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Prologue

Italy 1945

It was almost dark when they reached the palazzo. The sky was a turquoise blue, fading into pale orange just above the tree line where the sun was setting. The stone walls rose up, sheer and impenetrable, to quixotic towers, and a tattered flag drooped on its pole. Once, when the winds of Fate had blown more favorably, it had danced on the breeze with vitality, dominating all around it. Now ivy was gradually choking those walls to death, like the slow poisoning of an old principessa, whose breath now rattled up from her belly in fits and starts. Memories of her celebrated past, that lay within the fabric of the ramparts, were evaporating beyond recognition and recovery, and a foul smell emanated from her bowels where decay had set in, along with the putrefying foliage of the wild gardens. The stench was overpowering. There was a sharp edge to the wind, as if winter resisted the call of spring and clung on with icy fingers. Or perhaps winter lingered there, in that house alone, and those icy fingers belonged to death, who now came calling.

They did not speak. They knew what they had to do. Bound together by anger, pain, and a deep regret, they had vowed to seek revenge. A golden light glowed from a window at the back of the palazzo, but the thickness of the encroaching forest, the overgrown bushes and shrubs, prevented their reaching it. They had to risk entering from the front.

It was silent but for the wind in the trees. Not even the crickets braved the malevolence that surrounded the place, choosing to chirrup further down the hill where it was warm.

The two assassins were used to creeping about. They had both fought in the war. Now they were united again against a very different evil, one that had touched them personally, beyond all reason, and they had come to eliminate it.

Without making a sound they climbed in through a window left carelessly ajar. They made their way across the shadows. Silently like cats. Their black clothes allowing them to blend with the night. When they reached the room where the light melted through the crack beneath the door, they paused and stared at each other. Their eyes shone like marbles; their expressions grave, resolute. Neither felt fear, just anticipation and a grim inevitability.

When the door opened their victim looked up and smiled. He knew why they had come. He had been expecting them. He was ready and he wasn’t afraid to die. They would see that killing him would do nothing to ease their pain. They didn’t know that, of course; otherwise they would not have come. He wanted to offer them a drink. He wanted to enjoy the moment. To prolong it. But they were eager to get on with it and get away. His cool affability was sickening, his smile that of an old friend. They wanted to slice it off his face with a knife. He sensed their offense and it made him grin all the more. Even in death he’d smile. They’d never be rid of him and of what he had done. What he had taken from them he could never give back. He had won at their loss, and the guilt that would eat away at them would be his final victory.

The blade of the knife glinted in the golden light of the lamp. They wanted him to see it. They wanted him to anticipate it and fear it, but he did not. He would die willingly, joyfully. He would take pleasure from his pain as he took pleasure now from theirs. They looked at each other and nodded. He closed his eyes and lifted his chin, exposing his white neck like that of an innocent lamb.

‘Kill me, but don’t forget that I killed you first!’ he gloated, his voice resonating with triumph.

When the blade sliced through his throat, a gush of blood spurted over the floor and walls, turning them a rich, glistening crimson. He slumped forward.

The one with the knife stood back while the other kicked the lifeless body to the ground so that he lay face up, his neck a crude, gaping gash of flesh. Still he smiled. Even in death he smiled.

‘Enough!’ the knifeman shouted, turning to leave. ‘We have done enough. It was a matter of honour.’

‘It was more than honour to me.’


The First Portrait
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London 1971

‘She’s enjoying the attentions of that young man again,’ said Viv, standing on the deck of her house boat. Although it was a balmy spring evening, she pulled her tasseled shawl about her shoulders and took a long drag of her cigarette.

‘Not spying again, darling!’ said Fitz with a wry smile.

‘One can’t help noticing the comings and goings of that girl’s lovers.’ Viv narrowed her hooded eyes and inhaled through dilated nostrils.

‘Anyone would think you were jealous,’ Fitz commented, grimacing as he took a sip of cheap French wine. In all the years he had been Viv’s friend and agent she had never once bought a bottle of good wine.

‘I’m a writer. It’s my business to be curious about people. Alba’s engaging. She’s a very selfish creature, but one can’t help being drawn to her. The ubiquitous moth to the flame. Though, in my case, not a moth at all but a rather beautifully dressed butterfly.’ She wandered across the deck and draped herself over a chair, spreading her blue and pink caftan about her like silken wings. ‘Still, I enjoy her life. It’ll do for a book one day, when we’re no longer friends. I think Alba’s like that. She enjoys people, then moves on. In our case, it shall be I who moves on. By then, the dramas of her life will no longer entertain me and, besides, I’ll have grown bored of the Thames too. My old bones will ache from the damp, and the creaking and bumping will keep me up at night. Then I shall buy a small château in France and retire to obscurity, fame having become a bore too.’ She sucked in her cheeks and grinned at Fitz. But Fitz was no longer listening, although it was his job to.

‘Do you think they pay for it?’ he said, putting his hands on the railing and looking down into the muddy water of the Thames. Beside him, Sprout, his old springer spaniel, lay sleeping on a blanket.

‘Certainly not!’ she retorted. ‘Her father owns the boat. She’s not having to fork out twelve pounds a week in rent, I assure you.’

‘Then she’s simply liberated.’

‘Just like everyone else of her generation. Following the herd. It bores me. I was before my time, Fitzroy. I took lovers and smoked cannabis long before the Albas of this world knew of the existence of either. Now I prefer bog standard Silva Thins and celibacy. I’m fifty, too old to be a slave to fashion. It’s all so frivolous and childish. Better to set my mind on higher things. You may be a good ten years younger than me, Fitzroy, but I can tell the world of fashion bores you too.’

‘I don’t think Alba would bore me.’

‘But you, my dear, would bore her, eventually. You might think you’re a swaggering Lothario, Fitzroy, but you’d meet your match in Alba. She isn’t like other girls. I’m not saying you’d have trouble bedding her, but keeping her, now that’s a very different story. She likes variety. Her lovers don’t last long. I’ve seen them come and go. It’s always the same, they skip up the gangplank; then, when it’s all over, they plod off like ill-treated mongrels. She’d have you for dinner then spit you out like a chicken bone, and that would be a shock, wouldn’t it, darling? I bet no one’s ever done that to you before. It’s called karma. What goes around, comes around. Pay you back for breaking so many hearts. Anyway, at your age, you should be looking for your third wife, not a transitory thrill. You should be settling down. Set your heart on one woman and keep it there. She’s fiery because she’s half Italian.’

‘Ah, that explains the dark hair and honey skin.’

Viv looked at him askance and her thin lips extended into an even thinner smile.

‘But those very pale eyes, strange . . .’ He sighed, no longer noticing the taste of cheap wine.

‘Her mother was Italian. She died when Alba was born. In a car crash, I think. Has a horrid stepmother and a bore for a father. Navy, you know. Still there, the old fossil. Has had the same desk job since the war, I suspect. Commutes every day, very dreary. Captain Thomas Arbuckle, and he’s definitely a Thomas and not a Tommy. Not like you, who are more of a Fitz than a Fitzroy, though I do love the name Fitzroy and shall continue to use it regardless. No wonder Alba rebelled.’

‘Her father might be a bore, but he’s a rich bore.’ Fitz ran his eyes over the shiny wooden houseboat that gently rocked from the motion of the tide. Or from Alba’s lovemaking. The thought made his stomach cramp competitively.

‘Money doesn’t bring happiness. You should know that, Fitzroy.’

Fitz stared into his glass a moment, reflecting on his own fortune that had brought him only avaricious wives and expensive divorces.

‘Does she live alone?’

‘She used to live with one of her half sisters, but it didn’t work out. I can’t imagine the girl’s easy to live with, God bless her. The trouble with you, Fitzroy, is that you fall in love much too easily. If you could keep control of your heart, life would be a lot simpler for you. You could just bed her and get her out of your system. Ah, about time too! You’re late!’ she exclaimed as her nephew Wilfrid hurried down the pontoon with his girlfriend Georgia in tow, full of apologies. Viv could be quite fearsome when they showed up late for bridge.

•   •   •

The Valentina was a houseboat unlike any other on Cheyne Walk. The curve of the prow was pretty, upturned, coy as if she were trying to contain a knowing smile. The house itself was painted blue and white with round windows and a balcony where pots spilled over with flowers in springtime and leaks let in the rain during the winter months. Like a face that betrays the life it has lived, so the eccentric dip in the line of the roof and the charming slope of the bow, like a rather imperious nose, revealed that perhaps she had lived many lives. The overriding characteristic of the Valentina, therefore, was her mystery. Like a grande dame who would never be seen without her makeup, the Valentina would not reveal what lay beneath her paint. Her mistress, however, loved her not for her unusual features, or her charm or indeed her uniqueness. Alba Arbuckle loved her boat for a very different reason.

•   •   •

‘God, Alba, you’re beautiful!’ Rupert sighed, burying his face in her softly perfumed neck. ‘You taste of sugared almonds.’ Alba giggled, thinking him absurd, but unable to resist the sensation of his bristles that scratched and tickled and his hand that had already found its way past her blue suede clog boots and up her Mary Quant skirt. She wriggled with pleasure and lifted her chin.

‘Don’t talk, you fool. Kiss me.’

This he did, determined to please her. He was heartened that she had suddenly come alive in his arms after a sulky supper in Chelsea. He pressed his lips to hers, relieved that as long as he entertained her tongue she couldn’t use it to abuse him. Alba had a way of saying the most hurtful things through the sweetest, most beguiling, smile. And yet, those pale grey eyes of hers, like a moor on a misty winter morning, aroused a strange kind of pity that was disarming. Drew a man in. Made him yearn to protect her. To love her was easy, to keep her unlikely. But along with the other hopefuls who walked the well-trodden deck of the Valentina, he couldn’t help but try.

Alba opened her eyes as he unbuttoned her blouse and took a nipple in his mouth. She looked up through the skylight to wispy pink clouds and the first twinkle of a star. Overwhelmed by the unexpected beauty of the dying day she momentarily let down her guard and her spirit was at once filled with sadness. It flooded her being and brought tears to those pale grey eyes, tears that stung. Her loneliness gnawed and ached, and nothing seemed to cure it. Appalled by the ill timing of such weakness she wound her legs around her lover and rolled over so that she sat on top, kissing and biting and clawing him like a wild cat. Rupert was stunned but more excited than ever. He eagerly ran his hands up her naked thighs to discover she wore no pants. Her buttocks lay smooth and exposed for him to caress with impatient fingers. Then he was inside her and she was riding him vigorously, as if aware only of the pleasure and not of the man who was providing it. Rupert gazed upon her in awe, longing to put his mouth to her lips that were slightly parted and bruised. She looked wanton and yet, in spite of her lack of inhibition, she possessed a vulnerability that made him yearn to hold her close.

Soon Rupert’s thoughts were lost in the excitement of their lovemaking. He closed his eyes and surrendered to his desire, no longer lucid enough to contemplate her lovely face. They writhed and rolled over the piles of discarded clothes on the bed until they exploded onto the floor with a thud, out of breath and laughing. She looked at his surprised face with eyes that shone and said with a throaty chuckle, ‘What did you expect? The Virgin Mary?’

‘That was wonderful. You’re an angel,’ he sighed, kissing her forehead. She raised her eyebrows and laughed at him.

‘I do think you’re absurd, Rupert. God would throw me out of Heaven for misbehaving.’

‘Then that is not the Heaven for me.’

Suddenly her attention was diverted by a brown scroll of paper that had been dislodged from between the wooden slats under the bed. She couldn’t reach from where she was lying, so she pushed Rupert away and crawled around to the other side. She stretched her arm beneath the bed.

‘What is it?’ he asked, blinking at her through a post-coital daze.

‘I don’t know,’ she replied. As she stood up, she grabbed her cigarette packet and lighter from the bedside table and threw them at him. ‘Light me one, will you?’ Then she sat on the edge of the bed and slowly unfurled the scroll of paper.

Rupert didn’t smoke. In fact, he loathed cigarettes, but not wanting to appear gauche, he did as she asked, throwing himself onto the bed beside her and running an appreciative hand down her back. She stiffened. Without looking at him she said, ‘I’ve enjoyed you, Rupert. But now I want to be alone.’

‘What is it?’ he asked, astounded that she could suddenly turn so cold.

‘I said, I want to be alone.’ For a moment he was unsure how to react. No woman had ever treated him like that. He felt humiliated. When he saw that she wasn’t going to change her mind, he reluctantly began to dress, clutching at the intimacy they had shared only moments before.

‘Will I see you again?’ He was aware that he sounded desperate.

She shook her head, irritated. ‘Just go!’

He did up his shoelaces. She still hadn’t looked at him. Her attention was entirely captivated by the scroll. It was as if he had already gone.

‘Well, I’ll just let myself out then,’ he mumbled.

She lifted her eyes to the glass doors that gave on to the upper deck and stared at the pink evening sky, now dissolving into night. She did not hear the door slam or Rupert’s heavy footsteps as he trod gloomily up the gangplank, only the whisper of a voice she thought she had forgotten.

•   •   •

‘Oh dear! Someone doesn’t look very happy,’ commented Fitz as Rupert made his way to Chelsea Embankment and disappeared beneath the street lamps. His comment suspended their game of bridge for a moment. Sprout cocked his ears and raised his drooping eyes before closing them again with a sigh.

‘Well, she does get through them, darling,’ said Viv, curling a stray wisp of blond hair behind her ear. ‘She’s like a black widow.’

‘I thought they ate their mates,’ said Wilfrid. Fitz contemplated that delicious thought before placing a card on the table with a snap.

‘Who are we talking about?’ asked Georgia, crinkling her nose at Wilfrid.

‘Viv’s neighbor,’ he replied.

‘She’s a tart,’ added Viv caustically, winning the trick and swiping it over to her side of the table.

‘I thought you were friends.’

‘We are, Fitzroy. I love her in spite of her faults. After all, we all have them, don’t we?’ She grinned and flicked ash into a fluorescent green dish.

‘Not you, Viv. You’re perfect.’

‘Thank you, Fitzroy,’ she replied, then turned to Georgia and added with a wink, ‘I pay him to say that.’

Fitz glanced out of the little round window. The deck of the Valentina was still and quiet. He imagined the beautiful Alba lying naked on her bed, flushed and smiling, with curves and mounds in all the right places, and was momentarily distracted from the game.

‘Wake up, Fitz!’ said Wilfrid, snapping his fingers. ‘What planet are you on?’

Viv placed her cards on the table and sat back. She took a drag of her cigarette and exhaled with a loud puff. Gazing upon him with eyes made heavy from drink and the excesses of life, she said, ‘Oh, the same sad planet as so many other foolish men!’

•   •   •

Alba stared at the portrait sketched in pastels on the scroll of brown paper and felt a rush of emotion. It was as if she were looking into a mirror, but one that increased the loveliness of her image. The face was oval, like hers, with fine cheekbones and a strong, determined jaw, but the eyes weren’t hers at all. They were almond-shaped, mossy brown in colour, a mixture of laughter and a deep, unfathomable sadness. They held her attention, stared right back at her and through her and, when she moved, they followed her. She gazed into them for a long while, swallowed up in hopes and dreams that never bore fruit. Although the mouth only hinted at a smile, the whole face seemed to open with happiness like a sunflower. Alba’s stomach twisted with longing. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she was staring into the face of her mother. At the bottom of the picture, written in Latin, were the words Valentina 1943, dum spiro, ti amo. It was signed in ink Thomas Arbuckle. Alba reread those words a dozen times until they blurred with her tears. ‘While I breathe, I love you.’

•   •   •

Alba had learned Italian as a child. In an unusual moment of charity her stepmother, the Buffalo, had suggested she take lessons in order to maintain some contact with her Mediterranean roots, roots that in every other way the woman had tried to eradicate. After all, Alba’s mother had been the love of her father’s life. And what a great love it had been. Her stepmother was all too aware of the shadow Valentina cast over her marriage. Unable to erase so powerful a memory, all she could do was attempt to smother it. So Valentina’s name was simply never mentioned. They had never travelled to Italy. Alba knew none of her mother’s relatives, and her father avoided her questions, so she had long since given up asking. As a child she had shrunk into an isolated world of patchwork facts that she had managed to sew together by devious means. She would retreat into that world and derive comfort from the invented images of her beautiful mother on the shores of the sleepy Italian town where she had met and fallen in love with her father during the war.

Thomas Arbuckle had been handsome then; Alba had seen photographs. In his naval uniform he had cut quite a dash. Sandy hair and pale eyes and a cheeky, confident grin that the Buffalo had managed, with the sheer weight of her forceful personality, to reduce to a disgruntled scowl. Jealous of the houseboat he had bought and named after Valentina, the Buffalo had never set foot on its deck, referring to it as ‘that boat’ and not by its name. The Valentina conjured up memories of cypress trees and crickets, olive groves and lemons, and a love so great that no amount of stamping and snorting could denigrate it.

Alba had never felt she truly belonged in her father’s house. Her half siblings were physical reflections of their parents but she was dark and alien, like her mother. Her half siblings rode horses, picked blackberries, and played bridge, but she dreamed of the Mediterranean and olive groves. No amount of shouting at her stepmother and father had extracted the truth or compelled them to take her to Italy where she might get to know her real family. So she had moved into the houseboat that carried her mother’s sacred name. There she felt Valentina’s ethereal presence, heard her voice in the rise and fall of the tides a mere whisper away, and cocooned herself in her love.

•   •   •

She lay on the bed, beneath the skylight through which the stars now glimmered in their hundreds and the moon had replaced the sun. Rupert might just as well have never been there. Alba was alone with her mother, her soft voice speaking through the portrait, caressing her daughter with those soft, sorrowful eyes. Surely this picture would melt the layers of ice that had built up over the years and her father would remember and talk about her.

Alba did not waste any time. She rummaged around the untidy cupboards for suitable clothes, placed the scroll carefully into her bag, and hurried down the narrow staircase and out of the boat. A couple of squirrels were playing tag on the roof and she shooed them away irritably before setting off up the gangplank.

At that moment Fitz, having lost at bridge, was leaving Viv’s houseboat, light-headed with wine and startled by the coincidence that set his path and Alba’s in tandem. He didn’t notice that she had been crying and she didn’t notice Sprout. ‘Good evening,’ he said cheerfully, determined to ignite a conversation as they walked up the gangway toward the Embankment. Alba did not reply. ‘I’m Fitzroy Davenport, a friend of your neighbor, Viv.’

‘Oh,’ she replied in a flat tone. Her eyes were fixed on the ground, partly obscured behind her hair. She crossed her arms and dug her chin into her chest.

‘Can I give you a lift somewhere? My car’s parked around the corner.’

‘So is mine.’

‘Ah.’

Fitz was surprised she didn’t even raise her eyes. He was used to being looked at by women and was well aware that he was handsome, especially when he smiled, and he was tall, which was an advantage; girls always fancied tall men. Her lack of interest unbalanced him. He watched her long legs striding out, clad in blue suede boots, and felt the anxiety tighten about his throat. Her loveliness debilitated him completely.

‘I’ve just lost at bridge,’ he persevered frantically. ‘Do you play?’

‘Not if I can help it,’ she replied.

He felt foolish. ‘Very wise. Dull game.’

‘Like the players,’ she retorted, then gave a small smile before climbing into a two-seater MGB and disappearing down the road. Fitz was left alone under the street lamp, scratching his head, unsure whether to be offended or amused.

•   •   •

Alone in the car where no one could see her, Alba sobbed. She could fool everyone else with her bravado, but there was no point trying to fool herself. The sense of loss that had overwhelmed her earlier now resurfaced and this time with greater intensity. Her isolated world of cypress trees and olive groves was no longer sufficient. She had a right to know about her mother. Now she had the picture, the Buffalo would be forced to step back and let her father talk. How it had got there, she didn’t know. Maybe he had put it there so the Buffalo wouldn’t find it. Now she would know because Alba would tell her. It would be a pleasure. She changed gear and turned into the Talgarth Road.

It was late. They wouldn’t be expecting her. It would take her a good hour and a half to get to Hampshire in spite of the clear roads. Not a cat on them. She turned on the radio to hear Cliff Richard singing ‘Those miss-you nights are the longest,’ and her tears cascaded all the more. Out of the darkness and into her headlights her mother’s face loomed. With long dark hair and soft, mossy brown eyes, she gazed upon her daughter with enough love and understanding to heal the entire world. Alba imagined she would have smelled of lemons. She had not a single memory, a single recollection of her scent. She had only her imagination and who knows what falsehoods that conjured up.

It was easy to see why the Buffalo hated Valentina. Margo Arbuckle wasn’t beautiful. She was a big lady with sturdy legs better suited to Wellington boots than stilettos, a large bottom that molded well into the saddle of a horse and freckly English skin bare of makeup and washed with Imperial Leather soap. Her style of dress was appalling, tweed skirts and billowing blouses. Her bosom was substantial and she had lost any waist she once had. Alba wondered what her father had seen in her. Perhaps the pain of losing Valentina had driven him to choose a wife who was the opposite of her. But wouldn’t it have been better to live with her memory than to compromise in such a pitiful way?

As for the children they had had together, well, they had wasted no time in that department. Alba had been born in 1945, the year her mother died, and Caroline only three years later in 1948. It was shameful. Her father had barely had time to mourn. He had certainly not had time to get to know her child, the one he should have loved more than anyone else in the world as the living part of the woman he had lost. After Caroline came Henry and then Miranda; with each child Alba was pushed a little further into her world of pine and olive groves and her father was too busy making another family to notice how she cried. But it wasn’t her family. God, she thought unhappily, does he ever sit down and think what he’s done to me? Now she had the portrait, she was determined to tell him.

She turned off the A30 and headed down narrow winding lanes. Her headlights illuminated the hedgerows bursting with cow parsley and the odd rabbit that darted hastily back into the bushes. She rolled down the window and sniffed the air like a dog, taking pleasure from the sweet scents of spring that swept in with the rattling sound of the motor. She imagined her father smoking his after-dinner cigar and swirling brandy in one of those large, swollen-bellied glasses he was so fond of. Margo would be rabbiting on about Caroline’s thrilling new job in a Mayfair art gallery owned by a family friend and Henry’s latest news from Sandhurst. Miranda was still at boarding school – little to report there except top grades and fawning teachers. How dreadfully dull and conventional, Alba thought. Predictable. Their lives would all run accordingly, along tracks laid down at their birth like perfect little trains. ‘The runaway train came down the track and she blew, she blew ...,’ sang Alba, her misery lifting as she contemplated her unconventional, independent existence that ran along a track entirely of her own making.

Finally she turned into the driveway that swept up for about a quarter of a mile beneath tall copper beech trees. She could just make out a couple of horses in the field to her right, their eyes shining like silver as they caught the lights of her car. Hideous beasts, she thought sourly. Amazing they weren’t all buckling at the knees considering the weight of the Buffalo. She wondered whether the woman rode her father like she rode her horses. She couldn’t help but giggle at the thought, then swiftly dismissed it. Old people weren’t into that sort of thing.

The wheels of the car scrunched up the gravel in front of the house. The lights blazed invitingly but Alba knew they didn’t blaze for her. How Margo must resent her, she thought. It would be easier to wipe away Valentina’s memory if she weren’t around as a constant reminder. She parked her car beneath the imposing walls of the house that had once been her home. With its tall chimneys and old, weathered brick and flint it had withstood gales and storms for well over 300 years. Her great-great-grandfather had apparently won it at the gambling table, but not before he had lost his wife as a consequence of his addiction. She had swiftly become mistress to some duke who had an addiction of similar proportions but a much deeper pocket with which to indulge it. Alba rather liked the idea of the mistress; her stepmother had forever tainted her concept of marriage.

She sat in the car, contemplating the picture while three small dogs scurried out of the darkness to sniff the wheels and wag their stumpy tails. When her stepmother’s face appeared around the door she had no option but to climb out and greet her. Margo looked pleased to see her though her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. ‘Alba, what a lovely surprise! You should have telephoned,’ she said, holding the door so that the orange light flooded the steps leading up to the porch. Alba went through the ritual of kissing her. She smelled of talcum powder and Yardley’s Lily of the Valley. Around her neck hung a fat golden locket that rose up and down on the ledge of her breasts. Alba blinked away the image she had conjured up in the car of Margo riding her father like one of her horses.

She walked into the hall where the walls were woodpanelled and hung with austere portraits of deceased relatives. At once she smelled the sweet scent of her father’s cigar and her courage flagged. He emerged from the drawing room in a green smoking jacket and slippers. His hair, although thinning, was still sandy and brushed back off his forehead, accentuating pale eyes that appraised her steadily. For a fleeting moment Alba was able to see beyond the heavy build and extended belly, past the ruddy skin and disgruntled twist of his mouth, to the handsome young man he had been in the war. Before he had sought comfort and oblivion in convention and routine. When he had still loved her mother.

‘Ah, Alba, my dear. To what do we owe this pleasure?’ He kissed her temple, as he always did, and his voice was thick and grainy like the gravel outside. Jovial, inscrutable; the young man had gone.

‘I was just passing,’ she lied.

‘Good,’ he replied. ‘Come on in for a tipple and tell us what you’ve been up to.’
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Alba clutched her bag. She could feel the bulge of the scroll tied up by a short piece of string. It demanded to be acknowledged, but she had to await her moment. And she needed a drink for courage.

‘What would you like, Alba, my dear?’

‘A glass of wine would be nice,’ she replied, flopping onto the sofa. One of her stepmother’s dogs was curled up asleep at the other end. They look sweeter asleep than awake, she thought to herself, less like scruffy little rodents. She looked around the room where she had so often sat as a child, while her half siblings played Racing Demon and Scrabble, and felt more keenly than ever the sense of being an outsider. There were photographs in frames on tables laden with little enamel boxes and other trinkets, pictures of her smiling with her arms around Caroline, as if they had a true, unbreakable friendship. If one didn’t know better it would appear that she belonged to a large, united family. She sniffed her contempt, sat back, and draped one long leg over the other, admiring the blue suede clog boots she had recently bought at Biba. Margo sunk her large bottom into an armchair and picked up her brandy.

‘So, how is it all going in London?’ she asked. It was a deliberately vague question, because neither she nor Thomas knew what she got up to there.

‘Oh, you know, same old thing,’ Alba responded, equally vague, because she didn’t really know either. She had almost become Terry Donovan’s muse but had turned up late and he had already left. She had been too embarrassed to telephone to apologize, so she had simply let it go. Her attempts at modelling for fashion magazines had suffered from the same lack of motivation. People were full of promises: she could be the next Jean Shrimpton, they insisted, she could be famous, but she never quite managed to see anything through. As Viv said, ‘God helps those who help themselves.’ Well, until she got around to helping herself, her father’s small allowance would keep her in Ace dresses. The Ruperts and Tims and Jameses would see to the rest.

‘Surely you do more than sit about in that boat all day long?’ said Margo with a smile. Alba decided to take offense. Margo was always tactless. Her manner was strident, insensitive. She would have made a good headmistress. Alba thought her deep, plummy voice was ideal for bossing schoolgirls about and telling them to pull themselves together when they dissolved into tears, missing their mothers. She had often told Alba to ‘turn off the waterworks’ when she had cried for something deemed trivial and not worth the fuss. Alba felt the resentment rise at all the humiliation she had suffered at the hands of her stepmother. Then she remembered the scroll and its very presence gave her a burst of confidence.

‘The Valentina is lovelier than ever,’ she replied, emphasizing the name. ‘Speaking of which, as I was tidying up under the bed, I discovered, quite to my amazement . . .’

•   •   •

Just as she was about to launch her missile, her father stood over her and handed her a glass of red wine.

‘It’s a Bordeaux. Terribly good. Had it in the cellar for years.’

She thanked him and tried to resume, but once more she was interrupted. This time by a thick, reedy voice, wavering like the strings of a badly played violin. She recognized it at once as belonging to her grandmother.

‘Am I missing a party?’

They all looked up in surprise to see Lavender Arbuckle in the doorway in her frilly nightcap and dressing gown, leaning heavily on a walking stick.

‘Mother,’ said Thomas, appalled at the sight. During the daytime, in her clothes, she passed for normal. In her nightcap and dressing gown she looked frail and tremulous as if she had stepped straight out of a coffin.

‘Well, I don’t like to miss a party.’

Margo put down her glass and pushed herself up with a weary huff.

‘Lavender, it’s only Alba. She’s popped in for a drink,’ she explained.

Lavender frowned, her small face resembling that of a bird with shiny eyes and a tiny beak.

‘Alba? Do I know an Alba?’ Her voice rose in tone and volume as she peered down her powdered nose at her granddaughter.

‘Hello, Grandma!’ Alba said with a smile, not bothering to stand.

‘Do I know you?’ she repeated, shaking her head so that the trims on her nightcap waved about her ears. ‘I do not believe that I do.’

‘Mother . . .’ Thomas began weakly, but Margo stalked past him.

‘Lavender, it’s jolly late. Wouldn’t you be happier in bed?’ She took the older woman by the elbow and began to usher her out of the room.

‘Not if there’s a party. I don’t like to miss a good party.’ She resisted the attempts to shift her and hobbled into the room. Thomas dithered, puffing on his cigar while Margo stood, hands on hips, shaking her head in disapproval.

Lavender sat down on the upright reading chair that Thomas used for browsing through the Sunday papers. It was large and comfortable and positioned under a bright standing lamp. ‘Well, is no one going to offer me a drink?’ she barked.

‘What about a brandy?’ suggested Margo, leaving her husband hovering in the middle of the room and making her way to the drinks table.

‘Goodness, no. It’s a party. A Sticky Green would hit the spot. What do you think?’ She turned to Alba. ‘A Sticky Green!’ Her cheeks glowed pink.

‘What’s a Sticky Green?’

‘Crème de Menthe,’ muttered Thomas, frowning.

‘A very common drink,’ Margo huffed, and poured the old lady a brandy.

Alba, although vaguely amused by her grandmother, was anxious to tell her father about the picture. The wine had made her head light and suitably numbed her nerves. She was ready to face them, to demand the truth, and she expected to be indulged. Glancing at the large silver clock on the mantelpiece she realized that she didn’t have much time before her father and the Buffalo would wish to retire to bed.

‘How long are you staying?’ she asked her grandmother, not bothering to disguise her impatience.

‘And who are you again?’ was the icy response.

‘Alba, Mother!’ interjected Thomas in exasperation. Margo handed Lavender the brandy and returned to her own chair and her own drink. One of her little dogs trotted in and jumped onto her knee, where she stroked him with her large, capable hands. Lavender leaned toward Alba.

‘They think I’m on my last legs, you see, so they’ve brought me home.’ She heaved a sigh, contemplating The End. ‘This is the final station. I’ll go soon and they’ll bury me next to Hubert. Never thought I’d grow old. One never does. Nothing terribly wrong with me, though. My mind’s going a bit, but apart from that there’s fight in the old girl yet!’ She knocked back her brandy. She suddenly looked shrunken and sad. ‘This room used to buzz with parties when Hubert and I were young. Used to fill it with friends. Of course, in those days, one had plenty of friends. They’re all dead now, or too old. No energy left for parties. When one is young one fully expects to live forever. One imagines one can conquer everything, but one cannot conquer the Grim Reaper. No, he comes and takes us all, kings and tramps alike. Still, we all go when our time is up, don’t we? Every dog has his day, Hubert used to say, and I’ve had mine. Are you married? What was your name?’

‘Alba.’ Alba stifled a yawn. It was sometimes hard to understand what her grandmother said; her mouth seemed to contain the entire fruit bowl, never mind the odd plum. She sounded like a grand old duchess from another century.

‘A woman is nothing without a man by her side. Nothing without children. One gains a certain wisdom when one is old. I am old and wise and thankfully my children will live on after I am gone. There’s a great sense of satisfaction in that, which one can only appreciate when one is old.’

‘One must also get one’s beauty sleep, don’t you think?’ said Alba, draining her glass.

‘Quite, my girl, quite. Though at my great age I don’t see much point in sleeping. After all, it won’t be long before I’m sleeping for eternity and goodness, I’ll grow bored of that. Too much sleep is a bad thing. Good gracious, is that the time?’ She sat up abruptly, fixing her eyes on the clock. ‘I might not wish to sleep but my body’s a creature of habit and I no longer have the strength to fight it. It was a pleasure,’ she added, extending her hand to Alba.

‘I’m your granddaughter,’ Alba reminded her, not unkindly but her tone was impatient.

‘Good gracious, are you? You don’t look like one of us at all. Arbuckles are all fair and you’re very dark and foreign-looking, aren’t you.’ Once again she peered down her nose.

‘My mother was Italian,’ she reminded her grandmother, and to her horror, her voice came out high-pitched and emotional. She looked up at her father, who remained in the middle of the room, puffing madly, his face flushed. The Buffalo showed nothing of her true feelings and stood up to escort her mother-in-law out of the room.

•   •   •

When Margo returned she dropped her shoulders and sighed heavily. ‘Oh dear, she really is losing her marbles. Would you like to stay the night, Alba?’ Alba seethed. Margo was treating her like a guest in her own home. Unable to contain her frustration any longer, she opened her handbag and pulled out the scroll.

‘I found this under my bed. It must have been hidden there for years,’ she said, waving it in the air. ‘It’s a drawing of Valentina by Daddy.’ She held her father with those strange pale eyes of hers. She noticed the Buffalo’s shoulders hunch with tension as she exchanged nervous glances with her husband. Alba was furious.

‘Yes, Daddy, it’s beautiful. Let me remind you when you drew it. In 1943, in the war, when you loved her. Do you ever remember her?’ Then turning to Margo she added icily, ‘Do you let him remember her?’

‘Now Alba,’ Margo began but Alba’s voice rose above hers as she continued to put into words thoughts that had for years fermented in her head. Like wine left too long, they now tasted bitter.

‘It’s as if she never existed. You never talk about her.’ She coughed to clear her throat and to loosen her vocal cords, but they simply ached with despair. ‘How can you let another woman obliterate your memory of her? Why such cowardice, Daddy?You fought in the war, you killed men far stronger than you and yet you . . . you . . . you deny me my own mother for fear of upsetting Margo.’

Margo and Thomas both stood rooted to the ground in silence. Neither knew how to respond. They were used to Alba’s outbursts but this was unexpectedly vitriolic. Only the smoke from the remains of Thomas’s cigar disturbed the absolute stillness of the room. Even the dogs were too afraid to move. Alba looked from one to the other, knowing that she had let her feelings spiral out of control, but there was no going back now. The words had been fired and couldn’t be retracted, even if she had wanted them to be. At last Margo spoke. Clenching her jaw in order to remain composed, she suggested that this was something best discussed between father and daughter. Without saying good night she left the room. Alba was pleased to see her go.

Alba walked over to her father and handed him the scroll. He took it and looked at her for a long moment. She stared back defiantly. But there was no fight in his expression, just an immeasurable sadness. Such sadness that Alba had to turn away. Without a word he placed his cigar in the ashtray and sat down in the reading chair his mother had vacated moments before. He didn’t open the scroll. He just looked at it, stroking the paper with his thumb, the sweet smell of figs reaching him from the distant past, from a chapter of his life closed long ago.

Alba watched him closely. She saw the young man in naval uniform, like the photograph in his dressing room, with the white scarf, heavy coat, and crested hat. She saw him slimmer, more handsome, happier. There was no deep, unsettling sadness in his eyes, only the optimism that dominates the spirit of the young and the most valiant. There was no disillusion either, for his heart vibrated with love for her mother at a time when their future spread out before them like a sumptuous banquet.

Finally he spoke in a very quiet voice. ‘You have pushed us too far this time.’ Alba was stung. ‘There is an enormous amount you don’t even begin to understand. If you did, you wouldn’t talk to Margo like that. You were unforgivably rude, Alba, and I won’t tolerate it.’ His words were like a slap on the face.

‘No, you don’t understand,’ she whimpered. ‘I simply want to know about my mother. I deserve to know. You haven’t the slightest idea what it’s like not to belong. To feel rootless.’ He looked at her wearily then shook his head in resignation.

‘This is your home.’ His forehead creased into deep furrows. ‘Aren’t I enough? No, obviously not. You have pushed and pushed all your life. Nothing is ever enough, is it?’ He sighed and turned his attention once again to the scroll. ‘Yes, I loved your mother and she loved you. But she died, Alba, and I can’t bring her back. There is nothing else for me to tell you. As for belonging, you never belonged in Italy. I brought you to England at the end of the war. You belong here and you always have. If there’s an obstacle, it’s not Margo, Alba, it’s you. Look around you. You’ve just taken and taken all your life, without gratitude. I don’t know what more you want and I’m tired of trying to give it to you.’

‘So you’re not going to tell me about Valentina?’ She fought angry tears as, once again, she felt he was pushing her away, shutting her out along with her mother. But she knew the demon on his shoulder was not his conscience, but Margo. ‘I don’t even know how you met,’ she said in a small voice. She saw the muscle in his jaw throb with discomfort. ‘You’ve never shared her with me. Once it was you and me, Daddy. Then Margo came along and there was no longer any room for me.’

‘That’s not true,’ he growled. ‘Margo held it all together.’

‘She’s still jealous of my mother.’

‘You’re quite wrong.’

Alba chuckled cynically. ‘It takes a woman to understand a woman.’

‘And Alba, my dear, you are not yet a woman. You have a tremendous amount of growing up to do.’ He raised his eyes, now bloodshot and watery. His desolation would have aroused her pity had she not harbored so great a resentment in her heart. ‘Don’t make me choose between you and my wife,’ he said and his voice was so quiet and grave that her skin bristled and she felt the sudden chill of a cold draft.

‘I don’t need to ask you, Father, because I know who you would choose.’

•   •   •

As the car disappeared down the drive, Margo, who had heard everything, hovered by the drawing room door. She could see Thomas through the crack. His face was long and grey, and heavy with sorrow. He looked much older than his years. He fingered the scroll pensively. He did not open it. He simply nodded to himself before getting up and wandering into his study, where she heard the opening and closing of a drawer.

He had no wish to resurrect the past.

•   •   •

That night as Thomas climbed into bed, Margo took off her reading glasses and put down her book. ‘I think it’s time you got rid of that ghastly boat,’ she said.

Thomas shuffled down the mattress and placed his head on the pillow. ‘The boat’s got nothing to do with Alba’s bad behavior,’ he replied. They had discussed this countless times before.

‘You know that’s not what I mean. It’s bad luck.’

‘Since when have you been superstitious?’

‘I don’t know why she can’t rent a flat like Caroline.’

‘Are you suggesting they live together again?’

‘God, no, that was a disaster. No, I don’t think that’s fair to Caroline. Poor girl, Alba did nothing but argue with her and she’s such a mess to live with. Caroline spent most evenings tidying up after her. Cigarette butts stubbed out in wine glasses and the like. No, I would not want to put Caroline through that again; she doesn’t deserve it.’

‘Alba is perfectly happy on her boat.’ He closed his eyes, very weary.

‘It would be fine if it wasn’t that boat.’

‘I’m not getting rid of the boat. Besides, how do you think Alba would interpret that? Another move to eradicate the memory of her mother?’ He sighed.

Margo placed her glasses in their case and leaned over to put her book on the bedside table. She switched off the light and lay down, drawing the covers up to her chin.

‘I’m not going to ask you about the picture, Thomas. It’s none of my business. However, I think it a pity that Alba found it. It does her no good to dwell so much on the past.’

‘The past,’ he repeated quietly, considering the picture. He blinked into the darkness, where he was sure he could see Valentina’s face: vibrant with youth and that irrepressible energy. He was even sure that he could smell the sweet scent of figs, wafting down the years with that long-forgotten sense of what it had been like to love so intensely. His eyes misted and he inhaled. After all these years, he thought. That the picture should turn up now, when I had almost managed to put it all behind me.

‘What are you going to do?’ she asked. Thomas pulled himself back from his memories.

‘About what?’

‘About the boat.’

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing? But . . .’

‘I said nothing. Now I’m going to sleep. I don’t wish to discuss this anymore, Margo. The boat remains, and Alba remains in it.’

•   •   •

Alba was barely able to see the road for the tears that welled and tumbled in an unceasing flow. It was past midnight when she parked her car beneath the street lamp on Cheyne Walk. She was furious that she had given him the picture. She could have kept it. It could have been her secret. Now she was left with nothing.

Slowly she walked down the pontoon to her boat, snivelling as she went, feeling extremely sorry for herself. She wished she had someone waiting for her, a nice man to snuggle up to. Not a Rupert or a Tim or a James, but someone special. She didn’t want to be alone tonight. Knowing that Viv often wrote her novels well into the early hours of the morning, she knocked on her door. She waited for a sound, but only the creaking of the boat and the gentle lapping of the river against the pontoon accompanied the benign roar of the city.

As she turned away, downhearted, the door opened and Viv’s pale face appeared in the crack. ‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said, then added on closer inspection, ‘Dear me, you’d better come in.’ Alba followed the billowing caftan up the narrow corridor to the kitchen. Like her own boat Viv’s smelled of damp, but it had a unique scent of something exotic and foreign. Viv was fond of burning joss-sticks from India and lighting scented candles she bought in Carnaby Street. Alba sat at the round table in the richly painted purple room and hunched over the cup of coffee that Viv poured her. ‘I’m in the middle of a dreadfully difficult chapter so it’ll be nice to take a break and talk to you. I don’t imagine for a moment your tears are for a man.’ She pulled out a chair and lit up. ‘Take one, darling, it’ll make you feel better.’ Alba took a Silva Thin and leaned over as Viv flicked open her lighter. ‘So, what are they for, then?’

‘I found a sketch that my father did of my mother under the bed.’

‘Goodness gracious, what were you doing under the bed?’ Viv was only too aware that Alba never cleaned her boat.

‘It’s beautiful, Viv, really beautiful and my father won’t even discuss it with me.’

‘I see,’ she replied, inhaling through her mouth and exhaling through her nostrils like a dragon. ‘You drove all the way down to Hampshire at this time of night?’

‘I couldn’t wait. Thought he’d be pleased I found it.’

‘What was it doing under the bed, of all the places?’ The story of Alba’s mother intrigued her.

‘Oh, he put it there to hide it from the Buffalo. She’s eaten up with jealousy and won’t even set foot on the boat because Daddy named it after my mother. Silly woman!’

‘What did he say when you told him you had found it?’

Alba took a gulp of coffee, wincing because it was too hot. ‘He was furious with me.’

‘No!’ Viv gasped, appalled.

‘He was. I told him in front of the Buffalo.’

‘Well, that explains it.’

‘I wanted her to know that he had hidden it from her.’ She chuckled mischievously, revealing the crooked eyetooth that Rupert, or was it Tim, said gave her mouth such charm. ‘I bet they had one hell of a row after I left. I bet the Buffalo listened to every word we said. I can just imagine her heavy breathing down the keyhole!’

‘Did he look at it?’

‘No. He just went very red and looked sad. He still loves her, Viv. I think he always will. Probably regrets ever having married the Buffalo. I just wish he’d share her with me, you know. But he won’t because of the Buffalo.’

‘She’s very cruel and stupid,’ Viv said venomously, patting Alba’s hand, ‘to be jealous of a dead woman.’ Alba’s strange pale eyes welled with tears again and Viv felt the gentle tug of the mother in her. Alba was twenty-six, but a large part of her had never grown up. Beneath the self-confidence was a child just wanting to be loved. Viv handed her a tissue. ‘Now, darling, what are you going to do about it?’

‘There’s nothing I can do,’ Alba replied miserably.

‘Oh, there’s always something one can do. Remember, God only helps those who help themselves. I have a friend who might be able to help you,’ she continued, narrowing her eyes. ‘If there’s a man capable of charming his way into someone else’s business, it’s Fitzroy Davenport.’
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Fitz spent a fitful night dreaming of Alba, and when he woke in the morning her face was emblazoned on his memory. He lay in bed, heartened by the white beam of sunlight that streamed in through the gap in the curtains, enjoying her features all over again. Her oval face and large sensual mouth. He hated to think of the men who had kissed those lips and swiftly moved on to her unusually pale eyes. They were deep set, framed by black feathery lashes and rather heavy eyebrows but the shadows around them, not on the skin but somehow there, in the hollow, gave her a haunted look. The way she walked had aroused him too. Those long legs in boots. The smooth length of thigh before the little skirt only just protected her modesty. The confident manner in which she walked. The ‘young colt’ cliché that Viv thankfully avoided in her novels. Then she had been so unforgivably rude. But her smile, with that crooked tooth, had been so beguiling it was as if she had poured warm honey onto his skin and licked it off with one delicious flick of her tongue.

He heard Sprout downstairs in the kitchen and sighed. He did not want to get up. He tried to think of an excuse to visit Viv’s houseboat again, just on the off chance that he might encounter Alba. Perhaps he could telephone her on the pretext of discussing an up-and-coming foreign deal, a possible publicity tour in France – the French loved her books – or recent sales figures. Viv was easy to please, as long as she talked about herself, and today he was very much in the mood for listening. He leaned over to pick up the telephone just as it rang. ‘Bugger!’ he muttered and lifted the receiver.

‘Good morning, darling,’ came Viv’s cheerful voice. Fitz’s spirits rose and soared to the ceiling.

‘Darling,’ he breathed. ‘I was just going to telephone you myself!’

‘Oh? What about? Something good, I hope.’

‘Of course, Viv. You’re my star client, you know that.’

‘Well, don’t keep me guessing.’

‘The French want you to do a tour. Your public demand to see you,’ he lied, biting his cheek. It doesn’t matter, he thought, I’ll swing it later.

Viv’s voice rose in tone and she clipped her consonants with even more emphasis than usual. ‘Oh, darling, that’s tremendous. Of course, one must do one’s duty. One mustn’t keep one’s public waiting. After all, I need them as much as they need me.’

‘Great, I’ll get on to them this morning.’ He paused as Viv took a sharp intake of breath; he imagined her dragging on a Silva Thin in her purple kitchen. ‘What did you want to talk to me about?’ he asked, hopeful of an invitation.

‘Oh, I nearly forgot.’ In the shadow of Fitz’s news Alba had paled into insignificance. ‘Come for supper tonight. I have a job for you. I think you’ll enjoy it. A certain damsel in distress needs a knight in shining armor to rescue her from a ghoul of a stepmother and a walrus of a father. It’s right up your street and besides, you fancy her, don’t you? Just don’t fall in love, Fitzroy.’

‘I’ll be there,’ he said, his voice hoarse with excitement.

Viv rolled her heavily made-up eyes and put down the receiver. She didn’t think she was doing him any favours in the long run. It was all going to end in tears.

•   •   •

Alba awoke to a terrible emptiness. She rose and made a cup of tea. There was nothing to eat in the fridge, only half a pint of milk, a couple of bottles of wine, and rows of nail varnishes. It was a chilly morning and she was cold in spite of the paraffin stoves. She wrapped her dressing gown about her and rubbed her eyes, yawning loudly. She’d do a bit of shopping to cheer herself up and perhaps lunch with Rupert, who worked for an estate agent in Mayfair. Maybe he could take the afternoon off and they could roll around in bed until dusk. He was just what she required to lift her depression and make her feel good about herself. He had made love with great tenderness as well as enthusiasm and was exceptionally good at it. No fumbling and heavy breathing; she hated that, and she hated grabbers too. Rupert didn’t grab and so far he hadn’t pestered her with telephone calls either. He was simply there when she needed him and she felt better for his company.

She was about to telephone him when there was a heavy knock on the door. She recognized it immediately and smiled. It was Harry Reed, also known as ‘Reed of the River.’ In his stiff blue uniform and cap he patrolled the Thames as part of the River Police. Besides stopping off every now and then for a cup of coffee, he had warmed her bed on more than one occasion. However, his rough loving was not what she needed today. ‘Hello,’ she said, poking her head around the door. Harry was tall and willowy, like a bulrush, with soft brown eyes and a wide, cheeky smile on a handsome, though slightly coarse, face.

‘I’d forgotten what you look like in the morning,’ he said longingly, taking his cap off and holding it in his large, calloused hands.

‘Is that why you’ve come knocking on my door?’

‘Do you have time for a cup of coffee with a cold policeman? At least you know you’ll be safe!’ He had said that before and laughed at it, too heartily.

‘I’m afraid I don’t, Harry. Sorry. I’m in a bit of a hurry. I have an appointment,’ she lied. ‘Why don’t you pass by tonight, before dinner?’ Harry’s eyes shone in the cold and he put his cap back on, rubbing his hands together happily.

‘I’ll pop in for a drink at the end of the day. I’ll be meeting the boys in the Star and Garter after my shift, perhaps you’d like to come along?’

Alba remembered Viv’s invitation to dinner with Fitzroy what’s-his-name and had to decline, although she rather enjoyed sitting in the fug with the off-duty police in their blue pullovers.

‘Not tonight, Harry.’

‘I’ll take you for a ride sometime. Do you remember when I had to drop you off at Chelsea Reach? The sergeant would have had my guts for garters if I’d been caught.’

‘That was fun,’ she agreed, recalling the exhilarating feeling of the wind raking through her hair. ‘I’ll try to keep out of sight, though I might like your sergeant.’

‘He’d certainly like you, Alba.’ They all do, she thought. Sometimes it was wearisome being so adored.

‘A drink then?’ he confirmed, not wanting her to forget.

‘If you’re lucky and I feel like it.’ She smiled at him, revealing her crooked tooth. He seemed to wilt with pleasure.

‘You’re one in a million, Alba.’

‘As you keep reminding me, Harry.’

‘See you tonight, then.’ And he climbed back into his launch and sped off up the Thames, waving his cap at her with gusto.

•   •   •

Alba went shopping. She bought a shirt and flares at Escapade on the Brompton Road for £14 and a pair of shoes at the Chelsea Cobbler for £5 before making her way by taxi up to Mayfair for lunch with Rupert. Rupert was barely able to conceal his delight, having worried that he had bored her. He hadn’t expected to hear from her again. To his frustration he had a client to see in the afternoon, so they parted at two and Alba was left to brood in the park while Rupert showed people around houses in Bayswater, imagining a honey-coloured Alba lying in every bed he looked at.

Bored of the park and tired of traipsing around shops, Alba went home on the bus for entertainment. She no longer noticed people staring at her loveliness and glowered at men who tried to chat her up, but it was more amusing than taking a cab and it took up more time. She enjoyed watching people, listening to their conversations, imagining how they lived. She looked forward to dinner at Viv’s and to Reed of the River dropping by for a drink. It didn’t occur to her that her life was empty. She had friends and she took lovers whenever she needed company at night. She didn’t analyse her existence or try to fill her days with something worthwhile, she just muddled through. Besides, nothing inspired her. Not like Viv, who had a hunger for life, eating away the time with hours at her typewriter producing books that reflected her enthusiasm (some would say cynicism) for people and their foibles. Alba didn’t yearn for marriage and children, although she was twenty-six and ‘getting on’ as Viv was apt to remind her. She didn’t think about the future. She didn’t realize that she avoided it out of fear, because it was empty.

•   •   •

Alba was wrapped in a towel, having had a bath and washed her hair, and was painting flowers on her toenails when Reed of the River’s launch motored up. In his keenness he was early. He smelled heavily of aftershave and had slicked his hair back with a wet comb. He looked handsome and Alba was pleased to see him. She didn’t need to show him where the drinks were and he went straight ahead and poured them both a glass of wine. She noticed his eyes creeping up beneath her towel and shifted her position defensively. She wasn’t in the mood and, besides, she had a dinner date. Having painted the last nail, she sat back on the sofa to let them dry.

‘Revel found an arm in the river this afternoon,’ said Harry, settling comfortably into a chair, stretching his long legs in front of him, making himself at home.

‘How disgusting,’ Alba gasped, scrunching up her pretty nose. ‘What happened to the rest of him?’

‘That’s the mystery, isn’t it,’ he replied importantly. ‘It’s our job to find out.’

‘Was it an old arm or a new one?’

‘Old, I think. Pretty rotten I can tell you. The stench! I don’t want to give you nightmares, though of course there’s a cure for that!’ He raised an eyebrow which Alba ignored.

‘Perhaps it’s the remains of a tortured Elizabethan courtier. You’ll find the head next,’ she said with a laugh.

‘Have you been to Tower Bridge? It’s quite a thing to have a piece of history like that bang in the center of the city!’ Alba hadn’t been to Tower Bridge and, as for history, well, she didn’t care for it. What was the point of discussing dead people one had never known? The only history she was interested in was her own.

‘About the head, it’ll pop up when you least expect it,’ she said.

‘Or when you least expect it,’ he added with a chuckle, running his eyes up her legs again. Alba wondered how Viv would react to an old dismembered head bobbing off the side of her boat and smiled as she contemplated sending it to the Buffalo in a cardboard box.

‘If you find it, let me know,’ she said with a smirk.

They continued to chat while Alba wandered upstairs to change for dinner. There was no door to close on him, for the bedroom and bathroom were built on a landing where one side was a balustrade overlooking the stairwell and corridor that led into the sitting room. It was getting late and Harry had been there for some time. She chose a pair of Zandra Rhodes hot pants, which she wore with boots and a cashmere sweater patched in calico. When Harry appeared at the top of the stairs, glass in hand and a lascivious glint in his eye, Alba was carefully applying black eyeliner in the mirror.
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