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      ‘Most people in our culture have lives clogged up with superfluities: habits, activities, goods. Most of us are bound hand and foot, not physically but by our dreams, our

      prejudices, our fears.’




      GRETA MCDONOUGH, THE CLARY GHOST


    


  




  

    

      ‘The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man hath nowhere to lay his head.’




      ST MATTHEW


    


  




  

    

      ‘Home is the place where, when you have to go there,




      They have to take you in.’




      ROBERT FROST, THE DEATH OF THE HIRED MAN


    


  




  





  Contents




  One




  Two




  Three




  Four




  Five




  Six




  Seven




  Eight




  Nine




  Ten




  Acknowledgements




  





  Hidden behind a busy street in north London, Camden way, is a tranquil garden square. You might pass it without suspecting its existence. Its terraced houses are white-iced

  like giant wedding cakes. At some point in its history an unknown individual named it Bellevue Gardens. Many of the houses have been divided into flats. Their glory days are long past, but once

  they were the homes of well-to-do middle-class families whose fathers were lawyers or bankers, whose children played on the trim back lawns or in the square’s wild garden, under the vigilant

  eyes of their nannies, whilst their mothers took tea in one another’s drawing rooms and organized dinners or charity whist drives and changed their gowns several times a day. The bourgeois

  world of an age long gone.




  There’s not much more to say. In the Eighteen Nineties, Oscar Wilde visited friends at Number 13. A blue plaque states that a famous Edwardian actress once lived at Number 34. A row of

  three houses on the north side still bears scars of the Blitz – misshapen chimneys, patchwork roofs, angles twisted out of true.




  Sometimes, when Leonie Brett arrives home late on a warm summer’s night, she finds it easy to forget the ranks of parked cars, the distant grumble of London traffic, and imagines instead

  sparks flying from horses’ hooves as they strike the flagstones, bright clinks of harness and the rumble of carriage wheels. The music and laughter drifting through an open window might be a

  party from another century, when young girls with stars in their eyes danced in white dresses with coloured sashes, as fresh and lovely as flowers.




  Despite its current shabbiness, Leonie believes that her house, Number 11, must once have been the most splendid in the square. It stands at the centre of the left-hand terrace, its single

  doorbell an indication that it hasn’t been turned into flats. It also has a grandiose portico, which makes it look particularly welcoming. She remembers one day, over forty years ago,

  sheltering under this from the rain as a frightened runaway, of setting her bags down in the hall and wandering the spacious, high-ceilinged rooms with their neat square fireplaces and shiny

  parquet floors. How grand the house was then, with its ornate mirrors and damask sofas, its heavy mahogany furniture, such a nuisance to polish. There used to be old paintings on the walls, but

  over the years these have gone to pay bills.




  The kitchen is still the heart of the house, but now splashes of paint and tea stains mar the lovely oak table, and candles jammed into empty wine bottles that drip stalactites of wax. The

  garden was landscaped in an Italianate design. Now it’s a blissful wild paradise, with only a series of hedges to remember its formal past.




  How safe the place made her feel, how quickly it became home. Over the decades her feelings for it have grown deep roots. Through everything that’s happened since she arrived, the tears,

  the joys, the things lost and the things found, all the people who have come and departed, it’s still her sanctuary, her foxhole, and she hopes it will be always.
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  Leonie




  2015




  It had been a day of memories, so many of them crowding in, a day of laughter, but sadness, too. It was always like that with Trudi, Leonie reflected as she walked home from

  the tube station. She loved seeing her old friend, which happened only infrequently, Trudi being always impossibly busy, off visiting her married daughter in New York or holidaying in Florida, but

  her company, though invigorating, could also be exhausting.




  As she turned down the street of shops and offices that would bring her eventually to Bellevue Gardens, Leonie smiled at the thought of something said once by one of Trudi’s ex-husbands

  – there had been three of them. It was that Trudi saw herself as the star in her own show, and everyone else was simply the audience. He had spoken with bitterness, and although it

  wasn’t the full story – Leonie had usually experienced Trudi’s considerate and generous side – there was more than a grain of truth in it. Trudi had always been a drama

  queen. Even now she was in her seventies her life lurched from intrigue to crisis – or so she liked to make out. Today, for instance, at lunch in her Chelsea duplex, with its wonderful views

  over the river, Trudi, her green eyes bright with excitement, had told her that her new downstairs neighbour – who with iron-grey hair slicked back must be a retired gangster –

  had been sending her flowers and chocolate truffles from Fortnum’s, and simply wouldn’t be put off. When Leonie enquired wickedly whether Trudi had tried hard enough, her

  friend’s green gaze turned dragonish. ‘And how is that old crosspatch you keep in your basement? Really, darling, you and your lame ducks.’




  ‘They’re not lame,’ Leonie retorted. ‘They walk perfectly well.’ Except Bela, perhaps, the ageing Kashmiri lady who shuffled about in slippers because of her

  bunions. ‘Some of them are down on their luck, that’s all.’




  Leonie frowned as she walked along. Although she and Trudi were still very fond of one another, it was funny how differently their lives had turned out since the time they’d shared

  lodgings together with another girl over a shop on the Edgware Road all those years ago. There was Trudi, well-heeled and well-travelled, recently installed in her new luxury apartment overlooking

  the yachts of the marina, and here was she, Leonie Brett, rounding the corner into her Georgian garden square, as she must have done thousands of times before, and never tired of doing, coming home

  to the house she had shared with so many friends over the years.




  This evening the square was scorched by the flames of a spectacular sunset. So beautiful. She stopped to admire the shapes of the budding plane trees against the sky, the stately houses glowing

  a peachy orange in the dying sun. It was always so peaceful, this secluded square. From the garden in the middle came the lush warbling of a black-bird, no doubt assuring the other avian residents

  that everything was all right with their world.




  As she crossed the road towards Number 11 her heart gave a little jolt of satisfaction to see its bohemian tattiness; the house was like a louche Cinderella between more splendidly attired

  sisters. The neighbours – mostly young professionals who had snapped up the converted flats – might frown at its dilapidated paintwork and the weeds growing from its gutters, but she

  loved the house with all its faults. It had become her home at a time of crisis in her life and, in turn, she’d opened it to others who’d needed a safe place.




  She squeezed between two closely parked cars and paused on the pavement in surprise. For a fox was trotting along towards her, a vixen by the slightness of her. It stopped dead a few feet away,

  its obsidian eyes shining in the gathering dusk. For a lasting second they stared at one another, the lady and the fox, before the animal turned tail and fled.




  There were far more foxes than she remembered there being in the past. They played extravagantly and noisily at night and left their toys on the lawns, old shoes, bits of tennis ball, once a

  pigeon’s wing. Gardens were their playgrounds, dustbins their food baskets, burrows under sheds or brambles their homes. Just as her house had been a bolthole for many people. Leonie watched

  with sadness the vixen’s brush vanish through the railings of the square’s garden. It was as though the beautiful creature with its wildness had taken something of hers with it, and for

  a moment she thought of her grandson Jamie. Another wild creature who’d run from her and disappeared.




  She searched her handbag for her keys as she climbed the steps of Number 11, scooped up a plump packet propped in the porch, and wrested open the door. Oh the sense of relief that always arose

  when she stepped inside. She sniffed the air as she pressed the door shut behind her. She loved the old-wood-and-polish scent overlaid by the fragrance of the lilies in their vase on the heavy hall

  stand and, today, a strong top note of turpentine.




  Studying the label on the parcel she saw it was for Bela’s husband, Hari. More of his bewildering range of health supplements, no doubt, by the lumpy feel of its contents. She set it down

  on the stand and leafed through the fresh pile of mail. The electricity bill and some circulars, a letter for Peter, the ‘crosspatch’ who occupied the basement flat, and, as ever, post

  for inhabitants long gone. A clothes catalogue for Jennifer, the resting actress with her silent small daughter, who had moved to Cornwall a year ago. A postcard of the seafront at Frinton for

  sweet old Norman, who’d retired from his hospital portering a few weeks back and gone to his brother’s in Newcastle. She set these aside for forwarding and looked for something from

  Jamie. It had been her birthday last week and she’d hoped that he might have remembered. Perhaps he had, she tried to reassure herself, but the effort of getting together a card and a stamp

  was more than she could expect of him.




  She sighed and turned over a stiff manila business envelope, then tutted under her breath on seeing the solicitor’s name printed across the top. It would be another complaint from next

  door. She knew what it would say. A structural repair to the party wall, blah, blah, blah, and how would she pay for that, she’d like to know? She swept the other unwanted post into the top

  drawer and slammed it shut, but the manila envelope she dropped down the back of the stand in a gesture of defiance. Out of sight, out of mind, she told her reflection in the mottled mirror. Yet as

  she hung her coat on a hook and went through to the kitchen something troubled her. I’ll think about the letter later, she told herself. It was her tried and tested way of dealing with

  impossible problems. Sometimes if you left them to stew for long enough they solved themselves one way or the other. As she filled the kettle, her thoughts moved again to Jamie. Sometimes they

  didn’t.




  Rosa




  When Rosa stepped down from the coach into the early morning gloom of the coach station forecourt, the hot stench of diesel fumes and the grinding of engines reminded her of

  home and the terminus she’d started from twenty-six hours ago. Dragging tiredness and anxiety about the task ahead gave her a feeling of unreality, as if she was having a bad dream.




  The driver was hauling luggage from the dark belly of the vehicle, and she waited patiently until he lifted out the small wheeled case that had belonged to her mother. She took it from him and

  exclaimed in surprise.




  ‘There’s something the matter?’ he said in their own language.




  ‘It’s cold, that’s all.’




  He gave a smoky laugh. ‘All part of the great British welcome. That tunnel went under the sea, don’t forget.’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ she stammered. She thanked him and moved quickly away, drawing her handbag more securely across her chest and examining the confusion of people and vehicles all

  around. On the far side of the concourse, beyond the barriers, a familiar symbol on a door met her eye. Tipping the case up onto its wheels she made her way towards it.




  Once inside the washroom, she joined a queue of women and children, just off the morning coaches, heavy-eyed from lack of sleep. When a cubicle became free, she locked herself in, dug wipes and

  clean underwear from her case and freshened up as best she could.




  Afterwards, at one of the basins, the tang of toothpaste stinging her to full wakefulness, she looked into the mirror, and for one disturbing moment fancied it was her brother who was staring

  back. Her eyes, like Michal’s, were deep-set, a sea captain’s blue, only today, instead of their usual grave expression, it was his heart-tugging vulnerability she saw. The rest of her

  features – wide mouth, defiant chin and short, straight nose – were reassuringly her own. She stroked concealer over the shadows beneath her eyes, but others were waiting for the basin,

  so she bit her lips into redness, feathered her dark fringe with quick fingers and gathered her possessions. A final glance in the mirror at Michal’s pleading eyes. I’m coming to find

  you, she promised him silently before moving away.




  Back in the arrivals hall, she studied the signs until the words Exit and Underground asserted themselves, then steered her case in the direction indicated and joined the flow of

  humanity swimming towards daylight.




  Outside, it was the cleanness of the London street that impressed her first after the grimy part of Warsaw she’d left behind. She liked the gracious silhouettes of the old buildings here,

  their subtle greys and browns, pushing up into a sky washed the airiest of blues. Across the road, a cream-coloured limousine slid away from the kerb to expose a colourful shop front, where tight

  bundles of daffodil buds stood in buckets beneath trays of dewy apples, oranges and bananas. She was hungry suddenly. Breakfast had been a cold-meat sandwich, eaten hours ago as the coach waited at

  Calais. She thought of the chocolate in her shoulder bag. Once that was gone she’d have to break into her carefully hoarded cash. London, she knew, was expensive.




  She unfolded a scrap of paper she’d taken from her coat pocket then crossed the road at the lights. As she followed the signs to the Underground, her trepidation mounted. It couldn’t

  be long now, then she’d find out. Find out what though? Something at least. That would be better than the silence, the terrible uncertainty she’d endured for so many months.




  Sitting in the swaying train as it rushed north through the tunnels she cast covert glances at her fellow passengers. A girl in a black headscarf was bending over a pushchair.

  A scholarly-looking Asian man had to stretch full height to reach the handrail overhead. Sitting next to her was a grandmother as round as a hen cuddling a toddler who watched Rosa with eyes like

  dark stars. A pair of pale-faced youths in tracksuits lounged against the end wall of the carriage, like a couple of panthers. It astonished her that so many different people could be confined

  together in this small space, yet not speak to or show curiosity about one another. Instead the youths listened through ear-buds to music only they could hear. Some passengers read the blue-topped

  newspapers tossed about the carriage. Others stared at their smartphones. She checked her own phone again in case Michal had replied to the text she’d sent at Dover, but it wouldn’t

  connect down here in the blue-white glare, hundreds of feet below London.




  The train stopped at half a dozen stations before the name she was searching for glided into view. She waited for the doors to spring open then lifted her case through and manoeuvred it along a

  passage with white-tiled walls, up several echoing flights of stairs, and out between the jaws of a ticket barrier.




  At the station entrance she stopped and stared in confusion at the busy road junction. No signs were visible. Should she turn left or right? ‘The High Street, which way?’ she asked

  the bored-looking attendant at the barrier. The woman pointed towards a map screwed onto the station wall.




  It took twenty minutes to walk to her father’s house. The road took her up a hill past modern apartment blocks with threadbare communal lawns, then a row of box-like shops and a church of

  dark brick, its stubby tower a far cry from the ethereal English spires she’d seen on the television. Rosa recognized none of it, but then she’d left London more than twenty years ago

  now, when she was still small. A red-and-blue swing in a garden overgrown by brambles. Rough wooden steps disappearing down into cold and damp-smelling darkness. A tortoiseshell cat which glared at

  her with yellow eyes before leaping through a cat flap. These were her only memories of the house.




  A wheel on her case kept sticking, making it prone to flipping over at kerbs. She was light-headed with lack of sleep and hunger, and nervous anticipation had settled as a tightness in her

  throat, so her heart seemed to beat faster at every step. When she reached the turning she needed, left, into a street of pastel-painted houses, she rested on a low wall for a moment to catch her

  breath and eat the last bit of chocolate. Nearby a pigeon picked at the remains of a chicken drumstick in the gutter and her stomach turned.




  She took a sip of water from the bottle in her bag and her courage began to return. Not long now, she told herself, as she set off once more. Not long and then she’d know.




  Her hope faded at each of three side roads before it finally rose at the sign for Dartmouth Street. She paused to look down it, searching for anything familiar. Was she imagining she’d

  seen that curve of semi-detached houses before, warm red brick with white-painted first-floor balconies? She set off, noting the numbers as she went.




  Number 28 was exactly like its neighbours, except that its balcony was green instead of white, the paint blistering, and it still possessed a scruff of front garden where others had concreted

  over theirs for their cars. There was no one about. Apart from the rumble of a plane far overhead it was curiously peaceful.




  The dainty metal gate moved stiffly at her hand. Striped curtains at the sash window prodded a distant memory and her confidence rose. Then fell. Something wasn’t right. Runnels of dirt

  streaked the window. Now, as she cast her eye, signs of neglect were everywhere. The grass was overgrown, a pot plant on the windowsill inside long dead. She pushed a bell and waited in the shallow

  brown-tiled porch. No one answered so she pressed it again and rapped on the door with her knuckles.




  After a while she pushed open the letterbox and peered through. Envelopes and papers were strewn over a dirty brown carpet. So many, they must have lain there a long time. Probably, she was

  shocked to realize, her own letter was among them. Not simply unanswered, then, but unopened.




  She withdrew, the flap of the letterbox snapping at her fingers. All her hope, all her energy was gone and she slid down the wall onto the cold tiles, nursing her hand, her mind a blank. That

  there would be nobody here at all was the last thing she had expected. Had she come so far for nothing?




  At a metallic sound she started, thinking it came from inside the house, but it was from next door, the other half of the semi. She peered out to see its door open and someone step outside, a

  youngish man with a cheerful pink face and receding sandy hair. Everything about him was ordinary: his jeans, a soft grey jacket, the T-shirt straining over his slack belly. ‘See yer

  then,’ he called to someone inside before pulling the door shut. A key in his hand, he walked round to the driver’s door of the compact silver car nosed up against the house, then

  noticed her, with a frown of mild surprise.




  ‘Good morning,’ she said.




  ‘No one lives there, love.’ He sounded kind, but puzzled.




  ‘Dexter. Do you know Mr Dexter?’




  ‘Haven’t ever seen anybody,’ he said, louder this time. ‘We been here since the summer and . . .’ He spread his hands and shrugged to indicate nothing and

  nobody.




  She gazed up at the empty house, as though seeking confirmation. When she turned back to him he was staring at her curiously.




  ‘Hang on, there was someone a few months back. A young lad, looked a bit like you, come to think of it. He came two or three times. I told him there weren’t anyone, but he

  didn’t get it.’




  She caught the gist of what he said. ‘Maybe my brother, Michal.’ Her voice trembled. ‘He don’t speak English like me.’




  ‘Your brother, that makes sense, yeah.’




  ‘Where he go after?’




  ‘No idea. Sorry.’ He pointed the key at the silver car, and its lights flashed obediently.




  ‘Try asking the other neighbours?’ he said, opening the car door. ‘There’s an old girl across there might know. Sorry, got to go now. Fetch my kid.’




  She nodded and watched him get into the car and drive away. The street was quiet once more.




  Following his advice she crossed the road and pressed both the doorbells of the house he’d indicated, but no one replied. Retracing her steps she tried her father’s other neighbour,

  but the girl with a baby who opened the door knew no more than the young man had, so Rosa returned to Number 28 and sank down on the doorstep, wondering what to do next. Her father wasn’t

  here, hadn’t been for months, it seemed. What had happened to him? Her brother had arrived, the man next door said, but then gone away again. Where? And why hadn’t she heard from

  him?




  Springing to her feet she pushed at the front door in frustration. It did not give. Next she tried lifting up the window sash. Once that had failed, she rattled the handle of the high wooden

  side gate. Even that was firmly locked, and barbed wire coiled cruelly along its lintel. Increasingly desperate, she scanned the front garden for something with which to break a window. There was a

  shard of roof tile lying in the grass. She picked it up, but then the prickly feeling that she was being observed made her glance over at the house opposite.




  In an upstairs window, she caught a movement. The bulky figure of a man was standing, watching her. He was drinking from a mug and held a phone pressed to his ear. She put down the tile, seized

  the handle of her case and left, setting off in the direction she’d come. She had no idea whether the man had been calling the police, but he might have been. Breaking in had been a stupid

  idea. Suppose the house wasn’t her father’s any more? She could have got into serious trouble.




  In any case, she must decide what to do with herself now. The mission that had brought her here seemed to have ended before it had begun. She had no fall-back plan at all. She’d assumed

  that her father would be there to welcome her and she would stay with him. How could she have been so naïve?




  Loitering outside the Underground station in the hope of finding people to ask about somewhere to stay, Rosa caught sight of a café a few doors down and, with a sudden

  longing for somewhere warm to sit and think, went to explore.




  The Black Cat Café was small and cosy-looking, with hatched windows, and a cat-shaped sandwich board outside proclaimed it was Open all day. It was part of an attractive brick

  terrace of shops of the same vintage as the station. The glass had misted up, but Rosa could still see inside. Customers occupied some of the dozen wooden tables and chairs. Others were queuing at

  the counter, above which was a notice listing prices. The wooden fittings and the pleasant homeliness reminded her of the café, run by a friend of her mother’s, where she’d

  worked for a while after leaving school. It seemed entirely natural for her to push open the door and step inside.




  At once, delicious scents of sugar and cinnamon wafted around her, and a pleasant hum of conversation competed with the cheerful hiss of the coffee machine. A curvy young woman with rosy cheeks

  and dark hair tied in a ponytail under a snowy cap nodded at her from behind the counter. She left her case beneath coats thrown on a row of hooks next to the door and joined the short queue. As

  she waited she read a handwritten note taped to the till. Part-time help wanted. Must have experience. Ask Karina.




  When her turn came she ordered coffee and a pastry and took the tray to a table where a wizened old man sat turning the pages of a newspaper with bold black headlines and lurid pictures. The

  coffee was wonderful, creamy, mellow and reviving, and the pastry tasted of the sweet syrupy almond cakes her mother loved. Rosa ate and drank as slowly as she could, wanting to string out the

  moment. It felt safe and warm in here, and she enjoyed watching the woman at the counter banter with the customers and soothe an elderly lady who had got in a muddle with her change. Yes, she liked

  this place. It would be sensible to stay round here, find somewhere to live, while she searched for Michal and her father.




  She dabbed up the last almond flake from her plate and licked the froth from her coffee spoon. When a break came in the queue she took her dirty crockery to the counter.




  ‘Thanks.’ The woman received the tray from her with a pleased expression.




  ‘No problem.’ Rosa gave her a guarded smile. ‘I would like to speak with Karina.’




  ‘You are speaking to her. I’m Karina,’ the woman replied, assessing her with shrewd brown eyes.




  Rosa pointed to the note on the till. ‘I have experience,’ she said. ‘I worked in a café like this at home for some years.’




  ‘Did you?’ Karina dried her hands and picked up a biro. ‘What’s your name, then?’ she said, drawing a notepad towards her. ‘Can you come back for a chat at

  five?’




  Rosa nodded. She could come back any time.




  Stef




  One week later




  I don’t want this any more, cried the voice in her dream and Stef surfaced from sleep to hear the crash and grind of the dustcart edging its way along the street

  outside. She rolled over, felt cold air rush in under the duvet and realized he wasn’t there. When she looked at the clock by his side of the bed, the figures glowed 8.04. He’d

  have gone. Usually his alarm roused her at 6.30, and she would lie with eyes closed, listening to the hum of the shower, the mysterious thuds and rustles as he dressed, the smart clip of his shoes

  on the kitchen tiles, shortly to be followed by the soft thump of the front door closing, and silence. Then she could relax. Today she must have slept through all this instead of pretending to.

  These days she both longed for him to leave and feared it. He took with him all the tension, the need for her constantly to be alert, yet left alone in the flat she felt undone, all sense of

  purpose lost. She’d pull the duvet tighter round her and go back to sleep. After all, there was nothing else she wanted to do.




  There was something different about today, though. Something in her mind had shifted. Exactly what, she couldn’t say, but it had to do with the dream. She couldn’t remember what it

  had been about, except there had been a lot of struggling and shouting. Perhaps the shouting was the bin men calling to one another as she’d flailed towards consciousness.




  With a sigh, she rolled out of bed and padded to the bathroom. Which was redolent of him, still damp and warm, with the musky scent of aftershave hanging in the air. Wrapped in the silky white

  dressing gown he’d bought her, she passed through the hall to the kitchen, where she ran scalding water into a mug from the spigot at the sink. The sterile convenience of the

  metal-and-granite design denied her even the cosy ritual of boiling a kettle. She was glad, however, as she swirled the tea bag by its string, of the heated tiles under her feet. She dropped the

  tea bag into the waste caddy by the sink, reached across to the window and pushed aside the blind.




  The kitchen was at the back of the building and looked out onto other apartment blocks like it. This flat was one of the biggest, he always said with satisfaction, on the first floor with a good

  view of the communal gardens. At the far side she could see a young man in a boiler suit hoeing dark compost into a flowerbed with quick, impatient movements. Between the buildings a cloud-veiled

  sun glimmered in a sky of dishwater grey. Seagulls glided on an updraught, making her think of the river beyond. She imagined the fresh wind and the surge of the tide. Perhaps she would walk there

  today, but the thought faded before it took root. Too much effort. She dropped the blind and turned back to the kitchen and the oppressive silence of the flat.




  After pouring a bowl of sugary cereal she carried breakfast into the living room and set it on the glass coffee table, next to a neat line of remote controls. The second one she picked up and

  pressed caused the television to flicker on and she snuggled cross-legged on the sofa, nursing one of the hard cushions and sipping her tea. On the screen a brightly dressed blonde woman outside a

  sun-baked villa prattled into a microphone about a tennis star’s adultery. Never heard of you, Stef breathed as the man’s portrait flashed up. She waved the remote control. The picture

  morphed into grainy footage of some wary-eyed youths being loaded into the back of a van, but she’d missed what the item was about and instead she thought about her mother and how long it was

  since they’d spoken. Her mind wandered so often these days, she could hardly concentrate. When she next paid attention to the television three women on a purple sofa were engaged in earnest

  discussion. Then one said something that made her lean forward and listen. I don’t want this any more. Those were the woman’s words. Now she remembered. Those same words had

  formed in her mind as she’d woken from her dream. I don’t want this any more. This time when she reached for the remote, it was to raise the volume.




  As she listened, she ate her cereal, hardly noticing its empty sweetness.




  Rosa




  It was half past eleven that same morning, and Rosa, who had been working at the Black Cat Café for five days, was topping up the bowl of egg mayonnaise in the chilled

  counter. She glanced up when the door opened. A woman she hadn’t seen before came in. She looked neither young nor very old, but there was something neat and elegant and certain about her

  that drew Rosa’s eye.




  ‘An Americano with milk but no sugar,’ the woman said to Karina, ‘and a toasted goat’s cheese panini.’ Her voice was pleasantly husky, with a little catch to it.

  She pronounced her words very clearly.




  ‘I’ll bring it over if you’d like to sit down,’ Karina said as she gave the woman her change.




  ‘Thank you.’




  The woman picked The Times out of the rack, settled herself at a table by the window and took a pair of glasses out of its case. Rosa wiped the edge of the mayonnaise bowl and

  couldn’t help watching her as she replaced it in the counter. What lovely hair the woman had, a silvery ash-grey, cut in a shoulder-length bob. The cerise of her cardigan might be faded, but

  it fitted her narrow shoulders perfectly and her navy-and-white scarf was knotted over her collarbone as though it belonged there. She didn’t think that they were expensive designer clothes,

  yet the clever way the outfit had been put together showed she had flair.




  ‘Thanks, that looks lovely,’ the woman said, smiling up at Karina when she placed her sandwich in front of her.




  Rosa pushed the plastic egg tub back into the big fridge and started to slice tomatoes, listening to Karina chat away as she emptied the grounds drawer of the coffee machine. Karina, who had

  invested all her savings in the café, was moving into a rented flat with her boyfriend Jared.




  ‘How long will you stay at that hostel?’ she asked Rosa. ‘Is it all right?’




  Rosa frowned. ‘It’s . . . fine, but some of the people there are not . . .’ She screwed up her face. It had been after giving her the job that Karina had phoned the council for

  her and got the address of the accommodation. It was only ever meant to be temporary, so she’d need to find somewhere else very soon.




  ‘Everywhere’s so expensive, isn’t it?’ Karina said, cutting open a bag of lettuce. ‘When you’ve finished the tomato, table six needs clearing.’




  Rosa traipsed to and fro with dirty crockery, then reached to retrieve a tray a customer had left propped against the window. Near by, the stylish woman shifted her paper and said,

  ‘I’m not in your way, am I?’




  ‘No, no. It is good.’ Rosa felt warmed by the woman’s smile.




  Instead of returning to her reading, she lifted her spectacles onto her head and said, ‘I haven’t seen you before, have I? Are you new?’




  ‘Five days,’ Rosa said, stopping wiping the tray to hold up her fingers.




  ‘Not long then. Are you enjoying it?’




  ‘Yes, I like. I am lucky there is work.’




  ‘I suppose so. Have you been in London long? Forgive me, it’s your accent.’




  ‘Seven days only.’ She wondered where this conversation might be leading and the woman must have caught her wariness for she said, ‘I’m sorry, how rude of me. My name is

  Leonie. Leonie Brett.’ She offered her hand. ‘I come here quite a lot. It’s my treat before I go shopping.’




  ‘Yes. I am Rosa,’ she said, shaking it. ‘Rosa Dexter.’




  ‘Nice to meet you, Rosa.’ Her fingers felt cool to Rosa’s touch. Cool and gentle, but there was a firmness there, too. She could sense the woman sizing her up, but somehow she

  didn’t mind.




  ‘Rosa, I don’t mean to intrude, but I couldn’t help hearing. Do you need somewhere to live? It’s simply, well, my house is half a mile down that way.’ She pointed.

  ‘Bellevue Gardens, do you know it?’ Rosa didn’t. ‘It so happens I unexpectedly have a spare room and you’re welcome to come and look at it.’




  ‘You have somewhere for me to live?’ Rosa could hardly believe it. ‘Thank you.’




  ‘Well, I have somewhere you might like to live. Of course, it may not be your cup of tea, and you’d want to meet my other lodgers, but the offer’s there. People say the rent is

  very reasonable.’ She named a sum which did indeed sound astonishingly cheap.




  ‘Thank you. Thank you very much,’ Rosa said, hardly able to breathe. She wondered if there was a catch, but the woman seemed genuine enough.




  She saw Karina frowning at her, so she moved away and started wiping another table with a cloth. This gave her time to think. After a moment she straightened and said to the woman, this Leonie

  Brett, ‘I would like very much to see your house. When may I come? I finish here at four today.’




  ‘Then come after work,’ Leonie Brett said, and wrote down an address on a paper serviette, and drew a simple map.




  When Rosa took the serviette from her their eyes met and once again she sensed the woman’s friendliness. And something surprising. Respect.




  After all her experiences, Rosa knew she should be careful, but Leonie Brett, she felt, was someone she might dare to trust.




  Stef




  When the studio discussion was over Stef switched off the television, rose, put down her cereal bowl and went to the window. Outside, the gardener had finished hoeing, and was

  forking up debris into a wheelbarrow. Everything appeared so normal and quiet, and yet her mind was in turmoil. She knew what she had to do, but for some minutes she could not do anything. It was

  as though her limbs would not obey. And then, slowly, she took her crockery through to the kitchen, washed it in the sink, dried it and put it away, then mopped up some grains of cereal that had

  skittered over the worktop. The empty surfaces gleamed back at her. Now there would be no record of her presence. It was as though she had never been here. She’d erased herself. The message

  was clear and it was enough. It was time to go.




  She walked back into the bedroom, showered and dressed, then wandered round the apartment collecting up her possessions and stuffing them into the holdall she found in the hall cupboard. There

  wasn’t much, she was surprised to realize. Most of her things would have been packed up with the rest of her childhood home and were probably in boxes in her mother’s new house.




  She straightened the duvet and gave a last glance round the bedroom. It was as it had been when she’d first walked into it six months before. His black-and-white-striped duvet cover, the

  framed nude, sketched in a few charcoal strokes, hanging above the bed. All was tidy, except . . . She bent to pick up a big black portfolio case from under the bed and something small and metallic

  bounced across the wooden floor. She knelt down to reach for it. A pin badge like a bottle top. How did that get here? She held it in her fingertips, remembering where she’d bought it. Camden

  Market, several years ago. There was a symbol on it. A girl’s face smiling out of the centre of a flower. ‘Genuine Swinging Sixties,’ the stallholder had insisted. She’d

  given him £5, a rip-off, but she’d wanted it. Now she fastened the badge onto her jacket. Then picked up her holdall and the portfolio and let herself out of the flat. She double-locked

  the door and, after a moment’s hesitation, posted the key through the letterbox. She’d left no note, but what could she write? He’d know why she’d gone. Or if he

  didn’t he should.




  Outside, it was chillier than she’d expected and the sun dazzled her eyes as she walked quickly up the street, dodging the wheelie bins the dustmen had strewn about the pavement. Where

  should she go? She thought through the options. There weren’t many. She’d almost decided when—




  ‘Watch out!’ said an old man. She’d nearly stepped on his dog, the size and colour of a large rat.




  ‘Sorry,’ she threw behind her as she dodged past. She felt as though the apartment had a force field and, if she didn’t hurry, she’d be pulled back into it and lose the

  strength to get away. She dared not look back at the man and his dog because, if she did, she might be frozen in her tracks like that woman in the Bible story. She thought of the way Oliver would

  fix her with a searching gaze and say he needed her, couldn’t live without her. No, she mustn’t dwell on that or she’d return and be lost all over again.




  It wasn’t far to the river along streets busy with people and traffic. The bridge, a graceful curve in the distance, was noisy close up, buses and lorries inching their way, bumper to

  bumper, to and from Westminster. Traffic fumes burned her throat. She waited at the lights, then, when they changed, the crowd swept her forward into the road. A van was blocking the crossing so

  people had to flow round it. A big hairy man in front of her banged the van’s flank with his fist. The driver lowered the window and swore at him. ‘Excuse me,’ she said to the

  hairy man, twice, until he moved to let her pass.




  From the refuge in the centre of the road she had to wait once more for the lights. Ahead, a bus swept past the crawling traffic and slowed for the stop on the bridge. She suddenly knew where

  she wanted to go – she wanted her mum. She couldn’t see the number, but it might be the bus she needed. Seconds ticked by. Come on, she thought. At last the cars stopped, lined up,

  engines revving impatiently. She moved forward. ‘Sorry,’ she gasped, dodging past people to get to the bus. It was hers, she saw, the one for the coach station.




  She had almost reached the opposite pavement when she saw him waiting near the bus queue, his back to her, the clipped dark hair hardly touching the crisp white collar, the heavy silver watch

  peeping from under the cuff of the hand that held his attaché case. She stopped still in the road. Her last sight was him turning towards her, horror dawning on his face. It wasn’t

  Oliver, was all she registered before the blow came, then she was flying through the air.




  Rick




  On any normal Monday morning, Rick wouldn’t have been anywhere near the accident. He’d have been safely asleep in his bedroom in the house in Bellevue Gardens, the

  grimy duvet pulled over his head to shut out the daylight glowing through the scrap of curtain. But last night he’d had a call from his sister. She was ‘desperate’. Claire was

  often desperate. Her plans had a habit of falling into disarray. This time the babysitter had let her down at the last moment and would he come instead? He’d responded grumpily as he’d

  hoped to have a quiet evening toying with the story he was writing, and, much as he loved them, his two young nephews always ran rings round him. He knew, however, that Claire rarely went out

  socially in the evenings so he obliged, though the journey to her flat south of the river was two bus rides away and he hadn’t yet had any supper. Claire had returned late from her evening

  out, as she often did, despite her promises, and a little the worse for wear, so somehow he found himself getting the boys up for breakfast and walking them to school. After that, there was nothing

  for him to do but get the bus home again. Thank heavens it was his day off work.




  Waiting to cross at the lights, the only reason he noticed the girl standing next to him was that she had the same pattern on her holdall as Claire had on her washbag, one of those pretty

  flowery jobs once seen mostly on curtains and little girls’ dresses but which had spread to everything from raincoats to tents nowadays.




  The girl looked nervy, thin, not his type at all, although he’d be hard-pushed to say what his type was as it was a while since he’d dated anybody. Not this fair-haired elfin sort

  with an anguished expression at any rate, he thought as the lights changed and the crowd rushed forward. He was more at home with definite people like his sister, who knew what they wanted and told

  him what to do. Even though marriage hadn’t worked out for Claire, she was still good at getting on with life and was on speaking terms with the boys’ father. If only Liam didn’t

  have to travel for work and could help with the childcare more often.




  ‘Excuse me,’ the nervy girl said in a pale voice. She wasn’t talking to him, he realized, but to the big hairy ape arguing with a van driver. Rick smiled at her briefly to

  indicate she should go ahead of him past the van. She had brown eyes, he noticed, as they waited in the central refuge, not blue as he’d somehow expected with that hair. ‘Tawny’

  was the word that came to mind for her hair, but perhaps ‘tawny’ was too dark. He liked the sound of the word though, sort of warm and darkly golden. ‘Honey’ might be more

  accurate. Rick liked to squirrel away words and phrases. There was always a time when they came in useful. The girl darted ahead in the direction of a waiting bus, the holdall and a large portfolio

  case hampering her efforts. She wore skinny jeans and a pair of little pink pumps with no socks. Must be cold, he thought. Then, why’s she stopped, the idiot? Hadn’t she seen?




  ‘Hey!’ He could hear his own voice as if from a long way off. And all of a sudden, he was running after her.




  The cyclist had jumped the lights and sped up the bus lane, then swerved out to overtake the waiting bus. Later, a policeman told Rick that the young man had a bet on with a colleague to get his

  time down. Thirty minutes to the office from south Wimbledon was the aim. All three of them went down in a screaming tangle on the road.




  Faces, voices, pain, confusion. Then relief as the bike was lifted from its resting place on Rick’s chest by a burly labourer in a fluorescent waistcoat, who hoisted him to his feet. His

  ribs hurt, but he hardly noticed and brushed off the man’s cheery ‘All right, mate?’. Behind him the cyclist sat on the kerb, cursing ‘stupid airheads having a picnic in the

  middle of the road’, but it was the girl Rick was worried about. She was lying half on, half off the kerb, unmoving, eyes closed, and a plump black woman with turquoise nail polish was bent

  over her, checking the pulse in her neck. Near by a dapper man in a City suit was speaking urgently into his phone. Passers-by hung about in various states of shock or curiosity. All around, the

  traffic was at a standstill, people gawping from their vehicles. ‘It’s a new bike,’ the cyclist moaned. ‘Look at it. Do you know how much those gearboxes

  cost?’




  The workman tried to make Rick sit down on the pavement, but he shook his head and instead bent down painfully beside the girl. There were streaks of oil across her face, like claw marks.

  ‘Is she all right?’ he asked the woman with the turquoise nails.




  ‘She’s breathing, if that’s what you mean,’ the woman answered. ‘You know her?’




  ‘No, no. I was simply trying to—’




  ‘That ambulance coming?’ She turned her head to address the man in the suit.




  ‘Yah, think so,’ he said, staring uncertainly at his phone. The labourer was gathering the girl’s luggage together.




  A police constable joined them, hunkering down next to Rick. ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘She’s hit her head, poor duck,’ the woman told him.




  As the constable spoke urgently into his radio Rick stared at the girl’s still face and felt sadness well up inside him.




  The ambulance came at last and Rick travelled with the girl the short journey to the hospital. The paramedics thought he might have cracked a rib and should be examined and

  Rick was grateful for the excuse to go with her. They left the unharmed cyclist talking to the policeman.




  On the way, Rick lay quietly on a narrow stretcher and watched the male paramedic tend to the girl, adjusting her oxygen mask, checking a hand-held monitor. She was beginning to come round, her

  lashes fluttering. When she opened her eyes properly, her gaze darted about the vehicle, anguished, confused, but after the young man spoke gently to her, they closed again. Rick saw tears creep

  from beneath her eyelids and he longed to reach out and reassure her.




  ‘You feeling comfortable, mate?’ the paramedic cocked his head to ask. Rick nodded and lay back, staring at the ceiling of the vehicle, wondering if he should call Claire but not

  prepared to reach into his back pocket for his phone in case it hurt to move. He was more aware of the pain now, where the bike handlebar had driven into his chest. It was hot and sharp, worse when

  he breathed in.




  The X-rays showed he’d indeed chipped a rib. There would be considerable bruising and he should move carefully, but otherwise he could go. The police constable had arrived and taken his

  statement, then he was alone in Accident and Emergency reception, of no further interest to anybody. He tried the double doors back into the treatment area, but they were secured by some electronic

  system.




  ‘Can I help you?’ He turned and recognized the nurse who’d taken down his details when he’d first come in.




  ‘I’d like to see the girl I came with in the ambulance. How is she?’




  The nurse hesitated, then said, ‘The blonde one with the head injury? She’ll be fine. That is, she’s come round OK, and she’s had a couple of tests. Just to make sure

  there’s nothing wrong.’




  ‘Please, can I see her?’ He had to, it was the decent thing. He also felt guilty. He hadn’t reached her in time and, actually, he might have made the accident worse by getting

  in the way so the cyclist hadn’t been able to take evasive action. Well, that’s how he had explained it to the policeman. He hoped he wouldn’t regret telling the truth. The

  cyclist might be the litigious sort.




  ‘Are you a relative?’ the nurse wanted to know.




  ‘No,’ Rick admitted. ‘I’ve never seen her before today. It’s just . . . I feel responsible for the whole thing. Would you ask if I could see her? Please? My

  name’s Rick, I expect you remember.’




  ‘I can’t be expected to recall everyone’s name.’ She looked annoyed, then gave in, which Rick found people often did with him. ‘Wait here, don’t move,’

  she ordered, and the doors opened like magic for her to go through.




  Stef




  Stef lay still, the ceiling of the cubicle coming in and out of focus. Her head hurt, though they’d given her painkillers and the agony was settling into a dull ache. She

  must have struck her head against the kerb when she fell, the doctor had told her. As he spoke she had noticed how the light shone through his hair, short and spiky, like a cat’s fur. She

  couldn’t remember falling. She’d had an accident, apparently. A cyclist had ridden into her. All she could think of was her mother’s black cat, curled on the storage heater, its

  fur fluffing up in the hot air. That was in the old house. Her family had just moved to a new one in Derby. No storage heaters there apparently. She tried to imagine the cat balancing on a

  radiator.




  ‘Do you remember what happened?’ the doctor interrupted, frowning.




  She tried shaking her head and regretted it.




  ‘What do you last remember?’




  She considered. Getting up this morning? Turning on the telly. That was all. She’d been alone. Oliver had gone to work. He always left early. ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Who is the current Prime Minister?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I’m testing your memory.’




  ‘It’s OK, I know the answer to that.’ And she told him.




  He sighed. ‘Can we call someone for you? Your mum? Boyfriend?’




  She thought of Oliver, visualized the back of his head, short black hair trimmed just above his collar. The man near the bus stop who’d turned round hadn’t been Oliver after all, but

  a stranger. She tried to imagine Oliver in a place like this. The harsh lights, this claustrophobic room, nurses and doctors popping in and out. He’d hate it. Hospital. Somewhere he had no

  control, where there was mess and uncertainty and lack of privacy. She could imagine his discomfort, his frustration. No, she didn’t want Oliver here. She knew this now with a strengthening

  certainty.




  ‘My mum’s in Derby, but I don’t know her new address. Her number’s in my phone, though.’ Her phone was in her handbag. Her holdall was beside her bed, her cardigan

  draped over it, her pink pumps, splattered with dirt, under the chair, the portfolio against the wall near by, but when she’d asked no one seemed to know where her handbag was and she

  couldn’t remember her mother’s mobile number. A nurse was dispatched to find out from the ambulance driver if he’d seen the handbag, and she’d waited, but the woman

  hadn’t returned.




  She was sitting up in the bed drinking sweet tea out of a throwaway cup and wiggling her toes, which peeped from under the blanket, when the curtain was swished back and a

  different nurse came in, a doubtful expression in her eyes.




  ‘There’s a young man wants to see you. He says he was involved in your accident.’




  Oliver was her first thought and she must have seemed alarmed for the nurse hurried on. ‘You don’t have to see him, if you don’t want to. He says his name is Rick.’




  Rick? She didn’t know anyone called Rick. ‘The man on the bike?’




  ‘I don’t think so. Is that a no, then?’




  ‘Yes. No, I mean, wait.’ This accident. She needed to know what happened. ‘Do I look really bad?’




  The nurse’s smile reached her eyes as she scrutinized Stef. ‘You’ll do.’




  ‘Hi.’ A boy her own age hovered at the entrance to the cubicle and Stef whisked her toes back under the blanket.




  ‘Hi,’ she replied. Nice, but shy, was her impression. The sort of guy she could talk to without worrying whether he found her attractive. Which was a relief when she must look a

  mess, with a bump on the back of her head and her face stained with dried tears. But then he didn’t seem that great either. Overlong hair the colour of sandstone, tied in a loose knot behind,

  a parka jacket with a ripped pocket. His eyes were a soft blue, however, and there was a whimsical quirk to his full lips.




  ‘I was really worried about you back there, lying in the road. How are you?’ There was a slight twang to his speech, Irish or something.




  She screwed up her face and leaned back against the pillows. ‘OK, I suppose. My head hurts. Did you see what happened? It’s going to sound stupid, but I . . . can’t

  remember.’




  ‘I did see. I was behind you, crossing at the lights. You went running off after a bus, but then you stopped in the middle of the road, like you’d changed your mind, and this cyclist

  came out of nowhere. I tried to get to you, but I couldn’t. Just made matters worse. Maybe he’d have missed you if I hadn’t got involved. That’s what my mam’s always

  saying. Don’t interfere, Richard, you always make things worse.’




  Irish, definitely the slightest twang. ‘Richard?’




  ‘She’s the only one who calls me it. Everyone else uses Rick. Though my sister Claire says Ricky, which sounds like a little dog’s name.’




  ‘I’m Stephanie. Stef.’




  ‘Hi, Stef.’ He nodded as though he liked it, and sat down without grace on a plastic bucket seat that squeaked when he edged it nearer the bed. ‘So how long do you think

  they’ll keep you in?’




  ‘I don’t know. They won’t let me go yet because of the concussion. They say someone’s got to come and fetch me. The trouble is, there isn’t anyone.’ She

  didn’t say the full answer which was There isn’t anyone I want to come and fetch me.




  His face darkened in a frown. ‘Where d’you live then?’




  ‘Lambeth. I know it’s not far, but it’s . . . not my place, it’s someone else’s.’




  ‘And the someone else can’t come?’




  She drew her knees up under the blanket and hugged them. ‘He doesn’t know where I am and I can’t go back there. Please. Don’t ask.’




  ‘OK,’ he said slowly.




  ‘And I’ve lost my mum’s number. She and my stepdad live in Derby. They moved house last month and I haven’t been there yet. There’s not much room for me, anyway, by

  the sound of it.’ She turned her face from him and pinched the bridge of her nose to stop the threatening tears. It was ridiculous, she never cried, it must be the shock of the accident.




  ‘I see,’ he said, though the uncertainty in his voice told her that he didn’t. ‘So you’re like, homeless.’




  ‘I suppose I am in a way.’ They sat together in silence for a bit.




  Finally he stirred and seemed to come to some decision. ‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said. ‘I want to help. I feel it’s my fault, you see, all this, what’s

  happened to you.’




  ‘That’s silly,’ she said. ‘It sounds like it was mine. Sometimes I forget what I’m doing, but I don’t know why I stopped in the road like that.

  Everything’s muddled. I can’t even remember where I was trying to go.’




  ‘Don’t worry. I’m not trying to kidnap you or anything.’ He gave a clownish smile. ‘If you like you can come back with me. Where I live, see, there’s a spare

  room come up. I’m sure Leonie – Leonie’s the woman whose house it is – would let you stay a night or two. Maybe longer if it worked out.’




  Although she knew she was taking a risk, there was something about Rick that made her believe him. Perhaps it was the way he seemed worried about her, the kindness with which he’d sought

  her out. She’d lost confidence in her judgement of people just as she had about everything else.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ she said, not wanting to offend him.




  ‘It was only an idea,’ he said quickly, lowering his eyes to examine his hands, and she could tell he was disappointed. His nails, she saw, were bitten right down to soreness,

  awaking in her a mixture of distaste and tenderness. Maybe he could at least help her get out of the hospital. She supposed that if it came to it she could simply walk out, but the staff would get

  stressy and she didn’t like upsetting people, didn’t have the strength.




  At that moment the nurse with blue-black hair and coffee skin who’d gone to find out about Stef’s handbag appeared through the curtain to the cubicle. ‘The ambulance is out on

  a call and we haven’t been able to speak to the driver yet,’ she said, barely acknowledging Rick.




  ‘My phone was in my handbag. You didn’t see what happened to it, did you?’ Stef appealed to Rick.




  Rick shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. I should have noticed, but I didn’t.’




  ‘We’ll keep trying,’ the nurse said.




  She was about to retreat, when Stef made up her mind. ‘Nurse, this is Rick. I’m going to go home with him, is that all right?’




  The nurse gave Rick a surprised up-and-down look, then pursed her lips. ‘I’ll speak to the doctor. And we’ll hear back from the ambulance driver soon, I expect.’




  ‘I don’t mind waiting,’ Rick said to Stef, grinning. ‘It’s not like I have anything else to do today. Well, not really.’




  He waited outside the cubicle whilst Stef was examined once more by the doctor and then tidied herself up. Half an hour later the nurse came along with a packet of painkillers and told her that

  the bag had been found, but it couldn’t be returned to the hospital that day. Tomorrow, maybe, she’d need to telephone first. How can I telephone without my phone, Stef wondered, but at

  least her bag was safe.




  ‘Where are we going?’ she asked Rick when the nurse asked for an address.




  ‘Bellevue Gardens in Camden,’ Rick said, and spelled it so the nurse could write it on a form.




  Bellevue. Beautiful view. Promising, Stef thought. If she didn’t like it she didn’t have to stay, but for the moment it was somewhere to go. She had lived in London for over a year

  and it wasn’t that she didn’t have friends in the city. Still, there was nobody she could think of she knew well enough to ask if they had a spare bed.




  The bus dropped them by a cluster of shops near a tube station and, with Rick carrying Stef’s holdall, they walked down one busy road and left into another, then turned

  right into a pleasant square of white-terraced houses with a wild garden at its centre. Lining the pavements were great trees coming into leaf, which looked as though they’d thrust their way

  up between the stone slabs. Cars were parked nose-to-tail along the kerbs, but all was peaceful, and only birdsong and the sounds of children, playing unseen in the garden, reached Stef’s

  ears. Rick said hello to a cheerful couple who were unloading boxes of plants from the back of a jeep.




  ‘It’s amazing, isn’t it?’ Rick said as she stared up at the houses, which she thought were like aristocrats from another century, outraged aristocrats, perhaps, for

  sometimes their elegant Georgian frontages were compromised by a satellite dish or a plastic window box. ‘They’re mostly flats now, but they were originally for posh families with loads

  of servants. Ours is still a proper house, though. Here we are.’




  He set down the holdall outside Number 11 as he riffled in his rucksack for his keys. They’d stopped outside a house plum centre in the middle of its row. It was pretty despite the damaged

  plaster and the weeds growing from its gutters, the steps up to the front door and another flight down to the basement fringed with tubs of plants, some coming into flower, but higher up, chunks of

  stucco were missing from the wall. Far above, what looked like a small tree was growing out of the balustrade, thrusting boldly towards the sky. A sash window on the ground floor was open and the

  sound of a radio orchestra wafted out into the square.




  Stef followed Rick up to the front door and waited whilst he unlocked it, admiring the heavy metal bell pull and the grand brass letterbox. The door swung in on squeaking hinges and she found

  herself standing in an airy hallway, warm and streaked with light from the late-afternoon sun streaming in through the fanlight. Doors led off to the left and back, and an elegant staircase climbed

  to the floor above and down, she assumed, to the basement.




  ‘We’d better find Leonie.’ Rick laid down her bag on the scruffy carpet under a coat stand and wandered off towards a door at the back of the hall. ‘Are you

  coming?’ he said, pushing it open, and she put down her portfolio and followed him down several steps into a big kitchen.




  Here they had clearly interrupted a conversation, for the words ‘a bit of peace’ drifted away into the air. They were uttered by an old man with furious eyes beneath a shock of white

  hair. His was one of three faces that looked up at their entrance. The second belonged to a dark, solemn young woman sitting at the wooden table before a mug of tea and the third to a tall,

  graceful, fine-boned older lady with neat ash-grey hair, who was filling another mug from a battered silver teapot by the range.




  ‘Hello,’ the older woman said in a cheerful voice. She set down the teapot and eyed Stef curiously.




  ‘Leonie, this is Stef,’ Rick said. ‘She’s been in an accident so I brought her home.’
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