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About the Book


To unravel that long-lost summer, she had to follow the thread...


Florence Connelly is broken hearted.


Her marriage has collapsed under the weight of the loss she shares with her husband, and her beloved grandmother has just died. Even the joy she found in dressmaking is gone.


But things change when Flo opens a box of vintage 1960s dress patterns found inside her grandmother’s wardrobe. Inside each pattern packet is a fabric swatch, a postcard from Europe and a photograph of a mysterious young woman, Nancy Moon, wearing the hand-made dress.


Flo discovers that Nancy was a distant relation who took the boat train to Paris in 1962 and never returned. With no one to stay home for, Flo decides to follow Nancy’s thread. She unravels an untold story of love and loss in her family’s past. And begins to stitch the pieces of her own life back together.









Dedicated to the memory of
my dear and remarkable aunt Pam









Prologue


Most journeys begin with a goodbye: to a friend or a loved one, often to a lover, and sometimes to a place. Goodbye sharpens the senses, reminds one of what might have been and excites one about what could be. It brings with it a little nostalgia, maybe some guilt or regret, hope perhaps, or even relief. Some goodbyes last merely for a few hours, but some will have to last a lifetime.


It was a muggy evening as they gathered for their own goodbyes, the end to one of those unexpectedly sultry days when city dwellers can’t wait to get home and rip off ties and stockings, unbutton collars and loosen girdles and fling their heels across the floor, to open the windows of their flats and listen to the sounds of a city laid bare, finally free of the terrible smogs of winter. The wide glass canopy spanning the station platforms acted as a pressure-cooker lid, trapping the hot, dirty air in a cloud of noise and fumes mingled with the smell of several hundred damp bodies.


Who’d have thought you could get on a train at Waterloo station one evening, and arrive in France the next morning? From Wandsworth to Paris, just like that. She’d looked it up: it was only three hundred miles, the same as Wandsworth to Newcastle – although some Geordies had stopped her at Piccadilly Circus the other day to ask directions, and she reckoned she’d have a better chance of understanding French. It was only for a couple of months, she told herself. London would still be here when she got back.


The platform was a chaotic tangle of passengers and sayers of goodbyes – family groups locked in tight huddles lest one of their young should break free, lovers exchanging one last kiss – and serious-faced businessmen marching towards their carriages, Crombies flapping behind them and trilbies pulled down over their eyes. She suddenly felt very English and unsophisticated in her hand-made dress, as she watched a Frenchwoman glide past on slim scissor legs, a long cigarette holder in one hand and a small dog tucked under the arm of her inverted-teardrop coat, while a porter scurried after her with her monogrammed suite of matching luggage. A couple of times she felt herself shoved as people hurried to find their carriages and get their orders in for dinner, but she barely noticed, floating above the melee and hearing the bland string of parting conventions that moved back and forth between her mouth and Peggy’s as though through a partition wall. The words they both really wanted to say had no place in this public space, with Dorothy and Phyllis standing nearby, so instead they exchanged inanities, filling the last few minutes together with post-office-queue chitchat. The distant chug of the diesel engine did nothing to prevent conversation, even when there was nothing left to say: she missed the screaming of a steam engine gearing up to leave, the smuts floating in the air, that would have provided the perfect excuse for watery eyes. Instead, she looked down to pick at an invisible fleck on her sleeve.


She supposed she had secretly hoped that her parents would come to see her off, and even if she wasn’t surprised that they had stayed away, she couldn’t help a sudden sad wave of disappointment, as she thought of Dad by now watching Z Cars on the new telly while Mum washed up the egg-and-chip tea they always had on a Monday. She was glad Peggy had come, even though she suspected it was partly to make sure she actually got on the train and didn’t change her mind.


‘All aboard, ladies and gentlemen. Last passengers for the boat train to Paris.’ A uniformed guard bustled along the platform, chivvying the remaining stragglers.


‘Well, I’d better be off, then,’ Peggy said, and it seemed that one of those imaginary smuts had found her eye too. ‘Better get back to Donald and . . .’ Her voice trailed away. ‘Well, you know.’


‘I know.’ She tried to smile, but none of the muscles she needed to perform this simple feat seemed to work.


Peggy hesitated, then gave her a quick Nina Ricci-scented peck on the cheek. ‘You mustn’t worry. Just have a nice time. And watch out for those Frenchmen, eh?’


She couldn’t help but laugh. ‘You sound like Dad. Now go on, clear off. I’ve got a train to catch.’


‘I hate goodbyes. I wish you didn’t have to go. I’ll miss you so much.’


And before Peggy could reach into her pocket, Phyllis had appeared with a hanky for her, which Peggy blew into noisily. ‘Here you go, Peg. Can’t have you looking a state for your Donald when you get home. What’ll he think?’


‘You get off home, doll. Me and Phyl will wave her off.’ She tried not to gasp as Dorothy wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed hard.


Peggy could barely hide her relief. ‘Are you sure? I probably ought to get back – Maddie’s not been settling well this week, and I can’t leave Donald to nurse her.’


‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘Go, Peg. The girls will sort me out.’


‘Clear off,’ Dorothy said kindly. ‘We can see her off from here.’


‘Oh, wait!’ said Phyllis. ‘We ought to have a photo of us all. Where’s your camera? You did pack it, didn’t you?’


‘Somewhere.’ She pulled the brown leather case out of her overnight bag and opened it.


‘Here,’ said Dorothy, and grabbed a young man rushing to his carriage. ‘Take a picture of us all, would you?’


He looked as though he wanted to say no, but as Dorothy leant her head on one side and pouted at him, he relented. ‘As long as it’s quick,’ he said reluctantly.


‘Here, bunch up, girls,’ Dorothy said, pulling her three friends around her.


One quick smile and they were done. The man handed the camera back and hurried on his way, pausing only briefly to look back at Dorothy.


‘I’d better get going too,’ she said, putting the camera back. ‘See you, then, Peg.’


They grasped hands and tried to find a few more words, but they were both spent, so Peggy squeezed her hand once more before turning away and walking briskly back along the platform. By the time the train pulled out, she would be on the number 44 bus back home.


As Peggy disappeared into the crowd, Phyllis and Dorothy positioned themselves on either side of her, and she wondered how comical they must look: Dorothy towering on one side in her high heels and equally high white-blonde beehive, and tiny Phyllis looking like a station pigeon on the other, dressed in office grey and balancing her buxom chest on spindly legs as her eyes darted around nervously.


‘Don’t you worry,’ Dorothy said. ‘Peggy’ll be fine. They all will be. You just concentrate on that fantastic trip of yours. Wish it were me, lucky cow.’ She nudged her playfully, but failed to raise the laugh she’d been hoping for. ‘Come on, girl. You look like you’re about to enter a workhouse, not go off to the Continent for the summer.’


Phyllis began digging in her handbag and muttering to herself.


‘Phyl, what are you doing? You look like a bloody terrier after a rabbit.’ Dorothy sighed, taking a bored drag on her cigarette.


Phyllis pulled out a small tin and a packet of custard creams. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Thought these might come in handy. If you get hungry.’


‘They do have food over there, you know,’ Dorothy said, rolling her eyes. ‘She’ll be eating the best snails, not corned bloody beef. Won’t you?’ she added, then laughed. ‘Blimey, you’ve gone white as a sheet, darlin’!’ Dorothy opened the handbag hooked across her arm and took out a half-empty packet of Pall Malls that she passed to her friend. ‘Here,’ she said, tucking them in her pocket and snapping shut the clasp on her handbag. ‘This is more like it.’


‘Whistle’ll go in about two minutes, madam. Best get a move on now. Don’t want to miss it, do you?’ A fresh-faced young porter took her case and lifted it onto a trolley, gesturing for her to follow him.


‘Come on, girl,’ Dorothy said gently, dropping her cigarette on the ground and grinding it with the pointed toe of her black patent shoe, ‘let’s get you on that train.’ She took her arm and pulled her along so that she found herself swinging in time with her friend’s trademark sashay, Phyllis’s quick little steps pattering close behind.


She almost tripped as she turned back to see if Peggy had waited for one final wave, but the space where she had stood was already filled with the ripple of passengers now hurrying to find their carriages, and there was no sign of Peggy’s olive-green summer coat and strawberry-blonde hair.


Was that other face somewhere in the crush, coming to say goodbye, or to beg her to stay? Maybe he’d got the day wrong. Maybe she’d written it down wrong.


‘No looking back now,’ Dorothy said, seeing where her thoughts were leading. ‘Onwards and sideways, eh?’ She brushed away the porter’s offer to help her friend into the carriage and pushed her up the steps in front of her.


‘Onwards and sideways,’ she echoed, looking down from the top of the steps. Even this old in-joke failed to bring the wished-for smile to her lips, however.


‘You’re sure there will be someone to meet you at the other end?’ Phyllis said, almost biting her lip off with anxiety.


‘Yes, Phyllis, for the hundredth time, they’re picking me up at the station.’


The guard began to work his way along the long train, slamming carriage doors and shooing non-passengers away from the edge of the platform. She pulled the window down and leant out. ‘Bye, then,’ she said, clasping her friends’ hands in turn as Phyllis blew her nose heavily into a handkerchief and even Dorothy seemed to have something in her eye.


The whistle blew and the heavy train ground into motion. Phyllis ran alongside it, waving frantically, until Dorothy caught up with her and pulled her back. There was still time to change her mind, she thought as she watched the receding figures of her friends blur into small dots: the train was going quite slowly, and if she jumped off now, she would land on what was left of the platform with nothing more than a red face and maybe a bruised knee.


And then it was too late: the last of the platform had melted away and the engine was cranking up its gears. She had no choice but to see this through.


‘Stand back, please, miss,’ said the guard, gesturing her aside and slamming the window closed. ‘Don’t want any nasty accidents now. Which compartment are you in?’


Her ticket was still scrunched into her fist, and she took it out and tried to flatten it. ‘Here,’ she said.


He peered at it over his half-moon glasses, then pointed along the corridor. ‘Just on your left there. Someone will be along presently to sort out your refreshments.’


She picked up her overnight carpet bag and followed his directions, sliding open the heavy door of number 17, where she found her case waiting for her. The wood-panelled compartment, with its shiny brass and well-worn leather, exuded glamour. One of the girls from work had told her that the Duke and Duchess of Windsor used to travel on this night crossing when moving between Paris and London.


There was a gentle tap at the door, and a smart-uniformed steward who looked no older than sixteen poked his head through to ask if she required dinner in the dining car, or whether he could bring her a drink before she went to sleep. She had never been able to make the small decisions in life, so she declined dinner but requested a gin and tonic and a hot chocolate, to cover all angles. He nodded, his smart little boat hat bobbing up and down on his Brylcreemed head.


After a minute or two, she let herself out of the compartment, closing the door quietly behind her. She walked along the corridor, mesmerised by the swaying of the carriage and the thunderous rush of southern England disappearing behind them, and wondering who was behind each of the closed doors, their blinds pulled down and hushed voices from both sides of the Channel barely audible above the clickety-clack of the train as it raced towards Dover and the boat that waited there to carry it on to Dunkirk, then the Gare du Nord. Checking the guard was nowhere in sight, she tugged at the window at the end of the corridor, leaning her face into the hot rush of dusky air that carried the scream of the engine with it, oblivious to the instant damage to the shampoo and set she had paid a fortune for, as she watched miles of English countryside relentlessly eaten away and eventually dissolving into black night.


For a moment she couldn’t remember which was her compartment, and panicked at the long row of identical doors, until she remembered the number printed on her ticket. While she’d been gone, the bed had been pulled down and made, the soft tartan blanket and crisp white sheet tucked neatly in on all sides, and the bright overhead lights swapped for a soft night light. She gulped down the gin that waited for her on a thick paper coaster embossed with the train company’s logo, and quickly changed into her nightclothes, then took off her broad satin ribbon and brushed the wind out of her hair before settling herself onto the narrow berth.


Suddenly ravenous, she remembered the cheese sandwiches Peggy had made her for the journey, and ate all four in quick succession, washed down with the thick, sweet chocolate drink, only worrying afterwards whether she might lose them down the little toilet during the crossing. She’d never been on a boat before, apart from rowing on the Serpentine last summer, and had no idea whether she had sea legs or not. She’d find out soon enough, she supposed.


So this was it. She was on her way, her wardrobe made and packed with everything she needed for the next few months. She’d even brought her dress patterns with her; it had always been a bit of a ritual to collect mementoes of her favourite times wearing her dresses, and keep them in the original pattern packets. Mum said she was a ridiculous hoarder, but this wasn’t hoarding: it was more like a diary, and one day when she looked through these packets and their contents, it would bring back memories of this trip more clearly than any photograph could.


There was no going back. Not for a few weeks, anyway. An amazing opportunity to see a bit of the world at someone else’s expense. She had only once ever stayed at a proper hotel, so unlike the little B&B they always went to in Hastings for a week each summer, where you had to make your own bed and clean the communal bathroom when you’d finished with it. She couldn’t imagine the French or Italians would kick you out after breakfast and not let you in again until tea, whatever the weather.


She pinned the ends of her hair into whorl-like curls and covered them with a fine-mesh hairnet, then, exhausted, she squeezed between the tightly made sheets of the narrow bunk. Although her body craved sleep, her mind flicked from vignette to vignette, refusing to let go. Eventually, though, even her worst anxieties could not resist the rocking of the racing train as it sang its metallic lullaby, and she spent her last short time on English soil sleeping as peacefully as a baby.









Part One


BRIGHTON









1


Flo wiped the last of Gran’s teacups with the damp Fountains Abbey tea towel, putting it with its companions in the top-right cupboard. Not the middle one: that was for everyday crockery. The top-right cupboard was for visitors. And there had certainly been visitors today for the wake. Peggy would have been horrified if her granddaughter had brought out the old supermarket plates and royal wedding souvenir mugs today of all days. Instead, Flo had dusted off the Royal Doulton and made sure the matching sugar bowl and milk jug stood next to the cups on the sideboard, along with the best silver-plated teaspoons. She couldn’t imagine that Peggy had ever needed twenty of everything – the only other occasion had probably been Flo’s own christening, which she suspected her gran had most likely organised while Mum was away on one of her extended trips.


She rinsed out the dishcloth and wiped it across the table, rubbing at a speck of dried egg she’d not seen earlier. Not only had she forgotten to swap the faded oilcloth for a pressed embroidered linen one, but she had left the remains of what was probably Peggy’s last breakfast at home for all the neighbours to see. If her grandmother’s weak heart had not already surrendered its fight, she would surely have died of shame at this aberration. She gave the oilcloth a final wipe, so that the yellowed daisies sprinkled across it glistened briefly, then faded back into their dull beige background.


She jumped as she felt a hand on her shoulder, and turned to see Seamus standing close behind her.


‘Right, Flossie, I’m off to drop a couple of old biddies home. Reckon I’ll be safe?’


Flo did wonder: Seamus was a natural at funerals, and always had Peggy’s friends eating out of his hand, with his perfect combination of pathos and humour and Irish blarney, and of course the killer floppy black hair and blue eyes.


He squeezed her shoulder, instantly taking his hand away as he felt her flinch. ‘Be back in half an hour, if they’ve not kidnapped me and locked me in a cupboard.’


‘Seamus?’


He stopped in the doorway. ‘What is it, love?’


‘It’s fine, you don’t need to come back. Why don’t you get off home? There’s not much more to do here except keep Dorothy away from the drinks cabinet.’


She spotted the whisper of barely suppressed relief. ‘You sure? In that case I’ll get us a takeaway on the way back, bottle of wine. Run you a bath if you’re lucky.’


She wished he’d stop trying so bloody hard. He’d been so good all day, and she couldn’t have asked for more, but it made it extremely hard to carry on being pissed off with him. ‘I might stay here tonight, actually.’


‘Really? What for?’


She didn’t feel like explaining; she was virtually out of words. ‘I just want a last night here, to say goodbye, I suppose.’ And because I can’t face coming home. Not to you.


He had the grace to take the excuse for what it really was, and dropped his gaze to the ground. ‘Floss . . .’


‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Seamus.’ She knew, as she turned back to the sink and began polishing a glass, that he was still there, watching her, willing her to look at him, but eventually she heard him sigh and walk away.


She listened to the raucous, affectionate goodbyes as he took his leave of the small wake and ushered his twittering charges out of the front door and into his car.


Apart from the chit-chat of the final few guests, the house was quiet again, drifting back into its default carpeted hush. Flo couldn’t ever remember there being much noise here: Peggy and Donald were gentle, softly spoken folk, and in all the years she had lived with them, they had never exceeded a modest decibel count, not even when they were chuckling at The Morecambe & Wise Show or Donald had told one of his jokes he’d picked up from the chaps at work. There’d never been so much as a raised voice on the many occasions Mum had appeared on the doorstep with Flo and a little suitcase and a brief explanation, before disappearing to another airport and another continent. They had just quietly brought her in each time, Donald carrying her things to the little spare bedroom that eventually became hers permanently when one day they discovered Maddie would never be coming back for her.


And so Flo had found herself growing up in a sleepy coastal town whose average age never dipped below sixty-five, even after a colder-than-usual winter, and who remained indifferent to its brash London-on-Sea neighbour that she now called home. Peggy and Donald had lived at the top of one of many roads of identical bungalows that snaked around the contours of the town, fizzling out on the fringes. Through the net curtains, she saw the little green that had been built for children’s games but that was home to a few dog walkers with their Yorkshire terriers, or occasionally an old lady or two, meeting to catch up on the news. She craned her neck to look at the sliver of sea, just visible beyond the television aerials and satellite dishes, the tired cafés and pebbled beach. Today the sun sparkled on the water, reminding the residents of this old-people’s-home of a town why they had come here to quietly see out their days, rather than stick it out in the ever-changing and ever-expensive outskirts of a city they barely recognised and no longer understood.


‘Anything else I can do, dear?’


She jumped at the intrusion, and took a second to acknowledge her grandmother’s old friend standing in the doorway. ‘You’re fine, Phyllis. Thanks. You’ve been so helpful already.’


‘Oh, I don’t know about that. I seem to have spent most of the day keeping Dorothy off the sherry.’


‘Trust me, that’s helpful.’


The two women smiled at each other. In the distance they could hear Dorothy’s raised voice regaling a captive audience with some no-doubt-raucous tale of her youth.


‘Sounds like I failed, I’m afraid.’


‘Don’t worry. There’s only Marco and Aunty Bean left in there with her.’


Phyllis sighed. ‘Oh, your Seamus is a lovely man, Flo. He was a real tonic today. So funny, he is. There’s something about Irishmen, isn’t there?’


‘You should live with him, Phyllis. You might not think so then.’


Phyllis put her hand to her mouth and giggled, misreading Flo’s jibe as a joke. Flo could see why she and Peggy had been friends – they were so much alike in many ways. ‘I’m sure that’s not true. Such a kind, attentive man – your gran adored him.’


Flo wondered what Peggy would have thought if she’d known what a shambles her marriage had become. It hadn’t felt fair to burden the old lady with any more than she’d already had to endure. It had been a tough time for all of them, with one thing and another.


She was aware that Phyllis was staring at her with exaggerated concern. She really didn’t want to get into a feel-sorry-for-Flo conversation – Peggy’s friends had been part of her childhood, and there was no kidding these old birds. She smiled brightly. ‘Anyway, it’s about time we got Dorothy to the station, isn’t it? She won’t want to be getting back to London too late. It’s still so dark, these evenings.’ She had a feeling that even into her early eighties, Dorothy was still a match for most self-respecting muggers, but the feisty old queen of Wandsworth was like family, and there was no way she would allow her to get home too late for her evening tipple in front of EastEnders.


Phyllis pulled her black cardigan sleeve up over her plump wrist and looked at her dainty gold watch. She had always had neat extremities – size three feet, tiny hands and delicate, pretty features – at odds with her waistline, which had gradually caught up with her bosom and expanded over the years in line with her unabated love of the ice cream that kept the family in business, and supplemented by the carbohydrate recipe book passed down to her by her Italian mother-in-law. She had gone from Dolly Parton to Hattie Jacques in less time than it took to say tiramisu. ‘Oh, I suppose it is getting on. Marco and I can drop her. It’s on the way home. Or Aunty Bean might be driving back to London – we’ll ask her.’


‘Thanks, Phyllis. I appreciate it. You must be exhausted.’


As was Flo: suddenly overwhelmed by an urge for silence and solitude, and for an empty house. Today of all days, she could justify spending some time alone here before she locked up the little bungalow and travelled the few miles home along the coast to face the music.


From down the narrow hallway came the sound of Dorothy’s hyena laugh. Flo smiled. ‘It’s definitely time to get her home! Come on, Phyllis, let’s call it a day. Even Peggy wouldn’t be able to find one more thing to wash up or wipe down here.’ And it was true: everything had been put back in its allotted place. The dishcloth was neatly folded and hanging over the edge of the sink, tea towels pushed back into their sticky-backed rubber pegs, and Peggy’s apron hung on the back of the kitchen door.


Phyllis tugged her black sweater down over her straining polyester skirt and brushed a few stray sausage-roll crumbs from the recesses of its pleats. ‘Right you are, dear. If you’re sure there’s nothing else I can do?’


‘No, really, you’ve all been so kind and helpful. Well, maybe not Dorothy, but she wasn’t exactly made for labour.’


‘Don’t think she’s ever so much as chipped a bit of nail polish off, that one. We love her for other reasons, though. She’d do anything for friends and family, our Dot.’ Phyllis looked sadly at Peggy’s limp apron. ‘The four of us went back a long way, you know? Knew each other from babies to nippers to young girls and married women, we did.’


Flo had heard the old friends’ recollections of their childhood scrapes on the streets of south London over and over again, but never tired of listening to the first-hand stories of a London that barely existed any more. She went over and hugged Phyllis, inhaling the cocktail of Silvikrin and Charlie that took her straight back to illicit ice-cream cones after school.


Phyllis stroked Flo’s cheek. ‘You’re a good girl. Always were. Peggy loved you like her own daughter. Such a shame about your mum. She just had that wild streak – couldn’t be tied down. Drove us all wild.’


Flo had a feeling that one of Phyllis’s never-far-away tearful episodes was imminent. ‘I was lucky. I had two mums in the end. Well, four, if you count you and Dorothy! Five with Aunty Bean.’


Phyllis’s peach-powdered cheeks glowed as she pulled a hanky from her sleeve and dabbed at her eyes. ‘Now, dear, you fetch your things and get yourself home too. We’ll be fine.’


‘I think I might stay here tonight, actually,’ Flo said. ‘Spend one last night in the bungalow.’


‘Are you sure? Might be a bit lonely. Maybe Seamus will come back and stay with you?’


‘Maybe,’ she said, executing an unconvincing smile.


In the little sitting room, Marco was stretched out in Donald’s chair, his tight grey curls pressed against the embroidered antimacassar and yellowed dentures on show as he snored gently, knocked out by the combination of stifling heat and Donald’s best whisky and oblivious to the constant stream of invective coming from another third of the three-piece suite opposite him. His shirt collar had been unbuttoned and his black tie pulled loose, revealing a sprouting of curly greying hair that mirrored that on his head.


Aunty Bean was already in her coat, waiting patiently near the door. She saw Flo and winked, and they shared a quiet laugh unnoticed as Dorothy’s monologue continued unabated. Flo loved Bean: she had started off as a lodger with Peggy’s parents back in the sixties when she was a student, and ended up as a friend to the little network of Wandsworth families. Rumour had it that she had aristocratic blood, but Flo wasn’t so sure: beyond the plummy vowels was a down-to-earth woman-of-the-people who wouldn’t know a Barbour from a brogue, particularly in the corner of north-west London that she and her assorted dogs called home.


The heat from the gas fire had drawn out bright carmine discs on Dorothy’s cheeks, matching the crêpey rim of dark-red lipstick around her constantly moving lips and the polished nails that pointed punctuation at the dozing Marco. She had never been one to halt her stream of consciousness just because her conversation partner was asleep – besides, they all knew Marco was a master of faking a nap when it suited him. Too many noisy women in his life, Phyllis always said, which was presumably why he had chosen the sweetest, quietest bride he could find.


Dorothy pulled herself up out of the chair and held her arms out. ‘Come here, girl. Give us a hug.’ Flo squeezed past the Ercol coffee table that took up most of the floor space and let Dorothy embrace her, the gold charms on her bracelet tinkling in her ear and the heavy gold hoops that always dangled from Dorothy’s lobes pressing into her cheek. ‘Don’t you forget you’ve still got us, sweetheart. You’re as much family to me as my own lot. Bloody useless bunch they are, mind you. Never visit me unless it’s for food or money or somewhere to lie low for a day or two. You’ll come and see me soon, though, won’t you?’


‘Of course I will. I’m sure to be up in London before long. I’ll let you know, and you can bake me a cake.’


Dorothy laughed. ‘Sod that, darling. You can have shop-bought like everyone else. But I might have a nice little bottle of something tucked away for special occasions.’


It was a well-known fact in Florence’s family that you went to Phyllis to be fed and Dorothy to be watered. ‘Perfect. I’ll bring a lemon.’


Dorothy pinched her cheek, just as she had done when Flo was a child. ‘That’s my girl.’ She rearranged her fitted black lace dress around her hips and shrugged her diamanté-studded cardigan back on. Even in her eighties, she hadn’t let things slip. Flo had thought she was some kind of film star when she’d been a child – the Rita Hayworth of Wandsworth, with her proud bust and the platinum-blonde hair that now was more nicotine-yellow and came out of a bottle, defying the decades of gin and cigarettes that couldn’t be denied in her complexion. ‘Right, am I getting this train or not, young Marco?’


Marco, miraculously hearing despite his apparent deep slumber, shot upright and straight out of the armchair, rising from prostrate to his full height of five foot two in less than a second. He jangled his car keys in his pocket. ‘Ready when you are, lie-ee-dies.’


‘I’ll drop you, Dot,’ Aunty Bean said, brushing dog hairs off her shabby coat. ‘It’s on the way.’


‘Bye, Aunty Bean,’ Flo said as she hugged her, wondering whether she should mention that her ratty black cardigan had been buttoned up wrong all day. It amused them all that someone so chaotic in her own life had run a hospital ward like clockwork, and wouldn’t tolerate so much as a scuffed shoe from her nurses.


‘Take care, lovely,’ Aunty Bean said as she squeezed Flo warmly. ‘And bring that chap of yours to supper soon?’ Flo nodded non-committally as the small party eased themselves out of the sitting room and into the salt-scented night.


‘By the way,’ Flo said, pulling Phyllis to one side as the others headed outside and started opening car doors. ‘When we were in the kitchen, you mentioned the four of you. Not three: you and Peggy and Dorothy. Four. You said you’d known each other since you were babies. And Aunty Bean was a student when you first met her.’


Phyllis frowned, and Flo spotted a definite deepening of the rosy blush that always adorned her cheeks. ‘I don’t think so, dear. It was always the three of us. Why would I have said four?’


‘You definitely said four. I remember it clearly.’


Phyllis squeezed her arm. ‘You must have misheard, silly. Hardly surprising – you did just bury your grandmother today. You must be all over the place.’


Flo wasn’t so sure, but she nodded anyway. ‘You’re probably right.’ She gave Phyllis a peck on the cheek, transferring a residue of heavily scented powder to her own face.


‘Now you’re sure you’ll be all right here on your own tonight? And you’ll remember to switch everything off when you leave? And check the oven’s turned off? And Peggy likes to leave a key in the bread bin.’


‘I’ll be fine. I’ll finish off the sherry and vol-au-vents and have a quiet one. It’ll be good to have some time to say goodbye on my own.’


Marco clapped his hands together loudly. ‘Come along now. Is getting late. Marco needs his rest.’ He blew a kiss to Flo as he guided his wife down the drive and into his old Lancia.


Flo waved as first Bean’s Golf drove away, then Marco’s temperamental car hiccuped away down the hill. Finally she closed the door and let out a huge long breath.
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Number 23 Seaview Avenue had always been the benchmark for bowling-green front lawn and polished brass door knocker. The white paintwork on its single-storey pebbledash frontage defied the lashings of the winter storms that blew along the old pier, then wound along the now-shabby promenade, past the bingo hall and the fish and chip shops, and blustered their way through the old Victorian then Edwardian streets, on up the hill until they reached the 1960s periphery of town.


Peggy and Donald had bought their bungalow long before their knees demanded it: they were planners, cautious custodians of their anticipated retirement, and having once been the youngest residents of the terrace, they eventually racked up a record number of years in this quiet corner of the south coast that seemed forgotten by all but the screaming seagulls and an unusually high number per capita of funeral directors.


To many teenagers, being sent here to live would have been akin to being buried alive, but to Florence it had been like coming home. It was in fact more home than any other place she had lived during her eleven chaotic years. She had waited patiently each time for her mother to become tired of dragging a child around Morocco or India, and to put her on a plane back to England, once she had proved her parenting credentials to whichever hippies or dropouts she had fallen in with. Sometimes it would be a peace camp, full of women who worshipped Mother Earth but weren’t quite sure where a little girl fitted into their plans to save the planet for the children of the future; sometimes an ashram where she would be left to chase cockroaches with other children, who spoke many tongues between them but were able to communicate with each other only through the universal language of play.


The routine had always been the same: Donald waiting at the airport, ruffling her hair as he led her to his old Rover, then driving her back over the South Downs, whistling Perry Como all the way; Peggy opening the front door, releasing a waft of the sausage and chips she knew was Florence’s favourite, before smothering her granddaughter in a bosomly hug that Florence never wanted to end.


As soon as she was in bed and Peggy had put all her belongings on a boil wash, she would hear them whispering through the paper-thin walls, their concern growing with each visit. Their questions began to chip away at her own anxieties: did girls her age go to school? Would Mum ever stop, and just find them somewhere to live? As Peggy drew her a long, hot bath, she’d look in the oval dressing-table mirror and see a wild thing with dirty fingernails and dreadlocked hair. Mum always laughed when Flo asked for shampoo or a hairbrush, or stared at the pretty hairclips and bangles and swathes of peacock-bright fabric in the souks or street markets, tugging her away and telling her not to be so bourgeois, whatever that meant. She had a feeling that Gran letting her order whatever she liked from her catalogue was bourgeois, as was Donald driving them into Brighton to buy T-shirts with glittery unicorns emblazoned on them and eat knickerbocker glories on high bar stools, their shopping bags brushing against the soles of their shoes. When Mum eventually came back and took Flo to the next squat or caravan or cross-continental trip, they’d hide the worst offenders in the drawers that had unofficially become Flo’s. Peggy always bought a few plain things that would pass under Maddie’s radar, so that her granddaughter at least had decent underwear and clothes that fitted, until she next landed on the doorstep of number 23.


The worst moment, when she was about eight or nine, was when Gran had sat her down on the sofa and said she was tired, and would Flo read a bit of her Mills & Boon to her? Flo had taken the plastic-jacketed library book and opened it at the page marked by the leather souvenir bookmark they had bought together on one of their National Trust days out. She had stared at the intricate stacked pattern of tiny lines and curves, frantically trying to guess what Peggy wanted to hear, what this code was hiding from her, and knowing that she was failing the simple task. She had looked up at her grandmother in desperation, her cheeks burning, horrified that she had let her down enough to make the old lady cry.


The next day at 10 a.m. sharp, and every weekday after that for three hours each time, a bright-eyed lady with owlish glasses and a briefcase full of books arrived on the doorstep and sat at the dining table with her, until after a few weeks, the confusion of black noise on the page of Peggy’s books cleared itself into letters, then words, and finally the secret language that she had always suspected was there. A couple of the kinder men who had drifted along in their wake had tried to show her, but Maddie quickly put a stop to anything that challenged her mothering skills.


And it was all still here: the dining-table schoolroom, the Bakelite-brown velvet sofa you could striate if you dragged your fingers against its pile, the ticking reproduction grandmother clock in the hallway, the barometer hanging beside the gas fire, a thank-you to Donald for over forty years’ service at the printing firm where he had first served as an apprentice, the little corner table with its silver tray holding his-and-hers bottles of whisky and sherry and his-and-hers crystal glasses.


Flo wandered into the little spare bedroom with the marshmallow-pink candlewick counterpane she used to rub her thumb along as she adjusted to set bedtimes, when you went to sleep with food in your tummy and a story floating in your ears and gentle hands stroking your hair until your eyes closed. ‘Your mummy loves you very much, poppet. She really does. She knows you like being here with us, so she decided you can stay a bit longer this time. Now close your eyes and tomorrow we’ll think of some nice things to do together.’ And she’d drift off, trying to push away the guilty feeling that she ought to be missing Mummy, and wondering where she was, and hugging tight the little pink teddy she’d had ever since she was born, and which still sat on her pillow, one eye missing and its front paw worn away to nothing where she had stroked herself to sleep with its velvety-soft fabric.


Eventually, of course, it had been decided that she would be better off here on a permanent basis. Maddie’s latest project, working in a Rajasthan orphanage, was far too important to give up – who would look out for all those poor little children otherwise? Eventually Peggy and Donald had started looking into schools for their granddaughter. Between their teaching her table manners and Miss Jones teaching her to read, they had done pretty well so far, but it wasn’t fair on the poor little lassie, as Flo had overheard Donald saying quietly one evening when she tiptoed out to the bathroom. She needed stability, and no one else was going to give it to her if they didn’t.


The next morning at breakfast, her grandparents had looked so worried as they tried to put their plan to her as delicately as possible, and Flo tried not to fling her arms around them both in gratitude. She never wanted to spend another night in a dirty hostel, or a tarpaulin village hanging off the perimeter of some military airbase. She wanted tomato ketchup, Blue Peter and school shoes, her own pencil case and her own bedroom.


To make her feel at home, Donald had bought her a fancy white dressing table with gold trim and a matching pink-velvet buttoned stool. Flo had loved sitting there, pinning postcards from her mother around the mirror, along with bits of ribbon left over from birthday-present wrapping, cinema tickets and eventually black and white photo-booth memories of Flo with the friends she finally made. And there it all remained, just as it had looked on the day when Donald had put on his best tie and helped her lift her bags into the boot of the old Rover before driving her to the darkest Midlands to start her student life.


Seated amongst the dusty bottles of Anaïs Anaïs and shiny black boxes of No. 7 eyeshadow was the rag doll that she had persuaded Gran to give her, still wearing the little gathered blouse and skirt Flo had made for it, two lengths of rickrack binding its thick two-ply woollen hair into stiff bunches. Flo had found it tucked in the back of a cupboard, wrapped in tissue paper and as spotless as the day it had been made. She’d shown it to Gran, who told her it had belonged to Mum once upon a time, made for her by a family friend. Maddie had never been one for dolls, but Peggy had kept it anyway.


Now Flo looked at the black button eyes and beautifully embroidered rosebud mouth, and wondered about the friend who had put so many loving hours into making this doll. She’d always imagined that one day her own child would cuddle this silly old thing that had meant so much to her. She felt salty tears burning at the corners of her eyes, and forced them back. Today was about Peggy, not the other soul she’d barely met.


She’d learnt to sew by making things for this old doll, asking Peggy if she could save up for a sewing machine, before Donald remembered that there was an old one in the shed somewhere. ‘You can’t let her have that old thing,’ Peggy had fussed, when he appeared at the back door carrying a large wooden case by the handle and placed it on the table. Someone had engraved a couple of initials on the box: the second was almost completely worn away, and she couldn’t tell if the first was a V or an N. Once Donald had unhooked the lid and lifted it away, and Flo had seen the beautiful gold filigree lettering and turned the wooden handle on the shiny, stiff wheel, run her hand over the embossed leather and silver plating set into the old oak base, there was nothing Peggy could do to separate her from it. Donald had spent the next two days taking the machine apart, oiling and polishing it until the needle bounced up and down almost silently and the cotton reel spun happily on its pin as Flo turned the handle.


That was probably the day she knew she wanted to make things. She started saving her pocket money to buy card wheels pierced with bright glass-headed pins, rainbow skeins of embroidery thread woven into wide flat plaits, fat quarters of fabric that became her new doll’s wardrobe. Peggy had no interest in sewing – she was a non-stop knitter, whether they needed more knitwear or not – and so Flo had been left to work it out on her own. Eventually, when she outgrew the old biscuit tin she kept her sewing kit in, Donald had bought her a concertina sewing box, and she had sorted her haberdashery into the trays that opened up as she pulled the two sides of the lid apart: needles and pins in one, next to scissors and thimbles; buttons and fastenings; lengths of ribbons folded into neat bundles; embroidery hoops and threads and wide-weave canvas fabric; brightly coloured squares of felt, and finally little bundles of fabric scraps, laid neatly in the base of the box.


She had spent hours arranging then rearranging the contents of the box, and she couldn’t remember now how something that had meant so much to her could have disappeared from her life. When she’d left for uni, she supposed there hadn’t been space in her tiny shared student room, or maybe she had decided she wanted to keep it where it was, for when she came back down south between terms. She hadn’t thought about that box in years, and now she wanted more than ever to open its folds, to bring back happy memories and help dull the sadness of the empty bungalow.


She’d thought she would enjoy spending a last evening here, surrounded by everything that had made this a home to her when she’d needed one so badly, but every Capodimonte ornament, every Len Deighton novel in the small bookcase, the coat rack still bearing the outer shells of her dear grandparents, made her lonelier than she had felt in a long while. The minute Peggy and Donald had left these four walls, the house had ceased to be a home, and was merely a museum of their fifty years together. Long years had passed since Donald had sat in front of the gas fire with his crossword and his pipe, and it was a while since Peggy had been able to brandish her knitting needles in her arthritic hands, the clickety-clack of the cold metal pins punctuating her husband’s tuts as he scribbled out wrong answers or muttered at the ineptitude of whichever government was in power. All the sounds that had been the gentle breaths of this home were now silent, and even the grandmother clock in the hallway had wound itself down without anyone to keep its heartbeat going.


Loneliness was a familiar state for Flo: during the years of travel, when she had felt like nothing more than her mother’s accessory and had been moved on every time she found another little lost soul to gaze bewildered at the world with; her school days, when the other children stared at the strange girl who struggled to read or write; the terrifying undergraduate frenzy of fluid friendships, and then the comfortable void of home working, where she could create her online range of clothing without having to step into a meeting or eat her lunch in an office full of other people. Nothing, however, was like the loneliness she had known for the past twelve months, and yet still she had been able to come here and forget for a while, where no one asked questions: they just put the kettle on and sliced thick slabs of Dundee cake onto tea plates and talked about the weather or the neighbour’s daughter’s lottery win.


Flo suspected Peggy knew exactly what brought her granddaughter to the front door with increasing regularity, and saw straight through the unnecessary bags of shopping that always accompanied her. Peggy also knew that there was no making Flo talk if she didn’t want to, even though at times she longed to tell her grandmother how unhappy she was, how lonely her marriage was, or to talk about the tiny person who was supposed to have made everything better but who had never made it to the pretty green bedroom in the sugar-pink house that was crying out for a family to fill it.


Flo’s phone, with its rude reminder of the twenty-first century, broke into the decades-old freeze frame.


Seamus had sent a photo of a foamy bath surrounded by candles. Bath waiting for you. Come home, Flossie. X


She hesitated, her finger poised over the screen, then flipped the phone over and put it face down on the table. Disorientated by the swings in time that being in the little bungalow were bringing about, she struggled to identify what she instinctively knew to be home. Part of her longed to jump in the car and be back home with Seamus – the old Seamus, not the one that the last twelve months had carved out of the man she knew and loved, who had shattered the last few fragments of her; the old home that had framed the snapshots of their ten-year marriage, and not the reminder of what couldn’t be.


She knew she was punishing him, and that she would only make things worse if she didn’t reply – Seamus hated playing games. He was the one who insisted on talking about things, getting them out in the open, forcing her to spill her guts when all she had wanted for the past year was to crawl into a corner and nurture the pain that ate her from the inside out. She picked the phone up. Staying here tonight. Tidying up to do and exhausted. See you tomorrow.


As an afterthought, she added a small x and pressed send.


It was late, and although she knew she ought to get some sleep, she was still buzzing from the day, the sounds of so many voices ringing in her ears, from sharp London twangs to the softer version that had evolved as it moved southwards, faces new and old, and every shade of black fabric imaginable. She didn’t want more noise, so resisted turning on the television and tucking up on the sofa. The house was spotless, and her grandparents’ collection of paperbacks held little of interest. Maybe she should go home after all, she thought, if only for lack of anything else to do.


She tried to retrace her train of thought back to before Seamus’s text had interrupted her, and as she rewound to the memories of the old sewing machine, she suddenly knew what she wanted to do. It must still be in the house somewhere, and there were only so many places Peggy could have tucked it away.


She quickly exhausted all hiding places in her own room – there was no space in the tiny wardrobe, and the divan bed allowed for nothing to be tucked beneath it. The hall cupboard was full of brooms and mops, its shelves crammed with cleaning products. Bar going out to the shed, the only place left to look was Peggy and Donald’s bedroom. Flo’s heart fluttered a little at the thought of trespassing on what had always been private territory, where she had only ever been when invited, or when she had tapped quietly at their door in the middle of the night, needing a distraction from her nightmares.


She pushed open the door, surprised at the strength of the residual intimacy of this shared marital space, with its embossed pale rose wallpaper and piped bedspread pulled neatly across the bed. Economical in their acquisition of property, her grandparents had needed little storage space in the small bungalow, and there was only one likely place large enough for something as bulky as the sewing machine. She squeezed through the narrow gap between dressing table and bed until she stood in front of the bank of doors that were the face of the built-in wardrobe Donald had constructed thirty years ago. If it was anywhere, it was behind one of these.
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Peggy and Donald’s wardrobes were testament to a tidy house and a tidy marriage. An invisible line divided the few hangers bearing Donald’s wedding suit and work suit from the huddle of earthy-toned easy-wash frocks and slacks that had served Peggy through the decades. Flo ran her hand across her grandfather’s thin shiny tweed and the age-yellowed shirts that Peggy had ironed to within an inch of their lives, then leant forward and closed her eyes while she breathed in the ghost of pipe smoke and tool shed. No wonder her grandmother had been unable to get rid of his clothes: maybe she too had wished that these garments could bring back the kindly old man.


She began to pull aside Peggy’s coats and dresses, looking for a glimpse of the ark-shaped wooden box at the back of the cupboard. Each garment told of its decade, as the row of hemlines rose and fell, collars widened and narrowed, waists grew from tiny to elasticated. There was no doubting that Peggy knew what she liked, and Flo’s eye alighted on the basket of vibrant beads and baubles, scarves and wraps that Maddie had brought back from her travels. Peggy had always politely thanked her, before putting the latest addition away with its companions, never to be worn. ‘I’ll save it for best,’ she had always said.


Flo supposed these belonged to her now. It was doubtful Maddie would come back, and she couldn’t imagine her mother being interested in anything from the modest estate of Mr and Mrs Fielding. It had taken days for Maddie to send a cursory text explaining that it just wasn’t possible to get back for the funeral, but feel free to add her name to any flowers Flo ordered.


She pulled out a garish beaded necklace punctuated with primary-coloured fringing, and remembered her mother haggling aggressively for this in a Moroccan souk, ignoring Flo, who tried to press on her a plain silver bangle. Flo had understood even then that Peggy would hate the necklace, and had asked Maddie for money of her own so that she could buy her grandmother something that would be enjoyed. She still winced as she remembered Maddie turning to snap viciously at her. She had put the bangle back, feeling the burning in her cheeks, and the soft-eyed stallholder had smiled and slipped her a brightly coloured key ring as Maddie marched away with the necklace stuffed deep in her shoulder bag. Flo had no desire to keep anything in that basket – let it go to a charity shop and do some good to someone else.


Her hand brushed against a zippered coat bag, and curious to see what had been so special that her grandmother had had it dry-cleaned and stored, she gently lowered the zip. Of course: Peggy’s wedding suit. She knew it well from the photograph on the mantelpiece, but had never seen it in the flesh, assuming that Peggy, never given to bouts of sentiment about such things, had got rid of it. Ever practical, her grandmother had chosen a suit of light bouclé wool in a soft caramel colour that could be used again, but it looked as fresh as the day it had been worn, and Flo guessed it had been consigned to the ‘saved for best’ section of the wardrobe.


It was possibly the most stylish thing Peggy had ever worn, with its three-quarter-length sleeves and wide boat neck with slim lapels, its tiny waist giving way to a scalloped peplum and full skirt. Flo couldn’t believe that she had spent probably a month’s wages on something so exquisite. It had a two-tone pale peach and green silk lining, and hand-covered buttons, and the matching bow-shaped, net-frothed headpiece that had sat discreetly within her shampoo and set now hung from the silk-padded hanger in a little pouch. No wonder she smiled so radiantly out of the old silver frame as she clutched Donald’s arm with one hand and a posy of lily-of-the-valley in the other. She could have been a film star – well, maybe more Ealing Studios than Hollywood, but she had probably never looked better.


Flo searched for a label at the nape, wondering where exactly Peggy had bought this clearly not off-the-peg cuckoo in the nest of otherwise workaday, practical clothing. Finding nothing, she looked inside the jacket, where a tiny label was stitched bearing simply the name Nancy embroidered in pretty italics and a small crescent shape.


None the wiser, she rebuttoned the jacket and zipped the bag closed, resisting the urge to strip off her funeral black and try the suit on herself. Whatever happened to the rest of the household contents, this family heirloom was definitely staying close by, even though she couldn’t yet imagine a day when she wouldn’t be too sad to wear it.


Hidden behind a pile of shoeboxes, she spotted what looked like the dark oak of the sewing-machine case. Her mood instantly lifted, and she pulled the shoes out and reached blindly through the curtain of polyester into the gloomy recesses of the wardrobe. The shape felt wrong: instead of the curved rectangular dome of the machine casing, her hands passed over sharp edges and a smooth, bare surface where she expected to find the old leather-covered carrying handle. She had always been banned from rooting around amongst Peggy’s belongings – one of the few things her soft touch of a grandmother had put her size-five foot down about – and she felt a fresh wave of guilt, but at some point someone was going to have to clear out the wardrobe, she told herself.


She dragged the box towards her, moving spare coat hangers and dusty hankies out of its path, until she tipped it over the lip of the sliding-door mechanism and sat it squarely on the deep sheepskin rug.


It was nothing special: probably just made of pine, but with a patina and network of scratches that spoke of a lifetime of constant use. It was not much bigger than a shoebox, if a little taller, with a snug-fitting lid and a croissant-shaped carrying hole cut into each side, with which she lifted it and carried it back to her own room. She sat it on the bed, watched by the scruffy pink teddy, before climbing up next to the box and tucking her legs beneath her.


She lifted the lid away. Inside, stacked like record sleeves in a music shop, was a neat line of uniform-sized yellowed rectangular paper packets. There was no mistaking what they were: Flo herself already had a bookshelf full of them, but none like these, and none that was older than her own earliest attempts at dressmaking.


Her heart raced a little faster as she took the nearest one out, listening to the swish of the dry paper as she pulled it away from its neighbour.


McCalls 6673: Misses’ day dress.


The hand-drawn picture on the front showed a perfectly coiffed woman with an impossibly long neck and acute-angled elbows and wrists, her white-gloved hands held in front of her to emphasise the nipped-in waist of her full-skirted, boat-necked gingham dress with its narrow belt. Just behind, her blonde friend wore the same dress, but with a slim pencil skirt and in midnight-blue evening fabric, her hands on her hips and chin tilted haughtily.


On the front of the packet were some scribbled pencil notes – take 1.5" from bodice length. Waist to hem 25" – and a few numbers that had been scrubbed out. She turned it around, scanning the sizing tables and list of notions: 22" zip, hook and eye, bias binding, interfacing. A few numbers had been ringed, and mentally converting imperial to decimal, she quickly saw that whoever had made this dress was about the same size as she was, albeit with a considerably tinier waist. Curiously, three words had been written on the frayed paper flap: London to Paris.
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