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For Don, with forty years of love.





PROLOGUE



September 2009


She had slept without meaning to, then woken with a start. As soon as her eyes were open, she automatically tried his mobile number. Again it went to answer. The clock read nearly five-thirty in the morning, and she failed to stop herself imagining the worst: a bike accident, a fall on one of his climbs.


It had been a hurried goodbye, before she went to work the previous day; they’d made love when she should have been getting dressed, and she’d been late.


Her shift at the hospital finished at seven and he’d said he’d be home, that he’d pick up some fresh fish for supper, that he’d fix the lamp on her bike. But he hadn’t been home, wasn’t home now.


She was a nurse in a Brighton hospital A&E, she knew what could happen to people: the blank eyes dulled by the paramedics’ morphine, the twisted limbs, the flesh ripped and jagged, bulging dark with blood.


Please, please don’t let that be Fin.


She thought of all the places he might go – a climber by profession, there weren’t many places he could climb locally. He sometimes went along the coast to the chalk cliffs at Hope Gap. Or the climbing wall if he was teaching. But he’d only taken his pedal bike. The sleek, powerful Triumph was still here, parked in the alley that led to the tiny back garden of their house and shrouded in its metallic-silver cover.


Had he mentioned anything different about his day? She tried to recall his exact words as she hunched inside a rug on the sofa, cold and worried, staring obsessively at the display on her phone, willing it to light up. But she couldn’t remember, the sex had distracted her.


She’d already rung her own hospital to check if he’d been brought in. Should she call the police now? But they wouldn’t do anything, she knew. It was too soon. Too soon for most people, who would assume just a drunken night out. But Fin never got drunk, barely touched alcohol when he was in training, which was most of the time. A bit of dope here and there, but nothing serious. He’d never stayed out late without her, let alone all night. And he always called or texted her constantly, all day.


In the end she fell asleep again, still clutching her mobile, waking an hour later with the dawn light and immediately checking for a missed call. She knew she’d never concentrate at work so she rang in sick and asked for a second time if someone called Fin McCrea had been brought in overnight.


By teatime she was down at the police station. The constable on the desk took careful details.


‘Has he ever done this before?’ he asked.


‘Never. Not once. We’ve been together eight years and he’s always told me where he was.’


‘And you didn’t have a row or anything?’


‘Nothing.’ She wasn’t going to tell him about the love-making, although it seemed to prove something about their closeness.


‘Have you rung his friends? Family?’


She said that she had: his dad in Scotland, a few climbing mates. He went on asking questions, which she answered mechanically. No, he wasn’t on any medication; yes, his bike was missing; no, she didn’t know if he’d taken his passport.


‘Well, Miss, we’ll make a few enquiries, check the other hospitals. I don’t think you should worry too much. It’s early days. There’ll be a perfectly simple explanation, practically always is.’


‘Like what?’ she demanded.


The young policeman sucked his teeth. ‘Well, you know the thing… a bit too much to drink and finds himself on a mate’s couch in the back of beyond with no signal; maybe a sudden illness in the family, mobile on the blink …’


Give the man credit, she thought, he’s doing his best.


‘Seen it all,’ he added, giving her an encouraging smile.


‘So what shall I do?’ she asked, on the verge of tears.


‘Go home. Have a good look round, see if he’s taken stuff – his passport, clothes, that sort of thing. Might’ve been called away suddenly. We’ll keep in touch, let you know as soon as we get any news.’ As she turned to go, he called after her, ‘Don’t forget to tell us if he turns up.’


She did as the policeman suggested. At home she went straight to the drawer in the desk where they kept their passports. Fin’s was gone. Then she checked his clothes, searched for the backpack he used for travelling. It was gone too, plus his climbing boots, his favourite Patagonia jacket, his waterproof trousers. She found his computer on the floor beside the bed. Logging in, she checked his emails, brought up his recent history. The emails were from days ago, just brief communications with mates, the usual bike sites, climbing blogs. Nothing that told her his plans – if he had any.


For a while she sat, numb, refusing to face the obvious: he wasn’t missing, he wasn’t lying at the bottom of a ravine. He’d just gone climbing, left her without a word.


She began inventing excuses for him, just as the policeman had. Perhaps he’d got word of a fantastic climb, leaving immediately – she knew September was the start of the climbing season, post-monsoon, in Tibet – in some inaccessible place on the globe where there was no mobile signal. Maybe at the airport his phone had been lost or stolen and he had no time to call. Or a note gone missing … Had he left a note that had been blown off the table when she opened the door? She looked at once, scrabbling under the kitchen table, then under the bed. It’s barely twenty-four hours, she kept telling herself.


But when she woke the next morning and still her mobile was silent, she recognised her excuses for what they were. What she could not yet face were the implications of his absence.


She went downstairs to make a cup of tea, then punched in the number of the police station.


‘Umm, I’d like to cancel the missing persons report I made yesterday.’ She gave the reference number, feeling humiliated, a total fool.


‘Oh, hello Miss Bancroft. So you’ve found him then?’ She recognised the young PC’s voice.


‘Not exactly, but I think I know where he is.’


The policeman said nothing for a moment.


‘OK … so you’re sure you don’t want us to go on looking?’


‘Quite sure. Thank you.’


‘Right you are then, I’ll take it off the system. Let us know if you need any more help.’


She carefully laid her phone down on the kitchen table. With shaky steps, she climbed the stairs back up to bed and crept under the duvet. No tears now. Nor rage. Just nothing, nothing, absolutely nothing.





CHAPTER 1



10 September 2012


‘I’m just nipping out to the shops for about forty-five minutes. You’ve got your glasses on, the phone is right here. Will you be OK?’ Flora fiddled with the things on the small side table, placing the phone in the most accessible position, then laid the newspaper across the old lady’s lap, open at a page about Pippa Middleton’s antics. She knew that when she came back the page would not have changed, but Dorothea Heath-Travis, aged ninety-three, liked to maintain the illusion that she read the paper in the morning.


‘I expect I shall.’ Dorothea spoke slowly and carefully – her speech had not completely recovered after her last mini-stroke.


‘Ring me if you need me. Or Keith. Speed-dial one for me, two for Keith.’ Flora said this every morning as she went off to do the shopping, never sure whether Dorothea would remember, if the need arose. In the two years she’d been working there, however, it never had.


The old lady looked up at Flora from her armchair by the window, an amused expression on her face; she hated fuss. But she didn’t reply, just bent her head to the paper, her white hair, thin now, neatly rolled in a small French pleat. The room was quiet, and filled with morning light that showed up the worn chair covers, the faded wallpaper and carpet – all good quality in their day, but not new now for at least fifteen years. Rene Carmichael, Dorothea’s friend, who had power of attorney for the old lady’s affairs, was always tut-tutting about the tatty state of the flat, but Dorothea seemed not to notice or, if she did, not to care.


Flora went through to the hall, taking her cardigan from the coat stand by the front door, and pulling it on over her shapeless, pale-blue uniform dress. She checked herself quickly in the ornate oval mirror on the wall and frowned. Her brown-gold eyes seemed huge in her face, which she knew was too pale, too thin. But it had been one of the wettest summers on record, barely a ray of sun until late July, and she couldn’t afford to go away … had no one she particularly wanted to go away with … Yanking the band from her ponytail, she allowed her dark hair to fall about her shoulders before scraping it back and off her face again. She preferred not to go out dressed like this unless she had a proper coat to hide the uniform, but she swallowed her pride; it was pointless to change just for a quick trip to the supermarket, and who would see her?


‘Morning, Florence.’ Keith Godly, porter for the block, poked his head sideways from behind his computer.


‘Hi, Keith. Good weekend?’ Flora asked the question without thinking. She knew what the answer would be; Keith never had a good weekend.


The porter, predictably, let out a groan and dropped his voice, flexing his muscle-bound shoulders in his dark suit. ‘Nah. Just same old, same old. Bloody whingeing tenants with leaking toilets or lost keys. That new woman in number twenty-four phoned me three times on Saturday night because a dog was howling his bloody head off somewhere! It was annoying the hell out of me too, but it wasn’t even in our block. Did she think I was fucking Superman?’


Flora nodded sympathetically. ‘The problem is you’re a sitting duck, living right under their noses.’


‘Not the only problem in my life though, eh?’


Flora gave him a wave and moved off towards the main entrance. She liked Keith, he was endlessly kind to Dorothea, helping her out with small tasks in the flat whenever Flora asked, such as fixing the bathroom light or recalibrating the Freeview box, but she didn’t feel inclined to listen again to the tale of his miserable life since he’d been forced out of the Army – his one and only passion. His back, the cause of his discharge, was fine now, he insisted. But for him, life was over.


‘Will you be here for the next half an hour?’


‘For you, Florence, I’ll be here a million lifetimes.’


His attempt at flirting was accompanied by a theatrical sigh that made her laugh, and even brought a smile to Keith’s heavy, lugubrious features.


As soon as she was outside she took a long, slow breath, happy to be in the open air on this late-summer’s day, the air sharp with a hint of approaching autumn but still pleasantly warm. Twelve hours in the flat, always on duty even when Dorothea was having her afternoon nap, was wearing, and she relished these brief moments to herself. She turned right down Gloucester Road, towards the Underground station, crossed the busy Cromwell Road and entered the arcade on the corner. The supermarket was at the far end, and she dawdled … checking out the face cream in Boots, which she decided she couldn’t afford, peering into the expensive jewelry boutique.


The store wasn’t busy yet. She took a hand-basket and began in the fruit and vegetable section. A Bramley apple or some plums to stew, leeks – Dorothea’s favourite – carrots, a couple of potatoes for mash. Maybe she’d get some chicken today … a change from the endless poached fish. She was picking out tomatoes for her own lunch, when an arm reached rudely across her and plucked a bag of organic carrots from the box to the left of the tomatoes. No ‘excuse me’, no apology. Flora, irritated, turned to glare at the owner of the arm, and froze. For a moment she held her breath, then her heart began to beat twenty to the dozen.


‘Fin?’ She was surprised that any sound came out.


The man, obviously equally taken aback, just stared at her for a moment.


‘Flora.’


She knew her pale cheeks were flushed, she could feel the warmth. She brushed a hand self-consciously across her hair, collecting the dark strands that had come loose from the band and smoothing them flat.


‘God, Flora. Is it really you?’ Fin McCrea kept staring at her.


He looks just the same, she thought, just as beautiful. Tall and athletic, he stood well over six feet, his hair, sun-bleached, sticking out from his head in a wild tangle she was painfully familiar with. He wore jeans, and a faded red T-shirt sporting a Save the Children logo, the ubiquitous black daypack slung across his broad shoulders.


‘What … what are you doing here?’ he was asking.


‘Shopping?’ She smiled and so did he, his light grey eyes creasing with amusement. ‘How about you?’ she added. ‘Not your usual neck of the woods, West London.’


Flora talked, but she hardly knew what she was saying. It had been all but three years – she knew almost to the hour how long – since she had seen him last.


Fin put his basket down by his feet and shook his head. ‘Long story. I’m staying with a mate at the bottom of Queen’s Gate. I had a pretty bad fall in January.’


‘What happened?’ She asked more to give herself time than because she wanted the grisly details.


‘I was in Chamonix, guiding this old Italian, and the ledge I was standing on collapsed … sodding rock just fell off the side of the mountain. He was OK, miraculously, but I smashed into the rock face and just broke up. They flew me back to the UK and it was all mending fine, except the pin in my leg’s playing up now. I had to go back into hospital.’


As he talked, she just watched him, watched every movement of his face, noted his square hand clutching the strap of his bag and the golden hairs on his permanently tanned arms.


‘But everything else is OK?’


He shrugged. ‘S’pose … I had a bust pelvis, compound fracture of my thigh.’ He tapped his right leg. ‘Two cracked lumbar vertebrae, God knows what else – the docs got bored of telling me. Can’t stand London, as you know, but it’s easier to be near the hospital for all the follow-up stuff. They’ve put more metal plates in me than a Sherman tank.’ He looked questioningly at her, as if he were waiting for her story now.


‘Sounds as if you’re lucky to be alive.’


‘Lucky to be alive and walking, so the doctor says,’ he agreed, his face breaking into an uncertain grin.


There was a paralysed silence. Flora didn’t know what to say, where to look; adrenaline was coursing through her body making her shaky and cold. She clung to the black plastic handle of the basket as if it were her lifeline.


‘I’d better get going. I’m on duty,’ she said eventually, but remained rooted to the spot.


‘You’re not at the Charing Cross are you? That’s where I’ve been … on and off all year. How weird would that be? Us in the same place and not knowing it.’


‘No, no, I’m doing private nursing at the moment – just down the road. I needed a break.’


Finlay McCrea and her, standing in the middle of a London supermarket, making polite conversation as if they were old mates catching up? She suddenly needed to get away from him.


‘Flora.’ As she turned to go, he reached out and touched her arm, sending a shock through her body as if he’d been electrically charged. ‘It’s … incredible to see you. Seems like a lifetime. Don’t go without telling me how I can get hold of you.’


She felt a spurt of anger. ‘What for?’


He looked surprised at her tone. ‘Well, er, I thought we could meet up. Have a drink or something while I’m around?’


A drink? It sounded so normal. As if going for a drink could ever contain the maelstrom of feelings she had for this man. ‘Sorry … it’s … it’s not such a good time. I’ve got a lot on.’


She noted his crestfallen expression. ‘But it’s been good to see you too,’ she added, hearing the formal, almost prim tone of her voice as she hurried away and instantly regretting it.


The rest of the shopping was conducted in a blur. She moved up and down the aisles, plucking the necessary items mechanically from the shelves, not daring to look up from her task in case she saw him again. She felt lightheaded, but she kept focused until she was safely out of the store, then almost ran back to Dorothea’s flat as if the devil were on her tail.


Keith hadn’t moved from his desk. He looked up as she shot round the corner.


‘No need to panic. I haven’t heard a peep out of her.’


‘Oh … thanks, thanks for keeping an eye.’


‘You OK?’ He peered at her through the gloom of the hall.


‘Fine, yes.’ She smiled brightly and hurriedly closed the door of the flat behind her, only able to relax when she had a physical barrier between herself and Fin McCrea.


*

That evening Flora stood in her sister’s immaculate, state-of-the-art kitchen, telling her about the supermarket encounter. It was nearly nine – Flora only finished work at eight, and Prue was just back from a gallery opening in the West End.


Prue took a wine glass from the cupboard and set it on the polished black granite worktop with a sharp click. She poured out red wine from an already opened bottle of Australian Shiraz and handed it to Flora, her face set and angry.


‘Bloody man.’


Prue, three years Flora’s senior, was about as unlike her sister as it was possible to be and yet still be related. She looked good for her forty-four years, her clothes classic and expensive, giving only a passing nod to trend. Her hair, short, layered and tastefully blonde, framed a round face, seldom seen without extensive make-up; her nails were long, manicured, and varnished a rich, shiny crimson. The only similarity to her sister was her gold-flecked brown eyes. Financially ambitious from an early age, Prue was now an interior designer of considerable fame and popularity amongst the international set with homes in London; she never stopped working. Her husband, Philip, a lawyer, was usually the one at home making supper for their teenage daughter, Bel.


‘He wanted to have a drink with me,’ Flora said. She had somehow managed to get through the rest of the day with some semblance of normality. Rene had come round for tea with Dorothea, the doctor had visited, Mary, the night nurse, had bent her ear about what they would all do if Dorothea died. So she hadn’t yet had time to make sense of what had happened.


‘And you said no, right?’ Prue asked, not really concentrating as she checked her BlackBerry and replied at once to whatever message she’d just received – Prue’s phone was never more than grabbing distance from her hand. Laying it temporarily on the counter, she opened the fridge and pulled out a box of butternut squash and sage ravioli, a bag of watercress, a lemon and a block of Parmesan cheese. ‘Have you eaten?’


Flora shook her head. ‘Where are Philip and Bel?’


‘Bel’s staying with Holly … getting up to some unspeakable fifteen-year-old mischief, no doubt. And Philip is having dinner with an old college mate.’ Prue stopped what she was doing to peer closely at her sister. ‘You didn’t give him your number, did you?’


‘No, no, of course I didn’t.’ And then she burst into tears.


‘Darling … come here.’ Prue wrapped Flora in her arms and held her close. ‘Poor you, it must have been a terrible shock.’


Flora rested in her sister’s embrace for only a moment before pulling away and wiping the tears away with the back of her cardigan sleeve. Prue made a disapproving face and passed her a piece of kitchen roll.


‘It was a shock.’


‘What was he doing in Waitrose in the Cromwell Road for Christ’s sake? He spends his entire life up a mountain.’


‘He had a bad fall, he said. He was in Charing Cross Hospital getting his leg fixed.’ Flora took a gulp of wine and pulled herself up onto one of the high beechwood stools that lined a side of the square island in the centre of the kitchen. Her sister’s house always amazed her. She realised, of course, that it was Prue’s calling card for her design business, but still, there was no mess anywhere, none of the normal clutter, nothing out of the cupboards and drawers at all. Just clean, blank lines and gleaming surfaces, punctuated by an occasional art work, an elegant vase of flowers, some tasteful arrangement of fruit. Not even salt and pepper mills or a bottle of olive oil sullied the black polished perfection of the kitchen.


‘Serves him right, stupid sod.’ Prue smacked a pan of water down on the stove, repeatedly jabbing at the controls of the black ceramic hob until the halogen plate was glowing.


She leaned across the central island. ‘You don’t want to see him again, do you? After what he did? You’d be insane.’


‘No …’ In the face of her sister’s indignation, Flora wasn’t going to argue – too much like hard work right now – but it didn’t seem as black and white to her. Part of her wanted more than anything else in the world to sit with Fin McCrea and talk and laugh – and perhaps experience the intense sexual energy that had always existed between them. But part of her wanted to run a million miles in the opposite direction, so terrified was she at the thought that she might depend on him in any way again.


Prue looked at her suspiciously. ‘You don’t sound at all certain.’ She topped up Flora’s glass and went to check on the water. It had boiled, and she tipped in the ravioli, prodding with a wooden spoon to separate the pouches.


‘I suppose I’m not.’


‘Uh?’ Prue spun round, letting out a gasp of horror. ‘Flora!’


Flora held up her hand. ‘OK, OK, I know what you’re saying and I agree, of course I do. But …’


‘But nothing. You can’t go there, darling. You really can’t. Eight years together and he walked out on you, never called you, never even wrote. Just disappeared up one of his sodding, bloody mountains.’


Flora met her sister’s angry stare. ‘I know all that.’


‘No, you can’t. Not if you’re even contemplating spending a single second in that bastard’s company.’ Prue paused, as if she were gathering together her arsenal before an attack. ‘He broke your heart. He wrecked your career. He made it unlikely you’d have the children you always wanted, and he sent you into a depression that you’re only now recovering from. What part of this sounds like a good idea to you?’


Flora had to admit Prue was right, but that didn’t mean that meeting Fin hadn’t triggered all the feelings that, for nearly three years, she’d been trying to quash. Mostly unsuccessfully. The therapist to whom she’d been assigned when she’d been depressed had said she needed ‘closure’, to be able to draw a line under the relationship. But how could she do that without learning why he’d walked out on her so suddenly? Perhaps, she thought, it was important to see him again: to realise for herself what a selfish bastard he was, rather than just being told so by everyone else. She ignored the voice in her head, which said, ‘That’s my excuse and I’m sticking to it.’


‘Hello? Speak to me …’ Prue was waving the spoon in front of her sister’s face.


Flora smiled. ‘Sorry. Just thinking. You don’t need to worry. It’s not like he’s after me any more. If he was he’d have got in touch years ago. He knows where you live.’


Prue looked away for a moment. She seemed to be about to say something, then apparently changed her mind.


‘Anyway, I didn’t give him my number.’


‘Bloody good thing too,’ Prue pursed her lips, glaring off across the room. ‘It’s not his agenda I’m worried about …’ she added.


*

After supper, Flora made her way downstairs to the flat in the basement of her sister’s large Cornwall Crescent house near Ladbroke Grove. However irritated Flora got with what she considered her sister’s blunt, pragmatic approach to life, it had been Prue who had scooped Flora up after Fin’s defection and brought her to live with her and Philip. Later, when she fell badly behind with the mortgage payments on the house in Brighton, Prue had suggested she sell up and stay with them, rent the basement flat on a ‘mate’s rates’ basis. Flora had reluctantly agreed, helpless in the face of her incapacity. Her only certainty back then, which had been a steady beacon in her darkness, was the absolute certainty that Fin would come back – today, tomorrow, next week … But as the months passed and he didn’t, her depression deepened.


Up until that September day three years ago, Flora had considered her life a good one. She loved her job in the A&E department, relished the frantic, unpredictable, life-or-death nature of the work – so much more exciting than the more mundane pace of ward life. And she had Fin.


True, his work – and obsession – was climbing mountains, and there weren’t too many of those in Brighton, so he was away a lot. And when he was home, he was restless from day one, champing to get out of the city again. As soon as she was off duty for a few days, he would whisk her away, both of them astride his sleek Triumph America. They had seen the dawn rise from the top of Mount Snowdon, they had camped out in Swiss mountain huts with the goats, hiked up Kilimanjaro, driven across the desert to Timbuktu, literally. If her duty rota meant they were stuck at home, he would smoke a bit of dope, tinker with the bike and make mostly botched attempts at renovating their tiny terraced house, seven minutes’ walk from the sea. And threaded through all the adventures was that powerful sexual charge, which Flora sometimes felt controlled her as much as any drug. She and Fin might be having supper, getting up in the morning, walking along the seafront, and one look would catapult them both into an almost unseemly desire to possess each other. When he came back from one of his expeditions, perhaps having been away for a month or two, they would spend whole weekends in bed. Fin wasn’t just a boyfriend: for eight years he had been a way of life for Flora.


Thankful to be home, away from Prue’s nagging, Flora ran a bath and sank into the too-hot water with relief. She had drunk a lot of red wine but barely touched the butternut ravioli; she felt muddled and a bit queasy. All she could see as she lay still, the water almost up to her neck, was those light grey eyes she knew better than her own, their expression always containing vanity and a certain vagueness, a detachment from the reality around him, but also a balancing humour and charm, which was how he connected with the world.


She wondered if he had changed. But what does it matter if he has or he hasn’t? she asked herself. I blew him out, he won’t bother to try and find me. And acknowledging that, she felt an almost painful sense of loss.





CHAPTER 2



11 September


‘Would you like to go to the park today?’ Flora asked Dorothea the following morning. ‘It’s so beautiful out there.’ She had just finished giving the old lady a bed bath and was dressing her, pulling on the navy elastic-waisted slacks that Rene bought from Marks and Spencer in bulk, along with cardigans and blouses in beige, and horrible pastel shades of blue, pink and green, which she found at knock-down prices at various outlets of Edinburgh Woollen Mill. ‘Every time I see a branch, I go in. There’s always something on offer,’ Rene told Flora proudly.


‘I … might like to,’ the old lady replied uncertainly, struggling weakly with the arm of today’s pink cardigan. She looked up at Flora. ‘But … Maybe Dominic said he would come round.’


‘Oh, OK.’ Flora suppressed her annoyance. Dominic was Dorothea’s great-nephew and, in Flora’s opinion, a smarmy creep. ‘Did he say when?’


Dorothea gave a small shrug. ‘Perhaps not till this afternoon.’


‘You don’t have to go to the park if you don’t want to,’ Flora said, as she helped her off the bed, propping her inside the semicircle of her aluminium frame for the agonisingly slow walk to the armchair in the sitting room.


‘I think I would like it,’ Dorothea smiled up at Flora, her pale old eyes large behind her glasses.


Keith jumped up from his desk as soon as he saw Flora pushing Dorothea’s wheelchair out of the flat.


‘Go-o-od morning, Miss H-T. And how are we today?’


‘I am quite well, Mr Godly. I can’t speak for Flora, I’m afraid.’


Keith laughed. ‘Touché!’ He grinned at the old lady, whose face lit up in response. ‘I deserved that.’


Never underestimate Dorothea, Flora thought with satisfaction. The small stroke she had suffered about a month ago had taken it out of her, as had the several other transient ischaemic attacks she’d experienced. Each time she lost a bit of ground physically, but mentally, although her speech was so slow, she seemed as sharp as ever.


The flower-walk in Kensington Gardens was worth the long haul with the wheelchair. Peaceful, and lined with blooms for most of the year, filled with small wildlife, it was a haven in the hectic urban surroundings. Nowadays it was Dorothea’s only real experience of the outside world, and she revelled in it.


‘Look …’ Dorothea held out her hand to a squirrel standing inches from the wheelchair, observing the old lady. ‘Do we have some bread?’


Flora passed her a handful of crumbs from a plastic bag slung on one of the chair handles. A small child saw the squirrel too and came over, sitting quietly on her haunches to watch. Dorothea passed the little girl some bread, which the squirrel grabbed eagerly, making the child laugh. The sound sent the squirrel darting off into the bushes.


Normally, Flora would have taken pleasure in the scene, but today she was distracted. Since she’d woken up, Fin had never been out of her thoughts. She had begun looking around as soon as she left Miss Heath-Travis’s flat, hoping and dreading in equal measure that she might bump into him. She had no idea how long he would be living with his friend, he hadn’t said. But she knew Fin never stayed in one place very long.


*

‘Flora, lovely to see you.’ Dominic Trevellick, Dorothea’s great-nephew – her sister’s daughter’s son and only living relative – held his hand out.


‘Hello, Dominic.’ She reluctantly shook the limp, moist hand that was offered and forced a smile. Dominic was short and plump. An antique dealer by trade, he was about her age but dressed like a fogey in a navy blazer, butter-yellow cords, a matching silk waistcoat with paisley bow tie, and tan loafers. His blond hair, neatly parted, was darkened by hair product and barbered too short, his large tortoiseshell spectacles giving him an owlish air which seemed to overwhelm his watery blue eyes.


‘How is she?’ Dominic lowered his voice, a look of studied concern on his face.


‘She’s very well.’


‘Good-good.’ He waited, looking awkward. ‘May I go in?’


Flora nodded. ‘She’s expecting you.’


She went into the kitchen to make the tea and unwrap the Jamaican ginger cake Dorothea always asked her to get for her great-nephew. She heard him making conversation with his aunt, his plummy tones loud in the quiet flat. He had barely visited in the first eighteen months that Flora was working for the old lady, but since then he had been round more frequently and more regularly. Flora knew from an unguarded moment with Rene that he stood to inherit from Dorothea, so perhaps he was just keeping tabs on his legacy. Although Dominic had done nothing specific to warrant it, Flora didn’t entirely trust him. His aunt, however, seemed always delighted by his company.


She carried the tea tray in and set it on the sideboard. Dominic, ever on guard about showing his ‘breeding’, insisted on the habit of putting the milk in last. This seemed daft to Flora because you then had to stir the tea; whereas, if you put the milk in first, the tea mixed itself. But she played along and handed Dominic his cup of tea, then offered him the milk jug.


‘Marvellous. Thank you so much.’ He beamed up at Flora from his seat on the ancient chintz sofa. ‘I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again: you’re a very lucky lady, Aunt Dot, to have this special girl looking after you.’ He splashed milk into his cup and handed the jug back to Flora. ‘But I’m sure you know that.’


Dorothea nodded slowly. ‘She is wonderful,’ she said, speaking slowly but with deep sincerity, and Flora found herself blushing.


‘I’ll be in the other room if you need me,’ she told the old lady, escaping gratefully to the kitchen.


When she went back into the sitting room, Dominic was standing over by the French doors that led to the balcony and then, via some iron steps, to the communal gardens behind the flats. He still carried his cup and saucer in one hand, but with the other he was lovingly stroking the surface of a small walnut box-table wedged next to the window.


‘This is a pretty little piece, Aunt Dot. I never noticed it before.’


Dorothea twisted round as much as she could and cast an eye on the table. ‘It’s Georgian, I think. A sewing box. Open it up, the inside is quite interesting.’


Dominic turned the small metal key and lifted the lid. Flora had never seen inside. It was neatly laid out into fretwork sections, some still containing spools of coloured thread, a cloth tape measure, tiny gold-coloured scissors and a thimble. The lid was lined with delicate floral marquetry.


‘Splendid.’ Dominic bent to inspect the detail. ‘And it’s in such good condition. Must be worth a couple of hundred at auction.’


‘My mother’s. I don’t care for it much,’ Dorothea told him, her tone unusually disdainful. Flora had seldom heard her mention her mother. Her father, yes. She talked about him a lot, and always with great fondness. His portrait hung above the fireplace. He was a handsome Edwardian, with Dorothea’s hawk nose and an impressive waxed moustache. It was almost a swagger portrait in style – with his puffed chest, his head thrown slightly back and his hand resting on the marble mantelpiece as if he were at least a captain of industry – when in fact he’d been something in insurance.


Dominic came and sat down. ‘Well, if you ever need some extra cash, I’m sure I’d be able to sell it for you.’


His great-aunt raised her eyebrows and looked at Flora questioningly, but she didn’t know how to reply, so went on collecting up the teacups, the teapot, the plates littered with crumbs from the ginger cake. She obviously couldn’t get involved in anything to do with her patient’s finances, but if she had her way she wouldn’t let Dominic anywhere near the walnut sewing box.


As she left the room she heard Dorothea say in her slow, laboured way: ‘Maybe you should. I never use it. I don’t really need things any more.’


‘Flora?’


She jumped. The tap was running as she rinsed out the brown teapot, and she hadn’t heard Dominic come up behind her in the small kitchen.


‘Sorry, I startled you.’


Flora turned, hands wet, still clutching the pot. ‘Everything alright?’ she asked.


‘Fine, fine. I just wanted to tell you that I’m taking the sewing table with me.’


‘Now?’


‘Might as well. Aunt Dot wants it sold. She says she wants to clear stuff out before she dies. Make things simple. I’ve got an auction coming up in a few weeks, so I’ll need to get it down to the sale room to be catalogued.’


‘Oh … OK. Will you tell Rene or shall I?’


Dominic looked puzzled. ‘Does she need to know?’


‘It’s just I don’t want her accusing the nurses of making off with stuff in the flat,’ Flora explained.


‘Ah. No, no, of course not. Hadn’t thought of that. I’ll give her a bell when I get home.’


‘Thanks.’


Dominic hovered. He had this odd habit of saying something then waiting, even when she had answered him, peering at her through his owl glasses as if he was expecting her to speak again. And often, just because of the silence, she obliged.


‘Can you carry it yourself?’


‘It’s not heavy. I’ll just bring the car round. Won’t be a tick.’


As soon as he’d left the flat, she went through to Dorothea.


‘Dominic’s taking the table now. Is that the plan?’ Flora asked, wanting to make sure the old lady realised what was happening.


Dorothea looked blankly at her for a moment.


‘Your mother’s sewing table in the corner? You asked Dominic to sell it.’


The old lady nodded. ‘I never liked it. Reminds me of those dreadful samplers I was made to sew as a child. Cross-stitch reduced me to tears. I never got the hang of it.’


‘So you’re happy for him to sell it?’ Flora paused, not knowing quite how to phrase what she wanted to say. ‘I … don’t think you need the money, if you were worrying about that.’


Dorothea shook her head. ‘I don’t suppose I do … But it’s better to get rid of things now, perhaps, than leaving it to be sorted out when I’m dead. And he’s so kind, going to all that trouble for me.’


*

The front-door bell rang that evening as Flora was sitting on the sofa with a bowl of mushroom soup on her lap, watching catch-up Holby City on the television. She glanced through the barred window leading out to the area steps up to the pavement, and saw her niece pulling a comical face at her as she huddled close to the door to avoid the rain. Flora let her in.


‘Hi, darling. Lost your keys again?’


Bel nodded, grinning ruefully as she gave her aunt a hug. ‘Yup, second time this month. Mum’ll kill me.’


‘They’re probably upstairs somewhere.’


Bel shook her head. ‘That’d be too lucky.’


‘Worth looking before you tell Mum.’


Her niece plonked herself down on the sofa and peered at the soup. ‘Is there any more of that? I’m starving.’


The room was open plan, the small kitchen running the length of the window with the sitting room space behind, then a bedroom and bathroom underneath the stairs that led up to the main house. Flora had been allowed by her sister to decorate it as she pleased, and the result was a random collection of furniture, cushions and rugs from the Brighton house that gave a cosy, slightly bohemian, air to the tiny place.


Flora heated up the remains of the soup and cut some brown bread.


‘Toast?’


Bel nodded enthusiastically and curled up contentedly in the only armchair. She was small for her age, wiry and sporty like her father, with a puckish face and lively brown eyes. She had recently had her waist-length brown hair restyled in a gamin cut which feathered prettily around her face – an act that made her mother weep for days. But Bel’s clothes were Prue’s real Armageddon. To her intense distress and irritation, her daughter had no interest whatsoever in what she wore – usually a pair of jeans and an old T-shirt or sweater often plundered from a friend’s drawer. She never wore make-up and looked more like twelve than fifteen. With the equivalent money her friends were spending on clothes and lip gloss, Bel was buying books about the theatre, tickets to the theatre or attending theatre workshops at the weekends and in the school holidays. She wanted to be a stage designer, not an actress or a director – small comfort to her parents, Flora knew, who had pegged law as the route to their daughter’s glittering future.


For a while they sat and ate in silence.


‘Mum said Fin’s back,’ Bel said, shooting a cautious look at her aunt.


Flora wished Prue hadn’t said anything. The more everyone talks about the man, the more real his presence becomes, she thought.


‘Yes. Well, he’s not back. I just bumped into him in the supermarket.’


‘Aren’t you going to see him? Mum seems to think you are. She’s going mental.’


Flora laughed. ‘She obviously doesn’t trust me to stay away.’


Bel was frowning. ‘But do you think you still love him?’ Fin and Bel had got on well. He wasn’t interested in relating to her as a child, but he would take her off swimming or to the park as soon as lunch was over – ever keen to escape confinement and social interchange – on the rare occasions he and Flora came up to London to visit the family.


She flinched at Bel’s question. ‘No … how could I?’ she said eventually.


Her niece watched her and waited, a worried look on her face.


‘I suppose maybe I still love the man who loved me back then,’ she added.


‘Wow.’ Bel frowned. ‘That’s complicated. But … maybe he still does love you. You don’t know.’


The television, put on pause, suddenly sprang to life and startled them both. Flora reached for the remote and turned it off.


‘I know people stop loving each other, but I don’t really understand how,’ Bel said. ‘I mean, if you have this intense feeling that takes you over like you can’t breathe … where does it go?’


Flora smiled and shrugged. ‘Where indeed.’


‘And can it come back at any time, if it’s been there once?’ Bel persisted. ‘What if I fell in love with someone now, and it didn’t work out for whatever reason? And then I met him again, say in twenty years’ time – when I’m old and married to someone else – why wouldn’t I, potentially, have the same feelings for him that I had before? It could be really dodge.’


Flora laughed. ‘You could. But mostly it doesn’t work like that. I suppose your feelings for the new person supersede the old love. Or the things that went wrong in the first place – the anger and resentment and stuff – change your feelings. Kill them in most cases.’


‘Like with you and Fin.’


‘No … not like with me and Fin. We were happy, and then he left. There were no bad feelings to kill the love.’


‘So if …’ Bel paused.


‘It’s late and I’m really tired,’ Flora interrupted, before Bel could say any more. ‘I think I should get to bed.’


‘Yeah, sure. Sorry.’ Bel leapt to her feet. ‘Time to face the music about those dumb keys, I guess.’


Flora smiled and gave her a hug. ‘Good luck with that.’


‘If you hear Mum attacking me with a meat cleaver, you will come, won’t you?’


‘Only if you scream loudly enough. Your mum’s floor insulation is second to none.’





CHAPTER 3



14 September


Flora could have turned north up Gloucester Road and gone to the Marks and Spencer on Kensington High Street for the groceries. She had done so before, and Dorothea loved the lemon mousse from there. But she turned right towards the arcade.


It was five days since she had seen Fin, and every day she struggled valiantly to dampen the volcanic emotions his presence had triggered. But, even in her most sensible moments, she couldn’t help feeling the tantalising breeze of hope. What if … what if … she asked herself in the silence of the early hours. And today she made a conscious decision to take one more look.


She spent longer than usual filling her basket. She checked every aisle, lingered in the vegetable section, and was pleased that there was only one cashier on the tills so that the small queue held her up for a few moments more. But there was no sign of Fin and disappointment stung her, made her want to cry. As she walked dispiritedly back to Dorothea’s flat, she was aware of the dark shadow hovering at the edge of her brain like a gang of black figures ready to pounce. It frightened her.


When depression hit her a few weeks after Fin had left, she thought she had a physical illness, like flu or M.E. She had been poleaxed, literally unable to get out of bed. It had been three days before Sal, a friend from the hospital, had come round and persuaded Flora to let her in. She had taken one look at her and called the doctor. Flora remembered none of this, but apparently she had been taken into hospital for tests – her GP thinking too that she was the victim of a mysterious virus.


By this time Prue was in charge and had immediately arranged for her to come and stay at Cornwall Crescent. It wasn’t until weeks later that depression was finally diagnosed, then more time before the SSRI antidepressants kicked in and Prue felt she was safe to be left alone during the day. But even in her bleakest moments of despair and nihilism, Flora had never considered suicide. Just the task of getting herself dressed or preparing a simple meal had seemed insurmountable; any decision – big or small – impossible.


*

Flora was hardly back from the shops when the bell rang.


‘Simon Kent,’ said the voice over the intercom, and she let the doctor in.


‘Hi, Flora.’


‘Hi.’


‘I’ve just popped in to tell you I’ve booked an x-ray for her stomach. The appointment should come through in the next week, I said it was urgent. I think we need to check out the pain she keeps complaining about.’


‘So you don’t think it’s just wind?’


‘It might be, but it seems too localised. And you say she’s not constipated.’ He paused, dropping his black case on the floor by the wall. He was dressed in a dark-grey suit and tie today, although often he wore chinos and a casual jacket. ‘Nothing else to report?’


Flora shook her head. ‘She seems better than usual, less tired. We’ve been up to the park a lot, which always perks her up.’


She and the doctor had taken a while to become friends, both wary of the professional nature of their situation. But when their patient had been very ill with a bladder infection a few weeks back, he had developed the habit of dropping in to check on her – his surgery was just around the corner – on his way to or from another visit. Flora liked Simon Kent. He made her laugh, and they had gradually developed a sort of soundbite friendship based on the few minutes together as he came and went. But they never met outside the workplace, and she knew virtually nothing about his private life.


‘Not being funny,’ he said, looking at her questioningly, his head on one side and a slight frown on his brow. ‘But you look a tad gloomy today.’


‘That obvious is it?’ She gave him a rueful smile.


‘Not that it’s any of my business.’


His gaze didn’t waver and Flora found herself blushing. Dr Kent sometimes had a very direct way of looking at her with his dark, intense eyes that she found disconcerting. He was handsome – not with Fin’s assured confidence – but quietly good looking: thick dark hair, strong cheekbones, very long dark lashes around his brown eyes, a slim, fit physique. He was one of those men who, although always friendly, was often in a hurry, but would then suddenly stop and just be there. And in those moments, she had a sense that she could confide in him, tell him anything, although she never had thus far. But today she felt fragile and lacked her usual self-control.


‘If you really want to know,’ she said, ‘I bumped into an old boyfriend – well more than a boyfriend really – in the supermarket a few days ago, and I can’t get him out of my head.’


He gave a small frown. ‘Well, you know what they say. Getting back with an ex is like eating a Mars Bar again and expecting it to have morphed into a Twix.’


She smiled. ‘Do they say that?’


‘All the time.’


‘And do you think “they” are right?’


‘My experience is limited to one. But if she’s anything to go by, I’d say spot on.’


‘OK …’ She waited for him to explain, but he didn’t. Instead, he said, ‘Perhaps you need diversion.’


‘Like what?’


‘Well, I was thinking a bit of ballroom dancing?’


Flora laughed. ‘Yeah, sure. That’d do it.’


‘Friday night any good?’


‘You’re serious?’


The doctor looked awkward now, his face suddenly clouded. ‘Not a date or anything. I didn’t mean that. There’s a gang of us go most weekends to a place in Earl’s Court. It’s fun, gives you a chance to let your hair down. You might enjoy it.’
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