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PROLOGUE


You disappeared in the autumn of 1982, when the leaves switched their wardrobe from green to burnished brown, and our mother made great pots of jam from the fruit we picked in the garden. I was twelve, with clumsy clothes and National Health glasses. You were fifteen, crazy-haired and willowy.


I thought at first that you’d be back. I only had to wait, away in the woods where the birds were as silent as I was, as if they missed you too. I took to wearing your coat, my hands pushed deep in the pockets, playing with the bus tickets and the dust and the dried-up sweets I found there. Sometimes I thought I saw you, running ahead, weaving amongst the trees, but it was only sunlight glinting through the branches, or the wind brushing its fingers through the leaves. Other times I heard you laugh, but it was only water flowing over stones in the stream or birds suddenly finding their voices. It was as if you’d never existed, or else you’d disintegrated and scattered on the breeze.


That was one of my theories: that you’d self-combusted. You’d burst into particles and not one trace could be found. Or you’d been lifted upwards, taken to a different place, to heaven, like they said at church. But when I looked at the vast, dark sky, I couldn’t contemplate you being lost there, so I came up with more elaborate ideas: you’d run away to be a dancer in Russia. You were hiding out in a nunnery. You were a scientist in Antarctica.


I clung to each theory because it helped me reject what people said. You’d been abducted on your way home from school, raped and left for dead. You’d been decapitated, dismembered, bits of your body scattered across the countryside. Each day brought new horrors for me to dream of. Each dream made me wake sweating, screaming out your name. I wanted to tell these people to stop. You’d be back. You wouldn’t leave me on my own forever.


But the rumours bubbled on, right through the community. Friends fell silent when I passed, though I heard their discarded words. I held my head high and kept my thoughts close, muttering them like incantations: you were in Spain, learning flamenco, falling in love with dark-eyed gypsy boys. Anything to avoid those creeping fears: a silent shadow swooping, gathering you up with its wings and bearing you away. Because if I thought about your potential captor, that was what I imagined happening to you: a cast-out devil tumbling from heaven, snatching his beautiful prize with indifferent arms, and keeping on going straight down to hell.
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The train halted a hundred yards from the station. A voice announced a short delay. People around me were muttering, craning their necks at the window, wondering how long we’d be stuck there. Closing my eyes, I breathed deeply, distracting myself, flexing my fingers and blowing on my palms. They were sore and I realised I’d been balling my fists all the way from Paddington and the nails had made indentations in my skin.


Outside were familiar landmarks: Victorian houses with chaotic extensions; a narrow piece of wasteland that swept alongside. Boys had played chicken there once; vandals had set fire to the banks. Now the line was fenced off. Plastic bags clung to hedges and empty bottles littered the grass. It was autumn, yet there were none of the signs: no trees, no copper leaves, no pale golds. The place was stark. Depressing and still.


A few days before I’d been in Athens, drinking coffee in the October sun. My mobile had rung, a voice had spoken and I’d recognised Rita – my mother’s best friend. It was the way she’d said my name, Anna Flores; the way she’d rolled the ‘r’; the way she’d lowered her voice and explained how my mother had died. A stroke. When could I come home?


Rita had discussed the funeral, asking for my opinion: egg and cress versus salmon and cucumber; ‘Lord of All Hopefulness’ or ‘Abide With Me’. Her talk had jarred with the smell of souvlaki drifting from a restaurant and the sound of a lone voice singing in a bar. Afterwards I’d sat for ages weeping and feeling as if the music was the most sorrowful in the world.


The train lurched, crawling forwards. Passengers shifted with mumbles of relief. I pulled on my denim jacket, fiddled with my bag, checked that everything was where it should be: purse, phone, lipstick, bottle of Givenchy, photo of my mother. Photo of Gabriella. A man in a raincoat reached for his suitcase. I followed his lead and retrieved mine.


A few people got off with me. I watched them rushing up the steps and across the bridge, scrabbling with their tickets and their bags. Dropping my case, I pulled out the handle and paused to look around me. Nothing much had changed. The empty waiting room. The broken bench. The CCTV. How long had those cameras been there? Too late to spot Gabriella leaving, or to confirm the difference between sightings and lies.


Three years. That was how long it had been. A pit-stop visit before I’d left for Greece, although I’d seen my mother since, when she’d made the journey to London, the day before I’d actually flown. Now, when I thought of that last meeting, in a cafe in Harrods, with my mother picking at her scone, my stomach wrenched with guilt. Three years. Only phone calls in between. Why had I assumed she’d go on forever? I should have known better than anyone how abruptly things changed.


A guard emerged from a doorway on the other side of the track. He looked across, his glance assessing me. I gave a half-smile, flexing my fingers as if my suitcase was heavy and I’d stopped to take a rest. Straightening, I headed for the steps, trundling the shiny purple case behind me. I’d recognised him, although I’d pretended that I hadn’t. He’d worked at the station for years. Then, he’d worn tight trousers short enough to see his coloured socks; now his trousers reached all the way down to the tops of his shoes with modest precision. That was the thing about this village: people stayed – except for me. I wondered if he remembered who I was.


Out on the street the sky looked damaged, bandaged with dark clouds. The trees wore bare branches like weapons, and the pavements were piled with leaves. Soon they’d be swept up by men in yellow jackets. Men like Tom. For a moment I held my breath and listened, half expecting to hear the trundle of his cart. On a day like this, he would have been out, head bent, focused on his task. Oblivious to the world.


I blinked and shook my head. It wouldn’t do to think about the past. Instead, I concentrated on the walk, taking the back roads with their terraced houses and rows of parked cars, noticing a new takeaway, a pub with a name change, a building being renovated.


The streets widened and there was my mother’s house, a rambling Victorian semi. I resisted the urge to stand still and absorb the moment, to pretend this visit was normal. Pushing on, I turned down the path, my stomach flipping at the creak of the gate. The door was black with peeling paint and a hairline crack across the glass. A peony sprawled against the wall and for an instant I remembered blood-red petals bursting from their buds; Gabriella, fixing a flower in my hair. I held the snapshot steady in my mind, until it blurred at the edges and faded, like a developing photo in reverse.


The door opened before I found my key and Rita filled the space. ‘Anna,’ she said warmly. Part of me had thought her beauty would have faded, that she’d resemble my mother: sparrow-like, with wispy hair and eyes clouded with cataracts. Instead she was buxom in a navy woollen dress, with light-coloured hair cut into a bob. Her face was lined, but she was still handsome, with high cheekbones and green wing-tipped glasses.


She took my hand – her grip was strong, and in a moment I was over the threshold parking my suitcase. And then she was leading me through the hall apologising and welcoming, offering tea, as if it were me who was the stranger in the house. We paused outside the living room. ‘You mustn’t mind the old ladies,’ she whispered, leaning into me. ‘They turned up this morning specially to see you.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘For all that you’ve done. I couldn’t have managed without you.’


‘Of course you could,’ said Rita, squeezing my arm. ‘Chin up, and come on through.’


The room, I noticed with a tightening of my chest, had hardly changed at all. My mother’s sewing box, her knitting bag resting on top; the set of irons my father used to stoke the fire; the hard-backed chair where Grandma Grace liked to sit.


The old ladies, powdered and pressed, turned to look at me in one stiff movement. I smiled back, knowing I mustn’t cry: I didn’t want to embarrass these good people who’d come here for my mother. Straightening with the responsibility, I walked across the room, feeling uncomfortable in the black dress I’d dug out from my wardrobe and regretting my DMs. Perching on the edge of an armchair, I took off my jacket in compensation, trying to hide it away, bundling it into a ball behind my feet.


Rita took the hard-backed chair, her backside spreading out like a cake that had risen and expanded over the edges. She folded her arms and commented on the weather and the likelihood of rain. The ladies responded with nods and smiles and so did I. And when we reverted to silence, I fixed my eyes on the motionless pendulum clock, the empty grate, on anything but the sympathetic faces of the people in the house.


The doorbell rang and Rita leapt up before I had a chance to move. She came back with the vicar. Nicholas – a thin young man with a backpack and a motorbike helmet tucked under his arm. ‘You must be Anna,’ he said, leaning to take my hand. ‘I’m so sorry. Such a difficult time.’ I thanked him, aware my voice sounded choked. He settled at the end of the sofa as if he was accustomed to his place. And then he went on, speaking sincerely, openly. He hadn’t been in the parish long, but he’d got to know my mother. ‘She was kind, sociable, a popular member of the congregation,’ he said.


Was that true? My mother was quiet. Withdrawn. Becoming more isolated as the years had gone on. At least that was how I’d seen it. I thought she’d stopped going to church years ago.


‘Esther was a great believer,’ said Rita, chiming in.


Until she decided God had let her down.


Nicholas looked at me earnestly. Had I said those words out loud? If I had, he didn’t respond. Instead, he felt around in his backpack and produced an order of service which he proceeded to take me through.


While he spoke, Rita made tea in Mum’s best gold-rimmed cups. I took a lemon puff from the plate she offered and tasted childhood days. Sticky biscuits and cans of Lilt. Flashes of sunlight through autumn leaves. And there was Gabriella running ahead of me in the woods with her hair flying and her scarf catching as she weaved amongst the trees, leaping over broken branches and landing like a cat.


‘Is there something you’d like to add?’ said Nicholas, breaking into my thoughts. ‘To the service?’


He leaned forward, his narrow face creased with concern. I shook my head and affected another smile. ‘Everything’s perfect. Thank you.’


Rita cleared her throat and looked at me. ‘May I read a tribute?’


‘Of course,’ I said. There was a pause, an air of expectation. ‘Although I’m not sure I . . .’


‘It’s fine,’ said Nicholas, patting my knee. ‘Most people find it too hard.’


After they’d gone, I wandered around the house, getting used to being back. The silence fell about me. I fiddled with the boiler in the kitchen and the heating spluttered into life. Going upstairs, I stopped at the first closed door. Gabriella’s bedroom. Touching the wood, I felt the pulse of memory. I didn’t go in, but I knew the room would be exactly as Gabriella had left it – ready for when she came home.


Mum’s room was next and this time I opened the door. The bed was unmade. A pair of glasses rested on the bedside cabinet. A quilted dressing gown lay on a chair with maroon slippers on the carpet beneath. It looked as if she was coming back – to make her bed, to fetch her glasses, to slip into her nightclothes. I sat on the mattress. It wasn’t going to happen. It was never going to happen. My mother had gone, along with the rest of my family, and there was no one left but me.


I breathed deeply to blot out self-pity and reached for the photo inside my bag. My mother: Esther. Grandma Grace had taken it all those years ago, on the day my parents met. 1966, when a summer storm had knocked off slates and dragged off branches; when Grace Button had looked at the adverts in the local newsagent’s, traced her finger across the cards and stopped at Albert Flores.


In the photo, my mother was outside. Curls of fair hair blew across her face. She’d had a fragile beauty like Gabriella, but there was something more that was harder to identify, something lost in those wide, grey eyes. I spent time staring at the picture, searching the grainy image, wondering what it was my mother was missing, even then.


There was a clock on the bedside cabinet. It was gold, inset with mother-of-pearl and with hands that halted at midnight. I wound the key gently and set the clock back, letting my fingertips drift across the cherry wood of the cabinet and down to the single drawer. I drew it open. Softly. Empty save for a book. It was a scrapbook, like those I’d filled with postcards on holidays in Wales. I looked inside, still smiling from the memory, and a girl stared back at me. I took a breath and the lost air inside me grew cold. Gabriella in her school uniform, her eyes hiding laughter. I absorbed each detail, the secret smile, the dimple on her chin. I traced her hair and cheeks, the curve of her neck. It was a newspaper article: the story of the missing girl.


Grief crept within me, rising to constrict my throat. I closed the book, turned and lay down, pushing my face into the pillow. Lily of the Valley. My mother’s scent. I thought of her cutting out pictures and stories, making a scrapbook of Gabriella. Scissors going around the edges. Pasting on the glue. Smoothing down the paper. I tried to dispel the images, but they wouldn’t go away. And the story came back, as I knew it would. As it always did. And the pain and the loss slid through my consciousness in waves.
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1982


When I heard that a man from Spain and his mad wife were moving to our village I was torn up with curiosity. They were buying Lemon Tree Cottage, a house near the woods, which had been empty for years. It was only a rumour that the wife was crazy, but the idea appealed to me. Mad wives belonged in books and now there’d be a real one on our doorstep.


They were due to move in on Saturday and I was planning to sneak out and spy. Mum had other ideas. I woke to the sound of her voice shouting to Gabriella. It was going to be a hot day – perfect for working in the garden. Grabbing my specs, I arrived at Gabriella’s room in time to hear her protest. ‘Do we have to?’ she said, pulling the blankets over her head.


‘Yes, Gabriella,’ said Mum, sweeping back the curtains. ‘And then you can tidy your room. It looks like a bulldozer’s been in here.’


‘But I’ve got homework,’ moaned Gabriella. ‘I’ve got O levels.’ She emphasised the ‘O’ with a long, drawn-out groan.


‘That’s next year,’ said Mum. ‘Next year you’re excused. This year you work in the garden. You too, Anna.’ She left the room and we heard her tramping down the stairs.


‘Jesus Christ and God Almighty,’ said Gabriella, who had recently taken to blasphemy. ‘What have I done to deserve this?’


I plonked down on the bed and crossed my arms, banging my chest with the force of it. Gardening wasn’t my idea of fun either, and it had ruined my plans for the day. I surveyed the bulldozed room. The floor was a mass of clothes, make-up, ruined cassettes and records without their sleeves. Picking out a purple lipstick, I swivelled the tube and smeared it on my hand. With a glance at the bed, I closed my eyes and imagined wearing the lipstick. I was Kate Bush. Swirling in one of Gabriella’s dresses, doing a windmill dance on stage.


‘I know what you’re doing,’ said Gabriella through the covers. She sat up suddenly, eyes dark with yesterday’s make-up, hair fanning out in electric waves. I grinned back sheepishly and held out the lipstick. ‘Have it,’ she said, with an exaggerated flourish. ‘It’s all yours.’


‘Really?’


‘Yeah. In exchange for the next chore.’


‘Girls!’ Mum’s voice floated up the stairs. ‘Breakfast doesn’t make itself.’


Gabriella winked, reached for her Walkman and snuggled back under the covers, while I sloped out of the room, lipstick in my hand.


We spent the morning in the sunshine, yanking out weeds while Mum mowed the lawn. She wore a pink housecoat and a pair of Dad’s brown boots to do the job. ‘No sense risking toes,’ she said. I watched her small frame shoving the heavy machine back and forth, leaving trails of grass in her wake. There was a Flymo in the shed that Dad had bought six months before. He’d set it up in the garden and the three of us had watched as Mum walked around, sniffing and saying she preferred the one she had.


Mum finished and disappeared inside, leaving us to rake the grass. We jumped up, glad to be away from the weeds and the worms, and took turns raking, collecting, covering each other in grass and shrieking with laughter before transporting the lot to the bonfire heap. Neither of us had dressed for the part: Gabriella in her boots and black dress with netted sleeves that captured the heat and caught on the brambles, and me in jeans and a thick yellow sweatshirt that Mum had bought at the jumble sale. Soon even laughing was too much effort as we scraped up the last bits of grass and shoved the mower into the shed hoping nobody would notice it hadn’t been cleaned.


We lay on the stubby grass beneath the damson tree, eyes closed, hands crossed over our chests as if we were dead. The scent of mown grass and lavender hung heavy in the air. A small plane droned somewhere far away and an insect settled on my face. I felt the lazy stroke of its wings but couldn’t be bothered to brush it away.


When I opened my eyes a red kite was wheeling recklessly, its wings outstretched, gliding in the endless sky. I watched until it dropped quite suddenly and disappeared from sight. Poor mouse. Or was the mouse already dead? Was it kites that ate carrion, or did they hunt live meat? I blocked out the thought of the bird tearing at a creature with its talons and turned to Gabriella.


She lay perfectly still, skin pale against her make-up and her dress. Like a fair-haired Morticia (or a vampire as Dad joked). Was her chest even moving?


‘Gabriella,’ I said. No answer. ‘Gabriella.’ I spoke loudly, my voice sounding urgent as I prodded her with my toe.


There was a long pause. ‘Yes?’


My heartbeat slowed back down. ‘Nothing,’ I said, trying to sound normal.


She opened one eye. ‘Did you think I was dead?’


‘Course not.’


I looked away so she wouldn’t see the truth on my face. I had this idea that if you imagined terrible things, they wouldn’t happen. They couldn’t happen because it would mean you were able to predict the future and nobody could do that. Now I tried to focus on something else. A vision of Lemon Tree Cottage popped into my mind and quietly disappeared. Gabriella would never agree to going there. Spying wasn’t her thing. I suggested visiting Dad instead.


She groaned. ‘Again? There must be something better to do.’


‘Such as?’


‘Listen to records, watch the telly . . .’


‘Tidy your room.’


I counted silently. By the time I got to five she’d agreed to come.


The House of Flores was narrow, hunched up amongst the other shops on the High Street. I used to think it was an old man propped up like that, and inside were the old man’s tumbled thoughts: the rickety tables and chairs, the cracked crockery and ornaments, the higgledy-piggledy paintings on the walls. One of the prints looked like Gabriella – without the messy hair. A Modigliani. It was a portrait of a girl with a narrow face and almond-shaped eyes.


Most days Dad would be at the counter, leaning over whatever item he was valuing, focused on his task. He’d describe it to us: age, purpose, material. Sometimes he’d make us guess. (‘It’s a portrait of a queen. They’re pearls for a princess.’ ‘No, no. That’s a duchess, and they’re not pearls, they’re paste.’) Other times we’d parade, trying on clothes – velvet dresses and capes, silk scarves and hats – dressing up as people from the past.


Now when we pushed open the door and the bell jangled to announce our arrival, Dad was nowhere to be seen. We listened in the dusty silence, until the sounds came, shifts and groans from the back room, furniture scraping on the wooden floor, a sudden bang as something dropped. ‘Madre mia,’ came his voice.


‘House clearance,’ mouthed Gabriella.


We both knew what that meant – Dad would spend hours sifting through a dead person’s life. He’d be home late bearing gifts and bombarding us with tales of what he’d found: a leather-bound copy of Paradise Lost; a porcelain plate with a painted dragon; a pack of photos, somebody’s life, childhood to adulthood, bound with a faded ribbon. A house clearance was a gamble. That’s what he said. All those hours spent picking out stories. Usually the things he found were worthless to anyone other than him. Other times, digging deep, he found a fossil. Something valuable. And if we were unlucky, he’d haul us in to excavate.


Gabriella put one finger to her lips and we backed out, eyes locked, willing the chime of the bell to coincide with the noise Dad was making. ‘Girls. Is that you?’ his voice filtered through. The door slammed and we were off, running along the High Street and back up Chestnut Hill, while bubbles of laughter exploded inside me and a stitch grabbed at my side.


‘Stop! Stop!’ I said, turning into Devil’s Lane and throwing myself onto the ground. Gabriella sat beside me and leaned against my shoulder. I listened to the sound of her breath and the stillness all around. Devil’s Lane was a shortcut to the green. Dark and stony, hemmed in by high hedges, with a few houses backing onto the fields. No one was sure how it got its name, although one tale told of a boy whose sweetheart had died from a fever. He’d made a pact with the Devil: his soul for one more day with her.


Sometimes, when we weren’t chasing shadows in the lane, we played What would you do if you only had one more day? Gabriella talked about hanging out in the music booth at Our Price, asking the boy with the drowsy eyes who worked there for a kiss. I found it more difficult to decide. In the end I thought I’d go wherever Gabriella went. There was nothing better than that.


Now she fumbled in her pocket and pulled out a packet of Old Holborn. I eyed it suspiciously. ‘Is that Dad’s?’ I said.


She grinned as she piled up a Rizla, funnelling the paper round and licking the edge with the tip of her tongue. ‘Problem?’ I shrugged. I’d seen her smoke plenty of times, so it didn’t surprise me. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘It isn’t his.’


‘Where’s it from?’


‘I bought it of course.’ She lit the skinny roll-up with a silver Zippo that was definitely Dad’s. ‘Borrowed,’ she said, her voice rough with smoke.


I watched her inhaling, picking out strands of tobacco from her teeth. She wore red lipstick. It stained the cigarette, making it seem it was lit at both ends. I imagined the two ends burning and crackling and colliding in the middle, exploding like a firework in her face. ‘You shouldn’t smoke,’ I said.


‘That’s easy for you to say, small person. Wait till you’re my age. Bet you’ll try it then.’


‘No, I won’t, and anyway, you shouldn’t encourage me.’


She put her head on one side. ‘Little Miss Righteous.’


I turned away. I hated it when she called me that. She ruffled my hair. ‘Only joking. I’m glad you care, really I am. I care too. If I ever see you smoking, I’ll knock it out your hand.’ As if to demonstrate, she pushed her cigarette stub hard into the ground and stamped on it with her boot.


At the end of the lane, we hopped over the rickety stile and mooched across the green, past the graffiti-covered playground. A few boys with spiky haircuts hung around, smoking and drinking from cans. They watched as we passed, their eyes stuck on Gabriella. I gave her a sidelong glance and could tell from her smile that she knew they were looking. She sucked up their admiration like I sucked up cans of Lilt and I had a sudden giddy sensation that she was slipping away. I put my hand on her arm and drew her to me. She didn’t pull back. The boys were behind us and I felt the heat of her side against mine.


By the time we reached the edge of the green the idea of Lemon Tree Cottage had resurfaced and this time I suggested going there.


‘Why?’ said Gabriella.


‘Because new people have moved in.’


‘And?’


I shrugged, trying to think of an answer she’d like. ‘There’s nothing else to do, except help Dad with the house clearance, or Mum with the tea.’


‘You can do that if you want.’


‘I made breakfast.’


She narrowed her eyes. ‘I gave you lipstick.’


I narrowed my eyes back. ‘That was for one chore. And anyway Mum won’t let you get away with it.’ We both knew Mum was a stickler for turn-taking as well as preparing us for lives of domesticity.


Grinning as Gabriella gave in, I led the way out of the green and on to Chestnut Hill.


The road was little more than a single track at first, working its way through the village, skirting rows of cottages and weaving along past the church. Then it grew wider, and faster, as it burst out into the countryside and cars fled past, kicking up stones. Here the hedgerows ran like an unkempt fringe on either side of the tarmac, which was worn out, full of potholes, and dips. There was a solitary field where the cows lolled hefty heads against a five-bar gate. And a mass of churned-up earth, crammed with the rising skeletons of homes – part of the new estate.


At the brow of the hill, we turned onto a stony lane that led to the woods and passed a cottage, its roof ruined by patches of thatch stripped back and yellowed underneath. Pecked off by jackdaws. I remembered the story, in the local paper. They’d declared it the strangest thing to have happened in the village for years. Now smoke trailed from the chimney despite the heat. A woman pegged out washing at the side of the house while a small child scrambled at her feet. She stared as we passed. And then a man in dungarees came out and leaned in the doorway smoking.


The second house was Lemon Tree Cottage. The place had no story apart from being empty and next to the house with the jackdaws. But with the thought of a madwoman in the attic, I looked with new interest.


The building loomed like a shadow behind a mesh of dark green. From the gate, a gravelled pathway forced its way through the garden, pushing on and around a line of broken terracotta pots. A plant with purple flowers shaped like stars clambered across the doorway and cascaded down the walls. There was no sign of life, no people or sounds, only a broody stillness that pressed on the air, as if forcing out its breath.


I was looking at the diamond panes of glass when suddenly a shape flitted past a downstairs window. I stared, mesmerised. It moved lightly, and was quickly gone, disappearing into shadow.


‘Upstairs,’ hissed Gabriella, nudging me.


A girl. Framed behind a window. Fair hair floating around her face.


Footsteps crunched on gravel. A man about Dad’s age rounded the back of the house. I froze like a creature snared in light. He was pale – his face and hair, even his clothes – and he looked straight at Gabriella. ‘Let’s go,’ I whispered, grabbing her arm. For a moment, she resisted. I pulled harder until she gave in. And then I hurried her along the lane, turning once to see the man staring after us from the gate.
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On the day of the funeral, I woke up with a feeling of dread, and a mind tangled with dreams. The weather matched my feelings: a single clap of thunder and then the rain came, sluicing down the windows. I listened to the sounds, feeling the weight of what lay ahead.


Downstairs I made coffee. Leaning against the side, sipping from my mother’s cup, in the old-fashioned kitchen, with its tired lino and table, its chipped cupboards and sink, it occurred to me I was masquerading as someone who belonged here, the prodigal child returned, yet there was no one here to greet me.


In the living room, the feeling grew as I opened drawers at random. They were full of papers, letters and old address books belonging to my parents. There were photos too. I found one of Gabriella in Trafalgar Square, with pigeons dotted along her arm. My mind returned to the scrapbook. How many pictures of Gabriella had my mother pasted inside? How many articles and interviews had she kept?


Later, the ladies, led by Rita, filed into the house. They wore identical black skirts and shawls. Only Rita was different. I glimpsed a grey silk dress beneath her faux-fur coat. She’d always been elegant. And poised. Unlike my mother who’d been perpetually harassed.


Together, we waited for the cortège and when it arrived, we walked in silence to the cars, my heart dropping at the sight of the pale coffin and the respectful suited men. Slipping inside, I maintained my calm, but as the doors clunked and the car eased away, I felt as if my whole world glided with me, as if I’d lost control.


We drove down Chestnut Hill and out along the High Street. A child pointed and tugged her mother’s coat; an old man raised his hat; a woman in a belted raincoat hurried into a doorway. I craned my neck as we passed the House of Flores but the shop was shut up as I knew it would be, the sign swinging in the breeze.


The church was packed. Looking around, everything was familiar: the stained glass windows and mahogany pews, even the embroidered hassocks with their crosses and doves looked the same, though they couldn’t be, not after all this time.


Rita squeezed my arm as the pall-bearers settled the coffin and we took our seats at the front. Nicholas looked even younger in his starched surplice. He welcomed us all, saying why we’d come, to honour a loving wife, mother and friend. Rita stepped forward to pay tribute. She talked of my mother’s loyalty, of her commitment to God and her stoicism in the face of tragedy. She spoke loudly and confidently, her voice trembling only once when she mentioned Esther’s daughters.


More tributes followed. There was another prayer. A hymn. A baby screamed at the back of the church. I heard the crack of the door opening and the screams fading as the mother took it away. The organ played and I sensed Gabriella beside me, tapping her foot to a different kind of rhythm; the one inside her head.


Afterwards, they took the coffin away and we spilled out into the churchyard. People came forward one by one, to take my hand and offer their hushed condolences. Faces with lines and wrinkles and familiar eyes, weakened and peering through thick lenses. I wanted to pull out my sunglasses to protect myself from their good intentions, but the sky was grey, and the rain was back, the faint drizzle turning to a downpour. I hid instead behind the mushroom of black umbrellas that sprouted in one synchronised click as soon as the coffin was lowered.


And then I saw her. Mrs Ellis. She was making her exit, scurrying along the gravel pathway towards the lychgate. Thin and hunched, there was no doubt in my mind that it was her, that forward lean, those quick, short steps, even the shopping bag, the raincoat, the flesh-coloured tights and the old-fashioned lace-up shoes.


The rain came harder as I stared after the retreating figure. The wind picked up, grabbing at my clothes. In the distance, there was the faint rumble of thunder. Mourners, forgetting etiquette, were surging around me and on towards the gate. I quickened my pace to match theirs. I needed to see her face, though I could picture it anyway: narrow lips, self-satisfied smile, skin stretched taut over the angles of her cheeks, her jaw, her forehead. I could see too her bony hands wringing as she spoke to the reporter, telling the story of Gabriella: the story of the missing girl. And I thought again of Tom trundling his road sweeper’s cart, lips moving in conversation with himself. Mrs Ellis had spotted them: Tom and Gabriella. She’d been a witness, one of the last people to have seen my sister. And Tom – poor, befuddled, innocent – had been investigated. Although nothing had come of that.


My heart was thundering so fast I felt faint. But still I wanted to see her. I wanted to know how she’d changed. It was only as she passed through the gate, as I pushed forward and she looked back, that I understood. It wasn’t Mrs Ellis. This woman was too young, in her forties, we might have been at school together, and then I realised that we had been. This was Martha. Not so far wrong: it was Mrs Ellis’s daughter.


For a moment, the two of us looked at each other and the rest of the world dropped out of focus. There was only Martha, spotlighted. Martha Ellis who nobody cared about, who’d been bullied and ignored by everyone – except Gabriella.


I held Martha’s stare, and she looked away, her forehead creasing, as if she didn’t know who I was. And yet she must have. Her cheeks were sallow and sunken, her lips narrow strips. Her eyes darted about as though she had trouble seeing, until they stopped, quite suddenly, on me, and the cloudy look was replaced by recognition and something else. Fear. And I was glad. I wanted her to remember. I wanted her to feel the pain and the loss like I did.


She turned and hurried along the path, and the rain was dripping down my face, mingling with my tears, and Rita was pulling at my arm, and offering me a tissue, and urging me to put my jacket on. She marshalled me back to the house, speaking so fast my thoughts were left behind. And when we arrived, villagers, damp from the rain, stumbled in with their offerings: plates of triangular sandwiches and slices of cake.


I moved through rooms, greeting people, thanking them for coming. From time to time my mind flashed to Martha and I conjured up images: Martha perched on a doorstep; skulking in the woods; dragging after me on the green, telling tales in her whining voice.


Concentrating on the people around me, I braced myself for their sympathy. Time and again, faces loomed and words filtered. I held on to hard surfaces, to keep myself upright. I fixed my eyes on Rita and watched her making tea, offering sandwiches, bending to adjust an old lady’s shawl.


‘You look like Esther,’ said a man with silver hair who stopped beside me. I smiled politely, but I knew that I didn’t. I was dark, not fair; tall, but not elegant like my mother. The man stood for a moment, staring at me, examining my face. He too was tall, and looked straight into my eyes. ‘I don’t mean physically,’ he said as if he was reading my mind. I shifted uncomfortably. What did he mean then? He didn’t say.


The man moved on and I trailed after him, making my way to the kitchen. Rita and one or two others were busy washing up, but when I grabbed a cloth to help, Rita pushed me away. She gave me a cup of tea which was hot and sweet. I drank it quickly, impatient to help. Taking a knife from the drawer, I sliced a fruit cake into thick chunks. ‘You might want to cut those smaller,’ said Rita over my shoulder. I smiled, but kept the chunks the same. She’d always interfered in the running of our kitchen. Although Mum had thought she was indispensable. I don’t know what I’d do without Rita, she used to say.


Eventually, when the food was eaten and the clearing-up done, people left in twos and threes, helping each other exit. Rita was the last to go. She lingered at the door, doing up the buttons of her coat. I used to think she was like a film star, with her glamorous clothes and stylish hair. Now she offered to stay and keep me company.


‘I’m fine,’ I replied. ‘Really, I am.’


She nodded. ‘I understand, but I’m here if you want me and I’m more than happy to help.’ She tipped her head to level our gaze and squinted through her glasses. ‘The House of Flores. I know it’s early days, but . . .’ She stopped and produced a polka-dot scarf, tied it in place and patted my arm. ‘Not now, dear. I realise you want to be alone. I’ll meet you there tomorrow morning. Is that all right?’ And she was gone, striding down the path, before I had time to reply.


In the kitchen, I poured a glass of red wine and drank half of it in one gulp. I thought of Rita taking things over, and the people who’d wanted to talk, and of Martha in the graveyard. Seeing her had been the biggest shock. That blast of memory. Her awful mother. What had happened to her?


I finished my wine and poured myself another. Sipped and tasted plums. The purple fruit we ate in the garden. Damsons too. Colours and tastes. The red of Gabriella’s lipstick. The yellow of her dress.


Three days. That was the longest I’d stayed whenever I’d visited my mother, and I’d kept indoors. Quick visits, avoiding people and places in the village. Any longer and the past would start rolling in like a carpet of thorns, inviting me to tread across it, searching for answers that never came. Already it was happening. I felt the spikes of memory stabbing at my skin.


I made an instant resolution. I’d explain to Rita. I had urgent things to deal with in Athens. The House of Flores and everything else would have to wait. Maybe Rita would offer to help and I’d pay her to sort things out.


Three or four days. And I’d go.


I nodded to convince myself. Drank more wine. Tried to ignore the voice inside my head. Challenging my thoughts. Telling me that no matter how often I thought I could resist the call, no matter how much I berated myself for considering it again, I would never stop asking the same questions that had haunted my whole life.
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‘Where have you been?’ Mum demanded, hands on hips.


‘The House of Flores,’ we said simultaneously, not daring to say we’d been roaming the village after that. Mum liked to know where we were. I imagined her charting our progress through the day, like a general moving troops across a board.


‘Well,’ she tutted. ‘Your father should know better than to keep you so late.’


She would have gone on if Rita hadn’t been there, sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of tea. Like us, Rita’s family owned a shop – the butcher’s on the High Street. She had a habit of bringing gifts – crime books for Mum and leftover meat. Offal was her favourite and today she’d brought a parcel of liver for our tea.


Now she winked through her green wing-tipped glasses and asked us how we were getting on at school. She always asked the same question. We always gave the same answer. ‘Fine, thank you very much.’ It usually put an end to anything else.


‘Flour,’ said Mum, getting out a nearly empty packet. ‘We need flour to fry the liver.’


I groaned inwardly. Why did Rita feel the need to bring offal? It wasn’t as if she ever ate it with us. She’d watch Mum cook and then she’d go home. I imagined her in one of her pleated skirts and perfectly matching blouses, tucking in to prawn cocktail and steak and chips, while we chewed tasteless strips of liver. It wasn’t fair.


Gabriella sauntered out the room. ‘Not too loud,’ Mum called after her. A moment later, Siouxsie and the Banshees pounded through the ceiling.


I was about to follow, when Mum collared me. ‘Anna,’ she said. ‘I need you to buy flour.’


‘Do I have to?’


‘Yes.’ She grabbed her purse and handed me a pound note. ‘Plain flour. And bring back the change.’


Making a face, I stomped off. This was injustice. Why did I always have to go on errands? Not only that . . . How could Mum tick me off for being late and then send me to face the dangers she was worried about?


As if to prove my point, a gang of boys were hanging around outside the phone box, smoking and sharing stubs. My heart beat faster as I passed, but they didn’t call out like some of the boys in the village did and, when I glanced across at their ripped-up clothes and spiky hair, I guessed they were Gabriella’s friends.


Three bulky women huddled by the shop door, handbags hoisted into the crooks of their arms. I dodged around them and headed for a shelf at the back. No plain flour. There was self-raising. Would that do? While I was considering, the women lowered their voices. I took a step towards them and listened.


Vandals had set fire to the railway bank. A boy had nearly died playing chicken on the line. A neighbour’s son had been caught shoplifting in the off-licence: a can of Red Stripe and a packet of Discos.


I yawned. Not much of a story.


‘Not much of a mother,’ said one of the women.


I chose a bag of flour and heard the words Lemon Tree Cottage. Recognising the nasal tone, I looked across. It was Mrs Henderson, our next-door neighbour, her mean face eager with news. The woman was like an empty bottle of vinegar, that was what Mum said – sour-smelling and you could see right through her.


‘His name’s Edward Lily,’ she announced. ‘He’s English. The wife was Spanish.’ She paused. ‘Killed herself.’ A gasp. I moved a step closer, picked up a packet of custard powder and examined the label intensely. ‘They say she was mad.’


So that part was right.


‘And the daughter’s much the same.’


The figure at the window.


‘Daughter?’ said the third woman. ‘I heard it was his new wife.’


‘Daughter,’ said Mrs Henderson firmly. She didn’t like to be contradicted. ‘Lydia.’


A man came into the shop and the women stopped their conversation. I took the flour to the till and while Mrs Bloom was ringing it up, Martha Ellis, a girl in Gabriella’s year, sidled in. She wore a thin dress and a drab cardigan. Her sandals were scuffed, her hair limp around her shoulders. I gave a grimace of recognition and concentrated on opening my purse and handing over the note.


Martha lived on Acer Street in a semi-detached house with a pebble-dash front and pots of flowers in the garden. I used to see her sometimes sitting on the doorstep with her school bag propped against her knees. Other times she’d be trailing after girls in the playground until they told her to get lost. Martha was like that, always going after people, not caring whether they wanted her or not.


I took my change, pushed my glasses firmly onto my nose, gave Martha one more grimace and a wide berth, and left the shop.


At home, Dad was back. Siouxsie was still thudding through the ceiling and was competing with the radio. A newsreader was commenting on the end of the Falklands War, but when Mrs Thatcher spoke, Dad leaned across and switched it off. ‘That’s enough of that,’ he said, heading to the fridge and pulling out a bottle of milk. Piercing the top, he drank straight from the bottle.


I handed the flour to Mum who didn’t notice that I’d bought the wrong thing. She shook it onto a plate, seasoned and coated the liver pieces and heated up the oil, before throwing in chopped onions and the liver. Soon the meaty smell curled around the kitchen. Sitting at the table, I wrinkled my nose and pinched it shut.


And still Mum was going on about us being late, banging down a saucepan on the stove, chuffing like an engine. Dad rolled up his sleeves and waited until the steam had evaporated. He was like that – as calm as Mum was fiery. ‘You’d think it was her that had the Latin blood,’ he said. ‘Not me.’


Jasper appeared, sidling through the half-open back door. He wound himself around the legs of my chair and I smoothed his tawny fur. I wished I was as silent as a cat. It would be easier to listen in, to find out all the things I wanted to know.


Dad had the newspaper and was scanning the headlines, reading out interesting snippets. Mum was yelling to Gabriella that tea was ready while Rita, who was off to a murder mystery at the local stately home, slipped on a coat with a collar that looked like a dead rabbit. She promised to come back the next day with news of who’d done it and a packet of kidneys for our tea. ‘Or a pig’s heart if you’re lucky.’


Gabriella appeared. ‘Christ,’ she said, sitting down and prodding the meat with her fork. ‘Do we have to have this?’


‘Don’t blaspheme, and yes, we do,’ said Mum. ‘It’s full of iron.’


‘Yeah,’ said Gabriella, picking it up. ‘Feels like it.’


‘No need to be rude,’ said Dad, flicking out his serviette and tucking it into his shirt. ‘Remember. You’re lucky to have anything.’ His voice was firm, but his eyes crinkled like they always did when he didn’t mean what he said.


‘Eat,’ said Mum, looking at me even though I hadn’t spoken. ‘You too, Anna.’


I cut a tiny piece of liver and stuck it in my mouth, while Gabriella dropped a slither down to Jasper. I grinned, waiting for my chance, keeping one eye on Mum who was eating her food with a solid determination and the other on Dad who was shovelling it in.


After Dad had finished, he fetched a can of beer and talked about the house that he was clearing. It had belonged to a rich old lady on the outskirts of the village. ‘There’s a library with books stacked ceiling to floor,’ he said, rubbing his hands together. ‘First editions galore. And a gramophone collection. You should see it.’


‘Sounds like a lot of work,’ said Mum, frowning.


Dad shrugged. ‘Perhaps. But time is limited. Apparently, the son wants the house on the market as soon as possible. And that reminds me. I heard Lemon Tree Cottage has a new owner.’


‘Is that so? They must be brave. That place has been empty for years. I wonder who it is.’ I was about to tell them, when Mum clattered her knife and fork onto her plate and cast a long and significant look at mine. I took the hint and carved into the liver. And while Mum sorted out the rice pudding, I fed a chunk to Jasper.


‘Talking of music,’ said Gabriella, pushing away her plate and getting up.


‘Who was talking about music?’ said Dad.


‘Gramophones. That’s music, isn’t it?’


He laughed as she moved behind his chair and dangled her arms over his shoulders. I narrowed my eyes. What was she after?
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