illuminating the dark little courtyard at the centre of which, built into the listed cobbles and dated 1770, is a sundial that hasn’t seen sunlight in about 200 years, not since most of the original row of houses was knocked down and redeveloped by industrious Victorians. Our one streetlight throws a spotlight over my elderly neighbour.


‘Hello, dear!’ Mariah is sitting on her front step, tan-stockinged legs crossed, smoking a long cigarette, taking the air as if she were on the Amalfi coast and not in a Soho back alley, a gin and tonic at her feet. Eighty-six and as elegant as Audrey Hepburn. ‘Lovely night for it, don’t you think? You are still coming for dinner, aren’t you, darling? I’ve sent the help home – couldn’t be doing with them tonight.’


The help are Viv and Marta, Mariah’s day and night carers, who look after her around the clock. Marta waves at me from the doorway with a shrug. I motion for her to go to bed and let me look after Mariah for a few hours. It’s something I often do. Mariah is very dear to me. One of only two people in the whole world that I don’t have to hide from, she is the closest thing I have to family now.


‘Did we make plans?’ I say, leaning on the narrow, wrought-iron railing that separates the stone steps that lead up to both our front doors. We didn’t make plans, but Mariah’s memory is a fleeting thing that can pivot her backwards and forwards for days, months, or even years at a time. I always just follow her lead, ­fitting into whatever reality she is walking through – it’s easier that way. ‘It is rather late. It’s almost one in the morning.’


‘Nonsense! Young folk like us don’t worry about bedtime,’ she says. ‘And what about you? What have you brought me?’


I reach into my pocket and drop a handful of brightly coloured boiled sweets into her hand. She smiles in delight.


‘I’ll save them for after dinner,’ she says.


‘What are we having, Mariah? I’ll pop into mine and fetch a bottle of wine.’


‘Spaghetti, Evie. Spaghetti hoops on toast and custard after. Isn’t that grand?’


‘Perfection.’ Mariah often calls me Evelyn, my predecessor’s name. Evelyn was brave, boisterous and permanently undaunted. I wish I was more like her now.


‘I’ll just have one more cig,’ Mariah mutters as I go in to fetch the wine. ‘Then I’ll get the toast on.’


My house is the perfect twin of Mariah’s, ours the two last remaining narrow Georgian townhouses, with pot-bellied bay windows looking out on to nothing. Deep Cut Yard is far too dirty to be called a mews and too small to claim the status of a square. Our neighbours are the back entrances of restaurants and offices, which is fine by us. I like our secret corner of the city that only a handful of people know about.


Letting myself in, I switch on all the hall lights and watch them flicker unsteadily up two flights of narrow stairs in uncertain bursts of magic, illuminating decades of clutter, room after room stacked one on top of the other over four floors and the attics, filled to the brim with books and trunks of clothes and hats. ­Paintings, sketches and the entire history of photography is crammed on to every inch of wall space, and every surface is crammed with mementos: physical reminders of moments long lost to history.


When I first walked into the house after Dominic had died, I thought about moving out everything that had been left behind, making the house entirely new, along with myself. But I couldn’t do it; this house isn’t just the walls and the roof. It’s every second that’s been lived in here. I can’t bear to sweep that out with the dust and the mice. This house is my loyal companion, it’s the shield that makes me brave.


Dumping my bag at the foot of the narrow stairs, I descend quickly into the tiny, spidery cellar and extract a bottle of wine that was probably considered vintage when Mariah was a girl.


On my way out the door I catch a glimpse of my wedding photo, the hall light winking off its silver frame. And just for a moment a memory of Dominic leaps vividly into life, his hands on my hips, his breath on the back of my neck. The sound of laughter and cheers as we danced on the banks of the Dordogne drinking from bottles of champagne. With one inward breath it is broken, a memory as fragile as the webs that lace the door frame.




Chapter Five


‘Where are you?’ Kitty asks urgently the moment I answer the phone to her. It took me until this moment to switch it back on again and it rang at once. ‘Mum’s going spare! You sent her a text asking her to pick up Pablo and keep him for a few days, and no other explanation? What’s going on, Ben?’


‘I had a bit of a moment,’ I understate, opening the door to my hotel room with a key card and walking in. I had somehow got myself lost between here and where I started, arriving at a nice-looking hotel well past midnight, which I suppose is maybe why the only room they had left was a junior suite.


‘I was on my way home when I saw the London train and I thought why not live a little? Is Pablo all right? Did he eat his tea?’


‘Your dog is fine, Ben. Your humans are not. Wait! You’re in bloody London?’ Kitty exclaims, before lowering her voice, presumably in a bid not to wake up my nephew, Elliot. ‘You went into Leeds this morning and you’re in London tonight?’


‘I went to the hospital for my annual check-up,’ I say slowly, looking around the room. It’s ultra-modern and high up enough to make me catch my breath at the view from the window. I can see right across the rooftops towards Trafalgar Square. The room is large with a deep-blue, velvet sofa in front of a huge TV, and in the bathroom there is a huge freestanding bath. But it’s the TV that rises out of the foot of the bed that really pleases me as I let myself sink on to it and the toll of this strange empty day starts to weigh heavy in my tight, exhausted body. I’m using every second I can to delay getting to the point because I don’t know what the point is yet. That’s what my life is all about now. Days, minutes, hours and seconds. Each one must be used precisely and with purpose.


‘And?’ Kitty asks cautiously. I don’t know how to tell her. They are just words and yet they’re the end of everything. This isn’t something you do over the phone. This isn’t something I want to say ever. So, I don’t.


‘Yeah, the usual, you know.’


I don’t know that I am going to lie to her until I do.


This morning I was eating cornflakes and thinking about bingeing a new series over the weekend, maybe messaging that girl who gave me her number in the pub a couple of days back. Tonight, I’m avoiding delivering news of my imminent demise at all costs. It is surreal to say the least.


‘So, everything fine?’ she says, picking up on my evasiveness at once.


‘Yep, good as gold,’ I say.


There’s a long silence in which I know that Kitty is trying to navigate where to go next. Does she press me for more detail, or let it go? I pray for the latter.


‘Well, you’ve got to call Mum, Ben,’ she says eventually. Her voice feels full of all the distance between us. ‘Tell her you’re clocking in on your midlife crisis a full decade early.’


‘I know,’ I say turning my head towards the window. Suddenly the city outside feels very big, and I’m just this one insignificant dot of existence in the grand scheme of things. A heartbeat that won’t be missed when it stops – nothing special. ‘I don’t want a drama. Maybe you could…’


‘No chance,’ Kitty says, just as I knew she would. ‘I’m not copping the grief for your mental breakdown. So, why London of all places?’ she asks.


‘Why not?’ I say, infuriating her.


‘Because everything costs 18 times more and it’s full of Londoners?’


‘It was a spur-of-the-moment thing.’


‘Are you going to take loads of drugs and get strippers?’ Kitty asks.


‘I don’t know. I always wanted to go to the Tower of London.’


‘You’ve got the lamest idea about living it up,’ Kitty says, but her tone is soft. Suddenly I miss my little sister fiercely. Was it stupid to come here, to head in the opposite direction from the people who love me? Of course, it was stupid, but it felt like I had no choice.


‘When will you be home?’ she adds.


‘When I’ve spent all my money,’ I say. ‘Ages. This is just a little break, that’s all; a chance to get my head together.’


‘Jammy git.’


‘Yeah, I know,’ I say.


Grief pools in the spaces in my chest at the thought.


‘Ben?’ Silence follows my name, stretching all the way across the country and all the years she doesn’t yet know that she will live through without me.


‘What, Kits?’ I ask.


‘I think you’re a right daft bastard,’ she says.


‘I love you too,’ I reply.




Chapter Six


‘This reminds me of that time in ’41. Do you remember?’ Mariah asks me as she pours herself another glass of wine. Her kitchen is small and cluttered, but this is where she always likes to eat. I watch her light a short, stubby candle, melting a little wax on to a saucer to secure it.


‘I remember,’ I say.


‘Remember how scared I was?’ Mariah goes on, undeterred. ‘Mum couldn’t get home because of the raid and the bombs were coming down like it was raining hell. You came, remember? To try and take me to the shelter? But I wouldn’t go – I was too scared of the noise and the fires. We sat under this very table with a candle just like this one. You held my hand and told me stories and sang to me. What did you sing now?’


Mariah’s hand reaches out for mine and grips my fingers hard, her eyes meeting mine. ‘I can’t remember. Perhaps something nice and cheerful like “We’ll Meet Again”?’


‘I remember!’ Her eyes light up. ‘It was “Run, Rabbit, Run”! Over and over again you sang it, in all these silly voices and accents to make me laugh. We were still here at dawn when Mum came home. It weren’t long after that that you disappeared. Where did you go, Evie?’


‘I got married to a very handsome man,’ I tell her. ‘He had black hair, the darkest eyes and an absolutely wicked smile. The kind of smile that told you he was always up to no good.’


‘Ooh la la!’ Mariah laughs. ‘I have always been drawn to the dangerous types. My Len could be a right one when he wanted to be. Was he marvellous in bed?’


‘Well, it is true that he was an expert lover,’ I say, only partly to see the delight in her eyes. This is not the first time that I have told her about Dominic, but I don’t mind repeating myself. Not on a night like tonight, when I find myself longing for all that I have lost.


‘Enough about me,’ I say. ‘Tell me about meeting your Len.’


‘Oh, my Len.’ Mariah’s face softens and she is 20 years old again, blue eyes glowing, her cheeks flushed with pleasure. ‘He had this lovely wavy hair, like a film star. His mother didn’t approve of me but Len told her I was the only girl for him and she’d better like it or lump it, so we were married and that was that. I loved Soho in the Fifties. It was like the world had suddenly burst into colour and everything happened right here – not all of it good, mind you, but so thrilling.’


I lean back in the rickety kitchen chair with my glass in my hand and listen as Mariah strips away the passing years to lead me through dance halls and picture houses to the day of her marriage to Leonard Hayward. Oh, to be like Mariah. Here she is near the end of her life and there isn’t a moment of it, good or bad, that she hasn’t lived with all her heart.


I can see that in artefacts of her past. The nicotine-stained ­wallpaper is covered in photographs pinned directly on to the wall. On the shelves among a dusty collection of mismatched crockery are the things she wants to see every day. An art-deco vase she once told me had been her mum’s pride and joy and a lace-trimmed baby’s bonnet, made with long pink ribbons that have faded almost to white.


Even the bowl belonging to long-departed dog, Kip, still sits next to the fridge as if he might come back hungry any day. Sometimes, if Mariah is having a particularly bad morning, she’ll fill it with food and take it to the front step, call his name again and again until I gently guide her in. Despite all she has lost, Mariah has never lost hope.


She leans against me, a little tipsy, as we squeeze our way, side by side, up the narrow staircase to her bedroom. Appearing out of her room, Marta comes to help Mariah into bed.


‘I’ll put her to bed,’ I tell her.


‘You sure?’ she asks. ‘I feel bad just sitting around reading.’


‘Yes,’ I reassure her. ‘Get some sleep. She’s bound to get up later for a wander.’ I turn on the dusty, tassel-fringed lamp and find her nightdress folded neatly under her pillow – pink chiffon, of course. Mariah often says the day you let your standards slip is the day you might as well give up.


‘You’re a good girl,’ Mariah says, as I tuck the blankets around her. ‘I wonder – if I’d have had children, if my little Rosie had lived past her first week, would she have been as kind to me as you are?’


‘Everybody loves you. You have that effect on people. Everyone who works round the yard would do anything for you.’ I smooth the covers over her small frame, brushing her fine hair back from her forehead.


‘But it wasn’t God’s plan for me, was it?’ Mariah sighs, closing her eyes. ‘I only had the shortest time with my Rosie and it wasn’t long enough. What’s it like to be a mum?’


The question stills me for a moment and I don’t know how to answer. As I watch her breathing steady, the lines in her face ease.


‘Tell me one of your stories, Evie.’


‘Which one would you like?’ I ask.


‘The witch. Tell me about the Tyburn witch,’ Mariah says.


‘Poor Elizabetta Sedgewick. Of course she wasn’t really a witch at all,’ I say softly. ‘She was just different. Spoke differently, with an accent, seemed to know a lot more than a woman should. And she lived alone with no husband or children, making a very good living importing goods and scents from as far away as Turkey and even Egypt. People didn’t trust her one little bit, especially not the other merchants. They feared the strange-sounding woman, who was too young and too unmarried to be doing so well. They decided it had to be the devil’s work. Elizabetta knew she was in danger but she didn’t leave or move or try to hide herself away.’ I smile slightly. ‘She was a very stubborn person. The fact that she was fearless made them hate her all the more.’


‘And what happened to her?’ Mariah murmurs.


‘Well, they executed her at Tyburn,’ I tell her, knowing that this is her favourite part of the story. ‘Or at least they tried to. They accused her, found her guilty and took her to the gallows and hanged her. But do you know what happened?’


‘Tell me,’ Mariah says. A smile peels the years away from her skin and she looks exactly 6 years old again.


‘Elizabetta did not die. Her neck didn’t break, she didn’t choke. She just hung there. They threw rocks and stones at her, but still she just swung on the rope watching them all with alert, open eyes, muttering curses. She said if anyone came near, she’d drag them down to hell with her. The local people, the soldiers and lawmen were so afraid they ran away inside to let the devil claim her. At dawn, when they summoned up enough courage to look again, she was gone; entirely vanished.’


‘Although…?’ Mariah whispers.


‘Although some folk swore blind that they saw her the very next day at the prow of a boat with a fellow so handsome it had to be the devil himself come to take her away.’


Mariah breathes out, a long, slow, contented sigh. She’s sleeping.


I sit on the edge of her bed for a while longer before returning home. As I open my front door I pause, looking up into the city sky, searching for any trace of a familiar star, perhaps the very same that looked down on Tyburn gallows the night that ­Elizabetta Sedgewick did not die. But there are none there tonight.
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Life is but a shadow: the shadow of a bird on the wing.


Traditional sundial motto




Chapter Seven


‘How about a pair of braces?’ the sales assistant Amelia asks me.


I thought I should probably get some new clothes, to avoid a worst-case scenario. No one wants to die in supermarket jeans. Still, I have my limits.


‘There’s no way they’ll let me back into Yorkshire if I buy them,’ I tell her. ‘I just want to look, you know, smart. Presentable. Like you’d take me seriously.’


The thing about impulse decisions is that I had packed hardly anything. I wandered out on to the Charing Cross Road and came across this boutique. I’m normally a two-t-shirts-from-Asda sort of bloke, but not now. Now I am going to give a fuck about everything, just in case anything makes a difference. Besides, once I’d caught the eye of Amelia all hope was lost. She came out of the shop and invited me in. I tried saying ‘No, thanks’, but it came out as, ‘Yeah, all right then’.


‘Well, then,’ Amelia looks me up and down. ‘How about this? Look, it exactly matches the colour of your eyes!’


She holds a sky-blue, short-sleeved shirt under my chin and I stare at myself in the mirror, frowning at the deeply disconcerted man looking back at me.


‘Oh yes, very handsome,’ she says. ‘And if we team that with some dark jeans and a crisp white t-shirt underneath, I think that will do the trick. Why don’t you try them on?’


Once I have the clothes on though, I see that she is right. I look…not bad actually.


Amelia smiles as I come out and gives me a miniature round of applause. ‘You need shoes to complete the look. How about these? Handmade in Italy; very stylish, but comfortable.’


‘Go on, then,’ I say. ‘Can I…?’


‘Wear them now? Of course.’


After she’s taken my card Amelia crosses her arms and appreciates her handiwork.


‘Good luck,’ she says. ‘You look great.’


There’s a moment, right after Amelia smiles at me, when I’m pretty sure that I could ask her out for a drink and she’d say yes. After all, that’s why I’m here in London, to take chances and live it up. But the moment passes without me doing anything except taking the bag and saying goodbye. I’m waiting for something. Only I don’t know what – or who – it is I could possibly be waiting for now.


***


I launch into the hectic street, almost stumbling to find a place to put my feet among the constant flow of people. Bike messengers hop on and off the pavement, a string of girls with linked arms suddenly looms, breaking loose to pass me with a gale of giggles. The smell of a hundred different kinds of fried food hangs in the air and nausea rises in my throat. I can’t remember the last time I ate. The street tilts suddenly and I stumble forward. Lights swarm my vision and I’m reaching, groping for something solid to grab hold of. I suddenly realise with a jolt of panic that I forgot to take my meds.


‘Watch it, mate.’ I hear a man’s voice. ‘Bit early to be pissed, isn’t it?’


Someone barges into me and I reel to one side, slamming into a wall. Pain darts down through the crown of my head. What little I can see swims and fractures. If I can just hold on to this wall until everything stops…


My forehead is pressed against something cold and smooth. I lean into it, grateful for the support. The glitter of the lights begins to dim and the pain subsides. Opening my eyes, I hear the footfall of people flowing back and forth around me as if I’m invisible.


Something catches my eye. As I pull back, a pair of sad brown eyes looks back at me. A poster of a painting, of a woman from a long time ago. Her grave, dark eyes are steady and uncompromising. I know exactly what she is feeling, trapped in a weighted sorrow that sits as heavy as a rock right inside the rib cage; a burden that can never be set down. Pressing my palms either side of my face, I rest my forehead against hers and wait until my vision focuses.


I know this image; it’s so familiar that it’s become one of those things you stop seeing over time, until suddenly you come across it out of context and it’s made brand-new. This face is on the cover of a big heavy book that my mum bought in Paris when she was a young woman way before she met my dad. The Art and Work of Leonardo da Vinci is what she said it was called, except all the text was in French. That didn’t matter to me though. I loved that book when I was a kid. Not the paintings so much, but the drawings and notebooks and inventions. I’d sit at the table and make dozens of kid-level copies of his drawings, of giant slingshots or half a dissected head, whereas Kitty coloured in endless versions of the Mona Lisa. The three of us spent a lot of time together exploring the world through Mum’s passion for art and colour.


Looking at her face, which had always been incidental before, I remember vividly how getting lost in the details of Da Vinci’s drawing absorbed me. Now just looking into these sorrowful, familiar eyes comforts me. Like I’ve bumped into a long-lost friend, a connection to my past that points me in a firm direction at last. I need to go and find this painting.




Chapter Eight


I unlock the little-known and very old door that leads out on to the roof of the Bianchi mansion. Not only am I the only person who has a key to open it, I’m the only person who knows the door is there at all, hidden away in a dark corner of the attic, as yet untroubled by restoration. Behind the low, narrow exit is something like the Red Queen’s Kingdom from Through the Looking-Glass. The stone balustrades stand in for the chess pieces; the gables and turrets that make up the landscape of the roof, the perfectly symmetrical topiary: a secret kingdom that I can be queen of as long as I stay out of sight of the security cameras in this one blind spot.


‘You know if I get caught up here, it’s a sacking offence?’ I tell Jack, who has brought sandwiches and half a bottle of chilled rosé for our skyline picnic, as he likes to call these periodic transgressions. That’s the problem when your oldest friend in the world is a bad influence. You find yourself taking silly risks just for the sake of seeing his smile. And Jack does suit the majesty of the London backdrop.


‘I very much doubt that,’ he says, gazing out at the streets that surround us, his hands in his pockets, as I pour the wine. ‘You are the darling of the art world, or the museum world, or whatever it is they call it.’ He looks to me, raising his glass in a toast. ‘And I am so proud of you. You did it, Vita. You brought her here at last. Aren’t you excited?’


‘I don’t know how I feel,’ I say, as I stand beside him. From up here London looks like the kind of miniature you find in eccentric people’s gardens. A hundred thousand streets spread out beneath the sky: avenues, crescents, roads and high rises growing in every spare square inch of the city that has not already been claimed. There are millions of lives down there, but just in this moment they are all far enough away for none of them to seem real.


‘Try,’ he says, turning to look at me, his brown eyes full of light.


‘Terrifying, exhilarating, devastating,’ I tell him. ‘I look at La Belle, and I see how very young she is. It breaks my heart. But this is the closest I have come to being able to study her for myself instead of reading other people’s research. To find out what she is hiding. I hope she will forgive me and show me the answers I’ve been searching for so long.’


‘All of them?’ Jacks asks, his smile faltering. ‘You’re sure?’


‘I’m sure I can’t go on like this anymore,’ I say. ‘Always wondering, never knowing anything for certain.’


‘Knowledge is very overrated in my opinion,’ Jack says, and I hear the sadness in his voice and an undercurrent of something more elusive. ‘Zero mystery soon gets dull, trust me on this.’


Tilting my head to one side, I examine him a little more closely. ‘Why are you really here persuading me to contravene about a hundred health and safety laws?’ I ask him.


He sighs deeply, leaning forward on the balustrade. His glass, now emptied, dangles precariously, poised to fall at the merest loosening of his elegant fingers.


‘I’m working up the courage to go and see your exhibition,’ he says at length. ‘I can’t not when it’s the culmination of your life’s work, can I? I thought I’d start up here and gradually work my way down. Perhaps I need a whole bottle of this stuff… or two.’


‘You don’t have to go,’ I say. ‘I get it. It will be painful.’


‘We never would have met if it wasn’t for him,’ he says. ‘And he’s been dead for so long, I can’t let him have so much of a hold on me from beyond the grave that I can’t even go and look at a Da Vinci. It’s pathetic. I don’t even love the memory of him anymore, that’s long gone. And yet, I suppose I’m afraid it will remind me of how much I loved him once. That I used to be that young, adventurous heart filled with…’ he pauses, searching for the word. ‘Faith, I suppose. I haven’t spent this long carefully crafting a distant cynicism to throw it all away just like that.’


He looks at me. ‘I don’t want to suddenly be showing the whole world the secret contents of my heart. I guard them closely.’
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