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To all those whose lives have been touched

by Huntington’s Disease


Prologue

Peggy

July 2012

I clutch the letter, my hand shaking.

Deep down I always knew. I was just waiting for Beth to tell me, gearing myself up to be strong for us both all over again.

There were times when I sensed she was distant and anxious. Often I wondered why my daughter hadn’t married since any man would have been lucky to have her by his side. Yet I allowed myself to believe her excuse that she simply hadn’t met the right person, that she wanted to focus on her art, her teaching career and being a mother to Flo.

I have skated around the subject for years, too much of a coward to ask the question I dreaded the answer to. I locked my fears in a box and threw away the key, instead forcing myself to believe she’d escape the odds.

Looking back over the past few years, I was beginning to notice signs, small things, like Beth forgetting our regular weekly call. Once, she locked herself out of the house and had to drive over to get my spare set of keys. I was determined to put it down to her being scatterbrained. Yet there was this persistent voice inside my head.

She could have it.

A voice I chose to ignore.

I look down at the letter once more.

It would kill me.

I wish now with all my heart that I could take back those selfish words. All I wanted was to protect Beth – and myself – from further pain.

I wipe the tears from my eyes.

Right now, I’d give anything to be able to hold my daughter one last time and tell her how sorry I am for letting her down. And what I wouldn’t give to be able to ask her the questions I need answering now like never before.

Did she ever intend for her daughter Flo to see this letter? Maybe, in the end, Beth agreed that none of us should know our future, that we’re better off letting fate take its course.

I can’t tell my granddaughter.

She is far too fragile, not only to discover that this has been kept a secret from her, but to understand the impact it could have on her own life. She is grieving for her mother and it’s taking every ounce of her strength just to get through each day. Showing her this letter would only rake up the past and make Flo fear her future. Yet the decision to keep on hiding the truth doesn’t rest easy either.

I tear a small corner of the letter, tempted to rip it into shreds and pretend I’d never seen it.

I wish in so many ways I hadn’t.

If I show Flo the letter it could break her heart.

But if I don’t . . .

What a fool I have been to think that the past never catches up with you.
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Flo

Five years later

As I walk down Fifth Avenue, to the mystery place where I’m meeting Theo tonight, I think back on the past week, wishing I didn’t have to pack my bags and return to London tomorrow, back to my job and familiar old routine.

My boyfriend Theo has been based in New York for six months.

‘Long distance relationships can work, Flo, if we see it as an opportunity,’ he’d said, when he broke the news that he was needed over here for a year, possibly more.

And he was right. There is something magnetic about this city. It buzzes with energy, like a party that never stops.

The first time I flew over to see Theo, we visited all the major sights and did all the things you’re supposed to, like taking a trip to the top of the Empire State Building and hopping on a ferry over to Staten Island. Now I’m happy to do my own thing, whiling away the hours with my sketchpad in Central Park, or finding hidden gems off the beaten track, like the original piece of the Berlin Wall I discovered in a small plaza at Madison Avenue.

Each time I visit – mainly for long weekends – Theo takes me to a new exhibition or restaurant that has just opened.

Nothing stays the same here. Nothing stands still.

And everything is so tall. Theo works in just one of the thousand dazzling skyscrapers that grace the Manhattan skyline.

I dodge out of the way of a group of tourists taking pictures of the Empire State Building. Another thing I love about this place is it keeps me fit. There’s no point hailing a cab and spending a fortune sitting in traffic. Everyone here walks for miles.

As I continue down one of the most famous and elegant streets in the world, I think of Granny, hoping she’s all right. It’s the anniversary of Mum’s death today and it’s the first time we’ve spent it apart. When I called her earlier this evening, she told me she was fine and that she’d laid some flowers on Mum and Granddad’s gravestone and would later light a candle.

I promised to light one too.

In many ways Mum’s death feels a lifetime ago, but in others as if it were only yesterday. What tormented me most is the fact I didn’t have the chance to say goodbye. My last conversation with her was over the phone, while I was at the airport in Venice about to board a plane. I was blissfully happy in a steady relationship and I’d just been offered a job designing sets for a small theatre company in Copenhagen. The only problem was my scatty old mum.

‘What now?’ I’d snapped, annoyed at having to repeat the conversation we’d literally just had about what time my plane landed and whether I’d be home in time for supper.

I never saw her again.

I didn’t even tell her I loved her.

That’s what I miss most: picking up the phone to talk to her; hearing her voice.

Her death had seemed so avoidable. One moment she was alive, but the next . . .

‘It was an accident,’ Granny had stressed. ‘A tragic accident that makes no sense.’

Losing Mum will be the hardest thing I’ll ever go through. At one point I didn’t even want to live, oblivion seemed preferable. I don’t know what I’d have done without Granny picking me up and piecing me back together again, especially when her grief must have been just as raw.

I can’t tell you when I began to feel less broken. I don’t recall a turning point. All I know is that food began to taste of something again. Slowly I noticed the sunlight streaming through my bedroom window. I heard the birds sing. My steps began to feel lighter.

And then along came Theo.

We met eighteen months ago in the business lounge at Gatwick airport, when I was heading out on a work trip to southern Spain. I was busy stocking up on all the food and glossy magazines the business lounge had to offer, when I sensed someone watching me. Discreetly, I turned to see an older, fair-haired man drinking a cup of coffee, a flicker of amusement in his eyes. Everything about him spelt success, from his designer suit to his leather briefcase and expensive watch. I returned to my seat, thinking he must have been looking at someone else, or recalling a funny joke he’d just been told.

But then he approached my table.

‘Theodore Holmes,’ he said, sitting down opposite me, as if it were the most natural thing in the world to introduce oneself to a stranger. Before I could say a word, he continued, ‘I don’t know your name yet, but what I do know is I’m going to spend the rest of my life with you.’

It’s not often I’m lost for words. I felt out of my depth, and as if he could read my mind he leaned closer towards me and said quietly, ‘Listen, I’m sorry to come on so strong. You don’t have to agree to spend the rest of your life with me just yet, but how about dinner?’

He handed me his business card. We parted with a handshake, almost as if we were in a boardroom.

‘Deal,’ I was tempted to say.

For the next few days, I imagined our perfect first date with flowers and champagne, the conversation flowing freely, the evening ending with a romantic goodnight kiss. When I returned home, however, I began to lose my nerve, that little voice of doubt creeping in.

After Mum died, I broke up with my long-term boyfriend and I hadn’t been in a serious relationship since. I felt out of practice.

As if he’s really going to be interested in you, Flo. It meant nothing. He probably says the same thing to every woman he meets and he won’t even remember you.

But despite that voice in my head, I couldn’t throw away his business card.

James – my flatmate and best friend’s brother – looked him up online with me one evening after work.

‘Good-looking,’ he said when we saw a picture of Theo smiling broadly into the camera, ‘but knows it. Mind you, I’d be smiling like that too if I had his teeth and his bank account.’

James is a vet, which, according to him is ‘not a job you do for the money’.

He urged me to give Theo a call. ‘What’s the worst that can happen? It’s one night, and if he’s a knob, move on.’

I smiled. James always had a way with words.

Anyway, I took his advice and called.

Theo picked up instantly, and when I said my name, asking nervously if it was a good time for him to talk, he replied, ‘I’ve been waiting for days. Ever since I first set eyes on you.’

I was still hesitant to go on a date. I wasn’t sure I trusted his smooth talk, but I listened to James again, who told me I had nothing to lose except one evening of takeaway, Netflix, and James’s charming company.

On our first date, Theo booked a table at a restaurant on the 32nd floor of the Shard, and over dinner I discovered he left school without any qualifications, but through hard work and self-belief he was now CEO of a company called ASPIRE, one of the biggest global marketing agencies in the world. I tried to ignore that little voice again that wondered why he’d want to go out with someone like me, a mere travel agent, when surely he could have the pick of anyone in this restaurant.

When Theo asked me for a second and a third date, that voice still wouldn’t go away. I kept expecting something to go wrong; I was waiting for the fall. Yet my fear has been pointless, and after eighteen months together that little voice has almost disappeared.

Almost.

I rummage in my handbag to retrieve the note Theo left on my pillow this morning, with the exact address of where I’m supposed to meet him.

‘It’s a surprise,’ he’d insisted. He’s aware it’s Mum’s anniversary today and wanted to do something to honour it, so I suggested we do something fun: drink cocktails, go to a nightclub and dance until the early hours of the morning.

‘Mum loved dancing,’ I said. ‘She used to dance in the kitchen and sing in the shower.’

I told him I wanted to remember all the happy times we’d shared and celebrate her life tonight, because for the first time in five years I haven’t only been thinking about Mum today. This morning, when I woke up in Theo’s apartment and read his note, I realized that time does slowly heal, and that right now, despite everything, I am truly happy.

As I arrive I see no sign of a restaurant or bar. I glance at my watch. It’s past seven o’clock.

Theo’s late. He’s never late.

For a split second I feel uneasy. I wish I knew why he was being so secretive. He knows how much I hate surprises. But my worries vanish the moment I see him across the street, and soon I’m in his arms, welcoming his kiss.

‘Are you ready?’ he asks.

‘Ready for what? Where are we—’

‘Trust me,’ he says, a smile spreading across his face as he holds his hand out towards mine.

I know more than most how happiness can be taken away from us as quickly as it was found. But I know, too, that it’s time for me to let go of my past and trust in my future once and for all. It’s what Mum would have wanted.

I take his hand.

Maybe I’m allowed to be this happy without a catch after all.
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Peggy

My husband, Tim, was diagnosed with Huntington’s Disease when our daughter Beth was twelve. But that’s not the entire story. His doctor told us that Beth had a fifty per cent chance of inheriting the gene too. We didn’t discuss the implications of this as a family. Tim wanted to. I didn’t.

It remained the elephant in the room.

Today, I lay my bouquet of pale pink roses on their shared headstone.

‘I’m sorry I haven’t visited for a while. I can’t exactly say I’ve been busy. The truth is . . .’ I stop.

I stare at the names of my husband and daughter engraved into the stone. ‘Well, let’s not talk about that just yet. But please don’t think for a minute it’s because I don’t think about you both or miss you. Because I do. All the time.’

Especially today.

‘I’m always asking you to help me out with the crossword, Tim. I can never get the wretched science clues and I still haven’t tried the cryptic. I’m too dim.’ I laugh faintly.

‘Well, what news do I have?’ I mull. ‘Flo’s in New York with Theo; they’ve been dating for well over a year now. To be honest, I don’t know him that well, but they seem happy enough. Remember how I told you he works in branding? Not that I have a clue what that means, mind you. Design, I think, or marketing. I don’t sense he’s strapped for cash: he owns a flat with a private gym in Canary Wharf. Enviable teeth, too, nice and straight.’ I shrug. ‘Not like mine. Or yours, Tim. Well, we didn’t have orthodontists in our time, did we? You’d love his snazzy car. A Jaguar. I think I’ve told you this before, but he’s ten years older than Flo. Thirty-seven. Maybe that’s a good thing, he can take good care of her,’ I say. ‘She’s still an assistant manager at the travel agency. I think she enjoys it, although sometimes I wish she’d . . .’ I stop again, thinking of Tim and how he hadn’t chased his own dream.

‘Well, I think that’s about all my news,’ I wrap up, dreading the long day ahead. ‘I’ll go home and reheat the quiche: leek and bacon, Tim, your favourite. Flo persuaded me to sign up to Netflix. I’m rather addicted to The Crown. The woman who plays the Queen – I forget her name – she’s frightfully good. Sounds just like her. Well, I must be off now,’ I add, looking down at Elvis, my eleven-year-old Jack Russell. ‘Elvis needs his din-dins.’

I look up to the sky, an ominous dark grey that threatens a storm. I take in the rows of gravestones, flowers and toys left behind for their loved ones. No one wants to belong to a club that has lost a husband or a child – or both – and normally there is a certain comfort being here knowing I am not the only member. Yet nothing can take away my pain today, not on the anniversary of Beth’s death.

Don’t cry, Peggy, not in front of them.

I urge myself to go home, but I find myself kneeling on the grass.

‘Oh Beth, what should I do?’

I see that letter again, from the hospital, marked ‘confidential’. The letter that stated Beth had tested positive for Huntington’s Disease. It’s now hidden in an old shoebox in the bottom of my desk, haunting me every single day and night. I promised myself I would tell Flo once the time felt right, but I fear it never will, and the longer I leave it, the harder it becomes.

I’m terrified of telling Flo the truth about Tim and Beth and being seen as the enemy. I’m frightened she won’t be able to forgive me. How can I expect her to when I have kept the contents of that letter a secret for almost five years?

‘What do you want me to do?’ I ask Beth again. ‘Should I tell her? I’m the only person Flo has left now and I can’t let her down. Talk to me. Please, give me some sign.’

I wait, but hear only silence, and the rapid beating of my heart.
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Peggy

It’s ten o’clock on Saturday evening, the day after Beth’s anniversary. I’m at home watching the news, though I haven’t taken in a single word. There could be an earthquake coming to Hammersmith and I wouldn’t realize until my entire house was reduced to rubble.

I couldn’t eat supper tonight, not even a boiled egg. Nor could I concentrate playing cards this afternoon. I made one mistake after another. My bridge partner got ever so ratty when I kept trumping his winners. Thank goodness we weren’t playing for money. It’s lucky I’m not a gambler.

Restless, I lift Elvis off my lap before pacing the room.

I have an unshakeable feeling that something is about to change, that something is in the air.

I stop. Stare at my reflection in the mirror.

After the shock of Beth’s death, I turned grey almost overnight, but I’m rather fond of it now. I shall never dye it. Age is an honour – why try to hide it? Along with the lines and crinkles around my eyes, they tell a story.

My hair is short with a natural curl, though it’s thinning out now. I like it when the hairdresser poufs it up. Flo says I look like the Queen for a day.

I’ve never been much of a beauty, unlike Beth and Flo. Tim used to say to me, ‘You can look positively intimidating, Peg, with that steel in your eyes and your determined old chin that juts out when you’re ticking me off. But I know you’re as soft as they come’.

I pick up the framed photograph of Tim on the mantelpiece. He’s smiling at the camera, a cup of coffee in one hand, a cigarette in the other and binoculars around his neck, dark hair blowing in the wind. It was taken on our honeymoon. They were such happy years, raising Beth, Tim climbing the advertising ladder and I loved my job working in the admissions department of Beth’s primary school in North London.

We travelled each summer. Tim wanted to hike up mountains and camp, even in the wind and the rain. ‘It makes it much more fun, Peg!’ he’d say, gleefully zipping up his hooded raincoat. I remember one holiday he taught Beth and me to windsurf in Cornwall. I couldn’t stand upright on my board even for a second, preferring the comfort of the sand and a Georgette Heyer novel – you can’t beat a good old romance.

I was always Little Miss Cautious and Tim was Action Man, but when I was with him, somehow he brought out the youth in me again.

I look at his faithful recliner in the corner of the sitting room, close to the television. Tim used to sit in it day after day. It was the one thing I couldn’t let go of, even if I don’t sit in it or allow guests to.

Oh, how I miss him.

Even when our home had begun to resemble a war zone – the chairs threadbare, the carpet stained and the furniture a victim of his accidental kicks – he taught me that these things aren’t important. These days, people strive for perfection, not realizing that all they really need is health and happiness. A spotless kitchen isn’t going to cut the mustard. A meal in a Michelin-starred restaurant won’t either. It’s the people sitting around your kitchen table who count.

I put the picture back in its place before returning to my armchair to watch the weather forecast, Elvis settling on my lap again.

In a way it was a blessing that Tim didn’t suffer the loss of our Beth. That he didn’t know what I know.

In the past, Flo has asked me if I thought it odd how Beth died, simply walking across a busy street, not looking, not paying attention. It made me think of Tim in the early years of his diagnosis, when he’d go to the shops for cigarettes and forget where he was. I didn’t want to nanny him; understandably he wanted to cling on to his independence for as long as possible, but eventually I would have to go out and find him. Sometimes he’d be in the pub, watching sport, oblivious to the fact he’d been gone for hours; other times he’d be wandering the streets, lost and disorientated. I once had to run across a busy road to help him reach the other side safely, a horn blasting and an irate driver yelling at us.

If I’d been just a second later . . .

The news has come to an end now. I haven’t the foggiest what the weather will be like tomorrow. I switch off the television, almost jumping out of my skin when I hear knocking on my front door.

Who on earth would be calling at such an unsocial hour?

‘Hello?’ he calls out in a deep voice. ‘Hello? Are you there?’

I tiptoe to the door and take a look through my peephole.

I stagger back.

Good grief. It’s my new neighbour who moved in a few weeks ago with his partner and their squawking baby. I must admit, I do find him rather intimidating; he must be well over six foot, with that funny matted hair.

‘Dreadlocks, Granny,’ I recall Flo saying to me, rolling her eyes. ‘You can’t say “funny hair”.’

I suppose I should invite him in, but he could be an ex-prisoner for all I know. A real baddie. After all, why would he be knocking at this time of night?

I wait, holding my breath, hoping he’ll get the message, which thankfully he does. I breathe again, before stealthily sliding the chain across the door, double locking and pushing the bottom bolt across too.

You can never be too careful.

After letting Elvis out for a piddle, the two of us head upstairs. If Tim were here, he’d be shocked I allow Elvis to sleep in our bedroom.

‘That dog lives the life of Riley,’ he’d say.

As I undress, retrieving my nightie neatly folded underneath my pillow, my mobile pings. It’s a text message from Flo. My heart lifts.


Granny, I’m on my way home. Have some exciting news! ☺ Can I pop over to see you tomorrow evening? Want to tell you in person! Missed you this weekend. Flo x



I freeze.

I sit down and reread the message, my heart thumping in my chest.

Theo must have proposed. What else could it be?

I want Flo to get married and have children, of course I do. There is nothing I’d love more than to see her happy, but . . .

Keep calm, Peggy.

Breathe.

If it is what I think it is, I’ll deal with it. In many ways it forces my hand. It doesn’t have to change her plans. Flo’s life doesn’t need to stop.

I shut my bedroom door, but it’s optimistic to think I’ll get any sleep tonight. I wish Tim were with me, to hold me in his arms and tell me everything will be fine.

I even start to believe it will be. So long as Theo is the right person . . .

From the little I know about him – aside from his wealth, his age and his Jaguar – I believe he’s wedded to his career. The first time he came over for dinner, his BlackBerry was treated like a fourth guest. He’s driven and ambitious, and there’s no doubt he’s easy on the eye, nor is he running low on confidence. Tim was confident too, but the kind of man who also wore odd socks with holes in the big toe. Or jumpers that I’d darned more times than I could count because he didn’t like spending money on clothes.

I can’t somehow imagine Theo wearing socks with holes in them. But who knows, I might be wrong.

Often I am.

Anyway, all that matters is whether he will stick by her, knowing she could possibly inherit HD. If he will then that’s good enough for me.

As I undress and brush my teeth I recall a conversation I had with Beth, when she told me, out of the blue, that she was pregnant. Of course I was furious. Livid! She was far too young; how irresponsible to bring a child into the world without a father.

I thought she’d thrown her life away until the day Flo was born.

I fell in love with this little bundle of joy the moment I held her in my arms and she wrapped her little finger around mine, looking up at me with the biggest, most innocent eyes. Being a granny was a wonderful distraction from everyday life, too. She awakened our home with her toys and games, her baking and painting at the kitchen table. She’d sit on her granddad’s lap and tickle his chin.

I sink into bed and close my eyes reassuring myself, yet again, that all will be well. But really, how did I let it get to this stage? I should have learned from my mistakes with Beth. So much remained unsaid between us. Hiding something from someone you love, keeping it locked inside, is like drip-feeding yourself poison.

Hours later I sit up in bed, still wide awake. The past is well and truly backing me into a corner now, telling me loud and clear that if Flo’s news is what I strongly suspect it to be, it’s time I told her the truth.
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Flo

‘I’d have said yes too,’ James says, admiring my diamond and aquamarine ring again. Theo went for the bold modern option. ‘That’s quite a knuckleduster.’

I smile. In fact, for the past forty-eight hours, I haven’t been able to stop smiling. I was grinning like a clown throughout the plane journey, attracting the attention of my American neighbour who said as the drinks trolley stopped at our row, ‘I’ll have whatever she’s having.’

‘Have you told Maddie?’ he asks me.

I tell him his sister shrieked down the telephone late Friday night, though I urged her not to say a word until I returned home.

‘Come here,’ James says. ‘Congratulations.’

‘Thanks. I’m going to miss you though.’

‘Yeah, right, when you’re drinking margaritas in a swanky rooftop bar you’ll be wishing you were here, with me, eating beans on toast.’

‘I love beans on toast. I love this flat; it’s my home. You and Maddie, you’re my family.’

‘Flo?’ James stands back and looks me in the eye. ‘You’re not having any doubts, are you?’

‘No, it’s just—’

‘Granny Peg?’

I nod, knowing it was an easy guess.

With every rose comes a thorn, and the thorn is leaving her. I’m looking forward to telling her the news just as much as I’m dreading it.

‘She’ll be happy for you,’ James assures me as his mobile rings. From the look on his face I can tell it’s Kate, a woman he met while out running a couple of weekends ago.

‘Take it,’ I urge.

Alone, I unpack and throw a load of clothes into the washing machine. I glance at my ring again, still wondering if it’s all a dream. I know Granny will be happy for me, but I also know how much we’ll miss one another. No matter how many times Theo assured me she could visit, it won’t be the same.

Granny and I have always been close. Some of my happiest childhood memories are of decorating cupcakes and making strawberry jam in her kitchen.

I didn’t know Granddad so well; I was only little when he died. He had some form of Parkinson’s, I think. I remember him always being in a wheelchair, watching television, unable to say very much. Occasionally Granny and I took Granddad to the park to feed the ducks.

Our bond deepened after Mum’s death. Up until Mum’s funeral I thought I was doing fine. Granny and I had kept busy clearing out our old home in Barnes, burning paperwork, putting furniture into storage and arranging the service. It was only afterwards, when there was nothing left to do, that her death truly dawned on me. I gave up the opportunity to work for a small theatre company in Copenhagen. Granny urged me to think carefully before I turned the offer down, saying it could be exactly what I needed, but creatively I felt dead inside.

Besides, Granny was my only link to Mum and I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving her, so I asked if I could move in instead.

Much of that period is a blur. I spent most of my time sleeping, only leaving the house when Granny sent me out to buy some milk. This routine dragged on for weeks, until finally she marched into my bedroom, drew the curtains open and said it was time for me to get up and find a job, slinging the employment section of her daily newspaper at me.

The thought terrified me. Being with Granny and staying indoors felt safe. My dressing gown was quite literally my comfort blanket. But Granny meant business; she had fire in her belly. I knew I couldn’t stay with her unless I made more of an effort, so that morning I circled an ad in the paper for a sales consultant at a travel agency in West London and applied.

It was an effort to get up and shower, to brush my hair and put on a clean shirt. During my interview I managed to hold back the tears as I described that Mum and I had always loved to travel. During the school holidays we’d trek across Europe on a shoestring budget with Mum’s old-fashioned camera and our sketchpads.

When my boss informed me the job was mine, I didn’t feel a thing. Was this what it was going to be like, from now on? Numbness.

All I hoped was it would be enough to get Granny off my back.

It wasn’t.

She said now that I had a salary, it was time for me to move out and pay rent. The responsibility made me feel sick. But she placed both her hands on my shoulders and said, ‘You have a life to lead, Flo. You need to be with your friends and out in the real world.’

I see now that Granny was right. I needed tough love. Left alone, I would have drowned in my own grief.

I called Maddie to see if she knew anyone looking for a lodger. Her family moved to Barnes when she was eight. We were at school together, then art college. In her I found a soulmate who loved to make as much mess painting and drawing as I did. She said my timing was uncanny: James was just about to advertise for someone to move into their family flat in Chiswick.

‘If you’re brave enough to live with my stinky bro, the room’s yours,’ she said. ‘I don’t even need to ask him.’

I wish Theo were here now. He’d be telling me it’s normal to feel this way; that Granny and I have been through so much together the prospect of leaving her is bound to be daunting.

He’d also remind me that she’d hate it if I stayed put for her sake. She wouldn’t allow it. Granny is the type of person who despises pity.

Though I do find myself wishing she’d open up more, realize it’s all right to say she’ll miss me. Mum always used to say Granny was a closed book when it came to anything emotional. She feels it, but can’t say it.

‘I’m heading over to Kate’s,’ James says, interrupting my thoughts. ‘I can give you a lift to Granny Peg’s if you like?’ By a lift, James means on the back of Vile Vera, his metallic green motorbike. He bought her in a vile colour so that no one would think to steal her, which – to his credit – they haven’t.

I decide to do the rest of my unpacking later. ‘Yes, please,’ I say, taking in a deep breath. ‘Let’s go.’

‘It’ll be all right, Flo. She’ll be so happy for you.’

He’s right. I glance at my ring again, a promise of a new beginning.

Everything will be fine.
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Peggy

I hear dreadful music coming from next door and that blasted baby crying again. Why isn’t it in bed? It’s almost eight o’clock. I always had Beth tucked up by seven sharp with lights out, and never once did she cry. And what did that man want, knocking on my door so late last night?

I walk into the sitting room, too restless to watch television, not even Dragons’ Den. I need to prepare for Flo’s news.

In the early hours of the morning I decided I must tell her about her mother and grandfather as soon as possible, but now I’m not so sure. Isn’t it cruel to burst her bubble straightaway? Surely I must tell her when the time is right, rather than thinking about myself, and relieving my own guilt at keeping it a secret.

If Flo is engaged, and if she does move to New York, which I imagine is a possibility, I will miss her. Terribly. No matter how much I want her to live her own life. Shortly after Beth’s funeral, Flo moved in with me. While she wasn’t much in the way of company, I had someone to care for, feed and nurture. Selfishly, I would have loved her to stay with me indefinitely. I dreaded my own company again, drawing the curtains late at night and locking the door behind me, making a pot of coffee just for one. I was also scared of being alone because I didn’t want the time and space to confront my own grief. Without Flo in the house, I had no excuse not to think about the letter and what I should do next.

*

I hear the sound of a motorbike outside. I peep through my shutters to see Flo climbing off James’s ugly bike, the two of them laughing.

She looks happy, positively glowing, which makes my argument for not saying a word tonight, even stronger.

I open my front door, Elvis by my side, wagging his tail at the new arrivals.

‘Flo,’ I say, immediately spotting the dazzling ring on her finger. It would be hard not to.

She rushes into my arms, just as she always used to when she was a little girl. ‘Theo proposed,’ she says.

‘Congratulations, my darling,’ I reply, holding back the tears. ‘Now come inside and tell me all about it, I want to hear everything.’ I nod at James and put on my bravest smile before he waves goodbye.

*

Over drinks, Flo describes how Theo had taken her to a family-run jewellery shop overlooking Central Park, a room filled with soft pink furnishings and glass cabinets displaying necklaces and earrings that looked too expensive to touch let alone wear.

‘Oh, Granny, it was so much fun trying everything on. I felt like Audrey Hepburn for the night. And then he bent down and . . .’ She gestures to her ring that already looks at home on her finger. ‘And said, “Will you be my wife?” ’

‘How romantic,’ I sigh, thinking back to how Tim had proposed to me six months after we met. We were eating macaroni cheese – our favourite – watching TV.

‘I think we should get hitched, Peg, don’t you?’ he’d said.

‘I think that would be a grand idea,’ I replied.

‘Granny, that’s not all,’ Flo continues.

‘You’re moving to New York, aren’t you?’ I say, wanting to get it over and done with. Better to rip the plaster off than peel it back slowly.

‘Theo’s been asked to stay on for another year – two at the most. I’d keep in constant touch,’ she reassures me, ‘and I promise you it’s not for ever.’

‘This calls for champagne,’ I propose, needing to turn my face away from hers, afraid I might give away my fear that Flo still doesn’t know the truth about her mother. I walk into the kitchen, feeling unsteady on my pins.

‘To be honest, Granny,’ Flo says, following me, ‘I’ve been thinking about leaving my job for some time now. I’ve been stuck in a rut for months and Theo thinks the culture, the theatre, it could all be an amazing chance for me to reconnect with my art.’

‘Yes, that would be good,’ I admit. I have always thought it a waste that Flo never followed her dream. Tim hadn’t either. He had a successful career in advertising, but his true passion was art and building things. He should really have been an architect. He promised he’d design and build us a house by the sea when he retired. He would have done, too. He was a man of his word.

‘When would you go?’ I ask, wishing he were here with me now to raise a glass to Flo.

‘Well, first of all I have to hand in my notice . . .’ She stops. ‘Granny, I hate the thought of leaving you—’

‘Now now, I’ll be perfectly all right. This is exciting news, Flo.’

‘I know, but—’

‘You can’t worry about your old granny.’

‘Theo promised he’d fly you out business class.’

Makes me sound more like a parcel.

‘Flo, I couldn’t be happier for you.’

But you’re certain he’s the one?

Flo uncorks the bottle for me.

‘Have you set a date yet?’ I query.

‘No, we need to talk about that. I want to get married here, at your local church. This is my home.’

Relieved, I brush a thread of cotton off my skirt. ‘That’s a lovely idea.’

‘I only wish Mum were here too,’ Flo says, as she pours us both a glass of fizz.

I wipe a tear from her eye with my thumb and tuck a strand of her long dark hair behind one ear. No matter how old she is she will always be my little girl.

‘So do I. Now let me look at the ring again.’ I take her hand. I have to admit, it’s quite a statement, and if I’m honest, I’m not sure I like it. ‘Do you love him, Flo?’ I ask, before seeing the colour flush in Flo’s cheeks and wishing I hadn’t.

‘Yes, and I really want you to like him too.’

‘I do,’ I claim, hoping I haven’t given Flo any reason to pick up on my misgivings. The one and only tiff we had was when Theo claimed illness was all in the mind, and that we had the power to heal ourselves through meditation and diet. I’d had one too many vodka and tonics by then, which always makes me snappy, and told him I thought he was talking rubbish.

‘Our lives, our futures, are in the hands of the gods and no amount of chanting and carrot juice is going to change that, young man.’

You should have seen his face. I doubt anyone had ever spoken to Theo like that before.

But in reality, Theo hadn’t meant to be insensitive; he just wasn’t aware of Tim’s HD or Beth inheriting the gene. In the grand scheme of things, what he’d said was hardly a crime.

Theo is older and responsible; he clearly cares for Flo. Yet I can’t help but feel something is lacking.

‘Is he kind?’ I ask, again registering Flo’s surprise. But I have to ask, not only for myself, but for Beth too.

She nods. ‘He’d do anything for me. I know you don’t know him that well yet, but that will change. You don’t need to worry, Granny.’

My face softens. I realize I’ve pushed her enough. I raise my glass to touch Flo’s. ‘To your future – just don’t come home with an American accent.’

And at long last we laugh, before Flo lays the table. We spend the rest of the evening eating supper and discussing her engagement, Flo sketching a picture of the dress she would like to wear and trying to persuade me it’s time to go shopping. ‘Hats are back in fashion, Granny.’
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Flo

‘Granny said she was happy, but I could tell something was worrying her. It was strange,’ I say to James in the kitchen later that night.

James hands me a mug of tea. ‘In what way?’

‘That’s the thing, I don’t know.’

There’s no reason for Granny and Theo not to get along. Though I can’t help but recall the run-in they had when Theo said he believed so much of any illness is preventable – and I agreed with him – which appeared to rattle Granny.

‘That generation really don’t understand the power of the mind,’ he’d said later to me on the way back to his flat. ‘They simply take the pills their doc prescribes, but there’s endless research now about exercising the brain to beat dementia.’ I remember him turning to me with a smile, adding, ‘But boy, she knocks back the vodkas, too, doesn’t she? She could drink me under the table.’

‘Listen, it’s her job to make sure Theo’s good enough,’ James says. ‘My mum always grills my girlfriends.’

‘She was happy,’ I insist, realizing I’m making little sense, ‘but—’

‘You’re overthinking. You’re jet-lagged.’

I nod, but I don’t agree. I’m certain that, for a split second, in her eyes, I saw fear.
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Peggy

The following morning I wake up even more exhausted than when I went to bed, and now my head is pounding. After Flo left, I decided to polish off the rest of the champagne under the guise it was medicinal. I’m not too proud to say drink is my crutch. It allows me to park my problems, anaesthetize them for a few hours. The only hitch is that they soon come back once the anaesthetic has worn off, leaving me worse than before.

Another memory comes creeping back, like unwanted ivy.

Oh, Peggy. You didn’t, did you?

My hazy recollection of marching into the garden with my torch, leaning over the wall and shouting comes flooding back to me.

‘Keep the noise down! I am trying to sleep!’

What must the new neighbours think of me?

Oh, I don’t give a flying monkey what they think.

I swing my tired old legs out of bed and stretch my neck and shoulders hearing an unpleasant crunch, before I head downstairs to the kitchen to make myself a cup of tea and let Elvis out.

‘What should I do, old boy?’

I ruffle his ears and give him one of his sausage roll treats. Sometimes I wish I were a dog, my only concern being my next meal or which position to take by the Aga for my afternoon nap.

The kitchen sink is heaped with unwashed plates and glasses. Flo did offer to clear up last night, but I thought she looked exhausted after her flight. I wanted her to go home and get a good night’s sleep.

Besides, I needed to be alone, to think things through.

I rinse one of the plates before loading it into the dishwasher, cursing myself yet again for not having had the courage to talk to Beth. My own mother had practically been a stranger, abandoning my father and me on the verge of the Second World War when I was six months old to move to America with her new man. Apparently, she felt trapped in a boring marriage to a stuffy army man, so when she met a much older, wealthier American chap – a banker – who asked her to return to New York with him, off she bolted.

My father joined his regiment, the Black Watch, and I was packed off to live with my spinster aunt, Celia, Mum’s older sister, who lived in a small village in Wiltshire.

My father survived the war. I recall vividly the moment his train pulled into the station.

‘Go and kiss your father,’ Aunt Celia encouraged me, but I had no idea who he was until she pointed out a handsome man striding towards us in his kilt.

I lived with Dad after that, but it was a quiet, solitary life. He hated noise and was allergic to drama. He was kind and never hurt me, but in many ways I was rather intimidated by his silence. I was seven years old when I first met my mother properly. I don’t recall it being a happy visit. I didn’t know how to act or behave around this glamorous woman wearing a fur coat and high heels. Over the years she would occasionally sweep in and out of my life with little care of how deeply it affected me. Often I was ill with flu or caught some mysterious bug only days before she arrived.

I met Tim through a friend when I was twenty-four and we were engaged and married within a year. Perhaps the cruellest thing my mother ever said to me was that I’d better accept his proposal as no one else was going to ask me. I hadn’t expected her to come to the wedding, but I suppose I always kept that flicker of hope inside me that one day my mother might apologize for leaving Dad and me behind.

I load another glass into the machine.

It’s simple. I have two choices: I either tell Flo about the letter, or I don’t. I just need to decide which option causes the least damage.

Last night, I was certain I should say something soon, but now I’m not so sure. After all, there is nothing she can do to help herself; no preventative measures. We are all going to die; we just don’t know when or how.

Maureen, my bridge friend, told me that her aunt died of a mystery virus. One morning she was eating breakfast, happy as Larry, and the next her head was buried in her bowl of cornflakes.

If we all knew our fate, would we ever get out of bed in the morning? I’m not sure I would.

Tim always reflected that he was glad he hadn’t known to begin with. He may have lived his life in fear.

I look up to the ceiling. I could always pretend I’d only just found the letter.

For a moment that thought brings comfort. Until I realize Flo would still accuse me of not telling her the truth about her grandfather.

The argument for telling Flo is simple: she deserves to know the truth, not only about her grandfather, but about her mother, too. She needs to know the facts before she makes any life-changing decisions.

If Theo is the right man, he’ll stick by her.

She’s still Flo. Nothing needs to change. She can still get married and move to New York. Her world doesn’t need to stop. Surely once I have explained my reasons for not saying a word she’ll understand the impossible position I’ve been in? Oh, who am I kidding? The truth is, I’ve made a real pig’s ear of this. Her faith in me will be shattered. She might never trust me again.

I feel faint.

I need to sit down, I—

I gasp. What have I done?

I look down at my leg. Blood is dripping on to the floor.

Elvis follows me upstairs to the bathroom, my right leg bleeding severely. I tug at the loo roll and place a wodge of sheets against the gash.

How could I have been so careless?

I find my first aid kit under the sink and open the rusty old tin, but I can’t find a plaster or gauze big enough.

I sigh. It’s no use. I know what I have to do.

*

‘Morning!’ he says, locking his front door at the same time as me. It’s my new neighbour with the dreadlocks. ‘I’m Patrick.’ He shakes my hand. ‘I’m sorry about the noise last night; it was Shelley’s fortieth.’

‘Not to worry.’ I wave a hand away, not wanting to encourage further conversation when I urgently need to get to my GP’s surgery. ‘Bye now.’

I march towards the main road, heading for the bus stop. I refuse to pay for a cab, even in an emergency.

‘Wait!’ Patrick catches me up. He’s staring at my bloodstained trousers. ‘What have you done?’

‘Just a little knock. It’s perfectly all right.’

‘You need to get it seen to immediately.’

‘Well, I’m off to the doctor’s now.’ I quicken my pace, feeling more blood ooze down my leg.

‘Wait,’ he calls. ‘I’m a nurse. Why don’t I take a look at it? You can’t walk with it like that. It’s bleeding badly.’

I stop. I’m tempted. But I really don’t know this man, towering over me, claiming he’s a nurse. I think back to him knocking on my door at all hours of the night, scaring poor Elvis.

‘Let me at least clean it up for you.’ He bends down, making himself closer to my height. ‘Don’t be scared of me.’

‘I’m not scared,’ I reply, knowing he’s recalling the same moment I am.

‘I was locked out of my house,’ Patrick explains. ‘I was going to ask if I could jump over the wall from your garden and climb through the back window. Hurdles were my favourite sport at school. Not surprising with these legs.’

‘I wasn’t frightened.’ I brush a loose thread of cotton off my shirt to avoid eye contact. ‘I just wasn’t in, that’s all.’

He tries not to smile.

‘You say you’re a doctor?’ I ask him.

‘A nurse, and I’ve seen this kind of thing many times before. Let me guess, the dishwasher?’

Still I hesitate.

‘Please don’t be scared of me,’ he reinforces. ‘The only person I’ve ever scared is myself.’

*

‘You need to roll up your trousers or take them off,’ Patrick says, standing in my bathroom. Clocking my uncertainty he suggests, ‘I’ll leave you to it. Call me when you’re ready.’

Alone, I fling my trousers into the laundry basket. When he returns I feel vulnerable with only a towel wrapped round my waist, presenting to him my mottled leg, skin as thin as tracing paper. My sock is soaked with blood. He asks me if I’d be more comfortable perching on the loo seat.

When Patrick kneels down in front of me, he’s more my height again, which certainly does make me feel less intimidated by his sheer physical presence. He assembles his first-aid box, much more impressively stocked than mine.

Wanting to fill the silence, ‘My modelling days are probably now over,’ I say, laughing nervously. I then ask him the first question that pops into my head. ‘How old is your baby?’ I don’t even know if it’s a boy or a girl.

‘Mia, she’s five months. I have a son, too, Leo. He’s ten.’

I recoil when I see a flap of loose skin.

‘Sorry, this might sting,’ he warns, cleaning the wound with a small tube of sterilized water and a pad of gauze. ‘You really gave your dishwasher a good old thump, didn’t you?’

I jut out my chin. ‘I like to do things with style.’

‘How many kids do you have, Mrs . . . sorry, I don’t know your name?’

‘Mrs Andrews. Just one.’

He waits.

‘A daughter.’

‘Ah, so the woman I often see coming over, she’s your—’

‘My granddaughter, Florence.’

‘What does she do?’

I tell Patrick she works in a travel agency. ‘She’s just got engaged.’

‘How exciting.’

‘Yes. Yes, very exciting.’

He looks up at me. ‘You don’t seem too happy about it, if you don’t mind me saying.’

‘He’s ten years older.’

He returns his attention back to my wound. ‘Age is just a number.’

‘Yes, but why isn’t he married already?’

‘I have a girlfriend, but we’re not married.’

I cross my arms. ‘He’s thirty-seven.’

‘I’m forty-one.’

‘Pah! Why haven’t you tied the knot then?’

‘Not everyone wants to, Mrs Andrews. I’ve got loads of single friends. As for me, I love Shelley, but I’ve never believed in a piece of paper, that’s all.’

‘I haven’t seen Leo before,’ I say, watching him carefully applying an iodine patch to the wound. It stings, but I breathe through the pain.

‘He lives with his mum in Chelmsford. I see him every other weekend. It’s not enough though; I miss him.’ He covers the iodine patch with a square of gauze. ‘You should still get this checked out, but at least you look respectable now.’ He wraps my leg in a crepe bandage. ‘I don’t want to apply too much tape, Mrs Andrews, as it might tear your skin.’ He gets up and peels off his gloves. ‘Right, better be off before I’m sacked.’

I stop dead, remembering this was something Tim used to say to me when we were first married. I can see him now in his suit, picking up his briefcase before saying ‘Just one more kiss, Peg,’ which usually turned into two or three. ‘Right, better be off before I’m sacked,’ Tim would finish. To my surprise I find I don’t want Patrick to go.

‘Do you love your job, Patrick?’

‘I do. It’s a privilege, looking after people.’

‘Theo’s very successful. You should have seen the rock he gave Flo. Must have cost an arm and a leg.’

‘Well, it’s not all about the money, is it?’

‘Precisely. My husband, Tim, used to say to me, “If the house were on fire, Peg, what would you save first?” ’

Amused, Patrick asks, ‘What did you say?’

‘The dog.’

Patrick roars with laughter. ‘You crack me up, Mrs Andrews.’

‘I fear Theo is the type of man to save his BlackBerry before Flo. Or one who’d fling his granny in the Thames to make a quick buck.’ I can feel my cheeks flush. ‘Oh, I don’t mean that. I don’t know what’s come over me.’ I pause. ‘He works in New York. Flo’s moving out there.’

‘Lucky thing. It’s a place I’ve always longed to go. But you’ll miss her, right?’

I nod. ‘It’s hard letting go, isn’t it? I just wonder whether he’d run for the hills if something bad were to happen to Flo.’

Patrick tries not to smile again.

‘I understand you’re protective,’ he says, ‘but maybe you’re worrying too much?’

I look away. He doesn’t understand.

‘Mrs Andrews?’

‘Ignore me,’ I say, at last. ‘You’re right. I’m being silly. Now you must get to work.’

*

Downstairs, Patrick puts on his jacket and picks up his rucksack, which he’d left by the fireplace. I catch him looking at a photograph on my mantelpiece of Beth on her graduation day at Camberwell. ‘Your daughter?’

I hold back the tears. ‘Beth.’

‘She’s stunning.’

‘That’s one of her paintings,’ I say, gesturing to a pretty coastal scene in Devon, close to Burgh Island.

‘And look at you.’ He picks up the photograph of Tim and me running across the very same beach hand in hand, on our honeymoon. ‘Sorry, I’m being a nosy parker.’ He puts the frame down and I lead him to the front door.

Just before he leaves, he says, ‘What does Beth think of Flo getting engaged and going to New York?’

‘She died five years ago.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘And my husband died many years before that.’

Patrick doesn’t have to say he’s sorry again. His look says it all.

‘You see, I’m all Flo has,’ I continue. ‘She’s all I have.’

When Patrick touches my arm I find it comforting. ‘If Flo leaves, you won’t lose her, Mrs Andrews. She’s only a plane journey away.’

I nod.

‘Well, goodbye.’ He shakes my hand.

‘Goodbye, Patrick.’

‘Call me Ricky. The only time I’m called Patrick is when I’m in trouble with my mum or missus.’

When I reach for his hand and clutch it in my own, I’m not sure who is more shocked. ‘Thank you for coming to my rescue, and please call me Peggy.’

‘Anytime you want to talk, Mrs— I mean, Peggy, you know where I am.’

After we say goodbye, I close the door and walk into the sitting room. I picture Tim in his recliner, watching the television, and I miss him so much it hurts. When I look again, he isn’t here, and it’s painfully quiet, except for the sound of the ticking clock, the patter of Elvis’s paws, his four feet never far away, and me blowing my nose, moved to tears by a stranger’s kindness. A man I dared to judge.

I can’t help but think that my dishwasher did me an enormous favour today.


8

Flo

It’s my last weekend at home before moving to New York. I can hardly believe how quickly things have changed. It’s just over three weeks ago since Theo proposed, and now I have only one more week left at work before I leave my old life behind.

Maddie’s just arrived. She caught a train from Maiden Newton in Dorset, and James should be here any minute. I wanted to cook a special supper for the three of us tonight.

James had suggested taking us out, but I know money’s tight for him this month, especially since, while someone didn’t steal Vile Vera last week, they did decide to slash her tyres instead. Bastards. And Maddie rarely has any money.

‘Don’t be an artist if you want to be a millionaire,’ she says. She’s a freelance costume designer and has to earn extra cash working shifts at Costa.

As I make the chocolate sauce to go with our pudding, Maddie and I reminisce about the past. We met at school when we were eight and have remained inseparable ever since. Her family had moved from the depths of Wales to West London as her dad was setting up a veterinary practice in Barnes. I remember how funny she looked in her bottle green and gold uniform, her jumper tucked into her skirt – so mean of her mother to insist – tie lopsided, laces undone, and she had this frizzy mop of auburn hair that framed a heart-shaped freckled face.

When our form teacher asked Maddie to introduce herself to the class she said, ‘Hello, my name’s Madeleine, but everyone calls me Maddie, and I’m always hungry.’ Her voice buzzed with energy and her smile was contagious. It was love at first sight.

Luck came my way when, shortly afterwards, we were paired to do an English project called, ‘When I’m a grownup’. We had to write a short story and put pictures together of how we imagined ourselves in the future.

Maddie drew a ballerina. I was a deep-sea diver, because I loved the ocean and drawing sharks.

When she invited me over to her house to do our homework together, I was struck by how different it was to mine. Firstly, it was at least double the size, over three floors, with steep stone steps leading up to a front door adorned with a lion’s head door knocker. Their place was also filled with animals – a yellow Labrador called Monty, Dandelion the rabbit, who lived in a hutch at the end of their garden and a fluffy, white cat called Billy the Bastard, who would have made a convincing villain in any James Bond film.

The first thing Maddie’s mother, Lucy, said to me, cigarette dangling out of her mouth as she iced a Victoria sponge cake, was, ‘Don’t go anywhere near him, ducky, he’ll scratch your eyes out. The only person he loves is James’. Quickly, I discovered James was Maddie’s older brother, the fridge door adorned with photographs of him either playing cricket or standing on a riverbank proudly holding up a large salmon. There were, of course, pictures of Maddie too, licking an ice cream or devouring a doughnut on a sandy beach, her lips coated in sugar and jam. They both shared an easy smile and charm, but they didn’t physically look alike; James has my olive colouring – I have Italian blood in me – with thick brown hair brushed forward, partly covering light brown eyes and only a few freckles dotted along his cheeks and nose.

I also noticed that the edge of the kitchen door was lined with pencil markings and dates indicating the growing heights of Maddie and James, along with the names of other family friends and cousins that had visited. I began to panic about returning the invite. What would Maddie think of our house, so shy of family pictures and four-legged creatures? I didn’t have a dad; I’d never known him. I didn’t even have a goldfish.

I hear a key in the lock. ‘Hi, honey, I’m home,’ James calls, entering the kitchen with a bottle of wine and some cans of beer. He sticks them all in the fridge before pulling off his shirt, saying ‘I need a shower. I’ve just castrated a skunk.’

‘Disgusting.’ Maddie pulls a face.

‘Who said the life of a vet wasn’t glamorous?’ he says, before dipping his finger into my creamy white chocolate sauce. He has a lick and is about to do it again before Maddie slaps his wrist and I shove him away from the pan. ‘Any news on the flatmate front?’ I ask.

He tells us he’s only had one response from the ad he placed online, ‘The guy had some serious hygiene issues, so I won’t be asking him to move in in a hurry,’ he concludes, dipping his finger into the chocolate sauce again.
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