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      About the Book




      Everyone remembers their first kiss.




      But what about the last?




      1961. Journalist Rosamund Bailey is ready to change the world. When she meets explorer and man about town Dominic Blake, she realises she has found the love of her life. Just as happiness is in their grasp, the worst happens, and their future is snatched away.




      2014. Deep in the vaults of a museum, archivist Abby Morgan stumbles upon a breathtaking find. A faded photograph of a man saying goodbye to the woman he loves. Looking for a way to escape her own heartache, Abby becomes obsessed with the story, little realising that behind the image frozen in time lies a secret altogether more extraordinary.
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      Prologue




      Buckinghamshire, early 1961




      He was late, of course he was. Dominic Blake was always late, he was famous for it. If there was a party, a card game, even a wedding, you could be sure that Dominic would be the last to arrive, pushing back his hair, grinning sheepishly to charm his way out of trouble. It was all part of the act, but still. Dominic hated letting Vee down, but tonight it couldn’t be avoided.




      ‘Dammit,’ he muttered as he took the corner too fast and bumped up on to the kerb. ‘That’ll have to do,’ he said, jumping out of the AC Stag and dashing up the stone steps of Batcombe House.




      ‘Evening, Connors,’ he said to the elderly man who answered the door. ‘They still eating?’




      ‘Lady Victoria is in the dining room, sir,’ said the butler. ‘Although I believe pudding is just being cleared.’




      ‘Splendid,’ said Dominic, straightening his bow tie and pushing through the double doors.




      He was greeted by wolf whistles and an ironic round of applause.




      ‘All right, all right,’ he said, holding his hands in the air. ‘I know, I’m a bloody let-down as usual.’




      He crossed the room to the woman sitting just to the left of the head of the table and bent to give her a brief kiss on the cheek. ‘Sorry, Vee,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what you must think of me.’




      ‘You know damn well what I think of you, Dominic Blake,’ she said, but her words were undercut by the hint of a smile on her red lips. ‘It seems you have broken up my civilised dinner party, so I expect you to make it up to me with some scandalous gossip.’




      ‘I’ll do my best.’




      ‘Coffee will be served in the drawing room,’ she said, getting to her feet and addressing her guests. ‘Mr Blake will be dancing the fandango as penance.’




      Dominic gave a showy bow to more whistles as the group rose from the table. The cream of high society, he thought as he watched. The men, faces flushed from claret, in suits cut by tailors inherited from their fathers; the women in silk and pearls, their eyes always moving. Money oozed from each of them: the way they walked, their laughs, the feeling that nothing could touch them.




      ‘Let’s have it then,’ whispered Victoria, moving close.




      ‘Have what?’




      ‘Your excuse, of course. I know you have one. What was it? Pressing meeting at the Admiralty? On the run from Maltese gangsters? A sick grandmother?’




      Dominic laughed.




      ‘Not this time, Vee. I overslept, it’s that simple.’




      ‘Overslept?’ she laughed, glancing across at the elaborate gold clock on the mantelpiece. ‘Dominic, it’s nine forty-five in the evening. What are you, a vampire?’




      He leant in to whisper. ‘Well, there was a young lady I met in the bar at Claridge’s, and she was very insistent that I—’




      Victoria put a hand on his shoulder. ‘No, no, on second thoughts, I don’t want to know. I’ll just content myself that you’re here now. Besides, I hope it’s nothing serious, this young lady at Claridge’s. I have invited a couple of extremely lovely women along this evening. Beautiful, connected . . .’ she whispered theatrically.




      ‘Any woman is a disappointment after you, Vee, you know that,’ he laughed, giving her shoulders an affectionate squeeze.




      Vee gave an ironic ‘Ha!’, but Dominic could see that she was pleased with the compliment. The funny thing was, it wasn’t empty flattery: Lady Victoria Harbord was pretty much everything he’d ever wanted in a woman. She was beautiful, elegant and fiercely intelligent, yet she was generous and had a taste for the unconventional, which explained both the modern decor of the room and the fact that Dominic Blake – editor-stroke-adventurer – was invited to her soirées.




      Perhaps if things were different, he thought, as a short, rotund man in a dinner suit came and snaked his arm around her waist.




      ‘Dominic. You made it,’ boomed Tony Harbord in his thick American accent. ‘Now what are you gossiping with my wife about this time?’




      ‘She’s trying to set me up,’ he grinned, winking at Victoria. As she smiled back, he wondered, not for the first time, whether his friend really was in love with the wealthy New Yorker. It would not have been the first time that a woman of impeccable breeding and title had married for money, but although Victoria and the much older Tony seemed like an odd couple superficially, Dominic was often touched, enviously so, to see the real affection between them.




      ‘Good,’ laughed Tony, snipping the end off the cigar he was holding with a gold cutter. ‘The sooner you find someone, Blake, the better. You need to settle down, if only to stop you and my wife becoming the subject of gossip yourselves.’




      Dominic had to admit it was a pretty good party. Sometimes, even with Lady Victoria’s uncanny knack of picking interesting people, society shindigs could be deadly dull, with everyone reverting to type: the men banging on about politics and the likelihood of a good shoot at the weekend, the women sticking to anecdotes about their children, every one of them a budding Rachmaninov, Picasso or Cicero.




      Tonight, however, he had talked to a poet who believed plants could converse with each other, and a prominent Tory who hinted at a secret passion for naturism – ‘Don’t you find all these starched shirts so constricting?’ he’d asked.




      He had sipped brandy with Jim French, a Texan industrialist friend of Tony’s, whom he had known previously only by his ruthless arms-dealing reputation. He had disliked French on sight, but had still recognised that he would make a fascinating profile for Capital, the magazine he edited. He had mentioned this fact to Victoria, hoping that she could engineer another meeting between the two of them, before she warned him it was not wise to make enemies of the rich.




      The most rewarding conversation had been with a librarian from Oxford, who, with the minimum of prodding, had been glad – relieved, in fact, Dominic thought – to reveal that he had spent the war developing chemical weapons in a stable in Wiltshire.




      ‘Do you know,’ said the old man, ‘it was the best five years of my life. Yes, people were dying – my own brother was blown up at Arnhem, you know – but one had this great sense of doing something, of being part of something bigger than oneself, if that makes any sense. I’ll be frank, young man, everything since has been something of a let-down.’




      Dominic eventually excused himself to go and get some fresh air. As he looked back towards the party, he smiled, hiding it by raising his brandy glass to his lips. It was funny: he knew something about everyone here. Not all of it scandalous, some of it just revealing. But why did they tell him? In theory they should have avoided him like the plague. People knew he was the editor of Capital, one of the more playful but still heavy-hitting magazines on the news stand. He was also known as one of the biggest gossips and playboys in town, an image he was happy to cultivate. And yet he had always found that people opened up to him. Maybe it’s my honest face, he thought with another smile.




      The truth was actually much more straightforward: he got answers simply because he asked. The English were far too polite to enquire into other people’s business, and consequently, when someone did ask, they were usually so relieved, everything poured out.




      Dominic had noticed this at a very young age, when his parents’ friends had come to visit at their modest home in the country. The rich loved to talk. Gossip, not money, was what made their world turn. And the one thing the wealthy liked to talk about more than anything else was themselves. No use making a killing on krugerrands or bedding your best friend’s wife if you couldn’t boast about it, right?




      He found himself in the library, a room he knew had a set of French doors that led out on to the fragrant garden. He paused, running his finger over Victoria’s fine collection of leather-bound books, then turned as he heard a noise behind him. A beautiful blonde was standing in the door frame, hand on hip, looking every inch a film noir femme fatale.




      ‘Hiding from me again, Dommy?’ purred Isabella Hamilton, wife to Gerald Hamilton, the cabinet minister. ‘You arrived so late, I thought you were avoiding me.’




      She walked slowly, deliberately towards him, her heels clicking on the library’s wooden floor.




      ‘I’d never hide from you, Izzy,’ he said, his mouth curling seductively. ‘But we don’t want any awkward situations. Not in front of everyone.’




      ‘You can put me in any awkward position you like, Dominic Blake,’ she smiled, drawing a finger up to his cheek and stroking it. ‘You know I’ll do anything you want. You only have to ask.’




      ‘Izzy, we can’t . . .’ he said, taking a small step back.




      ‘Why not?’ she whispered. ‘It’s not as if we haven’t done it before.’




      A montage of delicious images sprang to the forefront of his mind.




      ‘I want you,’ she whispered into his ear.




      ‘Izzy, please.’ He was finding it increasingly hard to control himself.




      ‘I want you now,’ she breathed, brushing her lips softly against his.




      He felt a stab of guilt, a shot of regret, and reached for her hand as he shook his head slowly.




      ‘We shouldn’t,’ he said more forcefully.




      ‘Why not?’ she pouted, pulling back.




      ‘Because we shouldn’t.’




      Isabella took a moment to compose herself, knowing that she was not going to get her own way. Not this time.




      ‘You’re sure about that?’




      ‘I’m sure,’ he nodded.




      ‘Then I’d better get back,’ she said, her beautiful mouth pursing. ‘You know how Gerald misses me.’




      ‘I’m not surprised,’ he replied with genuine affection.




      Her expression softened and she kissed her finger and pressed it against his lips.




      ‘Goodbye, Dominic,’ she said, and he closed his eyes, enjoying the warm, suggestive touch, knowing that this was the last time he would feel it.




      He watched her leave, her slim silhouette retreating into the light and noise of the party, and then lit a cigarette.




      Pushing back a heavy green velvet curtain, he opened the French doors, enjoying the cold air slapping against his face, and blew a long, twisting grey smoke ring.




      Here he was, at one of the most fashionable parties of the year, surrounded by society’s beau monde, and yet he felt hollow and unsettled.




      Maybe Tony was right. Maybe he needed to settle down. He’d had enough of using beautiful young women like Isabella, and all the other interchangeable blondes, brunettes and redheads. Maybe he needed to change his life, although it was never as easy as that, he thought, frowning as he watched the smoke float up into the dark night air.




      ‘Dominic.’




      The voice was not at first familiar. For one anxious minute he thought that Gerald Hamilton had come to pay him a visit, before he registered an accent and recognised it.




      ‘Eugene.’ He smiled with relief, stubbing his cigarette out under the sole of his shoe.




      He had known the Russian naval attaché, stationed at his country’s embassy in Kensington since Christmas, and liked him a lot. At first he had been surprised that Eugene was invited to society parties and dinners such as the one they were at tonight – people were suspicious of the Soviets, and rightly so, with the Cold War raging. But the truth was that someone considered mysterious and forbidden – someone like a handsome Soviet naval attaché – was as welcome in the salons of the upper classes as Dominic was.




      ‘How are you, my friend?’ he asked, extending his hand and resting it on the Russian’s shoulder.




      Eugene simply nodded.




      ‘Can we talk?’ he asked.




      Dominic was always ready to listen. He took his cigarette case from his pocket, opened it and offered his friend a tobacco-brown Sobranie.




      ‘Of course,’ he replied as they stepped out into the garden.




      The air was fragrant, the smell of daffodils and damp grass potent and luscious, and the full moon spilt lazy, creamy light around the garden.




      They sat down on a stone bench, and as Eugene began to talk, Dominic crossed his legs and blew another smoke ring, preparing to listen, not knowing that the conversation he was about to have was one that would change the entire course of his life.


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter One




      London, present day




      Abby Gordon looked down at the curled sepia map spread out on the oak table in front of her and sighed. I mean, who cares where Samarkand is anyway? she thought rebelliously. She had a sudden urge to scrunch the map up into a ball and toss it into the incinerator. She imagined the fire catching, watching as it glowed and burnt. Shaking her head she looked around the room, wondering if anyone had noticed that she was blushing. No, only nice Mr Bramley, an elderly academic bent over his research on the other side of the glass door.




      Mr Bramley certainly cared very deeply for this map. Mr Bramley would probably jump into the incinerator to save it.




      Get a grip, Abby, she told herself, imagining poor Mr Bramley on fire.




      There had been a time, not so long ago, when she had loved her job as an archivist at the Royal Cartography Institute. Okay, so it wasn’t the Tate or the Courtauld Institute. She didn’t spend her days cataloguing priceless paintings like some of her friends from her art history degree course were doing. She wasn’t working for a hip gallery or a prestigious auction house, or acting as assistant to some famous photographer. But the RCI’s archive was spoken of in hushed tones by map nerds and geography enthusiasts around the world. Abby wasn’t one of them herself, but she couldn’t help delighting at the treasures she found among the clutter. There were the maps, of course, thousands of them, all kept in climate-controlled (which meant chilly if you hadn’t worn tights) walk-in cupboards. There were atlases, some common, some very rare and valuable, including one once owned by Marie Antoinette, a heavy leather-bound tome that no one – not even her boss Stephen – was allowed to touch. And there were the artefacts: an old boot, an oxygen tank, a tarnished brass compass, most of which were stuffed randomly into the cardboard boxes next to Abby’s desk. On the face of it they were just bits and bobs from long-forgotten expeditions. But every one of them had a story behind it – Captain Scott’s compass, Stanley’s pith helmet, an ice pick that had gone on the first ascent attempt of Everest.




      But most surprisingly, for an organisation dedicated to maps, the bulk of the collection was photographs. Hundreds of thousands of negatives and slides, collected from every expedition since the invention of the camera. The trouble was, most of them had never left their boxes, and that was the reason Abby had been recruited eighteen months earlier: to catalogue them and, hopefully, bring them out into the light. It seemed like a never-ending task.




      Taking a deep breath, she rolled up the map and slid it carefully into its tube, pleased that she had struck off at least one thing on that day’s to-do list.




      Russian Steppes, printed and hand-coloured c. 1789, Morgan Johnson. Abby knew it was worth thousands of pounds, if it ever made it to auction. Not that it would. It was stuck here in the dusty basement of the Royal Cartography Institute, shoved on a shelf, waiting patiently for someone to look at it, to care about it.




      Well, she knew how that felt.




      The phone rang.




      ‘Hello, Archive,’ said Abby in her best telephone voice. ‘Hello?’




      There was heavy breathing, muffled sounds of chatter and laughter in the background. She knew instinctively it was her boss reporting in from a long lunch.




      ‘Abigail, it’s Stephen. Can you hear me?’




      Abby managed a smile. Stephen Carter, director of the archives at the RCI, was hopeless on the phone. He always behaved as if he were a Victorian gentleman and this was his first time using one of the new-fangled machines.




      ‘Everything all right back there?’




      Abby looked up at the teetering pile of boxes.




      ‘Nothing I can’t handle.’




      ‘Good, good,’ he gushed. ‘Now I just wanted to let you know I’m not sure I’ll be back this afternoon; you know how these meetings go.’




      She did indeed. Stephen was slurring his words a little.




      ‘Good news, though,’ he continued. ‘Christine has some exciting information about the exhibition. I can’t wait to tell you.’




      Today was Stephen’s monthly lunch date with Christine Vey, director of the collections, a pompous woman who had zero interest in the RCI but a lot of interest in furthering her career. Christine’s plans always made Abby uncomfortable; they were never good news for the people who worked at the Institute.




      ‘Anything I should know about?’ she asked.




      ‘We’ll talk about it tomorrow,’ said Stephen. ‘In fact we should have a debrief on where we are up to. Christine wants a full written update. She’s really gone out on a limb for us agreeing to this exhibition, so there’s no letting her down. Are we understood?’




      ‘Of course,’ Abby muttered, quickly typing out an email, a group message to Anna, Ginny and Suze, her three best friends, checking that they were still on for drinks that night.




      ‘First thing tomorrow we’ll run through the final image selection, and then you can walk the slides and negatives over to the lab,’ continued Stephen, his words tumbling out of his mouth as he hurried to finish the call.




      ‘Now, I must fly. Oh, and could you prepare the 1789 Johnson for Mr Bramley? You know how particular he is.’




      ‘Already done,’ she said as Suze pinged an email straight back.




      See you at the bar. So glad you are feeling up to this.




      ‘Excellent, you are a treasure.’




      And then he was gone.




      Abby put the phone back in its cradle and glanced at her watch. It was not even 4.30. Ages until she could justify leaving, even if Stephen wasn’t due back in the office.




      Besides, there was the debrief to prepare for. Stephen Carter was not a bad boss, but he was a stickler for detail, a sucker for pleasing the powers-that-be, and as she was technically only a temporary member of staff – thanks to her rolling contract – she knew she would be the scapegoat for any archive mishaps, failures or inconsistencies.




      Now that she was on her own, now she was supporting herself, with no safety net of family or lover, she didn’t like to think of the consequences if anything happened to her job.




      She felt herself getting teary, but blinked back the emotion as she made her way into the photography room: long rows of battleship-grey metal shelves, each one holding dozens of filing boxes filled with negatives, slides and prints.




      She moved down the rows, running her fingers over the boxes. This was actually the part of her job Abby loved the most. Maps she couldn’t get too passionate about; how could anyone get worked up about a badly drawn picture of Lancashire? But with the photographs, it was different. There was something magical about them. They were intimate records of a special time before the world was really known, taken by the few people who dared to go out there into the wilds. She sat down on an office chair and pulled down a box. Broadly, her job was to catalogue the collection, writing up what was in each box: expedition, year, part of the world, names and achievements, that sort of thing, so they could all be logged on to her computer and cross-referenced.




      But she also had another task: she had to make these ghosts pay. That, really, was the reason why she had been hired: she had been brought on board to curate exhibitions, to bring these long-neglected slides to the attention of the public.




      Their first exhibition, to celebrate the Institute’s bicentenary, was to be held in three weeks’ time, and Abby wasn’t entirely sure they were ready. Selecting the images to display had been easy. The title of the show was ‘Great British Explorers’, and there had been plenty of spectacular expeditions to choose from: ascents of Everest and K2, trips to the Poles, even Livingstone going up the Nile. But there was still something missing, something that left a hole at the centre of the exhibition, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, and she was hoping that she would know it when she saw it.




      Taking a deep breath, she pulled out a narrow box and opened it. Inside was a selection of slides. She took the first one and held it up to the light. A group of small figures, dwarfed by the snowy peaks behind them. She held up the next: a mid-shot of a team of porters, grinning at the unseen cameraman. She looked at the side of the box; it was labelled Mortimer Expedition, Nepal, 1948. She rolled her chair over to the light box, flicking it on and using a loupe – a sort of glorified magnifying glass that allowed you to see the image as if it had been printed full size.




      The stark monochrome image of the jagged Himalayan peaks was striking, but it just wasn’t different enough to the dozens of other stunning images she had of snowy hinterlands. And that was the problem – the exhibition was looking very snowy, very hilly, very white. Very one-note.




      She puffed out her cheeks, wishing she was allowed to bring a cup of tea into the photograph room. But that was forbidden in the confined, claustrophobic space that reminded Abby of one of those old submarine movies.




      Minus the well-toned sailors, she thought grimly.




      For a moment she regretted working in such a dark and isolated environment. Her friends had certainly thought she was mad when she had given up a full-time job at the V&A. But they hadn’t known her true reasons for leaving. Hadn’t known why she had swapped it for a freelance position at the RCI.




      Abby and Nick Gordon had kept their struggle to have a baby very private. Even though they had been the first couple in their friendship circle to get married, no one asked them when they were going to hear the patter of tiny feet. They were a thirty-something couple living in London, having fun and throwing themselves into their careers. Besides, it was something of a taboo subject. An intimate issue. If you suspected a friend of having fertility problems, you certainly didn’t ask. Not unless they wanted to share it with you.




      Abby and Nick had been warned how difficult IVF was going to be. But she hadn’t expected it to be so physically and emotionally demanding. She’d given up her job and taken a flexible position at the Institute. But still there was no baby. And then there was no husband.




      She pulled down another box, black-and-white prints this time. Peru, Amazon, said the label, 1961.




      She focused hard, trying to forget about the images of Nick that popped into her head at random.




      Sitting down, she took the photographs out of the box, balancing them on her thighs as she leafed carefully through them.




      The first was of a man tending to some mules, a wide-angle of a long valley, lush with rainforest. The second was a beautiful close-up of a hummingbird, the third a gaggle of porters carrying huge baskets, their faces worn and weathered by the sun.




      At least it’s not snow, she thought, sensing that she might find something of use in here.




      She carried on flicking through the images until one photograph forced her to stop in her tracks. A picture of a man and a woman inches apart. His hand was on her cheek, her palm over his, in what looked like a tender goodbye. Abby put her own hand to her mouth, her breath frozen in her throat. It was beautiful, moving, and yet she couldn’t really say why. It wasn’t such an unusual scene, the sort of thing you saw every day at stations and airports.




      But this was different; there was tension, heartache here. The woman looked distraught. But why? Who was this man? And who was his lover?




      She flipped the picture over. The label on the back read: Blake Expedition, Peru, August 1961.




      She could tell from the other photographs that he was going into the jungle. Was she begging him not to? And had he still gone anyway? She wondered how old these two lovers would be today, whether they were still alive and if they were still together.




      She looked back at the picture. God, it was good. And she just knew it would be perfect for the exhibition. She had already collected enough of those jaw-dropping high-impact shots – tiny figures hacking their way up a rock face or icicle-festooned ships stuck in ice floes – but this? This was different. This image had emotion, a sense that there was more to exploration than simply getting up and going. It rooted the heroic act in the real world, made you think: What if I was going? How would I feel? And how would I feel if I was being left behind? It was a photograph that spoke quite clearly of the power of love and the fear of loss.




      She didn’t realise she was crying until a fat tear splatted on to the light box.




      You can’t go dripping all over the priceless artefacts, she scolded herself, running out of the photograph room to find a tissue.




      ‘Abigail? Are you quite all right?’




      She turned to see Mr Bramley staring up at her. Christopher Bramley was one of their regular members; he often came down to the archive for support material for his research. White-haired and bent, he rarely spoke except to request some document or map.




      ‘Yes, fine, thanks,’ said Abby quickly, rubbing her damp eyes.




      The old man raised his eyebrows. ‘I do hope so,’ he said kindly.




      She wondered how much he knew about her life. Whether he had heard.




      ‘Here you go. The maps you were after,’ she said more brightly.




      ‘I think I’m your last customer of the day. The Institute is rather empty out there,’ he smiled, rummaging around in his pocket, pulling out a tissue and handing it to her. ‘I’m sure Mr Carter won’t mind if you lock up early and go home.’




      She nodded, deciding that was just what she would do, and returned to the photograph room to finish up.




      She slipped the Blake print into a cardboard envelope, resolving to ask Stephen about it tomorrow. After all, he had worked in the collection for over ten years and had an encyclopedic knowledge of every explorer and map-maker in the last three hundred.




      She flipped off the lights, checked that everything was locked and pulled on her jacket.




      ‘See you tomorrow, Mr Bramley?’ she said, swinging her bag over her shoulder as she walked through the research room.




      ‘Oh, I shouldn’t wonder,’ replied the old man. ‘Off out?’




      ‘Yes, actually. Just drinks with a few friends.’




      He smiled. ‘You enjoy yourself, Abigail. You deserve it.’




      She grinned in reply. She hadn’t been looking forward to her night out with the girls, but now she decided it was just what she needed. She ran up the basement stairs to the ground floor, where light flooded the Institute’s atrium. Back to civilisation, she thought, glancing at her mobile phone and seeing that she had missed a call in the signal-less basement.




      She dialled to retrieve the message, and felt sick to the pit of her stomach when she heard it.




      ‘Abs, it’s me. Nick. Call me back. We need to talk.’


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter Two




      ‘Can you believe he wants to talk?’ said Abby from her bar stool in Hemingway’s cocktail lounge in Wimbledon Village. She felt sure she was slurring her words, and she had only been here twenty minutes.




      ‘What do you think he’s got to say for himself?’ said Suze spearing a bright green olive with a tooth pick.




      ‘Nothing I want to hear,’ said Abby, feeling more and more provoked by the phone call from her husband.




      ‘Look. The manager has found us a booth,’ said Anna, jumping up and grabbing the pitcher of Pimm’s. ‘Come on, before a gaggle of sexy tennis players beats us to it.’




      ‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ smiled Abby, although her heart certainly wasn’t in laughing.




      It was Wimbledon fortnight, and there were always celebrities or famous sports stars to be seen around the smart SW19 postcode after the day’s play at the All England Club had drawn to a close.




      Anna, Suze and Ginny, Abby’s three closest friends, had decided that she had been hibernating far too long, and that a night out in Wimbledon’s buzziest fortnight was just the ticket to resuscitate her social life.




      Normally she would have agreed. Normally this was her favourite time of the whole year, a time to sit out at pavement cafés, joking with her friends and watching the world go by. But tonight it had been tempting to head straight for home when she got off the tube – her little terraced house was just off the foot of the hill on the walk up to the Village – just as she had done every night for the past six weeks.




      Leaving work, Abby had felt some enthusiasm for her night out, but now she was here, she knew she wasn’t in the mood for laughing, drinking cocktails or pretending that she was carefree. She didn’t want to see anyone, talk to anyone. Deep down, she knew that she couldn’t stay a recluse for ever. She knew she had to get back out into the world and make some decisions. She knew that she had to man up and finally talk to her husband, because she couldn’t carry on ignoring his messages. But if the time had now come to confront Nick Gordon, she still didn’t know what to say, and she was hoping that a conversation with the girls might provide her with some answers.




      ‘Ginny’s here,’ said Suze, as they all slid into the cream leather booth. Abby groaned silently at the sight of the tall brunette walking into the bar. Any other time she would have been delighted to see her old friend; along with Anna, a high-flying lawyer, Ginny was her most capable mate, a kick-ass, no-nonsense financier, the sort of person you wanted on your side in a crisis. But she was also Nick’s sister, and even though she had made all the right noises about her ‘idiot brother’, calling Abby every few days, sending details of counsellors and therapists and little parcels of macaroons and biscuits, Abby never felt as if she was entirely on her side.




      ‘What have I missed?’ asked Ginny, sliding in next to Anna.




      ‘Nick’s rung,’ said Suze, looking up from her cocktail.




      ‘And did you speak to him?’ asked Ginny, as if she were addressing a boardroom.




      Abby shrank into her chair and shook her head.




      ‘He’s called six times already this week. I haven’t spoken to him but he won’t leave me alone. At this rate I won’t be needing a divorce. I’ll need a restraining order.’




      Her friends laughed politely, but she could tell that the D word was like a grenade thrown into the conversation.




      ‘Have you at least spoken to any of the counsellors I told you about? Melanie Naylor is particularly excellent,’ pressed Ginny in her no-nonsense style. ‘Very high-profile client list.’




      ‘But counselling would mean I want to save my marriage.’




      ‘You’ve got to give it a try,’ replied Ginny bluntly.




      ‘I’m not saying you’re being too harsh, Abby . . .’ began Suze, topping up her glass until the Pimm’s hovered less than a millimetre beneath the rim.




      ‘But you’re saying I’m being too harsh,’ said Abby, feeling cornered.




      ‘You can’t avoid him for ever,’ said Anna more kindly. ‘Deleting his messages doesn’t mean you can wipe out everything that’s happened.’




      ‘How could I ever forget that?’ said Abby, reminded once more of the moment her life had been blown apart.




      A text. That was how she’d found out that her husband had been unfaithful. They had been driving to a friend’s house for Sunday lunch, and had stopped at a petrol station for some fuel. Nick had run out to pay and had left his phone on the seat, the same phone Abby had used ten minutes earlier to tell the friend that they were running late, because her own phone was out of juice.




      She had expected to see a few platitudes from their host. Don’t worry! The chicken is still roasting! Take your time [image: Smile.pdf]




      Instead she had read a message from some woman whose name she still didn’t know. A handful of words that had been like a nuclear explosion in her marriage.




      Please. Let’s just see each other again. I know it’s scary but I think we are good together. X




      The smell of the petrol fumes and the treachery of the words had almost made her vomit. She had looked up and seen Nick running across the forecourt, two bars of her favourite chocolate clutched in his fist, smiling despite the lashing of spring rain, and for a second she had wondered whether she should pretend not to have seen the message. Wondered whether she should just let her life carry on, unaffected by what she had read.




      With a matter of seconds to make that choice, she had handed him his mobile as soon as he got into the car.




      ‘You’ve had a text,’ she had said simply, and immediately caught the flicker of panic across his face, knowing before he had even read the message that things would never be the same again.




      When he did read it, he didn’t try to deny anything.




      By the time he had croaked ‘I’m sorry, Abs,’ she had stumbled out of the car, her sight clouded with tears, the sound of car horns ringing in her ears. Nick had followed her, his long strides quickly catching up with hers. He’d grabbed her shoulders, and perhaps to an onlooker, thought Abby some time later, they might have looked like a couple in a Nicholas Sparks movie poster about to have a passionate embrace in the rain.




      Instead he had explained that she was a client and that he had got drunk on one of his many business overnighters and ended up in bed with her. It was a one-off, he had pleaded. She had meant nothing, he’d had too much to drink and was depressed. But Abby couldn’t bear to be near him after that. Couldn’t bear for him to touch her. She’d hailed the nearest taxi, and by the time he returned home, she had cleared out his things, stuffed it all – even a beautiful pink cashmere scarf he had bought for her birthday, and some tickets for an outdoor cinema event – into bin bags and left them in the hall, screaming at him to leave, hurling every obscenity she could think of at him.




      Abby played with the stem of her cocktail glass.




      ‘Thanks for coming out tonight.’




      The girls nodded in encouragement.




      ‘Can’t pass up the chance to spot Federer,’ smiled Anna, trying to lighten the mood.




      ‘So, what’s everyone’s news?’ said Abby more brightly. The last thing she wanted was to dwell on her own problems.




      ‘Work, work, work,’ groaned Ginny. ‘I’ve got a deal on that is taking for ever.’




      ‘And I think I have become the anti-Bridezilla,’ said Anna.




      ‘Anna, you are getting married in six weeks. You’re supposed to be getting teary with the florist by now. Having hissy fits with the cupcake supplier, that sort of thing,’ quipped Ginny.




      ‘There are going to be no cupcakes at my wedding,’ laughed Anna.




      Ginny grinned. ‘Killjoy.’




      ‘Well I went to see a clairvoyant this week, and she said I’m about to get swept off my feet,’ announced Suze, who had been single ever since she finally left her cheating sports-agent boyfriend Terry.




      ‘I’d love to be swept off my feet,’ said Ginny with feeling. ‘Not just because I’m so bloody busy I haven’t got time for go-slow romance. I adore the idea of the grand gesture, like getting whisked off to Paris or Rome.’




      ‘Like Mikhail Baryshnikov did with Carrie in the last season of Sex in the City,’ noted Abby.




      ‘But look how that turned out,’ replied Anna cynically.




      ‘What happened?’ Popular culture always seemed to have passed Ginny by.




      ‘He hit her,’ replied Suze. ‘Petrovsky slapped Carrie.’




      ‘Yes, but she was in love with Big anyway. It would never have worked,’ pointed out Abby, remembering every moment of her favourite show. ‘And then Big came to Paris to rescue her.’




      ‘Now that was a grand gesture,’ nodded Suze sagely.




      The waitress brought over some bar snacks, and Abby nibbled at a chicken wing.




      ‘I don’t know about grand gestures,’ said Anna, directing her attention at Suze. ‘I think they can be hollow. It’s easy to spend money, or shout loud. I think it’s the little things that mean a lot. I love it when Matt goes out of his way to help me without me even asking. Or buys me a book I mentioned in passing ages ago.’




      Ginny pulled a buzzing mobile from her handbag.




      ‘Bloody hell. New York,’ she muttered before excusing herself and exiting the bar to take the call. Abby felt her shoulders slump in relief.




      ‘She’s Nick’s sister, but she wants the best for you,’ said Anna intuitively.




      Abby looked at her friend. ‘Which is what?’




      There was an awkward silence.




      ‘What are you going to do, Abs?’ said Anna finally.




      ‘Get a solicitor. Fill out a few forms. Boom. File for divorce. I think that’s how it goes, isn’t it?’ Her voice cracked, and she tried to steady herself with a long swig of Pimm’s.




      ‘Are you sure that’s what you want?’




      ‘What’s the alternative? That I forgive him? I can’t. I’ve gone over and over it in my mind, but he slept with someone else, and I can’t get past that. The betrayal, the lies . . . the trust has gone. And once it’s gone, you can’t get it back. Things could never be the same between us again.’




      ‘But it doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you,’ said Anna thoughtfully. ‘Men are weak. If it’s put in front of them, they’ll take it. Look at Tiger Woods.’




      ‘Let’s not,’ said Suze, rolling her eyes. ‘He had more than one mistress come out of the woodwork.’




      ‘She wasn’t Nick’s mistress,’ replied Abby sharply. Suze gave her a cynical look.




      ‘Don’t go getting all protective over him.’




      ‘I’m not protecting him. I’m protecting myself,’ said Abby.




      ‘You never know what you can forgive until it happens. I see it all the time at work,’ said Anna. She was a media lawyer, and the bulk of her time was spent securing press injunctions to protect her clients’ indiscretions. ‘All these people doing stupid, selfish things – making sex tapes, having affairs with co-stars – and time and again the wives or husbands forgive them.’




      ‘Maybe it’s different with celebrities,’ replied Abby.




      ‘It’s just easier to forgive, easier to put up with it,’ said Suze, shrugging her shoulders. ‘Terry was an absolute dog. The amount of times I turned a blind eye to lipstick on his collar because the alternative meant moving out, looking for a new flat, being on my own and going through the whole rigmarole of finding someone else. Sometimes it’s easier to just keep quiet, even though each time I forgave him, I lost another piece of self-respect.’




      ‘Don’t look now,’ said Anna, dropping her voice to a whisper, ‘but I think that blond guy at the bar is checking you out, Abs.’




      Abby hadn’t felt sexy or attractive for a very long time, and the thought of someone eyeing her up made her jumpy. She shot a discreet glance in the direction of where her friend was looking. A handsome twenty-something man was indeed looking her way, an amused half-smile on his lips.




      ‘Damn, Abs, he’s gorgeous,’ hissed Suze.




      Abby grabbed her drink, wondering if everyone in the bar could see her blushing. Hell, you could probably see it from space.




      ‘Not interested,’ she said firmly. ‘I’m no longer interested in men. It’s all about cats and cupcakes from now on.’




      Suze grabbed the jug of Pimm’s and upended it into her glass.




      ‘Are you sure you don’t want a crack at him?’




      Abby smiled and shook her head.




      ‘In that case, I’m going to get pissed and have a go myself. You never know, Anna, I might end up bringing a plus-one to your wedding after all.’




      As they watched Suze approach the handsome stranger, Abby couldn’t help but feel a spark of admiration for her friend, so hopeful in her quest for true love.




      Anna folded her arms on the edge of the table.




      ‘People make mistakes, Abby. I don’t think it’s so bad to forgive,’ she said quietly.




      ‘Whose side are you on here?’ Abby said briskly, then stopped herself, not wanting to be unkind to Anna, who these days she considered her closest friend, the one she felt she had most in common with, the one she knew she could turn to in a crisis. Had turned to, in the days after her separation, when Anna had spent hours on the phone with her, not judging, just listening.




      ‘I’m on your side, Abs,’ said Anna, putting her hand on her forearm. ‘I just know how much you love Nick. How much he loves you and how good you were together.’




      ‘Before he broke my heart,’ said Abby softly.




      Anna rooted around in her bag and pulled something out. ‘Here’s Matt’s business card,’ she said, pushing a sliver of embossed white card her way. Anna’s fiancé was one of London’s top divorce lawyers. Abby knew of a dozen other ways to contact him, through Facebook, email, LinkedIn, which she had felt very grown-up joining in recent weeks. Matt was her mate; she could just phone him up if she wanted to speak to him. But there was a gravity in Anna’s gesture that made Abby appreciate that this was the rest of her life they were dealing with.




      ‘You know how good he is,’ added Anna. ‘But if it’s all a bit embarrassing, he’s got a couple of amazing associates who could act for you . . . if you’re sure that’s what you want.’




      The thought of it made Abby sick. Selling the house, splitting the assets, never seeing Nick again.




      She closed her eyes, imagining how much she would miss his presence in her life, even those terrible recent text messages begging for forgiveness. Nick Gordon might have broken her heart, but he had been the love of her life, and the idea of never seeing him again, never hearing his voice was almost too much to bear.




      ‘So what are you going to do?’ asked Anna, draining her glass.




      ‘I’ve got a lot of thinking to do,’ replied Abby quietly.




      It was the understatement of her life.


    


  




  

    

      




      Chapter Three




      Abby wasn’t in the mood for work. To be honest, she hadn’t been in the mood for work for quite a while now, but this morning as she walked up Exhibition Road from the tube, she was dreading it more than usual. She took a sip of her latte, hoping it would go some way to clearing her head, but it didn’t seem to be working. The sunshine kept glinting off the windscreens of cars, and despite her oversized sunglasses, the light and the noise and the after-effects of the night before were making her head pound like a drum. What had possessed her to go out for drinks in the middle of the working week? She wasn’t nineteen any more; she couldn’t bounce back from a hangover the way she had done at university.




      She crossed the road, narrowly missing being hit by a white van. The driver blared his horn at her and yelled something out of the window.




      ‘Big night?’




      She almost dropped her coffee as she turned to see a beaming face.




      ‘Lauren! You nearly gave me a heart attack,’ she gasped.




      ‘Sorry, but you were miles away. Thinking about all those cocktails you drank last night, were you?’




      Abby was momentarily thrown by the accuracy of her friend’s assessment. There had always been an air of the mystical about Lauren Stone, the Institute’s librarian, although much of it was by design. The boho smocks and purple tights, the geeky glasses and the obsession with horology – it was all carefully stage-managed to distract from the fact that Lauren was both beautiful and super-bright.




      ‘Sun’s gone in,’ she said, nodding towards Abby’s sunglasses.




      ‘I’m feeling a bit fragile.’




      ‘So what was last night’s occasion?’




      ‘Just a girls’ night out. A lot of bitching about how crappy men are, and more Pimm’s than is healthy or sensible.’




      ‘Good for you,’ said Lauren, putting her hand in her bag and pulling out a banana. ‘There you go. Potassium.’




      ‘Are you sure?’




      ‘Don’t worry, I have an entire bunch of them in here.’ Lauren grinned. ‘I have a monster hangover too.’




      ‘Oh yes?’




      ‘I had a date.’




      ‘Tell me more. Anyone I might know? Anyone interesting?’




      ‘Very interesting. Alex Scott from the V and A.’




      ‘Result!’ laughed Abby, aware of the museum’s resident heart-throb. ‘Tell me more.’




      ‘I’ll tell you later,’ said Lauren with a wave of the hand. ‘Let’s see if he calls back first.’




      They turned in through the gates of the RCI building and waved their passes at Mr Smith, the geriatric security guard, who was sitting more or less upright next to the reception desk. Abby often wondered why they bothered, considering he only had to remember a few female faces and was hardly likely to jump up and accost them, but it had become something of a habit.




      ‘So how’s the exhibition shaping up?’ asked Lauren as they prepared to go their separate ways.




      ‘Getting there, I suppose, but Stephen’s vision of what constitutes an iconic image and mine rarely seem to meet.’




      Lauren snorted.




      ‘Not surprised; I’ve seen how the man dresses. Taste is clearly not one of his gifts. Well, if you need any help, just give me a shout. I’m not exactly being run off my feet at the moment.’




      ‘You can send me a long, juicy email about your date with Alex Scott then,’ grinned Abby.




      She reluctantly left Lauren and descended the old stone steps into the basement, taking a deep breath before she stepped through into the archive.




      ‘Morning, Abigail,’ said Stephen, raising his eyebrows at the clock above the door. ‘Two minutes past.’




      It was another of the little rituals they lived by. Abby worked late almost every evening, often coming in at weekends if a member required something specific from the archive at short notice, and yet Stephen insisted on pointing out every time she was even a second late.




      ‘So. It was a very enlightening meeting with Christine yesterday,’ he said when Abby had sat down at her desk. A smug smile spread across his face. Abby tried not to think about her boss’s sexuality – until recently, she hadn’t even been sure if he was interested in women or men. That was until Christine Vey’s arrival at the RCI. Now, just the mention of her name seemed to send Stephen into raptures.




      ‘So,’ he repeated, putting on his glasses. ‘The good news is that Christine has invited several members of the press to the launch night of the exhibition, and quite a few of them have accepted.’




      ‘Fantastic,’ said Abby, thrilled that her efforts might get some recognition in a national newspaper.




      ‘It gets better,’ he said, raising a hand. ‘The Chronicle are sending along one of their top journalists to do a review. And if they think the images are strong enough, they’ll run a four-page feature in the Saturday edition.’




      ‘It had better be good then,’ said Abby, feeling excited and nervous.




      ‘Indeed. In fact I’d better have a look at your shortlist later today so we can make a final selection of images. If the press are coming, the exhibition has to be electric. It has to sing, my dear Abigail.’




      His words reminded her of something.




      ‘On that subject,’ she said, hunting around her desk, ‘I wanted to pick your brains about an image.’




      ‘Pick away,’ said Stephen sagely.




      She pulled out an envelope and passed the photograph inside to her boss.




      ‘I found this in the collection last night,’ she said, leaning forward. ‘Peru, 1961. The Blake Expedition . . . Does that mean anything to you?’




      ‘Dominic Blake,’ said Stephen, nodding. ‘He was mapping a remote section of the Amazon rainforest, or at least that was the stated aim of the expedition. There were rumours, of course . . .’




      ‘Rumours?’




      ‘Oh, that he was really looking for Paititi, the lost city supposedly stuffed with jewels.’ He gave the photograph a cursory glance, then flipped it back to Abby. ‘Pure nonsense, of course, just like El Dorado, one of those old wives’ tales that quickly become legends because people want to believe them.’




      ‘So he never found it?’




      ‘Never found anything,’ said Stephen. ‘In fact, he never came back.’




      Abby almost gasped.




      ‘He died?’




      ‘One assumes,’ shrugged Stephen. ‘I believe this was the last official photograph from the expedition. He went deep into the jungle and was never seen again.’




      Abby felt her hands begin to tremble. She didn’t know why she felt so shocked, so sad.




      ‘What’s the matter?’ Stephen asked.




      ‘Nothing,’ she said quietly. ‘I suppose it makes the picture even more powerful. More perfect.’




      ‘Perfect for what?’ said Stephen crossly.




      ‘For the exhibition.’




      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he scoffed. ‘We can’t use this. It looks like a photo story for Jackie magazine.’




      Abby was determined to stand her ground.




      ‘By our own admission we have to make the show as powerful as possible, and this is exactly the sort of image that should be at the heart of it.’




      ‘Abby, Blake was a very minor adventurer, a playboy by all accounts. I don’t need to remind you that the show is called “Great British Explorers”. We are here to celebrate the best. The very best.’




      It was easy to be swayed by Stephen’s self-confidence, but Abby felt suddenly passionate about the Blake photograph.




      ‘We have plenty of shots that put across the triumphs of exploration: Everest, the Poles, Burton at Lake Tanganyika, the Northwest Passage. But I think the man in the street finds it hard to understand the courage and grit required to do such things. Conquering Everest just doesn’t have the same resonance it had fifty years ago, not when everyone knows someone who has run a marathon, or walked up Kilimanjaro for charity. This is the GPS generation, Stephen. People aren’t impressed by explorers any more. They don’t understand them. Not like you do.’




      GPS generation. Abby was pleased with that one, and she could see that it had struck a nerve. Stephen was looking sombre.




      ‘That’s a depressing way of looking at it. But I suppose you have a point,’ he said, rubbing his chin.




      Abby nodded.




      ‘This show shouldn’t just be about summits and triumphs and firsts. It should be about loss and courage and heart.’ She thumped her hand against her chest, surprised at how strongly she felt about this.




      Stephen fell silent in thought, then nodded.




      ‘Hmm,’ he said, tilting his head to look at the photograph. ‘I suppose we could pitch it as a companion piece to the letter written by Captain Scott’s wife.’




      ‘Yes, I really think you’ve got something there,’ said Abby, holding her breath. Experience had taught her that Stephen’s fragile ego needed to believe that every idea was his own.




      ‘All right. Add the Blake images to the Southern Hemisphere section and find out a bit more about the woman in the picture.’




      Smiling, Abby picked up the phone and dialled an internal number.




      ‘Hello?’ said a husky voice.




      ‘Get you, sexy lady,’ laughed Abby.




      ‘Oh, it’s you,’ said Lauren morosely.




      ‘Hoping it was George Clooney looking for a map of Darfur or something?’




      ‘I was just hoping Alex might ring.’




      ‘Sorry to disappoint. Just wondering if you could help me find out about Dominic Blake. Sixties explorer type. I particularly need to know if he was married.’




      ‘I was just about to sit down and have a sneaky read of Grazia,’ said Lauren, more light-heartedly.




      ‘Stephen wants it asap.’




      ‘Okay, okay. Pop up later and I’ll see what I can dig out for you.’




      ‘Check him out,’ said Lauren, opening a copy of Three Centuries of Exploration by Peter May, the bible of expedition documentation. She thunked the volume on to her desk and pointed at a handsome man in a parka. ‘Is it wrong to fancy a dead person?’




      ‘He was very good-looking,’ said Abby, scanning the text.




      ‘If he was around today, he’d have his own show and a range of sleeping bags,’ said Lauren. ‘How much do you know about him? It’s a really sad story.’




      Dominic Blake was standing in a formal shot on a mountainside, piles of equipment in the background, rope looped around his shoulders. It was stiff, posed, but he certainly stood out, his gaze coming straight down the lens as if to say ‘Yes? And you are?’ There was just the hint of a smile, too.




      ‘Where’s he off to in this one?’ asked Abby.




      ‘The Karakoram Pass,’ said Lauren, reading the caption.




      ‘He got around.’




      ‘You have no idea. I called my mother. You know she was a bit of a mover and shaker in the sixties. According to her, he shagged half of high society. Why the sudden interest?’




      ‘I’m thinking of using a picture of him in the exhibition.’




      ‘I’d better tell my mum. Might get you one more punter through the door.’




      ‘What about the wife? We’ll have to do some notes to accompany the images.’




      ‘I haven’t been able to find out about that. Dominic’s got a Wiki page, but it doesn’t say much. Went to Cambridge, edited a long-defunct magazine called Capital, wrote a few books, travelled the world. Seems he wasn’t married.’




      ‘Well he looks pretty much in love here,’ said Abby, showing Lauren the photo she had brought with her.




      Lauren sighed as she looked at it.




      ‘Wow. What wouldn’t you give to have a man look at you like that? Lucky lady.’




      Abby silently agreed with her.




      ‘There were a few more photos in the set,’ she said. ‘You can see the woman’s face better in this one.’




      ‘Well let’s see if we can track her down that way,’ said Lauren, clicking on Google Images and tapping in the words ‘Dominic Blake’, ‘Capital magazine’ and ‘girlfriend’.




      Some random images appeared on the screen. A few of them were even of the right Dominic Blake.




      ‘We’ve got a stash of old society magazines over there. Have a look through while I try the online Spectator archives.’




      Abby wandered through the shelves of the library. It was an impressive place, stacked floor to ceiling with books about everything that might interest the Institute’s members, from geology to the birds of the northern tundra.




      She heaved one of the leather tomes on to a reading table: Bystander magazine, 1958–62, all carefully bound together. She smiled: to many of the well-born RCI members, the people featured inside this society journal were probably friends and relatives. She flipped to January 1961 and found the party pages: lots of photographs of toffs having fun. Apart from the fashions and the grainy photography, they could have come from the social pages of Tatler today. The same bright faces, the same cocktails, the same swish houses just glimpsed in the background. She turned to the February issue, then March, April, May, June and July. And there, nestled among the coverage of the 1961 Monaco Grand Prix, was the handsome face she was looking for. It was unmistakably Dominic Blake, sitting holding a cigarette, his arm draped along the back of a sofa. Next to him was a woman, laughing. Abby stopped. It was her. She glanced down at the caption: Adventurer Dominic Blake and Rosamund Bailey. May 14th, 1961.




      She took the book over to Lauren.




      ‘She’s called Rosamund Bailey.’




      ‘I’ve heard of that name,’ said her friend, typing it into a search engine.




      Abby’s eyes opened in surprise as thousands of entries came up.




      ‘She’s more famous than Dominic,’ muttered Lauren as they read her Wiki page.




      Rosamund Bailey is a British journalist and political activist. She wrote the controversial ‘View from the Gallery’ column in the Observer newspaper and was involved in setting up Greenscreen, the eco-pressure group, and FemCo, the charity credited with changing international law on the exploitation of women in the Third World.




      Wow. Abby had been expecting some Home Counties housewife. Rosamund sounded like Superwoman.




      She scrolled through the many archived articles the woman had written: ‘What Price a Life?’, ‘The Conservative Approach to Poverty’, ‘Must We Rattle America’s Sabres for Them?’ She only had to dip into them to see they were left-leaning polemics. The biography went on: ban the bomb and CND marches, demonstrations at Downing Street, actions to stop the Vietnam War. Throughout the following decades, Rosamund had been involved in a variety of government think tanks and appeared on heavyweight TV and radio programmes. Abby was surprised she hadn’t heard of her before now.




      ‘Blimey. Bit of an odd match. The playboy adventurer and the firebrand feminist,’ she said thoughtfully.




      ‘Do you think she’s still alive?’




      ‘She’s probably not that old,’ said Abby, doing the mental maths. ‘Mid-seventies?’




      ‘You should track her down. Invite her to the exhibition.’




      As Abby returned to the basement, she was stopped by Mr Smith, who was holding an enormous bunch of flowers.




      ‘These were just delivered for you, Ms Gordon,’ he said with a hint of embarrassment. He held them out to her; when she didn’t immediately clasp them to her bosom, he added uncertainly, ‘There is a card.’




      She felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. She opened the envelope and read the message.




      I will always love you.




      She stared at the flowers sadly. They were beautiful: a delicious arrangement of peonies and lilies from her favourite – and usually too expensive – florist in South Kensington.




      She closed her eyes and steadied her resolve. It was a trick, a bribe, an empty gesture of flattery . . . She wasn’t going to fall for this. Not today.




      She removed the card and handed the flowers back to Mr Smith.




      ‘I think there’s been a mistake. They are for Lauren Stone in the library.’




      ‘That’s not what the man said . . .’ said the security guard, looking confused.




      ‘Please,’ she said softly, and Mr Smith nodded as if he understood.




      By the time she got back to the archive, Lauren had already called her extension.




      ‘I got flowers,’ she said sounding as if she was hyperventilating. ‘Alex sent me flowers.’




      Abby cursed herself for not thinking that one through, panicking at the idea of her friend calling Alex Scott to thank him for flowers he had not even sent.




      The truth was on the tip of her tongue, before she heard the joy and excitement in her friend’s voice.




      If Lauren called Alex Scott and he was interested in her, it would sort itself out. If he had no romantic intentions, then at least the flowers would make Lauren look popular. It was a win-win situation, thought Abby, deciding to keep quiet and let the flowers make somebody happy.




      Glancing at her watch, she saw that it was lunchtime. The basement was feeling stuffy and lifeless again. She had to get out; she needed to breathe fresh air, see trees and people and . . .




      She recognised him instantly, even before she was through the revolving doors of the Institute. She almost spun herself back into the building again, but this was it. Time for confrontation.




      ‘Hello, Nick,’ she said brusquely.




      ‘Happy anniversary, Abby.’
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