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ONE


19 February


‘Hello? Hello? Can you hear me?’


A voice, deep, authoritative, was penetrating the oblivion Amy had been inhabiting.


‘Hello? Come on now, open your eyes.’


This voice, whoever it belonged to, was persistent. She had an unwelcome sense of being targeted.


‘You’re in hospital. I’m Doctor Kunda. You’ve had an accident and hurt your head.’


Amy could feel pain, deep, all-encompassing pain that obliterated all other senses, including her willpower.


‘I want you to try and open your eyes. Can you do it?’


A crack. There. A tiny, blurred line of light, too bright. Amy was aware of lying down; she was in a bed. Then shapes swam into view. Otherworldly figures moving like huge blobs in white and blue around her. They frightened her.


One of them spoke, although she couldn’t tell which.


‘That’s it. Well done. Now can you tell me your name?’


It was too much. She closed her eyes again.










TWO


19 February


‘Aha! So my patient is no longer ignoring me.’


Amy saw a giant of a man dressed in blue scrubs approach her bed, followed by a number of other medical professionals. The nurse who had attended to her when she’d first woken gave her a reassuring smile.


‘I ignored you?’ she said.


‘You had a good excuse,’ said the man. ‘I’m Doctor Kunda. Nice to meet you, Amy.’ He towered over her, and she was caught in the beam of his sharp brown eyes. ‘I hear from Nurse Morgan here that you’re unsure how you got to be in hospital?’


Amy glanced at the nurse with the red hair and freckles as she checked the machines Amy was wired up to. ‘That’s right.’


‘We’ve already done a scan and I’m happy to report there’s no evidence of intracranial bleeding,’ said Dr Kunda. ‘We’ll be keeping a close eye on you over the next couple of days, just to make sure there’s nothing we need to worry about.’


‘Like what?’ asked Amy, alarmed.


‘We always like to monitor patients after a head injury,’ said Dr Kunda. ‘Most often it’s fine, but we need to be sure before we can discharge you. Got a headache?’


‘Yes. Awful.’


He smiled. ‘It’s to be expected. Now, what about this memory?’


‘I still don’t remember anything.’


‘Do you know what day it is?’


‘The nineteenth of February. I only know because Nurse Morgan told me.’


‘Anything about the accident?’


She shook her head.


‘Apparently you were found earlier this evening on some black ice in a street in Earlsfield. Completely knocked out.’


‘It was near my flat,’ said Amy. Nurse Morgan had told her how a passer-by had called an ambulance. Amy could recall nothing of the incident.


‘So, when is your last memory, do you think?’


‘About six months ago. The end of last summer. I remember the bank holiday in August. It was hot. I went to the beach.’


‘And now it’s minus one and snowing!’ He laughed uproariously, as if he’d made a great joke. Nurse Morgan caught her eye and grimaced.


‘Now, your brain has had a bit of a shake,’ continued Dr Kunda. ‘The amnesia is likely to be temporary. It will return, probably in fits and starts.’


‘When?’ asked Amy.


‘Can’t say. You might be lucky and get something in the next few days. Or it might be weeks . . .’


‘What’s the worst case . . .?’ asked Amy in trepidation.


‘Impossible to predict, I’m afraid. Months? Perhaps longer. And when your memories do return, they may not be complete. Some may be mixed with things that have happened to you at other times in your life, some may be distorted. Or,’ he added cheerfully, seeing her despondent face, ‘it may be like switching on the TV. Glorious technicolour before you.’


She gave a wan smile.


‘Now,’ said Dr Kunda. ‘We need to talk about side effects.’


Amy paled.


‘It’s nothing to worry about. There’ll be headaches, naturally. You might find yourself getting more irritable than usual. It’s also very possible you will feel paranoid; the most ordinary of situations may appear threatening.’ He smiled. ‘So lay off the horror movies for a bit, eh?’


‘Yeah, sure,’ muttered Amy.


Dr Kunda flicked through the notes as if searching for something, then looked up at her inquisitively. ‘Do you have a next of kin? Husband? Boyfriend?’


Amy hesitated. ‘No,’ she said, feeling the usual brush of shame. Nearly thirty and no significant other to contact about an emergency trip to hospital. She wondered if he was surprised, if he was judging her.


He clocked her reticence. ‘Girlfriend?’ he asked.


Amy sighed. ‘No. Mother.’


‘Great! Perhaps she will come and visit? Stay a while after you have been discharged?’


Amy murmured something non-committal. She would discourage it. Her mother lived in Dorset. It was too far and Amy was sure she would be able to take care of herself.


‘Well, time for some rest,’ said Dr Kunda. He straightened. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said as he turned to go. ‘You might remember you’ve won the lottery.’


Amy watched as he left. Yeah, right, she thought. Thanks, Doctor Comedian. God, her head hurt. Unable to bear it anymore, she closed her eyes.










THREE


20 February


The days dragged when you were in hospital. Amy had woken that morning, the bright hospital lights hurting her head. She’d had a utilitarian breakfast. She’d been wheeled off for more checks. During morning visiting she’d watched television, trying not to be aware of the buzz of warmth that emanated from the rest of the ward while their loved ones came by. There had been an unexpected highlight when one of the nurses had brought her handbag in. It was dirty, thrown to the ground during the fall, but a Good Samaritan had found it and handed it in at the hospital. She’d automatically checked it to see if anything was missing, but of course she couldn’t remember what had been in there in the first place. Her phone, purse and keys were all present, and that was the main thing. Then it had been lunch, after which she’d fallen into an exhausted sleep.


On waking, the hospital lights were blinding as ever. She winced and did her best to look around without moving her head. Another burst of energy was coming into the ward with the afternoon visitors. She looked up, unable to bury her curiosity, tinged with longing. There was a nice woman across from her in her forties and Amy saw the woman’s husband return for his second visit of the day. In fact, each of the other five women on the ward had a man at her bedside. Softly spoken individuals who brandished gifts of food and magazines, gave out kisses and entwined their wives’ fingers with their own.


Amy tried to sit up, but her head was pounding. She squinted at her watch in hope, but it was at least another hour until she would be administered any more painkillers. It was too long, far too long. She reached out a hand to press the call button when a face she recognized came purposefully onto the ward.


‘Look at the state of you,’ said Lisa, not unkindly, as she leaned over Amy’s bed, her practised GP’s eye taking it all in.


Amy had studied herself in a mirror and was aware her left eye and cheekbone were swollen and the colour of an aubergine, but she was still mildly affronted. ‘What’s wrong with me?’


‘It’s mostly bruising, I’m sure. Wow, that is some black eye.’


‘What are you doing here?’ asked Amy, quietly delighted to see her friend. It was all very well thinking that you could just get on with it, but the reality was she’d felt desperately lonely.


‘You left me a voicemail that you were in hospital. And despite the fact you said you were fine, I couldn’t pass up a chance to take a look at you. You know how I love an injury. How are you feeling?’


‘So much better now that my caring friend has treated me with her best bedside manner.’


‘That’s why I never went into hospital work,’ said Lisa. ‘I prefer to diagnose my patients in the practice and then move them on to the specialists.’


‘You’re all heart. So it looks really bad?’ Amy was aware she was fishing for reassurance, that she was emotionally fragile. She’d tried to pull her long dark hair over her face, but it was like covering a broken window with a tea towel, so she’d given up.


‘Like you’ve fallen onto the edge of a frozen pavement, landing face first.’


Exactly what she’d been told had happened. Amy felt a waft of chill on Lisa’s coat as she peeled it off in the overheated hospital. It must still be freezing outside. A scarf came off too, and Lisa shook free her practical ponytail, a few blonde strands escaping. She pulled up a chair, folded her coat over the back and sat down, crossing her legs and interlinking her hands around her knees.


‘Headache?’ she asked.


‘Dire.’


‘No, I’m not giving you anything,’ said Lisa sternly, in response to Amy’s best pathetic look. ‘You’re fully dosed up already.’ She softened her tone. ‘How’s the memory?’


‘Nothing from the last six months.’ Amy’s voice quietened as she spoke. She had found it deeply disconcerting to have woken in hospital and not remembered how she came to be there. When Nurse Morgan had asked probing questions, dressed up to sound matter-of-fact and reassuring, references to ordinary facts such as ages and dates and who was the prime minister, Amy had seen the look on the nurse’s face when she’d claimed it was the end of August. It was the carefully controlled blankness, the silent nod that spoke volumes. It was the lack of affirmation. So Amy had known instantly that something was wrong. She’d challenged Nurse Morgan and discovered that in fact it was mid-February – almost six months later than the world in which she was living. Amy had been struck by a sudden and immediate sense of vertigo as a realization had thundered into her mind that she couldn’t remember entire months of her life. A great gaping hole existed where there were meant to be memories.


Now, having had a few hours to come to terms with her affliction, she felt a strange emptiness; part of her was missing and the lack of familiarity that she usually took for granted made Amy anxious and vulnerable. Now Lisa was here, Amy was overwhelmed with gratitude.


‘Hey, don’t cry,’ said Lisa, pulling a tissue from her bag and handing it over. ‘It’s only temporary, you know that, right?’


‘So they tell me.’


‘“They” are right. Any other injuries?’


‘Not that I’ve noticed.’ Earlier, Amy had lifted the blankets to check herself over, afraid she might find something serious that she couldn’t remember from the fall. Everything had looked normal except for a scar on her knee. She couldn’t remember how she’d got it, so assumed it had happened within the last six months. In the part of her life that she couldn’t grasp. It felt strange not knowing what had happened to her.


Lisa was watching her, weighing something up. She cleared her throat. ‘So . . . are you aware that you’re going on holiday in four days’ time?’


Amy was taken aback. ‘I’m what?’


‘You booked a week in Val d’Isère. You, me, Jenna and your mum. Staying at your aunt’s mountain lodge. To celebrate your thirtieth birthday. We have train reservations, a couchette from Paris. With fold-down bunks!’


Amy tried to take it all in. ‘My mother is sleeping on a train?’ she eventually said.


‘Er no. She’s flying. Doesn’t care about adding to the climate crisis. Something about, “what difference is one passenger going to make when the plane’s going anyway?”’


Amy took a deep breath. It disturbed her that she could forget something as big as a holiday. Although, she supposed, her brain wasn’t going to be selective about what it did and didn’t remember. She wondered what else she didn’t know.


She looked at Lisa. ‘Did I really organize that?’


‘Back in October,’ said Lisa.


‘Right. Well, it’s a nice idea. A girls’ trip away.’


Lisa gave a small shake of her head. ‘David and Lewis are meant to be coming too,’ she said. ‘Meeting us the day after we arrive. Staying just for the weekend. You do remember David and Lewis?’


‘Of course.’ They were her friends’ husbands. Amy had been bridesmaid at both of the weddings. They’d been friends since sharing a house at university, over a decade ago. Jenna the art student, Lisa in medicine and she in law. When they’d graduated, they’d all got jobs in London and decided to continue flat-sharing right through the early years of their careers, until both her friends had moved out with their boyfriends one after the other and Amy had opted to buy a small flat. Jenna now lived in a large, expensive house in leafy Richmond with Lewis, who had made a considerable amount of money in the city and now ran a gallery. Lisa was also part of the suburban dream in Epsom in Surrey, where she lived with David, a fellow GP. With the news of the men coming on the trip Amy felt the familiar stab of loneliness. Other than a couple of failed attempts on the dating apps it had been five long years since her last relationship. She covered quickly.


‘Great. David and Lewis. Anyone else?’


‘Jack’s invited . . .’ added Lisa.


‘Jack?’


Lisa clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Oh my God . . . You don’t remember that either.’


‘Remember what? Who’s Jack?’


Lisa grinned. ‘Your boyfriend.’


Amy’s mouth dropped open. ‘My what?’


‘Doctor Jack Stewart. Consultant paediatrician at St Thomas’s hospital.’


‘Are you winding me up?’


Lisa sat down on the bed. ‘You met him three months ago. Outside Waterloo station. After you’d finished work at one of your ungodly late hours. He took you to a tapas restaurant in Wandsworth on your first date and you guys both went mad for the stuffed courgette flowers.’ She sighed. ‘You don’t remember any of this, do you?’


Amy shook her head, stunned. It was as if Lisa was relaying someone else’s life, not her own. She had a boyfriend? She felt lighter suddenly.


‘What’s he like?’ she asked.


‘Pretty cool. Well, at least he sounds it from what you’ve told us.’


‘You haven’t met him?’


‘Not yet. That was the plan this weekend.’


Amy felt her stomach sink. ‘Was the plan?’


Lisa pulled a face. ‘You seemed fine about it when you told us . . . He couldn’t make it after all.’


‘Oh.’


‘It’s his hospital shifts. They got changed at the last minute.’ Lisa grinned and nudged Amy’s arm. ‘He’s out there saving lives.’


‘Course.’


‘And not just any old lives, children’s lives.’


Amy smiled and tried to be understanding but it was hard to understand anything properly in her current state.


‘So if your tests rule out any serious brain injury you’ll be discharged pretty quickly . . .’ said Lisa, ‘which I’m sure is what’s going to happen, but if you’re not feeling up for it and you want to cancel the trip anyway, that is absolutely fine.’


Amy nodded and Lisa left soon after, promising to check in the next day. When she’d gone, Amy lay back on the bed and tried to rationalize what she’d been told.


She had a boyfriend.


The word sounded alien to her. A strange word to be attached to her in any way. Amy has a boyfriend. His name is Jack. Jack Stewart. Doctor Jack Stewart. It was as if she’d been gifted him, out of the blue. But we’ve been dating for three months, Amy remembered. That’s what Lisa had said. She tried to picture him but her mind drew a blank. It must have pleased her mother, thought Amy with a wry smile. Oh how she wished she could remember telling her. After all those years of disappointment.


Amy pulled her bag out of her bedside locker and opened up her phone. It took a couple of goes, as the screen seemed to have a habit of freezing. It was old and Amy supposed it must have been acting up for a while as the same thing had happened that morning when she’d called her mum and Lisa. At the time Amy hadn’t looked at her messages. She’d been so overwhelmed by her memory loss and so tired, she hadn’t had the energy.


She opened the app. The first few messages were from well-wishers: her mum, Jenna, Lisa. She scrolled down further past various groups, messages from her boss at the prestigious law firm where she worked, a client. Then her heart stopped as she saw his name. Jack Stewart. Her boyfriend. With a mixture of excitement and trepidation she clicked on his last message, which had been sent three days ago.


Only a few more days until your trip. Wish I could come but we’ll do our own another time. Just the two of us.


Butterflies flit in Amy’s stomach. He had suddenly come alive. She glanced down at the screen again, scrolled a bit further along the message chain, read some more:


Please tell your mum that I’m extremely sorry not to meet her tonight. I feel really awful about it as I was looking forward to it so much and she has come such a long way, but I know you two will have a fabulous night. Bentley’s do the best crab cakes. Martha, for what it’s worth, Amy has told me so many wonderful things about you and I’m dying to meet the woman who’s produced such a fantastic daughter.


Crikey, he was keen. Then:


Amy, you’re the most fabulous, smart, gorgeous girl I’ve ever met. And I think you look good in green.


None of them made much sense – she didn’t remember what he was referring to but he was there, he existed! She held the phone to her chest and a smile appeared on her face. She was tickled. She had a boyfriend. Who would have thought it?


A notion struck her. Presumably he wouldn’t even know she’d had an accident – no one would have his contact details to tell him.


It felt strange, composing a message to a person she didn’t remember, and it took her several goes until she hit on the wording that felt right. She had a sudden positive thought. Hearing from him might help trigger her memory.


Hi, how are you? I’m in hospital, St George’s. Don’t worry, still intact. Except, weirdly, I’ve lost some of my memory. Be lovely to hear from you.


She didn’t want to admit outright that she couldn’t remember him; it was too hard to explain. And anyway, when he replied, they could speak on the phone, and the sound of his voice might bring everything back.


She pressed send and waited. After a few minutes, it felt silly to hold the phone in her hand so she put it on the cabinet. Glanced at it every so often but it remained silent.


It stayed silent the rest of the evening and the next day and the next.










FOUR


24 February


It felt strange going back into her flat. As Amy opened the door it was as still and quiet as a morgue. The air smelt stale and no wonder as the place had been empty for five days. She picked up the pile of post on the doormat and sifted through, seeing nothing that needed her immediate attention.


Some of the flat’s musty smell came from a vase of dead crimson roses that were in the hallway. Amy went over to them, feeling despondent at the brown petals discarded all over the table and the floor. A card was propped up against the vase. She picked it up.


To the most beautiful woman in the world. I know you’re weirdly cynical about Valentine’s, but I couldn’t resist. You’re getting flowers whether you like it or not. Because I love you. Jack X


She held the card, staring at the words, taken aback by the strong sentiment, by the fact she’d been sent Valentine’s Day flowers. Her heart twisted. It was only ten days ago but a lifetime for these flowers and, it seemed, their relationship. She’d heard nothing from Jack since the text she’d sent at the hospital. She’d checked her phone several times until her hope had become pathetic and she’d forced herself not to do it anymore.


Amy picked up the flowers and disposed of them in the outside bin. She took a few breaths of the cold frosty air and delved in her pocket for her secret friends. It was only on rare occasions that she smoked – sometimes she felt as if it gave her a sense of solidarity. Her and the cigarette, the iconic symbol of a lone dissenter. Who are you kidding, she thought. Lone maybe, not so sure about the dissenter. Lighting one up, she exhaled heavily. Forget about him, she told herself. He’s a loser. He can’t even be bothered to reply when you say you’ve had an accident.


Everything she thought was true but it didn’t stop it hurting. In some ways it was worse being ignored by a boyfriend she couldn’t even remember. Maybe there was a reasonable explanation? Something he’d said that she now couldn’t recall? Perhaps he’d lost his phone and was in the process of replacing it? Or had something happened to him? She got a momentary stab of worry before realizing she was scrabbling around for excuses. She had to face up to the fact she’d been ghosted. He’d vanished out of her life for reasons only known to himself.


Amy finished the cigarette and threw the butt into the bin. Maybe the trip to Val d’Isère would take her mind off it all. She’d decided to go ahead as, although she still felt a little fragile, there was no point moping around at home. She was also desperate to see her Aunt Esme.


Amy went into the kitchen to see if there was anything remotely edible to eat. It hadn’t occurred to her until she’d got home that she couldn’t remember the contents of her own fridge, but she was a very organized person, someone who planned. She was delighted to find that her old self had not let her new self down and there was a carton of soup still in date. She turned to get a pan to heat it up and then stopped, puzzled. On the kitchen worktop was a half-drunk cup of coffee, a film of greyish milk pooled in the centre, the beginnings of mould forming. She must have left it there before going to work on the day of her accident. Amy knew that she never usually left crockery unwashed, she didn’t even leave things to drain; they were washed, dried and put away before she went to catch the train. She picked it up and poured its disgusting contents down the sink. She must have been distracted by something that morning.


After her lunch, Amy went to pack. She had to get to St Pancras station for later that afternoon, where she was meeting Lisa and Jenna. She threw her clothes into her suitcase then opened the top drawer of her dressing table and took out some jewellery, which she also put in the case. There was a box she didn’t recognize, royal blue with a gold edging. Puzzled, she opened it and her eyes widened. A large diamond beamed back at her, hanging on a gold chain. She had no recollection of where it had come from and she smiled, mystified, as she took in the pendant, trying to remember. Of course, she didn’t know.


She closed the box and put it in the suitcase with the rest. She might be the only one of her friends to be on holiday without a partner but at least she’d have a single carat around her neck, she thought defiantly.










FIVE


24 February


The champagne cork popped and Lisa poured three glasses, the last only a quarter full. Her hand wobbled as the train sped through the French countryside and she steadied the base of the glass against the tiny table.


‘Whose is that?’ asked Amy, eyeing the short-changed glass suspiciously, while already knowing the answer.


‘You’re not meant to be drinking at all,’ said Lisa. ‘Doctor’s orders.’


‘Are you going to be mothering me the whole trip?’ asked Amy lightly. Lisa had offered to escort her home when she was discharged that morning but Amy had insisted she was fine. She lived so close to the hospital and it seemed crazy to drag Lisa all the way into London just to hold her hand for a ten-minute cab ride.


They were in the bar carriage of the overnight train to the Alps, perched on stools so small they were not made for human backsides. Amy took her tiny glass of champagne and looked over at Jenna, who was staring out of the window of the train, seemingly distracted by the view. The afternoon sun caught the gold in her mess of tawny curls and hazel, almost feline eyes. She had always been the most beautiful of the three of them.


‘Are you having some, Jenna?’ asked Lisa.


Jenna turned. ‘Oh yes, why not?’ She accepted the glass that Lisa handed to her.


‘Everything OK?’ asked Amy. Her friend had been quiet ever since they’d met at St Pancras.


‘Sure, everything’s fine,’ said Jenna, a note of surprise in her voice. She peered at Amy, looking directly at the yellowing bruise on her face, and Amy raised her hand self-consciously. ‘What about you?’ asked Jenna. ‘Are you sure you’re feeling well enough to do this trip?’


‘It’s a bit late now,’ smiled Amy. ‘We’re hurtling through France at one hundred and thirty miles per hour.’


‘But you only left hospital this morning.’


‘That’s right.’


Jenna was looking at her as if she was waiting for a justification and Amy bit down a flicker of irritation. ‘It’s my birthday,’ she said. Jenna still didn’t look convinced. ‘My thirtieth birthday,’ said Amy.


Amy’s doctors had no medical reason for her not to go, although they advised restraint, at least for the first few days, and had reminded her of the possible side effects to be aware of – a whole heap of ailments including headaches and paranoia. Amy assumed they couldn’t all affect her. More to the point, her friends had booked time off and paid for tickets. And there was Aunt Esme. Wonderful, audacious Aunt Esme, who had offered her lodge. Amy had found an email from five months ago when she’d been planning the trip where Esme had generously given over her home. Although Amy was not really looking forward to being the gooseberry to her girlfriends and their husbands, along with dealing with her overbearing mother, she could do with spending some time with her aunt. It had been almost a year since she’d last seen her. And what was the alternative? Spending her birthday alone in her flat?


Lisa lifted her glass. ‘Here’s to our week in the Alps. To celebrating Amy’s third decade.’


‘Shame Jack couldn’t make it,’ said Jenna.


Amy looked up. Had she imagined it or did her friend sound a little . . . cool? She sighed. ‘Actually, I think he’s dumped me.’


Lisa scoffed. ‘Come on, he’s not dumped you.’


‘Not in words, but in his silence.’


‘He’s busy, that’s all.’


‘I sent him a text saying I was in hospital. He’s a doctor, for God’s sake. You think this would blip on his radar.’


‘He sent you flowers only the other weekend,’ Lisa reminded her. ‘A dozen roses.’


‘Did I tell you?’


‘You posted them on Facebook.’ Lisa pulled out her phone and with a few swipes, turned it to face Amy. There they were. A dozen crimson roses with a post from herself that said: ‘My Valentine’s Day gift from Jack.’


Amy cringed. ‘I really put that on there? Publicly?’


‘You must have been pleased to get them.’


She suspected she had been. But Amy also knew she was very private and secretly thought of the way other people displayed their love lives on social media in some sort of subtle one-upmanship as slightly needy. She couldn’t believe she’d done the very same herself.


‘It’s not the only one.’ Lisa swiped her phone some more. ‘Look, here’s the photo of your first meal out together. You remember, in Wandsworth. I told you about it. As I recall, you stood up me and David, Jenna and Lewis to go and eat tapas with Jack.’


Amy peered at the photo on Lisa’s phone. There were three plates of olives, cheese and ham in close up. ‘Oh God,’ she said, ‘Why did I think this would be interesting to anyone?’


‘Well, you do when it comes to Jack,’ said Lisa. She held up her phone to reveal a photo of a man sitting at a café table, the shot taken from the shoulders down. The caption said: ‘Jack and I get Sunday brunch.’


Amy got a jolt when she saw it. So that was him. He had a good physique, and dark hair on his arms. ‘Why didn’t I get his head in?’ she bemoaned.


‘You were making a point about his socks,’ said Lisa. She read out the rest of the caption. ‘“The new sunshine in my life and his matching socks.”’


Amy grimaced. It was nauseating! She looked at the photo of Jack’s socks. They were bright yellow. Cheerful.


‘What else?’ she asked.


‘The Lakes,’ said Lisa.


‘Italian?’ asked Amy hopefully.


‘Cumbria. You went with Jack for Christmas.’ She held up her phone on which was a picture of a damp Lake Windermere. ‘“The most romantic lake in the world,”’ she read out. ‘“The perfect place to spend Christmas with the perfect boyfriend.”’


Amy tried to remember. She’d sounded happy, so in love. But none of it resonated with her.


‘How old is he?’ Jenna asked Amy.


‘Thirty-two,’ Lisa answered for her. ‘And he’s particularly talented at rugby.’


‘How do you know?’ asked Amy.


‘You put it on here,’ said Lisa, indicating her phone. She patted Amy’s hand. ‘Anything you want to know about your boyfriend, just let me know. He’s fabulous. I wish he’d been able to make it.’


‘I wish he’d answer my message,’ said Amy.


As she glanced back up she caught Jenna watching her, except her friend turned away as soon as their eyes met.


‘Why don’t you call him now?’ asked Lisa.


‘What here? On the train?’


‘Good a time as any.’


Amy shook her head. ‘No thanks. I’m not in the mood to be officially dumped. Actually,’ she said on reflection, ‘he’ll probably just reject my call.’ She could see Jenna was staring absently out of the window again, but something made Amy think her friend was listening very carefully to what she was saying. What was up? Or was she imagining it? She remembered the doctor’s warning of paranoia.


Then Jenna did something that Amy recognized, a tic that her friend did when she was troubled. She started clicking her fingers. Her hands were tucked under her chin so it was barely noticeable, but Amy caught the soft, restless sound. Something was up, thought Amy, something that Jenna didn’t want to talk about.


Amy stood and picked up her bag. ‘I’m just going to use the bathroom.’


As she walked down the carriages she tried to ignore the heavy stone in her stomach, but it nestled there, pinning her down with a sadness that she recognized only too well. Whatever it was, whatever the relationship with Jack had been, it hadn’t been that successful. He hadn’t been in touch and she was facing up to the knowledge she was single. Again.


The toilet was occupied and she had to wait. She gazed around the carriage, eyes resting briefly on the other passengers. There was a family; two small children deeply engrossed in some colouring books while their parents chatted away in French. A group of three young men, sporty looking, their legs sprawled and too long for the seats, lounging back, drinking beers, clearly heading for a ski holiday. There were a few single travellers too, a middle-aged woman reading a book, an older lady tapping on her phone. And then Amy’s eyes lingered on someone else. He was sitting about seven rows down the carriage, a man in his twenties, wiry, bearded. He was wearing a cap pulled down low over his eyes. There was something about him that struck Amy as unusual but she couldn’t quite work out what. He was hunched in his seat, right up against the window. A black rucksack lay on the table in front of him and he had one arm placed across the top of it. He seemed tense. He wasn’t gazing out of the window and he wasn’t occupying himself with a book or his phone or anything. It was as if he was waiting for something. She saw him check the time on his watch and this seemed to amplify his nerves. He tapped his spare hand against the arm of the seat, an agitated thrum of fingers. His other hand never left his rucksack.


Amy began to get jittery. She looked around, tried to see if anyone else had noticed the man but they were all occupied in their own lives. She thought of her friends just a carriage away. It was too close. None of them would survive, not if there was something in that man’s bag. She glanced back over her shoulder into the next carriage, hoping to see a member of the train crew. She needed to get help. She needed to tell someone what was going on. There were no staff members behind her. She’d have to walk past the man, back through the carriage and into the bar and alert one of the crew there.


Amy started the walk back down the aisle, gripping the tops of the seats to keep her balance. She kept glancing at the man as she approached, getting more frightened as she got closer. She had a vision of herself being blown up, just as she drew level with him. He’d detonate the bomb and she’d be a mess of body parts and blood, unidentifiable. Don’t keep looking at him, she told herself, as she got even closer. Don’t alert him. Her heart was racing in her chest and then she felt the train slow. An announcement was made in French and Amy understood enough to know they were drawing into a station. This new information lodged itself into her brain and then she realized in horror that he intended to wait until they were at the next stop, wait for more people to get on in order to inflict maximum damage. Heart in mouth, she sped up until she was right upon him. She couldn’t help herself, she looked again, saw his rucksack lying dangerously on the table. She hurried on and half ran towards the end of the carriage as the train came alongside the platform. She pushed at the buttons to open the interior carriage doors and rushed back into the bar. Jenna and Lisa looked round, their faces falling as they saw her.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked Lisa.


Amy shot a look over to the barman. She had to tell him first, she couldn’t afford to lose any time. She went up to him and blurted: ‘There’s a man in the next carriage. He’s behaving very suspiciously. He has a bag. A rucksack, on the table in front of him.’


The barman looked alarmed. ‘You think he is dangerous?’


She nodded. ‘He’s mid-twenties, navy cap, dark jeans, grey jacket.’ The barman was already on the internal phone behind the bar and was talking to someone else in his crew.


Oh God, please let everyone be all right, thought Amy.


‘What’s going on?’ asked Jenna. ‘What man?’


‘He’s in there,’ said Amy, pointing back at the carriage. ‘Something’s definitely not right. And he’s got this rucksack. He won’t let go of it.’


As she spoke she looked urgently out of the window, seeing who was getting on. Her heart sank as she watched a number of people climb the steps into the train. And then she froze. Outside, walking down the platform was the man, the rucksack in his arms.


‘That’s him!’ she exclaimed, pointing. She looked back at the barman and another member of the crew who’d just entered the carriage. They rushed over to the window as four gendarmes came running onto the platform. As soon as the police saw the man, they started shouting, their guns raised. Amy tensed, felt herself pull back, waiting for the explosion, but when she looked back at the man, he was crouched to the ground, the bag open at his feet, looking utterly stunned as the four police pointed their weapons at him. A woman in jeans and a green puffa jacket was next to him, dumbfounded and frightened, as the man held a wrapped gift for her in his hands, a gift he’d just taken from his rucksack.


‘You weren’t to know,’ said Lisa. ‘You did the right thing, reporting it.’


‘I got completely the wrong end of the stick,’ said Amy. She was utterly mortified and had apologized profusely. The police had been brusque and moved on their way. The whole experience had left Amy feeling very shaken, not just from thinking she was witnessing a terrorist attack but at the intensity in which she’d believed it. She’d patchworked together a nightmare scenario from nothing more than a man anxious about meeting up with his girlfriend. She’d let her imagination run away with her. She’d been sweating as she’d walked back down that carriage; her armpits still felt damp. It had all felt so real.


‘You had to say something,’ said Jenna. ‘Imagine if you hadn’t and you’d been right?’


‘Anyway, it’s fallout from that bump on your head. A bit of paranoia. Don’t worry about it,’ said Lisa. ‘It can happen to anyone. I was at Heathrow once and someone had left their bag against a wall in departures. Imagine! At Heathrow. I was about to report it when the owner came back. He’d been in a queue in Pret. Idiot. I ended up going over to him, telling him what I thought, but he told me to fuck off.’


Amy smiled wanly. She knew her friend was only trying to cheer her up. The train staff had laughed, in a relieved way, and they’d gone on their journey. She’d be the talk of the week amongst their colleagues. The English girl and her paranoia. But it wasn’t that she cared about. It was the way her mind had behaved in a way that she utterly did not recognize.










SIX


25 February


Amy lay in her bunk in the darkened couchette enjoying the peaceful rhythm of the train. She could see a thin line of light at the edge of the blind at the tiny window and, knowing her friends were still asleep, she quietly pulled herself up and lifted the corner of the navy, logo-marked fabric.


She gasped. The window framed a landscape of imposing snow-covered mountains set against pin-sharp azure skies. Amy stared at the sunlit jagged peaks, majestic and still, sleeping white giants. They dwarfed the forests that grew along their edges, identifiable by smudges of blackish green where snow had become too heavy for the firs and fallen to the ground, revealing glimpses of the trees underneath.


‘You have to see this,’ she said to the others, unable to contain her excitement.


As she rolled up the blind, Lisa and Jenna came to, blinking in the morning sunshine.


‘Wow,’ said Lisa, eyes agog.


Jenna pushed her sleep-scruffy hair away from her face and stared out of the window. Amy noticed she had shadows under her eyes.


The train sped onwards, the scene from their window continually refreshing as they got out of bed and enjoyed a breakfast of croissants, coffee and orange juice in the dining car.


‘Where did they get these?’ asked Lisa in wonder, holding up the warm flaky pastry with not a cellophane wrap in sight.


‘The train stopped at four a.m.,’ said Jenna. The other two looked at her.


‘You were awake?’ asked Amy.


Jenna shrugged. ‘Couldn’t sleep. Took a stroll. The train crew picked up a delivery. They’re freshly baked, apparently.’


At Bourg-St-Maurice, their station, the three women stepped onto the platform, their breath coming in plumes in the cold air. They found a taxi and gawped out of the window as it drove through the town. They crossed a viaduct and craned their necks for a view of the icy, frothing river as it cascaded over its rocky bed, snow stacked up on its banks.


Then the taxi wound its way up the mountain road, the drifts reaching two or three metres, far above the height of their car. On the other side, the road dropped away to a vista of peaks and plateaus, the sun reflecting off so many miles of white it was impossible to take it all in. Amy could feel a power in these mountains, a presence that was both silencing and humbling. Their beauty was seductive, but Amy knew they were also dangerous. Her family had encountered tragedy here.


‘The weather is good, no?’ said the taxi driver.


The women murmured their agreement, mesmerized by the views out of the taxi windows.


‘Tomorrow, more snow,’ he said.


Dotted in the distance they spotted the occasional lodge, some traditionally wooden, the odd one more modern. Each looked tiny, perched on the side of the huge mountains, resplendent in the sun. They passed through Val d’Isère itself with all its tourist hotels and restaurants, and then drove back into the mountains on the other side, leaving the village behind.


‘Where’s your aunt’s place?’ asked Lisa.


‘About another mile or so. It’s a bit remote,’ said Amy. ‘But wait until you see the view.’


After ten minutes, the taxi driver slowed then turned up a narrow road, the wheels sliding a little on the snow. As the road curved around, a modern masterpiece of glass and steel came into view, nestled into the side of the mountain.


‘This is it?’ asked Jenna in wonder.


‘Yes,’ said Amy. Seeing the lodge again brought a smile to her face. It had been a year since she’d visited and her heart lifted at the thought of catching up with Aunt Esme.


‘Oh my God,’ said Lisa, eyes agog, ‘how come you’ve never invited us here before?’


Amy shrugged. She had asked a few years ago. But both her friends had already booked ski trips with their husbands.


As they pulled into the driveway, Amy’s mother, Martha, came to the front door. Amy looked up – it had been summer the previous year when she last remembered seeing her and she found herself curious, as if her mother might have changed and she had no memory of it. But she was the same, petite with expensive blonde highlights, currently covered with a sky-blue cashmere hat. She wore a matching jumper, which she hugged to herself as she welcomed them.


‘Girls!’ she beamed, her dimples creasing. She had a pretty, girlish look about her, despite being well into her fifth decade. ‘It’s so nice to see you all.’


Amy was last up the path and she paused as she noticed her mother appraise her.


‘You look a little pale, Amy,’ said Martha. ‘How are you feeling after your accident?’


‘Not bad,’ said Amy. ‘Did you find the keys OK?’


‘Yes, in the key safe, as you directed,’ said Martha. They kissed each other lightly on the cheek and Amy stiffened slightly when she caught the faint tell-tale aroma of alcohol. She immediately felt the familiar sense of heartbreak. It’s only eleven o’clock in the morning.


‘I’m sorry I didn’t visit you in hospital,’ said Martha.


Amy brushed off the apology. ‘I’ve already told you, there was no need. I was only admitted for a few days and London is a long way from Dorset.’


‘And your memory? Has it returned yet?’


‘No.’


Martha put a hand on Amy’s arm. ‘You poor thing.’ She pulled Amy away from the open door. ‘Come in out of the cold. It’s positively freezing out there.’


‘Well it is winter and we are in the Alps, Mum.’


‘No need for sarcasm. Take off your coat.’ She held out her hand and hung Amy’s jacket in a cupboard in the hallway. Then she waved an arm in the general direction of the house. ‘It hasn’t changed,’ she said. ‘Not in ten years.’


‘Are you feeling OK, now you’re here?’ asked Amy.


Martha inhaled bravely. ‘It’s fine,’ she said.


Amy walked across the wooden floor into the living room where her friends were currently looking around wide-eyed, and it was no wonder. Aunt Esme’s lodge was special, unique. A huge fireplace, where Martha had lit a fire, held court in the centre of the room. On one side an entire wall of the living room was fitted with floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the half dozen or so pines at the front of the lodge, the snow-covered tops teetering thirty metres out of view. Beyond them they could glimpse a vast landscape of white slopes, glistening in the sun.


‘Wow,’ exclaimed Lisa, who was walking around, touching the leather sofas and soft throws as she gaped out of the window. ‘This house is incredible. Look at that view!’


Over in the far distance, some miles away, was the only slope they could see that was populated. A tiny handful of skiers were on it. Jenna stared. ‘What’s that?’


‘La Face,’ said Amy. ‘The resort’s notorious black run.’


Minute figures silently coursed down the mountain at some speed.


‘Is it tough?’ asked Jenna.


‘Yes,’ said Amy. ‘Some of those angles are incredibly tight. It’s right on the edge of a precipice too. You need to turn fast, it’s hell on the thighs.’


‘You’ve skied it?’ asked Lisa, eyes agog.


Amy didn’t need to look at her mother to know her face had darkened in disapproval.


‘When I was thirteen,’ she said. ‘Esme took me up there.’


‘You could have been killed,’ muttered Martha.


‘But I wasn’t,’ said Amy calmly.


‘No, instead you broke your leg,’ said Martha.


‘Oh my God,’ said Jenna. ‘Seriously?’


‘Yes. It was a helicopter-off-the-slopes job. Several days off school.’ The incident had caused an almighty row when Martha discovered what her sister-in-law had done, taking her niece up to a run that Martha had already pronounced unsuitable, however good Amy’s skiing had been. Amy knew her mother had had a point but still suspected she was looking for a reason to fall out with Esme. Martha had never liked her sister-in-law. They’d rubbed each other up the wrong way from the first time they’d met, over three decades ago. Esme thought Martha cared too much about appearances and what other people thought. She saw Martha as uptight, whereas Esme was a rebel and enjoyed breaking the rules. Martha had learned that her sister-in-law had eloped when she was nineteen and married a wealthy man several years older than her. The source of his income had never been disclosed and Martha had always sensed it had dubious origins. Martha had never met François as he’d died of a brain tumour the year before she got together with Peter, Esme’s brother. All Martha saw was the spoils of François’s wealth: the spectacular lodge, the beautiful classic two-seater sports car, the fine jewellery. And of course Esme’s freedom to do as she liked, despite only being thirty years old. At the beginning of her own marriage, Martha and Peter had struggled with money but Peter had insisted they could manage without any help from Esme, even as Martha continued to quietly resent her sister-in-law’s wealth.


As a child, Amy was irrepressibly drawn to Esme, not least because she was kind and generous. She welcomed them to her home and insisted they use it as their own. Yes, she might go skinny-dipping in the pool out on the deck on a starlit winter night, but Amy secretly admired her for this, even more so when Esme said she liked to think François was one of the stars she could see and it made her feel close to him. Life could be cruelly short, said Esme, and she’d never had children of her own. Amy always felt her aunt enjoyed taking her under her wing, introducing her to new experiences such as horse-riding, snowboarding or alcohol, or taking her on day trips, many of which Martha disapproved of. Peter had been caught in the middle, but he’d remained unruffled, gently persuading his wife that his sister meant no harm.


The black-run incident, however, was the last straw. Martha refused to visit Esme after that. And then, seven years later, the unthinkable had happened and Peter had died in an accident on the slopes. He’d been visiting Esme alone and it had been when they’d gone out skiing together.


Amy knew the last time her mother had seen Esme was at her father’s funeral. The two women had been worlds apart and there was no desire on Martha’s part to resolve their differences. Worse still, Martha made no secret of the fact that she blamed Esme for Peter’s death.


Amy continued to visit Esme every year and right now she was dying to catch up with her, but this time Esme had generously gone to stay with her boyfriend, Gabriel, in his lodge across the other side of the valley. To give Martha space, she’d said in her email, the one Amy had found from the previous October. Amy planned to go and see Esme very soon, perhaps when Lisa and Jenna’s husbands arrived and she needed a break.


‘So are you going to reattempt it while you’re here?’ asked Jenna, nodding towards La Face.


Amy felt her mother tense. She shook her head. ‘Nah. It might not look that fast from here, but you can get up to ninety miles per hour on that run. And one fall is enough for the moment,’ she said, gingerly touching the side of her head where it was still a little tender.


‘Glad to hear it,’ said Lisa, ‘or I would’ve had to put my foot down.’ She turned her head and her eyes were drawn to another picture window on the other side of the room. She walked over and gaped at something on the decking below. ‘Good God, is that a swimming pool?’


‘It certainly is,’ said Amy. The lodge lay at the start of a narrow valley, mountains rising up on either side. Far down into the valley was a small wood, the massive pines covered with snow. Beyond that they could see a tiny traditional wooden house, the only other dwelling in sight. In this part of the mountains there were no lifts, no cable cars. The tourists kept away, entranced by all that was on offer in Val d’Isère itself.


‘You want a tour of the rest of the house?’ asked Amy.


‘I’ll fix some lunch,’ said Martha, heading to the kitchen. ‘I hope it’s OK, I’ve already popped myself in one of the bedrooms,’ she added lightly, but Amy saw her eyes cloud over and knew that her mother had placed herself at the front of the lodge where she couldn’t look out over the valley.


‘Are you OK?’ she whispered.


Martha nodded. ‘I might open us some wine for lunch.’


As Amy watched her mother leave the room, her stomach twisted with worry.
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Each of the bedrooms had a balcony with a breathtaking view. From some of them the women could reach out and touch the pines, heavy with snow. Lisa grabbed a handful and threw it at Amy, hitting her full in the face.


‘Truce!’ yelled Lisa almost immediately, while Amy spluttered and laughed.


‘I’ll get you back,’ Amy promised.


‘These vistas,’ said Jenna breathless, ‘they’re so inspiring.’


‘Did you bring your camera?’ asked Amy.


‘Of course.’


‘Jenna had an exhibition,’ said Lisa. ‘In January.’


‘You did?’ asked Amy, delighted. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t remember. Did I come? Was it amazing?’


It was a moment before Jenna answered. ‘Yes, you came,’ she said. ‘And it was a success. Mostly,’ she added coolly as she walked away, back into the bedroom.


Amy nodded but felt she was treading on dangerous ground and didn’t understand why. She followed Jenna. ‘So, are you happy to have this room?’


‘It’s perfect.’


Amy looked around. It had hand-built wardrobes, a soft carpet underfoot and luxurious throws on the bed. There was a view from every window – you could even look out at the slopes from the en-suite bathtub. Except, like the others, the room had a slightly unkempt feel to it. There was dust on more than one surface and Amy thought that Esme’s cleaner must be getting a bit slack.


So now everyone had a place to sleep. The one room they’d left alone during the tour was Esme’s. Amy had peeked in and seeing all her aunt’s things there had made her miss her even more, but that reunion would have to come later. As with the other rooms, the curtains had been closed; Amy thought about opening them but decided against, reasoning that her aunt might prefer to leave them that way while she was away.


‘Where’s your aunt staying?’ asked Jenna.


Amy pointed out of the landing window across the valley to the wooden lodge in the far distance, smoke rising from its chimney. ‘Her boyfriend’s. She and Gabriel have probably just got back from the slopes and they’re on the fresh coffee and pain au chocolat right about now.’


‘Talking of which,’ said Lisa, ‘I’m starving.’


Amy lingered at the window before going downstairs. Beyond Gabriel’s lodge she could see the start of the Southern Slope, a three-kilometre run that went down into Val d’Isère. It was where her father had died, almost exactly ten years ago. It had been a terrible accident but, despite what her mother thought, Esme wasn’t to blame. Nevertheless, her aunt had not skied it since. Amy sighed and looked back at Gabriel’s lodge. Part of her wished she could go and visit Esme now, but instead she turned and followed her friends down to lunch.


Martha had made some soup and served it with warm baguettes. ‘There wasn’t anything in at all,’ she said, a note of disapproval in her voice. ‘Not even milk! I had to call a taxi to take me back down to the resort.’


‘Aren’t there any shops nearby?’ asked Jenna.


‘Nothing within walking distance,’ said Amy. ‘Gabriel’s lodge is our only human contact, and he’s at least a mile away. Val d’Isère itself is a two-hour walk.’
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