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			To my brother, Dr Michael Sargent, and his lovely wife, Jean.


		

		
			Thank you, Michael, for all the times I’ve picked your brains about DNA,
				poison and goodness knows what else. Even as a small child I suspected you’d
				come in useful one day!


		

		
			I am so proud of you too.
		

	
		
Prologue

		
			Cheltenham, 29 March 1991
		

		Flora kicked off her shoes, pulled her dress
			over her head and tossed it on to the bed. She was about to remove her underwear too,
			when a glance in the gilt-framed cheval mirror stopped her.

		Dressed, she still looked quite trim for a
			woman of forty-eight, but naked she was flabby and her skin pale. She couldn’t
			bear the thought of anyone seeing her like that. Not even in death.

		She opened a drawer, took out the ivory silk
			slip which matched her bra and knickers and put it on. ‘That’s
			better,’ she murmured.

		Removing the band holding her hair back, she
			ran her fingers through it till it tumbled down over her bare shoulders. Her Titian-red
			wavy hair had always been her best feature, and even now, as desperate as she felt, she
			was proud of it.

		The bath was already run in the en-suite
			bathroom, she was primed with a couple of sleeping pills and some brandy, and no one was
			due home for at least three hours. She was entirely resolved upon what she intended to
			do, yet it hadn’t occurred to her until now that it would have been kinder to the
			children if she’d checked into a hotel room so that a stranger found her.

		It was the bedroom which prompted this
			thought. From the expensive red and gold wallpaper that Andrew had raged over to the
			French gilded bed and sumptuous carpet and curtains, it reflected her
			true character. It was the only room in the entire house which really did, as Andrew
			despised what he called ‘bordello’ style. Everywhere else was muted shades
			of cream and taupe, as befitted a Georgian country house.

		But she wanted to die here in this room
			which she’d fought long and hard to keep as she planned it. He’d driven her
			to this point by forcing her to bend to his will about everything else. He claimed he
			loved her, that everything he’d done was for her, but in reality he’d
			stifled her true personality and creativity to the point where she could barely remember
			who she’d once been.

		In her early twenties she’d claimed
			that suicides were cowards. She’d loved life so much then that she despised anyone
			who didn’t embrace it as she did. But she didn’t know then what heartache
			could do, or that a bad choice in a weak moment could change the whole course of your
			life.

		But it was too late for regrets now; she was
			feeling woozy, and Andrew would be home first so it would be he who found her. As she
			went over to the dressing table to take one last look at the framed pictures of her
			children, she was very unsteady.

		Sophie and Ben, seventeen and eighteen
			respectively, grinned cheerfully back at her. The picture of the two of them had been
			taken on Boxing Day, at the pre-lunch drinks party they had every Christmas for
			neighbours and friends. They were very alike: tall, slender and dark-haired. They had
			inherited Andrew’s looks, but she hoped they would never become mean-spirited
			control freaks like him.

		In a separate frame was one of Eva. It had
			been taken on Boxing Day too, but it was not a very flattering picture. She was smaller
			than the other two, curvy and pretty with lovely blue eyes, but the purple dress
			overwhelmed her delicate colouring and made her look plump and closer to
			thirty than only twenty. It pricked Flora’s conscience.

		‘I should’ve picked a dress out
			for you,’ she sighed. ‘Pink or pale blue – that would’ve done you
			justice. I also should’ve told you never to try to be what you think other people
			want of you. I’m a good example of where that leads. Be true to yourself, and
			remember I loved you.’

		She kissed each one of their faces, biting
			back tears. Time was running out; she could feel her head swirling, and she still had to
			write a note for them. She picked up the pen and notepad she’d left by the
			bedside, but could no longer remember the words she’d planned to say.

		‘Forgive me,’ she began. But
			nothing more came to her, and in some strange way that seemed enough.

		She left the note on the bedside cabinet and
			went into the bathroom. The new sharp craft knife was ready on the side of the bath. She
			climbed into the hot water, lay back for a few moments to brace herself and then picked
			up the knife.

		She hesitated. The steel knife felt cold and
			heavy in her hand. Could she really do it? It was the pain she was afraid of, and of not
			cutting deep enough to open her veins.

		‘No more guilt,’ she murmured.
			‘No more pretending. It will all be gone for ever very soon.’

		With the knife in her left hand, she quickly
			drew the blade sharply across her right wrist, then changed hands and cut the left one
			before the pain could stop her. Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt; and the way the
			blood began to pump out, she knew she’d cut them deeply enough.

		She let her arms sink into the hot water and
			watched the water turn red.

		It was done.

	
		
Chapter One

		As Bette Midler’s ‘From A
			Distance’ came on, Eva turned up her car radio and sang along with it. It was cold
			and raining, but she was feeling happy because Olive, her boss, had let everyone go
			early when the heating broke down. As Eva had arranged to go to a make-up party this
			evening with some of the girls from work, she would have more time to wash her hair and
			get ready.

		She turned into the drive, but had to slam
			her brakes on because the wrought-iron gates were unexpectedly shut. She stopped only a
			whisker from them. ‘Damn,’ she exclaimed. Not only had she nearly hit the
			gates, but now she would get soaked opening them up.

		As she could see her mother’s red Polo
			parked at the end of the drive by the house, Eva felt irritated. Why had she closed the
			gates if she was in?

		Despite her pique at having to get out in
			the rain and push open the heavy gates, Eva noticed that the borders of daffodils and
			other spring flowers around the huge expanse of front lawn looked bright and beautiful.
			However inconsistent her mother was in so many ways, she lavished care on the garden –
			in fact, had it not been raining quite so hard she would be out there now.

		Hopping quickly back into her car, Eva drove
			up the drive and parked just behind the Polo, then hurried through the arch which led to
			the old stable block. A few years ago her parents had converted the yard into a
			courtyard garden, and the stables to an indoor swimming pool. The courtyard was a real suntrap; the surrounding walls kept off the wind, and at the
			start of March it had been so mild they had all sat out here for a couple of hours after
			Sunday lunch.

		The back door was unlocked. Eva hung up her
			coat on a peg, then went into the kitchen, expecting to find her mother there, preparing
			the evening meal. But she wasn’t. The kitchen was so polished and neat, with a
			carefully arranged bowl of fruit and a vase of daffodils on the black marble worktop,
			that it looked like it was about to star in a feature in Homes &
			Gardens.

		This was rather unusual, as her mother
			wasn’t tidy by nature. When Dad was away on business for a few days she always let
			things slide. Sometimes Eva would get home in the evening to find the breakfast things
			still where they’d been that morning. But Dad was fussy, and he liked everything
			to be immaculate; mostly when Eva got home first she’d find her mother frantically
			rushing around, putting things straight, polishing and tidying before he got in.

		Eva thought today’s extreme tidiness
			must mean Dad was expected early or they were having visitors, as there wasn’t so
			much as a dirty cup or glass anywhere.

		‘I’m home, Mum,’ Eva
			called out. ‘Where are you?’

		Getting no answering call, she glanced into
			the sitting room and the conservatory beyond, then into the study and the dining room.
			She wasn’t there and, like the kitchen, they were immaculate. It was also
			ominously quiet – usually, the radio was on.

		Puzzled, Eva stood at the bottom of the
			stairs for a moment. Her mother might be unpredictable: some days she made several
			different kinds of cakes and cooked meals to stow away in the freezer, and on others she
			was barely motivated to use a tin opener. Yet one thing was constant – and that was, she
			always welcomed her family home.

		Normally just the sound of Eva or Dad’s
			car on the drive was enough for her to break off whatever she was doing to come and
			greet them.

		Like many Georgian houses the hall was large
			and impressive with the oak staircase rising from the middle, then curving gracefully
			around to meet a gallery on the first floor. There was a skylight window above, and on a
			sunny day the staircase was flooded with natural light. Today the light was murky and
			the rain was drumming against the glass.

		Eva went halfway up the stairs, and called
			out again. When there was still no reply she wondered if her mother had got one of her
			migraines and gone for a lie-down, so she decided against calling again for fear of
			disturbing her.

		All the five bedrooms and two bathrooms led
			off from the gallery. But as Eva reached the gallery and saw that her parents’
			bedroom door was open, she doubted her mother was sleeping. She peeped in; there was a
			dress on the bed, which suggested she’d changed, perhaps to go out for a walk. Yet
			that seemed unlikely when it was pouring with rain.

		Eva was puzzled as she looked in each of the
			bedrooms, remembering that the back door hadn’t been locked. Mum wouldn’t
			leave that open even to nip quickly to a neighbour’s house.

		A door with a plain wooden staircase behind
			it led to three tiny attic rooms. Once servants’ quarters, two were now spare
			rooms, rarely used except at Christmas or other special occasions when someone came to
			stay; the third one was used for storage. Although it was unlikely her mother was up
			there, Eva checked anyway. But she wasn’t there.

		For the past few weeks her mother had been
			somewhat withdrawn and distant. On several occasions Eva had found her just staring into
			space, in a world of her own. A couple of days ago Eva had talked about it to Ben, her
			younger brother. He’d been of the opinion it was her age, because
			he’d heard that all women got a bit odd in their forties. But now, as Eva began to
			feel anxious, she wished she’d risked Dad scoffing at her and told him what
			she’d noticed.

		Hoping that her parents’ room might
			offer up a clue, Eva went in there. The dress on the bed was the one her mother had been
			wearing at breakfast. Dad had been sarcastic, asking if she was going to a tea dance
			because it was a vintage dress from the 1940s, emerald-green wool crêpe with a small
			corsage of lighter green velvet flowers on the bodice.

		Flora liked vintage clothes. She said they
			belonged to a gentler period when women looked like women. Her wardrobe was full of old
			velvet, chiffon and crêpe. Dad was always sarcastic about the way she dressed. To him
			they were just second-hand clothes, and he thought the wife of Head of Sales for one of
			the largest paper product companies in Europe should dress the part.

		But although Dad got his way about almost
			everything, he had given in on this point because absolutely everyone else agreed Flora
			suited vintage clothes. Her red curly hair, curvy body and pale skin could be likened to
			many of the film stars of the 1940s. Crêpe dresses cut on the cross, beaded boleros and
			peplum-waisted jackets went with both her shape and her character. Maybe they
			weren’t too practical, but then practicality wasn’t exactly Flora
			Patterson’s strong suit.

		As Eva stood in her parents’ bedroom,
			she remembered the terrific row her parents had had when Dad arrived home from a
			business trip to find Mum had completely redecorated this room. Eva had never been quite
			sure whether she liked the shock of coming from the muted decor elsewhere into this red
			and gold, grandiose and decadent room. But she really admired her mother for not only
			decorating it herself, but getting the curtains, carpet and French
			walnut furniture in while Dad was away, and sticking to her guns when he went mad about
			it. She had insisted that she was entitled to have one room in the house that was just
			for her.

		Although it was unlikely Mum had braved the
			rain to do something in the garden or the garage, it would account for her changing her
			clothes, so Eva looked out of the window.

		People assumed by looking at the grand
			gates, and the sweeping drive, that the back garden must be huge. It had been, but the
			house was in such a bad state when her parents bought it that they sold all of the land
			at the back of the house to pay for the renovations. The development company who bought
			it built a small estate of executive houses there.

		There was just a narrow strip of patio at
			the back now, and an eight-foot wall to give them some privacy. But here in the front of
			the house it was still possible to imagine how The Beeches had looked when it was first
			built two hundred years ago because the trees and bushes surrounding the lawn shut out
			even a glimpse of the newer neighbouring houses. Eva couldn’t see the garage from
			the window, as it was joined to the side of the house, but it was possible that if the
			door was shut and her mother was engrossed in something, she might not have heard
			Eva’s car.

		But as she turned from the window she
			noticed that the door of the en-suite bathroom was closed. Like the extremely tidy
			kitchen, that was uncharacteristic. Except for Tuesdays – when Rose, the cleaning lady,
			came – there was often a trail of dropped clothes from the bed to the bath, with doors
			and drawers left open.

		‘Mum, are you in there?’ she
			called out.

		There was no reply but she went over to the
			door and banged loudly on it, just in case Flora had her Walkman on in the bath. She turned the handle and opened the door just wide enough to peep in.

		To her relief she could see the top of her
			mother’s head just above the end of the claw-foot bath.

		‘Oh, here you are! So sorry to
			intrude. I was getting worried –’

		She stopped short, suddenly noticing the
			bathwater was as red as her mother’s hair.

		‘Mum!’ she screamed as she
			rushed in. ‘Mum! What’s happened?’

		But one look at the pallor of her
			mother’s face and her wide-open, yet vacant eyes was enough for Eva to know she
			was dead; and the craft knife covered in blood, dropped on the floor beside the bath,
			told her how it had happened.

		Nothing in Eva’s entire life had
			prepared her for such a shocking sight, and she screamed involuntarily, running out on
			to the landing in fright.

		It took her a few moments to pull herself
			together enough to go back into the bedroom, pick up the phone and dial 999. But as soon
			as she’d stammered out to the operator what she’d just found and given the
			address, she went back to the landing and slumped down onto the floor, too shocked and
			terrified by what she’d seen to go downstairs.

		The waiting for someone to come seemed
			endless. The only sounds were the rain thudding down on the skylight and her heart
			beating too fast. She wrapped her arms around her knees and sobbed.

		Nothing had happened that morning to make
			Eva suspect something was badly wrong. Breakfast had been utterly normal and, aside from
			Dad’s sarcasm in asking Mum if she was going to a tea dance, nothing unusual had
			been said. Mum had made a pot of tea as usual, and just sat there drinking hers as Sophie and Ben got themselves cereal. She’d said all the
			usual stuff. Had Sophie got her games things? Then reminded Ben he must have a proper
			lunch at school, not just a packet of crisps. She’d kissed them all as they left
			the house, even asked Dad to pick up his best suit from the dry cleaners. Did she know
			she was going to do this even then? And why did she tidy the whole house? Did she think
			her death would be less distressing for everyone if the house was looking perfect?

		When Eva heard the siren in the distance,
			she felt unable to move. She didn’t think she’d even be able to speak to the
			police or ambulance men.

		Suddenly the silence was broken by the sound
			of tyres on the gravel drive and loud male voices. One of them was her father’s;
			he must have arrived along with the emergency services. Knowing he would have Ben and
			Sophie with him, Eva felt she had to protect her brother and sister from what
			she’d seen, and so she hauled herself up.

		But before she even got to the stairs she
			heard Dad speaking in the hall below. He must have opened the front door to let the
			police in that way.

		‘There must be some mistake,’ he
			was saying with indignation. ‘Are you sure it wasn’t a hoax call? Yes, that
			is our elder daughter’s car, but did the person who made the call say she was Eva
			Patterson?’

		‘Daddy!’ Eva called out,
			clinging to the gallery rail. ‘It was me. Don’t let Sophie and Ben up
			here.’

		All at once what seemed like a dozen people
			were all speaking at the same time. There were heavy footsteps and Sophie was yelling
			that she wanted to know what was going on.

		Eva felt as if she was in the middle of a
			terrible nightmare. But she knew she wasn’t going to wake up and find it
			wasn’t real. She really had seen the bathwater bright red with
			blood. She really had lifted Mum’s arm and seen the slash across her wrist. And
			she hadn’t imagined the bloodstained knife lying on the floor.

		As the ambulance men came up the stairs she
			turned to point to the bedroom. But the dark red carpet in there looked to her like a
			pool of blood, and her stomach heaved. She could hear Sophie screaming downstairs, and
			Ben’s voice too, shrill with anxiety, then Dad’s voice above theirs, telling
			them to be quiet as they were making the situation even worse. She felt herself growing
			dizzy, and she must have fainted, because the next thing she knew she was on the floor
			and a policewoman was kneeling beside her.

		‘There now,’ she said
			soothingly. ‘You’ve had a terrible shock, but come downstairs with me and
			I’ll make you a cup of tea.’

		WPC Sandra Markham was thirty-eight and had
			been in the police force in Cheltenham for twelve years. She knew she had a reputation
			as being good at weighing up the dynamics in domestics – which one of a warring couple
			was the vicious one, the liar or the bully. Her opinion was valued because she was very
			observant, could read body language well, and she also had a knack of getting people to
			talk.

		She had been called upon, hundreds of times,
			to be present when it was necessary to break the news of a death or serious accident.
			Each time the reaction was different: some people couldn’t take it in, while some
			guessed what was coming as soon as they saw a police uniform. Some remained dry-eyed and
			silent, others screamed and wailed, and there were many other variations between the two
			extremes. But in every other case where children had lost a mother or father, she had
			never known the remaining parent, however shocked and grief-stricken
			they were, not rally enough to try and comfort them.

		In the three hours Markham had been at the
			Pattersons’ home, she hadn’t once seen Andrew Patterson attempt to comfort
			Eva.

		He had arrived at The Beeches with his two
			younger children at the same time as the police. He’d gone up the stairs right
			behind the two male officers and Markham had followed him. He didn’t even glance
			at his elder daughter, crumpled up on the landing, as he rushed into the bedroom.

		That of course was understandable, given the
			circumstances. Yet when he came out of the bedroom just a few minutes later, when
			Markham was trying to get Eva on to her feet to take her downstairs, she cried out to
			him, and he ignored her.

		Once Markham had got Eva down to the kitchen
			she questioned her, trying to ascertain the girl’s exact movements after she
			returned home from work until the moment she found her mother.

		Finding your mother dead in a bath of blood
			had to be one of the most terrible things for anyone to experience, especially someone
			so young. Yet Patterson didn’t once come over to Eva, put his arm around her, or
			show any concern for her.

		Sometimes in cases like this people appeared
			vacant, too shocked to really take in what was happening around them. But Patterson was
			listening hard, and when Eva said how the kitchen had looked like a show house, he
			interrupted. He curtly asked why Eva found that strange, implying that she was
			lying.

		The house was immaculate, and it looked to
			Markham as though it was always kept that way. But she didn’t think Eva would make
			any reference to it unless this wasn’t always the case. Was
			Patterson trying to conceal his wife’s failings? Could this be a source of
			conflict which had propelled Flora Patterson to take her own life?

		There was no doubt that Andrew Patterson was
			a very attractive and clearly very successful man: six foot two, athletic build, dark
			hair with just a sprinkling of grey at the temples, good teeth and very dark eyes. His
			shock and horror at his wife’s death seemed heartfelt, yet his lack of compassion
			towards his elder daughter was suspicious.

		There was only a year between Ben and
			Sophie, the two younger children, and they could easily have passed for twins, as they
			were so alike – both tall, slender, with their father’s glossy dark hair and eyes.
			As Markham hadn’t seen the mother, she assumed Eva must take after her, because
			she was much shorter, with blue eyes and light brown hair.

		Because Patterson interrupted her
			questioning several times, and also because Sophie kept rushing in and out of the room
			wailing and screeching, Markham took Eva into the sitting room to get the whole
			story.

		Distraught as she was, it was obvious Eva
			was a caring, level-headed girl. She managed to tell her story clearly and showed a
			protective anxiety for her younger siblings that was very laudable. While she
			wasn’t as strikingly beautiful as her younger sister, she had a sweet face and
			there was something about her that made Markham want to take her in her arms and cuddle
			her.

		Part of it was because she looked a bit prim
			and old-fashioned. Her hair was tied back at the nape of her neck, and her navy-blue
			suit, white shirt and plain court shoes were far too frumpy for a girl of almost
			twenty-one. Yet despite that, Markham felt she was more worldly than her appearance
			would suggest.

		Usually when Markham interviewed young girls
			after something horrific, they were unable to get beyond their own
			feelings. Eva related her irritation at the gates being closed, and her bewilderment
			that the back door was unlocked with no sign of her mother, just as any other girl
			would. She broke down several times too, becoming so upset when she described the moment
			when she found her mother that Markham felt she might have to halt the interview. But
			Eva visibly made the effort to pull herself together, and her real concern was not for
			herself but for what had driven her mother to do it. She was also desperate to go to
			comfort Sophie, who was by then hysterical.

		‘Would you say your parents’
			marriage was a happy one?’ Markham asked gently. The house was beautiful and
			luxurious and it was hard to imagine any woman not being happy there. But she knew from
			experience that appearances could be deceptive.

		Eva nodded tearfully. ‘I think so. But
			they were very different kinds of people. Dad’s very ordered and calm; he likes
			everything just so. Mum could be quite chaotic and disorganized.’

		‘Did you notice anything, even
			something quite small, that was different about her recently? Did she seem worried or
			nervy? Had she been ill?’

		‘Not really. She had seemed sort of
			distant for a while, but then she often had periods like that.’

		It was at that point Markham looked around
			and saw Patterson hovering by the doorway, listening. His expression wasn’t one of
			anxiety for Eva; it was more like he was checking on what she was saying. Markham not
			only wondered why that was important to him, but also why her colleagues hadn’t
			made sure he stayed in the kitchen with the other two children.

		There were no grounds to find Flora’s
			death suspicious. The way she was lying, the absence of any signs of a
			struggle and the knife dropped over the edge of the bath made it clear it was suicide.
			The fact she was wearing cream silk underwear and the stark note left in the bedroom,
			saying only ‘Forgive me’, suggested she had planned it in advance.

		Yet there had to be a reason why a woman who
			appeared to have everything – a beautiful home, three children and no financial worries
			– would choose to end her life. Debt, disgrace, terminal illness, an unbearable marriage
			or an illicit love affair were all possibilities, and perhaps something would come to
			light later. Yet Markham felt certain Andrew Patterson already knew the reason, or at
			least could guess at it, but he wasn’t the kind to reveal anything which might
			reflect badly on him.

		As for Eva, her total bewilderment proved
			she knew nothing. Markham could only hope the post mortem or the inquest might throw up
			some answers for all three children. To be left wondering why would be torture.

		Much later that evening, after
			Flora’s body had been taken away to the mortuary and the police had left, Eva sat
			at the kitchen table nursing a cup of tea that had long since grown cold. She felt
			completely numb.

		Ben was next to her in much the same state,
			still wearing his navy-blue school blazer, not speaking, his eyes red-rimmed and
			swollen, and now and again he reached out silently for her hand. Dad was across the
			table from them, grimly drinking whiskey and only uttering a few questioning words now
			and then which didn’t appear to need answers.

		Sophie was the only one who hadn’t
			kept still; she had paced around the kitchen, one minute sobbing loudly, the next
			angrily demanding to know why their mother had done this. When she got
			no real answer she would then flounce out of the room, picking up the telephone to cry
			to one of her friends.

		Eva looked at the clock at one point and
			felt surprised that it was only eleven thirty; it seemed to her that she’d been
			sitting here for a whole night. She wanted to go to her room, not to sleep – she doubted
			she’d be able to – but just to escape the atmosphere of brooding intensity that
			was pressing down on her.

		All the images of what had taken place
			earlier seemed confused now, and out of sequence. There had been so many policemen
			coming and going, so much noise and confusion. She recollected someone, she presumed it
			was a doctor, saying that Flora had been dead for around two hours when Eva found her.
			She wondered why she remembered that when everything else seemed a jumble.

		Dad had cried earlier. She went to him to
			try to comfort him, but he pushed her away, almost as if he held her responsible.
			Another horrible moment was when the men carried Mum’s body down the stairs on a
			stretcher. Sophie shrieked like a mad thing, saying they couldn’t take her away,
			and when Eva had tried to calm her down and explain that the police had to take her,
			Sophie accused her of not caring.

		WPC Markham had been very kind to her.
			She’d said people often said and did hurtful things at such times and she
			mustn’t take it to heart. Eva found it odd that much of the detail of what had
			happened earlier was fading; the only part that was still crystal clear in her mind was
			her mother’s white face above the bloody bathwater. That image played and replayed
			in her head over and over again.

		Was it true that the police had found a note
			which just said ‘Forgive me’?

		How could Mum say goodbye, kiss Dad and each
			of them that morning, then clean and tidy the house, yet go on to do
			that in the afternoon?

		Why? What could have been so terrible in her
			life that she couldn’t bear it a minute longer?

		Earlier she had heard Dad talking to one of
			the policemen. ‘I gave Flora everything she wanted,’ he said. ‘This
			house, holidays, she could buy what she liked and go where she liked. She loved her
			children. How could she do this to us?’

		‘There isn’t always an
			explanation for why people do this,’ the policeman had replied.

		But an explanation was needed; they were all
			distraught. If it was because Mum was terminally ill, if she’d gone mad or had
			huge debts she’d been hiding, that at least would make some kind of sense of
			it.

		Eva had never felt as helpless as she did
			now. As the eldest she had always been the one who acted as peacemaker in squabbles
			between Sophie and Ben. If they were in trouble with Mum or Dad she took their part. She
			wanted to try to comfort them both now, and to reassure them they would get through
			this. But she couldn’t; she didn’t have the words, or the will. Dad, Ben and
			Sophie – they all seemed like strangers, not her family.

		She had never known Dad be anything other
			than self-assured, calm and in charge in any situation. Her friends always said he
			looked like Pierce Brosnan, and was tasty for a middle-aged man, but to Eva he was just
			her dad, officious and controlling, lacking a sense of humour, but always reliable. He
			had never been demonstrative, nor was he the kind you could have a heart-to-heart talk
			with. Mum had often accused him of being emotionless.

		Yet now, watching him nursing yet another
			large glass of whiskey, a five o’clock shadow on his cheeks, muttering ‘forgive me’ over and over again, he bore no resemblance
			to the man who had always been so controlled and as steady as a rock.

		Sophie and Ben both took after him;
			Ben’s hair was as Dad’s had been – thick, dark and wavy, flopping over his
			eyes. At eighteen he was as skinny as a runner bean, and even though everyone told him
			he would fill out before long, he despaired of ever having the kind of muscular body
			some of his friends had.

		Sophie was seventeen, and very pretty – five
			foot nine, with fabulous shapely legs, glossy dark hair and a perfect size ten figure.
			Recently she’d decided she was going to become an actress. In moments of
			irritation Eva had retorted that she was already a drama queen.

		She certainly had been a drama queen
			tonight. Screaming, wailing, flouncing around saying she felt like killing herself, even
			when the police were still here. And she kept going over and over what had happened,
			almost as if she was in a feeding frenzy over the drama of it. She’d even gone
			into the sitting room and telephoned some of her school friends to tell them all about
			it.

		Eva felt Dad should have asserted himself
			then and told her she had no right to divulge such a personal thing, because by tomorrow
			it would be all over Cheltenham. But he didn’t seem to notice what Sophie was
			doing. Yet what upset Eva most was that her sister was only reacting to how this tragedy
			would affect her. ‘What will people think of me?’ Sophie had said, just
			before spreading the story even further.

		‘How could Mum be so selfish when I
			needed her to find out about drama colleges?’ she said later, seeming totally
			unaware of how self-centred that remark was.

		Eva loved Sophie, but she had always been a
			spoiled brat. Whatever she wanted, she got. At seven she wanted ballet lessons, and she’d only been going six months when she threw a tantrum because
			she wasn’t picked to be in a show. Dad tried to reason with her and explain she
			just wasn’t good enough yet, and that by next year she would be, but she
			wouldn’t see reason and refused to go to dancing any more.

		Next she wanted a pony, and she went on and
			on about it till she got Pepper. Within two months she was refusing to even feed her,
			let alone ride her. She said Pepper smelled.

		Eva had wanted a pony too, and she asked if
			she could look after Pepper. She’d never had riding lessons like Sophie because
			the lesson time on Saturdays coincided with activities Ben and Sophie went to, but she
			felt she could learn quite easily.

		‘I’m not throwing more good
			money after bad,’ Dad said in that voice he had when his mind was made up.
			‘I’m selling Pepper and that’s the end of it.’

		Eva could see Mum thought this was unfair.
			‘Give Eva a chance, she’s far more responsible than Sophie,’ she
			argued. ‘Besides, all three of them need to learn that caring for an animal should
			be taken very seriously.’

		Dad had just cast a scathing glance at
			Flora, as if he held her accountable for Sophie losing interest in the pony.
			‘I’ve made my decision. Pepper is going, and we’ll have no more talk
			about it.’

		To this day Eva could still remember the
			triumphant smirk on Sophie’s face. She didn’t want Pepper herself, but she
			didn’t want her elder sister to have him either.

		Eva wasn’t one for resurrecting past
			hurts but earlier, when Sophie had claimed that it was Eva’s fault their mother
			had killed herself, she’d nearly slapped her.

		‘How can it be my fault?’ she
			asked. ‘I’m the only one who ever helped her around the house. I never
			demanded anything of her.’

		‘You did! You’ve kept on about
			having a twenty-first birthday party,’ Sophie retorted.

		Eva’s birthday was the twenty-sixth of
			April – a little less than a month away – and she could hardly believe her sister would
			claim such a thing, as she’d barely mentioned it at all. She looked to Ben and her
			father for support. But they just sat there and said nothing.

		‘It was Dad who suggested I had
			one,’ Eva pointed out. ‘If you remember, I said I didn’t want a
			party.’

		‘You pressured Mum to get a marquee
			put up in the garden.’

		Eva had been incredulous at that.
			‘That was Mum’s suggestion. Tell her, Dad!’

		He didn’t answer, just gulped down the
			rest of his drink and filled the glass again.

		It was Ben who put an end to the argument.
			He banged his fist on the table and said it wasn’t decent to argue at such a
			time.

		He was right of course, and as much as Eva
			had wanted to point out that it was Sophie who hassled their mother every single day
			about something, she knew this wasn’t the time for it and had lapsed into
			silence.

		As the chiming clock in the sitting room
			struck midnight, Eva felt someone had to make a move. ‘We can’t make sense
			of anything sitting here,’ she said, getting up and looking to Ben and Sophie.
			‘Perhaps you two should try to get some rest too?’

		‘I’m not leaving Dad,’
			Sophie said, sticking out her lip. ‘He needs me.’

		Eva shrugged; their dad was in a world of
			his own, and she doubted he needed Sophie’s prattling and hysteria. ‘If any
			of you need me, you know where I am.’

		Up in her bedroom, Eva lay down on her bed and
			sobbed. She desperately needed someone to put their arms around her and tell her the
			misery she was feeling would go away in time. While she knew it was awful for everyone,
			she’d had the worst shock in finding Mum, and she’d been the one who had
			been questioned the most. So surely Dad could have put his own feelings to one side for
			a moment and thought of her? He’d cuddled Sophie and Ben, and even reminded them
			they still had him, but he’d ignored her.

		She really didn’t want to dwell on it
			now, but the truth was she was always the one who was ignored by Dad. Right back when
			she was only seven or eight years old, she had felt he cared only about Ben and Sophie
			and she was virtually invisible. Even Granny and Grandpa, his parents, had been the
			same. They talked to her, bought her presents, and yet the two little ones got the
			lion’s share of their attention.

		Mostly she thought it was because she
			wasn’t pretty like Sophie, or clever like Ben. Sophie demanded a centre-stage
			position and always got it; Ben charmed people and made them laugh.

		Maybe that was why she became rebellious at
			fourteen. She truanted from school, hung around with rough kids from the council estate,
			and allowed herself to be led into trouble and to dress like a goth. While she knew she
			was alienating herself from her parents, at least outside the home she felt she was
			somebody; she was even admired by her new friends because she didn’t act like the
			‘posh’ girls they knew.

		Unfortunately, when she left school her
			appearance made things very difficult for her. The only work she could get was in
			fast-food outlets, and that incensed her parents even more.

		A horrible incident when she was nearly
			eighteen had finally brought her to her senses. Yet even though she had admitted to her
			mother then that she was ashamed of how she had been, Dad never praised
			her for changing her ways. Even when she got her present, good job in the mail-order
			company, dropped the goth look, let the black and purple dye in her hair grow out and
			wore suits and smart dresses, he still acted as though she was an embarrassment.

		Recently she’d been promoted to Head
			of Customer Services, with a big pay rise, but Dad hadn’t once asked what the job
			entailed, or shown an interest in the people she worked with.

		As for the twenty-first birthday party, she
			had never wanted one. The people she would have liked to celebrate with were the ones
			she worked with, and they would be uncomfortable at the kind of posh show-off do Mum and
			Dad wanted.

		What would happen to the family now? She
			couldn’t imagine how they could hold together without Mum. She might have been
			erratic, disorganized and given to being distant sometimes, but she had been the hub of
			all their lives.

		Was she severely depressed, and none of them
			had ever realized?

		Eva didn’t know very much about
			depression, but she had read in a magazine that artistic and sensitive people tended to
			be more prone to it. Flora was artistic: she’d been at art school when she was
			young, and Eva remembered her drawing pictures for all three of them when they were
			small, making lovely Christmas decorations and cards, and she was always called upon to
			design posters for school events. Even her vintage clothes were part of that. Could she
			have become depressed because she had no outlet for that side of her personality?

		It occurred to Eva then that she really
			didn’t know anything much about her mother. Flora rarely spoke about her youth –
			what ambitions she’d had, who her friends were – or even how she
			felt about anything. Eva knew plenty of trivial stuff – that she’d rather have a
			bar of Cadbury’s chocolate than a posh box of chocolates, or that green was her
			favourite colour and peonies her favourite flowers – but not serious stuff like what
			made her really angry, or what her worst fear was.

		But now she came to think about it,
			they’d never really talked, not the way Eva talked to other women at work. They
			told Eva stories about when they were young, about their families, and sometimes they
			spoke about the mistakes they’d made along the way. Each little confidence brought
			them closer as friends, but Mum never opened up about anything. It was as if she held up
			an invisible shield to stop anyone getting close.

		It was clear enough that something, or
			someone, had caused her to be so unhappy that she had been pushed over the edge.

		But such things didn’t erupt out of
			nowhere in one day. So why didn’t she tell anyone what was wrong?

	
		
Chapter Two

		Olive Oakley rested her head in her hands,
			so stunned by the phone call from Eva Patterson that she wasn’t even sure
			she’d managed to offer her sympathy and support.

		Olive was a partner in Oakley and Smithson,
			a fast-expanding mail-order fashion company, and Eva was one of her most promising
			employees. A statuesque and glamorous blonde in her forties, Olive had worked her way up
			in the rag trade, from machinist to running her own company, by sheer tenacity and force
			of personality. Someone in the trade once described her as ‘the kind of woman who
			would eat her own young’. That had amused her; she had retorted that was why
			she’d never had any children.

		Yet however hard-headed she usually was, she
			had a real soft spot for young Eva. The girl acted like she was tough, but Olive knew
			that was the armour she hid behind, and underneath she was very vulnerable and unsure of
			herself. Nothing could be much worse than being the first on the scene of a suicide. And
			if it was your own mother it was hard to imagine how anyone could recover from such a
			trauma.

		It was nearly three years ago that Eva had
			arrived here for an interview, yet Olive remembered it as if it was yesterday.

		On her way to her office to prepare for the
			interviews she was holding that day, she had glanced at the three girls waiting in
			reception and was appalled to see that one of them was a gothic horror. She had thick
			black eye make-up, black and purple hair like a rat’s nest, and was wearing a long
			scruffy black dress and Doc Marten boots.

		Up in the office she looked at all the
			girls’ application forms and decided, based on where each of them lived and the
			school they’d been to, that the horror was Sharon Oates.

		She decided she would interview the other
			two, then tell Sharon the position was filled.

		On paper the one called Eva Patterson looked
			ideal. Good handwriting, school and address, she could type, and she’d had work
			experience in telephone sales. It was a little worrying that the only real jobs
			she’d had were in fast-food outlets, but at least that proved she had a work
			ethic. She also liked the fact that the girl listed her interests as reading, fashion
			and sewing.

		She buzzed through to reception and asked
			that Eva Patterson be sent in. To her utter dismay, the girl who came in was the
			goth.

		There was nothing for it but to carry on
			with the interview.

		Yet despite the way the girl looked, she had
			good manners. She held out her hand and said, ‘Good morning, Miss Oakley. I had a
			look at your catalogue while I was waiting and the clothes you sell are gorgeous. I
			really want to work here.’

		It was even more astounding that such a nice
			voice came out of such a fright. It was well modulated, clear and with a sparkle to it –
			all important attributes for someone wanting to work in telephone sales. So she shook
			the proffered hand, and asked her to sit down.

		She began the interview by asking why Eva
			had had so many previous jobs.

		‘Because they were all awful places. I
			don’t even like eating that kind of food, let alone serving it,’ she said
			candidly. ‘I kept moving on, hoping the next place would be better, but they never
			were.’

		‘But you got five Bs in your GCSEs.
			Couldn’t you have aimed higher?’ Olive asked.

		‘I got into the mindset that it was all I
			could do,’ she replied and hung her head. ‘And I thought having any kind of
			job was better than no job.’

		‘So what finally made you lift your
			sights a little higher and apply for this job?’ Olive asked with a touch of
			sarcasm.

		The girl blushed, visible even through her
			ghastly thick make-up. ‘Because I suddenly saw how low I was sinking, and I was
			determined to change my life.’

		All at once Olive sensed the girl
			wasn’t talking about just the jobs she’d had, but something more. ‘Was
			this getting in with the wrong crowd by any chance?’ she asked.

		The girl lifted her head and there was a
			spark of defiance in her blue eyes. ‘Yes, it was. I was a fool. I let them lead me
			around by the nose because I was desperate to have some friends.’

		‘And now?’

		‘I woke up and realized they
			weren’t real friends, and if I carried on the way I was going, before long there
			would be much worse coming to me. I want to turn over a new leaf, to get a job I could
			love and make something of myself.’

		Olive had interviewed dozens of people over
			the last ten years but she’d never met any other interviewee who was so frank.
			‘What do your parents think of this idea?’

		‘I haven’t told them about
			it,’ she said. ‘I thought action would speak louder than words. Besides,
			I’m doing this for me, and if it does turn out that it makes them proud of me,
			then that will be a bonus.’

		Olive was reminded of herself at eighteen.
			She’d been in one sort of trouble or another since she was thirteen, choosing the
			roughest people in the neighbourhood to pal up with as a protest against parents who
			ignored her. But the more trouble she got into, the more alienated she became. Finally
			they threw her out, and but for her aunt who believed there was good in
			her and took her in, she could well have ended up in prison.

		She had a strong feeling that Eva was in
			much the same place.

		‘If I was to give you this job,’
			she said cautiously, ‘would you turn up on the first day in normal clothes,
			without all that hideous gunk on your face, and with your hair neatly
			brushed?’

		She waited, expecting some sort of
			protest.

		But Eva surprised her. ‘Yes, I would.
			You see, when I was waiting downstairs and I saw some of the other girls who work here,
			I had a bet with myself that you wouldn’t even interview me because of the way I
			look. But you did, and you have looked and sounded interested in me. I appreciate that.
			Besides, if I’m going to turn over a new leaf, I need a new image too.’

		Olive wanted to laugh, but she suppressed
			it. The girl had spirit, and she liked her straight talking.

		‘A month’s trial then,’
			she said. ‘I do demand a smart appearance, good time-keeping, and politeness and
			attentiveness to all the customers. Be here at nine sharp on Monday morning.’

		Eva arrived ten minutes early in a neat
			black suit and white blouse. Her hair had been trimmed, the purple tinge toned down, and
			her only make-up was a little mascara and lipstick. For a moment or two Olive
			hadn’t recognized her as the same girl.

		That was nearly three years ago, and Eva had
			never let her down.

		Olive had started her mail-order business
			ten years earlier in the back room of a dress shop in Cheltenham. Back then she’d
			sold a limited range of fashionable clothes in larger sizes. Such was
			the demand for her clothes that she soon had to expand. Now she employed twenty people
			here in a small industrial park just outside Cheltenham, and they used a factory in
			Wales to make up their own designs.

		Olive knew her success was mainly due to
			excellent customer relations. Satisfied customers recommended their friends, so she
			always had to be certain her employees understood this.

		Eva grasped it immediately. She had only
			been working for the company for about six weeks when Olive observed her jotting things
			down in a notebook after some of the telephone calls. When asked about it she said she
			made a note of the reasons a garment was being returned. If several people had said it
			was larger or smaller than standard, or if a colour wasn’t quite true to the
			catalogue colour, she advised customers of this.

		Olive was impressed, and when she found
			there were fewer returns from orders Eva had taken, saving the company money, she
			implemented a policy that all new lines should be checked for size and colour. This
			information was now given to all the staff manning the phones.

		Eva was also excellent at dealing with
			difficult customers; she could smooth ruffled feathers, charm the irate and was always
			diligent in sorting out their problems. As she was also well liked by all the staff,
			Olive had recently promoted her to be in charge of customer services.

		But it wasn’t Eva’s value to the
			company that Olive was thinking of now; she was concerned about what the tragedy would
			do to her protégée. She was likely to be like a ship without a rudder. Drugs, drink,
			promiscuous behaviour and dropping out of work were all traps she could fall into.

		Olive wished she’d been able to
			vocalize her concern better over the phone. She had expressed her shock, and said that Eva could take as much time off as she needed, but that
			wasn’t quite the same as asking if she had someone to talk it over with or
			offering a shoulder to cry on.

		Olive could only guess at what the girl was
			going through. Her father, brother and sister would all be in pieces, and Eva was far
			too young and distraught herself to be able to cope with everyone else’s grief.
			She just hoped that Eva wouldn’t start thinking she was in some way to blame.

		The phone call from Eva had come on Monday
			morning, and Olive didn’t expect her to ring again until the following week. But
			on Thursday morning of the same week, Olive arrived at work to find Eva waiting for her
			in the car park.

		She looked as if all the stuffing had been
			knocked out of her; her shoulders were hunched and she was very pale. She was wearing a
			black trouser suit, one of the company’s best lines, and a pink print blouse
			underneath it. Olive assumed she’d called round to give her some idea of how long
			she would be off work, but wondered why she felt she needed to dress so smartly for
			that.

		‘You didn’t need to come
			in,’ she said. ‘You can take as much time off as you need. But how is it at
			home?’

		‘Awful,’ Eva replied. ‘I
			wondered if it would be alright to come back to work?’

		Olive noted the dark circles beneath her
			eyes and knew she hadn’t been sleeping.

		‘Are you sure you want to do that?
			Don’t worry about losing money, I will make sure you get paid.’

		‘It’s not about the money. I
			just can’t make it any better for my dad or my brother and sister by being there,
			and at least here I feel useful.’ Eva’s voice shook, as if she was
			struggling not to cry.

		‘Come and sit down here.’ Olive led
			her to a bench. ‘Tell me all about it?’

		‘Dad’s brooding and
			drinking,’ she admitted. ‘Sophie keeps having hysterics. As for Ben,
			he’s just terribly sad and bewildered. I don’t know what to say to them, or
			what to do.’ She looked at Olive with haunted eyes. ‘Our doctor called round
			on Monday morning, and I confided in him about it. He said it’s often like that
			until after the funeral. That’s been arranged for next Wednesday, to allow time
			for the post mortem to be done. There will be an inquest too. But I think that will be
			much later.’

		Olive took Eva’s hand and rubbed it
			between hers. ‘I sensed three years ago that things weren’t great for you at
			home. But you’ve been so happy since you’ve been here, I supposed things had
			got better. But had they?’ she asked.

		Eva’s eyes filled with tears.
			‘They had in some ways. Mum and Dad used to always be on at me, but that got
			better when I stopped going out all the time like I used to, and because I dropped the
			goth thing. I crept around Mum, doing chores and stuff, so that kept the peace too. But
			it still wasn’t great. I often felt I was a disappointment to them.’

		Olive sighed. ‘How could anyone be
			disappointed in you?’ she said, and she put her arms around the girl and hugged
			her to her. ‘You are bright, funny, hard-working and you get on with everyone.
			I’m very glad I took you on. You’ve certainly never disappointed
			me.’

		Perhaps it was because Eva hadn’t
			expected to be hugged or praised that she burst into tears. Normally Olive
			couldn’t cope with emotional scenes, but her heart went out to Eva and she held
			her and let her cry. ‘I meant it,’ she said. ‘One of the nicest things
			about you is that you are completely unaware that you have a great many special
			qualities.’

		‘I’m so sorry to burden you with
			this,’ Eva sobbed out, desperately trying to pull herself
			together. ‘You’ll think I’m not fit to be at work now.’

		‘I’d rather you were here crying
			than doing it somewhere all on your own,’ Olive said.

		‘It’s just that at home Sophie
			and Dad are making me feel it’s my fault,’ she said, sniffing back her
			tears. ‘Dad hasn’t once put his arms around me or said how awful it must
			have been for me to find her. It’s like I don’t count for anything. Why did
			she do it, Olive? She had everything any woman could want.’

		Olive had driven past their house on several
			occasions and looked at it with envy.

		‘I don’t know, darling,’
			she said. ‘Maybe something will come up in the post mortem to explain it. But even
			if it doesn’t, you mustn’t think you are in any way responsible. People do
			irrational things sometimes and there isn’t always a good reason. But as for your
			dad and your sister, I dare say they are just confused and angry, I believe that’s
			a common reaction to suicide. But if you need someone to talk to, I’m
			here.’

		Eva got up from the bench and attempted a
			watery smile. ‘Thank you for the advice and the kindness. I’ll remember them
			both. But there’s work to be done.’

		Olive was impressed that, as bad as Eva was
			feeling, she had kept her dignity and remembered that this was her boss she was talking
			to, not an aunt or a friend she expected to be able to lean on. So she handed her a
			tissue and patted her on the shoulder. ‘Now go and wash your face, put on some
			lippy, and get yourself a cup of coffee. Let someone else deal with the difficult
			customers for the time being. And when you need more time off, let me know. You will get
			through this.’

		Later that morning Olive watched Eva talking
			to a customer on the phone, and she marvelled at the girl’s ability to put aside her own troubles and do her job properly. She was very
			tempted to phone Mr Patterson and remind him his eldest child needed some support from
			him. But of course it wasn’t her place to interfere.

		That evening as Eva drove home she felt a
			little better for a day at work. It had made her believe she could get through this, and
			that the sun would shine again before long.

		From her first day with the company,
			she’d loved it. It was only twenty minutes’ drive from home, a modern, light
			and airy two-storey building in pleasant surroundings, and the other staff were all
			warm, jolly people. Her parents had never taken any interest in her work; they never
			even looked at the firm’s catalogue, and the implication had always been that it
			was a dead-end job. But it hadn’t bothered Eva too much because she was happy
			there.

		She realized Olive must have told the staff
			what had happened because they all said how sorry they were. But no one had asked how
			she felt, and she’d been very glad of that. She didn’t really know how she
			felt, or even how she should feel. Was there a proper way to feel about your
			mother’s death?

		The horror of the scene in the bathroom was
			as sharp now as it had been when she found her mother. She suspected it was going to
			haunt her for ever. Yet she hadn’t really cried about it – well, except this
			morning with Olive. Perhaps that was because she was angry at what had been done to the
			family. But there was also bewilderment, and anxiety that she may have unwittingly done
			or said something that had pushed her mother over the edge. But she didn’t feel
			grief as such, at least not the way she’d read about it in magazines. Was that
			because her emotions were frozen by shock?

		She had asked the doctor about grief on that
			morning when he called round. She was expecting to find she was abnormal in being relatively calm and being able to do normal chores. His response was that
			grief affected people in many different ways. Drinking and staring into space, like her
			father was doing, was one way. Ben’s silence was another, and Sophie’s
			hysterical outbursts still another. That made Eva feel ashamed that she believed her
			sister was just milking it for attention, and she resolved to be kinder to her. The
			doctor had added that some people went into denial and acted as if nothing had happened
			for a while, but it usually caught up with them sooner or later. Eva didn’t seem
			to fit into any of those camps, and she wondered if she could ask Olive her views on
			it.

		But her overriding distress was the way her
			dad was treating her. He had never been a warm person; Mum had often said that he lacked
			empathy. But to all intents and purposes Eva could have been an uninvolved lodger. The
			day after it happened he had gone to both Sophie and Ben’s rooms to talk to them.
			As she passed the doors she saw him cuddling them and telling them that it would get a
			little easier every day. But he’d barely said a word to her.

		As she drove home she decided that tonight
			she was going to make him talk to her. If he had some issue with her, she wanted to know
			about it. He was not going to shut her out; she didn’t deserve that.

		Eva sighed as she saw the state of the
			kitchen. She had cleaned it up the previous night but now it was strewn from end to end
			with dirty dishes, saucepans, food packets and tins. It was almost laughable that the
			rest of the family were all at home because they were grief-stricken, yet they could
			still stuff their faces with food.

		Music was coming from upstairs, and when she
			looked in the sitting room there was more mess there – cups, empty Coke cans, plates and
			crisp packets.

		Wearily she went upstairs and found Sophie
			wearing her dressing gown, sitting on her bedroom floor drying her hair
			and listening to a Madonna cassette blaring out. ‘I see you found your appetite
			again,’ she said. ‘Would it be too much to expect for you to tidy up after
			yourself?’

		Sophie switched off the hair dryer, looking
			contemptuously at her elder sister standing in the doorway. ‘I suppose you think
			you’re in charge now?’ she shouted over the music.

		Eva went into the room and turned the music
			off. ‘Someone has to act responsibly,’ she said. ‘Where’s
			Dad?’

		‘Dunno,’ Sophie said sullenly.
			‘He went out around two. He said something about making arrangements.’

		‘And Ben?’

		‘He’s in his room.’

		‘I am not the enemy, neither am I the
			housekeeper, and we’ve all got to pull together now to get through this. Now come
			downstairs and help me clear up.’

		‘I can’t, I’m getting
			ready to go out,’ Sophie retorted.

		‘Going out where?’

		‘Meeting my friends, if you must
			know.’

		‘Do you think it’s appropriate
			to go out at such a time?’ Eva asked.

		‘You’ve been to work!’
			Sophie sounded indignant now.

		‘That’s different, and you know
			it,’ Eva knelt down on the floor beside her sister. On Sophie’s bed a short
			red ra-ra skirt and a skimpy top were laid out. ‘Just look at how that would seem
			to people, you gadding off dressed up for a night out so soon after –’ She broke
			off, unable to actually say, ‘Mum’s death.’

		‘Did Mum think of our feelings? Does
			she deserve any respect?’

		There was such hurt in Sophie’s voice
			that Eva took her hand and held it between both of hers. ‘No, she didn’t
			consider our feelings and that makes me as sad as it does you. But we
			have to behave in the right way, to try to keep some semblance of dignity.’

		‘She’s ruined my life,’
			Sophie pouted. ‘Everyone is talking about it. I hate her now. She was a selfish
			cow.’

		Eva wriggled nearer her sister and drew her
			into her arms. It was tempting to point out that people only knew about it because
			Sophie had told them but, as irritating as her sister could be, she was only seventeen
			and she hadn’t stopped to think before she spread the story around.

		‘Yes, she was selfish, and I
			don’t understand it any more than you,’ Eva said, smoothing back the younger
			girl’s dark hair from her face. ‘But don’t say you hate her; she may
			not have been able to help herself. We might find out that she had a good reason, and
			then you’ll feel terrible that you said such a thing. You’ve still got me,
			and Ben and Dad. I’ll cook us some dinner and maybe we can all talk about stuff,
			decide what we’re going to do.’

		Sophie clung on to her, crying softly.
			‘Didn’t she care about us?’ she said brokenly.

		‘Of course she did,’ Eva said
			soothingly. ‘I’ve heard that sometimes the verdict at inquests is that they
			“took their life while the balance of their mind was disturbed”.
			That’s like being crazy for a short while. It doesn’t mean she
			couldn’t bear us any more. Her note said “Forgive me”. I think we
			should.’

		‘You’d forgive anybody for
			anything,’ Sophie said. But for once there was no scorn in her voice.

		‘I won’t forgive you if I come
			home tomorrow night and find such a mess,’ Eva said teasingly. ‘Now finish
			drying your hair and come and help me get the dinner.’

		Eva was just mashing the potatoes when her
			father came in. She was pleased to see he looked the way he used to before this happened, in a navy-blue suit with striped shirt and tie, no
			stubble and his hair combed.

		‘Did you go to the office
			today?’ she asked.

		‘Fleetingly,’ he said.
			‘Amongst other more pressing things.’

		His curt tone made her wary. She decided not
			to comment on his appearance.

		‘I’ve made sausages and
			mash,’ she said. ‘I hope that’s OK. I’ll need to do some food
			shopping tomorrow. Would you like a cup of tea?’

		He didn’t reply and walked through the
			kitchen to the sitting room. She heard him pouring himself a drink.

		A few minutes later she heard him pour more
			into the glass. She looked at Sophie, who was laying the table; Sophie shrugged, as if
			to say, ‘Here we go again.’

		‘Will you go and tell Ben that
			dinner’s ready, please?’ Eva asked her.

		Ben came down with Sophie, and Dad came back
			into the kitchen. He’d taken off his jacket and tie, and his glass was filled to
			the brim with whiskey. He sat down at the table and Eva dished up the food.

		Nothing was said by anyone for some little
			time. Ben and Sophie were eating eagerly, but Dad only took a few mouthfuls of his
			dinner between gulps of whiskey.

		Suddenly he put down his knife and fork and
			looked pointedly at Eva. ‘Can you tell me why your mother would leave you her
			studio?’

		‘Studio?’ she asked, frowning in
			puzzlement.

		‘Don’t play the innocent,’
			he said sharply.

		‘I don’t know what you are
			talking about,’ she said truthfully. ‘Please explain, Dad. And don’t
			be nasty, I’ve done nothing to deserve that.’

		‘You’ve done nothing to deserve
			being left a studio in central London that must be worth a small fortune, that’s
			for sure.’

		Eva’s mouth dropped open. Ben and Sophie
			looked equally shocked.

		‘I really don’t know anything
			about any studio. Are you saying Mum owned this?’

		‘Well, of course I am,’ he
			snapped. ‘She lived there with you before we got married.’

		Eva could only stare at him in
			consternation. Instinct and the spiteful look in his eyes told her he was out to hurt
			her. A cold shudder went down her spine.

		‘You mean, you, Mum and me?’

		He sneered at her. ‘Your mother was
			living there with you when I met her.’

		She understood the implication in what
			he’d said, but she couldn’t really believe it was true. Or that he was cruel
			enough to say such a thing just because he was angry.

		‘I thought I was born a year after you
			married,’ she said in a small voice.

		‘That’s just what your mother
			wanted everyone to believe. She never did like the truth too much.’

		Eva looked into his dark eyes and saw utter
			contempt for her. She had a gut feeling he’d been waiting a long time to drop this
			bombshell.

		‘Loads of people have a baby before
			getting married.’ Ben spoke out defensively, clearly not really grasping what his
			father meant. ‘Don’t be mean to Eva, Dad. It’s not her
			fault.’

		‘It is her fault. I know she
			was in cahoots with Flora over the studio.’

		Eva was shocked and bewildered. She knew
			nothing about a studio, and she couldn’t imagine why her dad believed she did.

		‘Dad, if Mum had a studio, I promise
			you I knew nothing about it. Are you saying she’s left a will with this
			in?’

		‘Yes, I bloody well am,’ he
			said, his voice rising. ‘I went to see the solicitor this
			afternoon. It was bad enough having to explain to him about Flora, but then I found
			she’d betrayed me. We wrote wills years ago, both of us leaving everything to the
			surviving partner. But the sneaky bitch had another one drawn up for herself, and in it
			she’s not only left that studio to you, but she also left her half of this house
			to Sophie and Ben. That means I can’t even bloody well sell it and move on if I
			want to.’

		All three siblings looked at each other
			anxiously. None of them really understood legal matters, but the fact that their
			normally calm father was so angry told them this was something really serious.

		Sophie broke the silence first. ‘Does
			that mean we have to leave here?’

		‘Of course it doesn’t,’
			Ben said, reaching out to pat his sister’s shoulder.

		‘I’ve worked my socks off for
			this house,’ Dad raged, growing flushed in the face. ‘Your mother wanted for
			nothing, and never did a day’s work. I even took her kid on and brought her up as
			my own. This is how she repays me. I can’t even claim on the life insurance
			because she topped herself.’

		Only one line of that bitter tirade really
			registered with Eva: I even took her kid on and brought her up as my own.

		‘Are you saying I’m not your
			daughter?’ she asked in a shaky voice, hoping against hope he’d only said it
			in the heat of the moment.

		‘Are you stupid along with being
			conniving? Of course you bloody well aren’t,’ he said, taking a long swig of
			his whiskey. Then, putting the glass down, he glared at her balefully. ‘Anyone
			with only three brain cells would’ve worked that out years ago.’

		Suddenly the reason she looked so different
			from her brother and sister was clear. It had been commented on by other people, but Mum had said Eva took after her side of the family.

		The enormity of it, and to be told in such a
			spiteful way, felled Eva. All she could do was flee, running out of the kitchen into the
			courtyard and then on down the drive and out into the road beyond.

		Her mother had gone and now she was just a
			worthless stepchild, only there on sufferance.

		She kept on running until she came to
			fields. Seeing a farm gate, she climbed over it and slumped down on to the grass behind
			the hedge, crying her heart out.

		Earlier, she’d told Sophie they should
			forgive their mother. But how could she forgive this? How many times had they looked
			through photo albums together? Always Mum had said stuff like, ‘Look at you,
			Daddy’s girl,’ when she was in his arms or on his lap. Taking her first few
			steps, or on a climbing frame or riding a tricycle, Dad was almost always there with
			her. In later pictures, when Ben and then Sophie had arrived, it was still the same.
			Maybe she was now too big to be in his arms – the new baby had that place – but they
			were happy family pictures, and she looked as right in them as the other two did.

		She had often asked why Sophie and Ben were
			taller, darker and thinner than she was. But Mum always said that was how it was in
			families sometimes. Perhaps that was true, but by the time she was six or seven she was
			old enough to be told she had a different father.

		Eva really didn’t know anything about
			a studio. She knew from old photographs that they lived somewhere else before Ben was
			born, but Mum had never said where it was, just as she’d never said anything much
			about her own childhood, or her parents.

		Eva had asked her about them once. Granny,
			Dad’s mum, was ill in hospital, and though Eva was only nine she
			sensed Granny was going to die soon by the way Mum and Dad talked. By then she knew most
			children had two sets of grandparents, and she asked where her other set were.

		‘They died before you were
			born,’ Mum said. ‘They lived in Cornwall.’

		That was it really. Scanty information
			which, if today’s revelations were anything to go by, might not even be the truth.
			All she really knew for sure about her mother was that she had gone to art college in
			London during the 1960s. There was one of her paintings in the sitting room – a view of
			a beach which Mum said was in Cornwall. Perhaps it was close to where she had lived as a
			child, but she never said.

		It had been dusk when Eva went into the
			field, but now it was pitch dark. She only moved because her teeth were chattering with
			the cold; she didn’t want to go home, but she had no money on her. And in just the
			sweatshirt and jeans she’d changed into before she cooked the tea, she’d be
			frozen stiff by morning. She hoped that Dad would apologize and talk to her about things
			in an adult way. But she didn’t hold out much hope of that.

		She had only walked about a hundred yards
			when she saw headlights coming towards her, and as it got closer she recognized the car
			as hers. Ben was driving it. He’d passed his driving test a short while ago, but
			he wasn’t insured to drive. Spotting her, he did a U-turn in the road, and jumped
			out.

		‘Where have you been? I’ve
			searched all over for you,’ he said frantically. ‘I’ve been so
			worried. Dad was horrible, I’m ashamed of him.’

		Ben had always been sensitive and caring
			about others, and Eva was so touched by his anxiety for her. She felt she had to make it
			better for him. ‘Yes, he was horrible. But I suppose he’s
			hurting and needed to lash out at someone. I just wish it hadn’t been
			me.’

		‘I shouted at him and said he should
			be ashamed of himself.’ Ben put his arm around her awkwardly. ‘I said if he
			felt he had to tell you, then he should’ve picked a better time.’

		‘Did you and Sophie know all
			along?’

		‘Of course we didn’t. It was as
			much of a shock to us as it was to you. But as far as I’m concerned, nothing will
			change between us. You’re still my sister,’ he said as he wiped his damp
			eyes with the back of his hand.

		‘Thank you, Ben, that means a
			lot,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do now, though.
			I think it would be better if I moved out. But I really don’t know anything about
			this studio. Do you?’

		Ben shook his head. ‘Nothing at all.
			But if it helps, I think Dad was ashamed when you ran out. He said he’d been
			telling Mum for years she should tell you the truth. Sophie said he was cruel too. She
			said it was bad enough losing Mum and she didn’t want to lose you too.’

		‘Did she?’

		‘Yes, she did, and she meant it. But
			come on home now, you’re like a block of ice.’

		Eva got into the car, and as they drove she
			told him what she’d been thinking while she was in the field. ‘What else is
			there we don’t know about? It’s scary, thinking you know someone well and
			then you find out you don’t know anything.’

		‘I wish I’d never found out Dad
			could be like that,’ Ben said tartly. ‘It’s as if everything we
			believed in has collapsed. I’d better warn you that Sophie is freaking out again
			too. She thinks Dad wants to move away. She’s an imbecile sometimes; Dad never
			said he wanted to sell the house, only that he couldn’t. He isn’t going to
			dump us.’

		‘It looks like he wants to dump
			me,’ Eva said glumly. ‘We haven’t even got through the funeral yet. I
			dread to think what else will come out of the woodwork then.’

	
		
Chapter Three

		On the morning of the funeral Eva woke to
			the sound of heavy rain.

		She got up and went to the window. Her room
			looked out over the garden wall on to the estate of new houses. She could see that the
			patio on the nearest one was awash.

		The last few days had been really
			spring-like with warm sun, and she’d hoped it would remain that way for the
			funeral. Now the thirty or more people coming back here afterwards would have to be
			indoors; the house was big enough for that, but it would have been less stressful if
			some of them could have been out in the courtyard.

		Flora’s post mortem had shown she had
			no medical problems. Eva had been hoping against hope there would be something, as at
			least that would make sense of why her mother chose to end her life. If there was
			another man in her life, that hadn’t come to light either. But then Eva had known
			that was never a possibility because Flora rarely went out on her own. She was always at
			home.

		Her death had been the most terrible thing.
			Just thinking about it made Eva’s chest so tight she could hardly breathe, and she
			wondered how she would ever get over it. Then for Andrew to tell her he wasn’t her
			father in such a nasty way had crushed her even more. He had made an apology of sorts
			the following night, his excuse being that he was upset and had drunk too much. But
			however much she wished she could forgive him, she found herself running his words over
				and over in her head, just as she was constantly dwelling on how
			she’d found her mother.

		She had never had the kind of affectionate,
			jovial relationship with him that she’d observed other people seemed to have with
			their fathers. He had always been stern and critical, and had never invited any kind of
			confidences. Her mother had often rolled her eyes at his lack of compassion and sense of
			humour and told Eva that she must make sure before she got married that her man had both
			those important qualities.

		It was funny how she kept recalling similar
			remarks her mother had made. Had she been trying to tell her that the marriage
			wasn’t a happy one?

		Yet Eva felt Andrew was being honest when he
			insisted he’d tried to make Flora tell her the truth for years. He said he had
			been afraid that if she ever asked for her birth certificate, she would see her
			mother’s maiden name Foyle was on it, and a gap left where her father’s name
			should have been. He said Flora had always promised she would tell Eva the truth at an
			appropriate time.

		‘Each time you reached a milestone –
			your sixteenth birthday, then your eighteenth – I insisted she told you,’ he said.
			‘But she always said, “Not now. I’ll know when the time is
			right.” But I was always afraid that you would need your birth certificate at some
			stage. Do you remember just before Christmas when you said you’d like money for
			your twenty-first, rather than a party, because you wanted to go to Thailand with a
			friend at work? Well, that made Flora panic; she thought you’d need a visa, and
			for that you have to produce a birth certificate.’

		Eva did remember talking about wanting to go
			to Thailand. She also remembered that her mother got very uptight about
			it. She even said it was selfish to go away with a friend rather than have a nice family
			party they could all enjoy.

		‘You aren’t trying to say that
			was the reason she killed herself?’ she asked him incredulously.

		He was looking at her accusingly.
			‘Well, I think it certainly played its part,’ he said. ‘She was
			terrified of how you would react.’

		‘Then why didn’t you take over
			and tell me yourself?’ she snapped at him. ‘And don’t you dare say
			that it was because you were afraid to, because you didn’t have any problem
			spitting it out the minute she was dead!’

		‘Oh grow up, Eva,’ he said
			scornfully. ‘You know the truth now, so deal with it.’

		That cold dismissive response was like a
			knife through her heart. She was certain that any other man who had brought up a child
			as his own from babyhood would have reassured her that he’d always loved her, even
			if she wasn’t his biological daughter. But she didn’t have the words to say
			how deeply wounded she felt, and she was also certain that even if she did, it
			wouldn’t make any difference to him.

		‘I suppose you don’t want me in
			the house any more then?’ she said in an attempt to get him to say he still had
			some feelings for her.

		‘I certainly think it would be best if
			you moved out after the funeral,’ he replied, turning away from her as if he
			couldn’t bear to look at her. ‘After all, you do have a place to go to
			now.’

		Since that night she’d stopped calling
			him Dad. The word stuck in her throat.

		It had been very tempting to leave the house
			immediately. She had a little money saved – enough to stay in a bed and breakfast for a few weeks – but she didn’t go, because of Ben and Sophie. They
			were bewildered and hurting, and right now they needed her.

		A few days ago Andrew had gone out to dinner
			with a colleague straight from work. Eva made spaghetti Bolognese for Ben, Sophie and
			herself, and Sophie began talking about the dressing-up clothes they used to keep in one
			of the rooms in the attic.

		‘I used to think it was magic that
			there was always something different and new in there,’ she said. ‘Remember,
			Eva, when we found the two princesses’ dresses?’

		Eva did remember; she was about eleven, and
			Sophie eight. They had gone up to the attic to play and the two dresses were hanging up
			– one gold to fit Sophie, and a midnight-blue one for her. Eva knew Mum had made them
			because she’d seen her come back from the market with the satin, and Mum had put
			her finger to her lips when Eva asked what it was for. But she hadn’t seen the
			finished dresses before. And they were marvellous, each with a train and an Alice band
			headdress decorated with jewels to go with them. There was a purple cloak for Ben
			too.

		‘She was so good at making us
			surprises,’ Ben said wistfully. ‘We played in those outfits so much.
			Remember the play you wrote for us, Eva? You made us rehearse it nearly every day before
			we put it on for Mum and Dad.’

		Eva laughed. ‘The two princesses were
			competing for the hand in marriage of the prince. Sophie and I had to do all kinds of
			tasks to show how accomplished we were.’

		Ben laughed then. ‘And I had to do
			quick changes to be your servant and test your skills. All I really wanted to do was
			strut around in the cloak being the prince.’

		‘Mum clapped so hard when we finally
			performed it for her and Dad,’ Sophie said with a thoughtful smile. ‘She was
				the best actress, she made out she had no idea what we’d been
			doing up in the attic for weeks.’

		‘We used to have a lot of fun playing
			together,’ Ben said wistfully. ‘She once said to me, “Stick close to
			your sisters as you grow older, Ben. You three will need each other when I’m
			gone.” Do you think she knew then that she wasn’t going to grow old with
			us?’

		‘I don’t think so,’ Eva
			said, seeing that Ben’s lower lip was trembling with emotion. ‘I think she
			only meant that she wished she’d had brothers and sisters to share things
			with.’

		‘But she wasn’t always fun and
			happy,’ Sophie reminded them. ‘What about that time we tried to make plaster
			rabbits with that rubber mould? She flew right off the handle, and all we’d done
			was spill a bit of plaster in the kitchen.’

		‘And that time you collected flower
			petals to make perfume.’ Ben grinned at Sophie. ‘I thought she was going to
			kill you.’

		‘Well, to be fair, you had made a mess
			in the kitchen with the plaster. And you did pick off all the flower heads in the
			garden, Sophie. Anyone would get mad about that,’ Eva pointed out.

		‘She was a bit irrational sometimes,
			though,’ Ben admitted. ‘Remember her throwing that dish of lasagne at the
			wall because Dad said he was bored with it? I could’ve understood it if
			she’d done it while he was there watching her, but she waited until he’d
			gone out.’

		‘She was afraid to throw it in front
			of him,’ Sophie said. ‘He’d have gone mental.’

		Sophie’s incisive remark surprised
			Eva. She’d always thought her younger sister wasn’t aware that her father
			had a nasty side. But she wasn’t going to agree with her, as Sophie was quite
			likely to tell tales later. She thought she’d better change the subject.

		‘Getting back to what Ben said earlier
			about Mum wanting us to stay close. We will, won’t we?’

		‘Of course,’ both Sophie and Ben
			agreed.

		Eva smiled at them. If they felt like that,
			perhaps there was even hope that Andrew had only reacted the way he had because of his
			grief and that in time he’d come round too.

		But there was no evidence of it yet. He
			wasn’t drinking as much now, and he hadn’t been nasty to her again, but an
			atmosphere hung around the house, heavy with unspoken recriminations on both their
			parts.

		She wanted to talk about it all to clear the
			air. She thought of offering him this studio she knew nothing about, to convince him she
			was not guilty of any kind of conspiracy with her mother. But he avoided being alone
			with her, and she felt he was just waiting for the funeral to be over so that he could
			tell her to go.

		That was what made her confide in Olive. She
			didn’t want to – it was bad enough that Olive knew her mother had taken her own
			life – but she had to tell someone. It was all whirling around in her mind till it
			reached the point where she felt she might go mad with it. As it was, it turned out to
			be the best thing she could have done. Olive explained about wills and what
			‘probate’ meant properly. She said it might be months before it was all
			settled and the property came to her, so the best thing was to move out right after the
			funeral, and at that point to go and speak to the solicitor.

		Eva had decided that was what she must do,
			but she couldn’t help wondering how Sophie and Ben would cope when she left. They
			had never done anything around the house; she doubted they even knew how to work the
			washing machine. In the last couple of weeks she had tried to get them to help her out,
			because she was doing all the cooking, shopping, washing and tidying up. But although
			Ben tried, Sophie refused point blank, and Andrew took the view it was
			women’s work. Eva was afraid everything would fall apart without her there.

		‘That isn’t for you to worry
			about,’ she told herself as she went to have a shower. Ben would be going to
			university in the autumn anyway, and it might make Sophie less self-centred if she
			didn’t have someone looking after her all the time.

		It rained remorselessly all day. When they
			got back to the house after the funeral, Ben directed the parking on the drive, Sophie
			took umbrellas and coats, and Eva offered drinks.

		‘Your children do you great credit,
			Andrew,’ Eva heard a large woman in a very theatrical black hat remark. ‘I
			wouldn’t have blamed them if they’d retreated upstairs. It must be awful for
			them.’

		Eva wished she could go and hide. Most of
			the people who had come back to the house were strangers to her; there were only a
			handful of family friends and neighbours. She wondered who all the strangers were, and
			how they knew about the funeral, as Andrew hadn’t said he’d contacted
			people.

		The clergyman was a stranger too, and though
			Eva knew he’d called at the house to talk to Andrew about Flora, it was all too
			obvious that he didn’t know her personally and that he was uncomfortable holding a
			religious service for a suicide.

		Sophie cried constantly before, during and
			after the service, and both Andrew and Ben kept wiping their eyes. But Eva remained
			dry-eyed because the hymns, prayers and words about her mother didn’t seem to have
			anything to do with her. The clergyman did mention that she had been very artistic, but
			that didn’t cover how at Christmas Flora would transform the whole house into
			fairyland with beautiful handmade decorations. She could do amazing arrangements with a
			few twigs and leaves and whatever flowers she could find in the garden.
			When she made any of them birthday cakes they were always something fantastic: monsters
			for Ben when he was little, and Cinderella’s coach for Sophie. Eva remembered she
			had once had a Little Red Riding Hood cake on her birthday, with a forest of marzipan
			trees, Grandma’s cottage in the middle and the wicked wolf spying on Red Riding
			Hood.

		Eva recalled how Mum used to get the three
			of them to dance with her to old rock ’n’ roll records, the wonderful
			picnics she used to make, and how every birthday she painted them a card. And it always
			reflected what they were currently interested in, from whales to dinosaurs.

		Even when Eva had gone out into the garden
			earlier in the morning in the rain to pick a bunch of spring flowers, she didn’t
			feel the expected surge of emotion. Mum had loved the garden; in good weather she would
			be pottering out there all day, and it was beautiful in every season because of her
			care. Eva had thought she could make a lovely flower arrangement for the top of the
			coffin. But although she’d found the right shallow container and put oasis in it,
			the way Mum always did when she made table decorations, when she began to put the
			flowers in, it looked like something a six-year-old had put together. She did cry then,
			because she felt she was letting her mother down. She left it in the kitchen; she
			didn’t want Andrew thinking she couldn’t even get that right.

		The only thing that made her want to cry
			during the service was when she suddenly realized she hadn’t really known her
			mother. She had always believed that she had; she knew what made Flora laugh or cry, her
			favourite music, television programmes and types of food. She had even been very good at
			picking out clothes her mother would love. But now that seemed so very superficial – the
			way icing on a cake gave you no indication as to what lay beneath it.

		It was impossible to imagine her mother’s
			curvy small body was inside the pale wood coffin. Flora had often joked that when she
			died she wanted her body to be put in a boat, surrounded by flowers and then floated
			down a river like the Lady of Shalott. Eva knew the famous painting by Waterhouse, and
			the model even looked like Flora with her long red wavy hair and very pale skin.

		She didn’t think she ever wanted to
			see that picture again.

		As they came out of the chapel at the
			crematorium, there was a far larger group of people waiting rather impatiently to go in
			for the next funeral. That was a further reminder that Flora was only special to her
			children and husband. Eva supposed the other group, who had lost a loved one through
			illness or an accident, wouldn’t hold out much sympathy for a suicide.

		Everyone walked very slowly past the part of
			the Garden of Remembrance where the undertaker had put the flowers. That too seemed
			pointless – a waste of money, as they were destined to die by the next day. Eva gathered
			up the cards with the flowers because she thought they should all read the kind
			messages. But the rain had made the ink run and most were illegible.

		Back at the house, two friends of Rose, the
			cleaning lady, had put out all the food Eva had bought the day before, and made pots of
			tea. Eva busied herself taking round a large plate of canapés, but she watched Andrew
			talking to the guests, a large glass of whiskey in his hand. He had forced a smile at
			the compliment about his children. She heard him telling Sophie that the lady owned an
			antique shop in Montpellier, and that Flora was always popping in there and buying
			things when they first moved here.

		It was that comment which made Eva suddenly
			aware she might be able to find out more about her mother from some of
			these people.

		Taking courage into both hands, Eva made her
			way towards the oddest couple in the room because she was certain they had never been
			friends with Andrew.

		The man was tall and thin with lank hair
			straggling over his collar and John Lennon glasses. He looked like he’d borrowed
			his dark suit; it didn’t fit him anywhere. The woman he was with had coal-black
			dyed hair, bright green eye shadow and a too short and too tight navy-blue dress for
			someone plump and past fifty. But it was plain to see she had been a beauty: her green
			eyes were lovely and her cheekbones sharp, and she had an air about her of someone well
			used to being admired.

		‘Hello, I thought I’d introduce
			myself and ask where you fit into Mum’s past,’ Eva said, holding out her
			hand to shake theirs. ‘I don’t think we’ve met before.’

		‘We’ve met you, Eva,’ the
			woman said with a warm smile. ‘We often minded you as a baby. I’m Lauren
			Calder and this is Jack Willow. We were at art college in London with Flora. We shared a
			house together as students.’

		Jack stepped forward and, instead of taking
			her proffered hand, he kissed both her cheeks, his hands resting on her shoulders.
			‘We are both so sorry about your mum, Eva. It must have been a terrible shock to
			you all.’

		The genuine sorrow and sympathy in his voice
			was soothing. ‘It was,’ Eva agreed. ‘It’s very difficult to get
			your head around such a thing. It’s also made me realize that Mum hid a great deal
			from me. I know nothing about her past, not even about her student days.’

		She noticed the way the couple looked at one
			another. It was the kind of look that said they weren’t sure if they should be the
			ones to divulge anything.

		‘I’m not looking for a complete
			biography,’ Eva added quickly. ‘Just a few little stories. There’re so
			many people here that I don’t know. Did Andrew call you all about Mum?’

		‘He called me,’ Lauren said.
			‘I think I’m the only one of our student group that Flora kept in touch
			with. Even that wasn’t much, just a few words on a card at Christmas really. I
			rang around the other people, and we all came today because Flora had a special place in
			our hearts.’

		‘That’s a nice thing to
			say,’ Eva said. ‘But why?’

		‘For many reasons; because she was
			such fun, so very talented, and because she gave us so much encouragement when she
			became successful.’

		Eva was puzzled at that.
			‘Successful?’

		‘Surely you know your mother was a
			very good artist?’ Jack sounded surprised that she didn’t appear to know.
			‘She was selling her work when the rest of us were just dreaming about
			it.’

		‘She was?’

		‘My goodness, she really did keep you
			in the dark,’ Lauren said with a nervous giggle. ‘I know she gave up
			painting, and I never understood why, but I didn’t imagine she wouldn’t tell
			her kids about those days.’

		‘I was surprised to see only one of
			her paintings here,’ Jack said. He pointed to the Cornish beach scene on the wall.
			‘That’s a very early one. I remember her working on it, she said it was a
			beach near to where she grew up. Are there any more in other rooms?’

		‘No. That’s the only one,’
			Eva said, looking round at the picture. It had been hanging there in the alcove by the
			chimney for as long as she could remember – just sea, beach and rocks, nothing in it
			that had ever made her ask questions about it. But looking at it now, as if for the
			first time, she could see that it really was a very good painting. The light, clouds and the texture of the rocks were so realistic it could almost
			have been a photograph.

		‘She would paint birthday cards in
			watercolours for friends and for us, but she never used oils or did any big pictures.
			But if she was so good, why did she give it up?’ she asked.

		Lauren reached out and took Eva’s hand
			in hers. ‘Maybe it was because when she had you three children, she didn’t
			feel the need to paint any more.’

		Eva nodded. ‘I can understand her not
			keeping it up when we were small, but it seems strange she didn’t start again once
			we were all at school. She never worked, you know, and it wasn’t as if she was
			that house-proud.’

		Jack smiled. ‘She used to be the
			untidiest person I knew,’ he said. ‘She always claimed she was born to be
			waited on.’

		‘She said that to me once too.’
			Eva smiled back at him. ‘I think she only kept the house perfect because Andrew
			insisted that she must. She didn’t do it when he was away –’ She stopped
			short, suddenly aware she shouldn’t tell people such things.

		Lauren took her hand again, perhaps guessing
			what had cut her short. ‘It’s OK, Eva, you can talk about it, especially to
			us. I bet the last couple of weeks have been a very lonely time for you? My mother died
			when I was just a bit older than you. I felt so confused, angry, sad, every kind of
			emotion, and I had no one I could talk it over with. How’s your dad been? He was
			very curt on the phone, I didn’t dare ask him anything more.’

		‘He’s been struggling with
			it,’ Eva admitted. ‘But then he would, just like all of us. We didn’t
			see it coming. But there is one thing I’d like to ask you. Mum’s studio, do
			you know about it?’

		‘Well, yes, of course I do,’
			Lauren replied. ‘She bought it while we were all still sharing a
			house. That’s where I babysat you.’

		‘She never said anything about it to
			me, and apparently she’s left it to me. That’s caused some hard
			feeling,’ Eva said carefully. ‘Where is it?’

		‘In West London. Holland
			Park.’

		Eva didn’t know London at all, but she
			had heard of Holland Park being a smart area.

		Jack must have read her expression because
			he smiled. ‘Parts of that area were good even back in the sixties, but not where
			the studio is, that was virtually a slum. We all said she was mad buying it. But
			she’d inherited some money – from her father, I think – and she was determined. It
			wasn’t as if it was a real artist’s studio, only a little terraced house. I
			haven’t seen it since you were small, but I should imagine it’s been tarted
			up since then.’

		Ever since Eva had been told about this
			‘studio’, she’d imagined it was just one big room, perhaps with an
			adjoining bathroom, because that was what estate agents called such places. She was very
			surprised to discover it was a house.

		Her earlier caution left her. ‘Do you
			know who my real father is?’ she asked. ‘I thought it was Andrew until
			Mum’s death, but he said he isn’t my father.’

		Jack and Lauren exchanged glances again.

		‘She didn’t tell you
			before?’ Lauren said, and looked very uneasily at Jack. ‘I wonder if
			that’s why she never invited us here?’

		‘You think she was afraid you’d
			let the cat out of the bag?’ Eva prompted.

		Lauren hesitated. ‘Maybe, dear. Flora
			always did play her cards close to her chest.’

		‘So who is my father?’ Eva
			asked, keeping her voice down as she could see Sophie hovering close by.

		‘Well, we’ve always assumed it was
			Patrick O’Donnell, the illustrator. He was part of our group and they were
			together for several years.’

		‘You only imagine! Flora was your
			friend, surely you know for sure?’ Eva said a little sharply.

		‘Look, Eva,’ Jack took over.
			‘It was a strange time, with lots of things going on, and we weren’t always
			part of it. Flora was with Patrick for a few years, but she left him and later on took
			legal action to get him out of her place. Pat went off to Canada, tail between his legs,
			and Flora didn’t tell us anything, not even that she was expecting you. By the
			time we caught up with her again, you were a couple of months old.’

	
		
Chapter Four

		Eva switched on the light and looked at the
			clock. It was after two, but she couldn’t get off to sleep. She could hear Andrew
			snoring – just a soft, distant rumbling because his bedroom door was shut. She’d
			listened to the sound a thousand times in the past and found it comforting that he was
			close by. But now she knew he wasn’t her real father she found it irritating.

		She almost wished she hadn’t spoken to
			Jack and Lauren today at the funeral. She’d hoped for some new understanding about
			her mother, but all she’d got was more puzzles. First, that she’d been a
			successful artist; Eva knew little about the art world but she did know that only a
			handful of artists made any real money from it. So why on earth hadn’t Mum ever
			told her that she was one of those few?

		Then there was the news about an illustrator
			called Patrick O’Donnell who might be her father. Jack had said he knew he was
			living back in England now, and had suggested she look him up. But how could she? If he
			didn’t want her as a baby he wasn’t likely to care about seeing her now.

		She had spoken to some of Flora’s
			other old friends too, and although she didn’t get as much from them as she did
			from Jack and Lauren, they had created a picture for her of the young Flora they knew.
			They all said how much of a party animal she’d been, the last one to leave, always
			up for anything. Someone said how she had mad ideas – camping in midwinter,
			skinny-dipping in the Thames – and she got people joining her with sheer force of
			personality. Yet none of this fitted the woman Eva knew; she’d
			always seemed rather reclusive, and certainly not bold or impulsive.

		There were also some pointed little remarks
			from a couple of people that hinted at Flora being mercenary, hard and devious. Eva
			thought that might be because as students they’d have all been on their uppers,
			and they were probably jealous of Flora’s success. It was clear from the clothes
			and the cars of these old student friends that they were still poor, and coming to The
			Beeches to discover Flora had never had to struggle financially, as they had, might have
			resurrected that envy.

		But why had Flora cut herself off from them?
			And why when she had been a successful artist had she given it up?

		Was it Andrew’s doing?

		Eva had watched him as these people tried to
			talk to him during the day and she could see by his strained expression and body
			language that he was struggling to be polite and had absolutely no interest in any of
			them. But then Andrew was a businessman through and through – his interests were the
			stock market, politics and sport, not art. Maybe when he found Lauren’s phone
			number in her mother’s address book he’d thought she was a more recent
			friend.

		Eva doubted he’d ever grown his hair
			long, worn tie-dye T-shirts or patched jeans. He’d never gone to a rock concert,
			was appalled at drug taking or even smoking cigarettes, and he sneered at New Age
			people, alternative lifestyles, astrology and vegetarians. In fact he was probably
			appalled that by contacting Lauren about Flora’s death he had unwittingly given an
			open invitation to a bunch of people he saw as just cranks.

		But if these people had been Flora’s
			friends, Eva wondered how and why she ever got together with Andrew. It was odd for a
			woman who had apparently seen life in technicolour to settle down with a man who only
			saw black and white and who lived his life through spreadsheets.

		Eva knew that Andrew hadn’t been wealthy
			when he married Flora; that came later, when they moved to Cheltenham. This house had
			been dilapidated at the time. It was selling off the land at the back of it which had
			enabled them to turn it into what it was today. Yet Flora was the creative one, so why
			did she always bow to Andrew’s taste?

		Eva was about sixteen when Andrew first came
			up with the idea of putting a swimming pool in the old stables. She remembered Flora
			gently pointing out that pools cost a lot to maintain. Nothing more was said about it
			for months, then one night Eva walked in the front door and overheard them in the
			sitting room having a row about it.

		She went halfway up the stairs, but stayed
			there to listen.

		‘It’s just showing off,’
			Flora insisted. ‘The stables aren’t big enough for a decent size one that
			you can really swim in. You just want the neighbours to be impressed. But they
			won’t be forking out for the heating bills, will they?’

		‘It’s me that brings the money
			in, so I can decide what to spend it on,’ Andrew argued. ‘The kids will love
			it.’

		‘They might at first. But
			they’ll be bored with it in no time. They aren’t that keen on swimming, and
			you’ve never been interested.’

		‘I would be if it was right
			here,’ he said. ‘Besides, it’s a statement that I’m doing
			well.’

		‘As I thought, you just want to
			pose,’ Flora snapped back at him. ‘It’s a waste of money.’

		‘My money,’ he said, and with
			that he opened the sitting room door to walk out.

		Eva had no alternative but to flee up to her
			room before he caught her eavesdropping.

		They went on rowing for some time that
			night. Eva couldn’t hear what they were saying but at one point she heard
			something smash, then it went quiet.

		Flora was very silent and brooding for the next
			few days, and although Eva asked her what was wrong, she refused to say. As nothing
			further happened for a few weeks about the swimming pool, Eva assumed Andrew’s
			plan had been abandoned.

		When the conversion of the old stables
			finally got started, Flora didn’t protest, but Eva was aware she was still against
			the idea, because of her tight-lipped false smile. Eva, Ben and Sophie were all thrilled
			with the pool when it was finished. But, as Mum had predicted, it was a nine-day wonder.
			They had a few weeks of going in there every night after school and at the weekends, but
			gradually their enthusiasm tapered off, as did Andrew’s. Eva couldn’t
			remember when she’d last seen him use it.

		Was that what was wrong between them? Did
			Flora feel trapped in a middle-class world with a control freak – a man who liked to
			impress the neighbours with his ride-on lawn mower, his swimming pool and a new
			top-of-the-range car every year? He played squash with other men, occasionally went to
			watch cricket or rugby with someone, but Eva didn’t think he had even one really
			close friend. She remembered once, when he and her mother were planning a dinner party,
			Flora had complained that one of the couples he’d chosen were very dull.
			Andrew’s reply had been that they were ‘well connected’. Eva supposed
			that meant he thought they could be useful to him.

		None of these things had fully registered
			with Eva before today. About the only thing she’d really noticed was that Flora
			was at her happiest when she was gardening or being creative. She wished so much that
			she’d thought to ask her mother how she felt about things – deeper questions that
			might have given her some insight into what made her mother tick.

		Maybe that was part of the reason why Flora
			killed herself; because she felt her family took no interest in her as
			a person? It must have been very demoralizing to be thought of as just a mother and
			housewife, especially if she’d once been a successful artist.

		Only one certainty had come out of the
			events of today, and that was that Eva must find a place of her own as quickly as
			possible. Around six, after everyone had left, Andrew had totally ignored her as she was
			clearing up. She’d heard him praise Ben and Sophie for holding themselves together
			and acting with dignity, yet she didn’t even get a thank-you for buying and
			preparing the food.

		She wasn’t going to stay on here as an
			unappreciated skivvy. Tomorrow she’d make an appointment with the solicitor, and
			she’d start looking for a flat.

		On Monday afternoon, five days after the
			funeral, Eva left work early for her appointment with Mr Bailey, the solicitor. After
			seeing him she was going to view a bedsitter. She would take it, whatever it was like,
			as the atmosphere at home had become poisonous since the funeral.

		It was like walking on eggshells with
			Andrew. He snapped at her about everything – from moving his piles of paperwork from the
			kitchen to his study, to asking what he’d like for an evening meal. He kept saying
			the house was a tip, but he was as much to blame as Sophie and Ben. She was trying so
			hard to run the house, to keep up with the washing, ironing, shopping and cooking while
			working full time too. But all he did was complain and criticize.

		Sophie sucked up to him constantly, and
			continued to do nothing to help around the house. Ben escaped as often as he could.

		On Saturday morning Eva was just going past
			her parents’ bedroom when she saw Andrew pulling all their mother’s clothes out of the wardrobes and drawers and stuffing them into black
			bin liners. She was so shocked she couldn’t stop herself from asking what he was
			going to do with them.

		‘I’m taking them to a charity
			shop,’ he snapped.

		‘Isn’t it a bit soon?’ she
			ventured. ‘And some of her clothes were very expensive.’

		‘I know that, I paid for them,’
			he retorted, not even looking up from stuffing a beautiful brown velvet jacket into the
			bag.

		‘What if I sorted them out and took
			the best vintage ones to sell back to that shop Mum bought them from?’ she
			suggested.

		‘So you can have the money?’ he
			said with a nasty sneer. ‘My God, Eva, you are a piece of work!’

		She burst into tears, because nothing had
			been further from her mind. What she wanted was to see him treating her mother’s
			belongings, whether that was clothes, jewellery or other things, with respect because he
			had loved her. Shovelling them into bin liners without any thought for the memories they
			held was so cold-hearted. It was as if he hated Flora now.

		‘That’s right, cry and make a
			big drama out of it,’ he said scornfully. ‘Your mother always did that too.
			She took her own life, Eva! I knew she was a self-centred bitch. But I never thought
			she’d put herself before the needs of her family. She didn’t give a toss for
			any of our feelings. So you tell me what possible reason could I have for holding on to
			this lot?’

		‘Because it’s too soon to get
			rid of it all,’ Eva ventured through her tears. ‘You might be sorry
			later.’

		‘The quicker I get everything of hers
			out of this house, the better I’ll feel,’ he said, stuffing more things
			in.

		‘Including me, I suppose,’ she
			said and turned away, not wanting to hear his response.

		Yesterday she had cooked Sunday lunch for
			them all: roast beef, Yorkshire puddings and all the trimmings. Ben
			didn’t come back, Andrew put his on a tray and took it into the sitting room to
			watch TV, and Sophie ate hers in silence.

		Eva went up to her room after she’d
			cleared up, and she hadn’t been there long when the phone rang. She opened the
			door, intending to go and answer it if no one else did, but Andrew picked it up down in
			the hall.

		‘I can’t talk now,’ he
			said in the kind of half-whisper that Eva had used in the past when speaking to people
			her parents wouldn’t approve of. ‘The kids are all here.’ There was
			silence for a few moments before he spoke again. ‘I know, but it won’t be
			long now. The wait is nearly over. I’ll ring you tomorrow night.’

		Eva closed her bedroom door very quietly. No
			one did that lowered voice thing unless they were afraid of being overheard and feeling
			guilty. She was sure it had to be a woman he was speaking to. So was he having an affair
			and Mum found out? Was that what drove her to suicide? And if it was, how could Andrew
			put on that huge display of grief?

		She stayed in her room until bedtime. No one
			came to see her, and she felt so terribly alone and uncertain about everything that she
			cried herself to sleep.

		She’d woken this morning feeling
			tougher and determined. She got the local paper on the way to work, saw the bedsitter
			advertised and rang to make an appointment to view it at six o’clock. Now as she
			drove into the car park of the solicitor’s, she told herself that even if one door
			was closing behind her, there was freedom behind the door in front of her.

		Mr Bailey was just as she imagined a
			solicitor to be – old, small, slightly stooped and with half-glasses perched
			precariously on the end of his nose. His office was lined with thick leather-bound
			books.

		‘Do come in and sit down, Miss
			Patterson,’ he said after shaking her hand and offering his commiserations on the
			death of her mother. ‘It had been my intention to contact you right after your
			mother’s funeral, but you pre-empted that by calling me.’

		Eva suddenly felt she might cry, but took a
			deep breath and explained that Andrew had told her about a studio she was to inherit.
			‘He seemed very cross about it,’ she added.

		‘He had no right to be, or to be
			surprised by it. I drew up a will for your mother when they first moved to Cheltenham
			and the studio was left to you even then. He was here with her then, and she made the
			position quite clear. On that occasion she also changed your name by deed poll to
			Patterson.’

		‘Until the night Andrew told me about
			her will, I didn’t even know he wasn’t my father,’ Eva admitted.

		‘Oh dear!’ Bailey exclaimed,
			taking off his glasses and cleaning them on a handkerchief. ‘To have that revealed
			so soon after your mother’s death must have been very distressing for
			you.’

		‘It was, but he seemed to think I had
			influenced Mum in giving me the studio. He didn’t believe that I didn’t even
			know Mum owned one.’

		‘He shouldn’t have taken out his
			pique on you at such a time, but I dare say it was because of the nature of her death
			and because I had to reveal to him that your mother had recently changed her will
			without his knowledge. He was angry with me about that.’

		‘You mean leaving her half of the
			house to Sophie and Ben?’

		‘Yes, my dear. But she had every right
			to decide what was to become of her assets. These days it is becoming much more common
			for people to ensure that the remaining partner doesn’t have
			total control of them. Usually they are afraid their other half will remarry and the
			children of the new husband or wife will inherit the marital home.’

		Eva nodded and hung her head. She could feel
			tears welling up, and she’d promised herself she wouldn’t cry.

		‘You poor child,’ Bailey said
			gently. ‘I only met your mother a few times, with a gap of many years in between
			the first and last couple of times, so I can’t claim I knew her well. But I did
			notice a difference in her the last time she came here. That was just before Christmas.
			She seemed to have lost the vibrancy I remembered; I wondered then if she was ill, and
			if that was why she wanted to change her will. In fact I asked if something was wrong,
			but she smiled and said there was nothing, and that she was just making sure all three
			of her children would be looked after, rather than just you. That was entirely
			reasonable in my view.’

		‘My stepfather doesn’t see it
			that way,’ Eva said glumly.

		‘I can imagine. But in fairness to
			him, he’d already had the shock of his wife’s death to contend with, and it
			must have been distressing to find that she didn’t consider what effect her new
			will would have on him, and on his security. He has worked very hard for years to keep
			you all in comfort, and now with your mother’s half of the family home being
			bequeathed to your brother and sister it means his finances are restricted. But even if
			he should choose to contest her will, it wouldn’t change anything. He still owns
			half the house, and any judge would see that as adequate for his needs.’

		Eva thought it served Andrew right, if he
			had been cheating on her mother. But she couldn’t say that without proof. ‘I
			can understand him being upset about that,’ she said. ‘But if Mum had always
			said that the studio was to go to me, and he never had any stake in it, why be mean to
			me about it now?’

		Mr Bailey made a shrugging gesture with his
			hands. ‘At times like this people don’t always think logically, my dear. I
			hope in time you can heal the rift between you, as I’m sure your mother
			wouldn’t have wanted you to fall out over it. Getting back to the studio, I have
			no idea of the condition it is in. Your mother did have an agent who took care of
			letting it, but apparently she dismissed him a few years ago. She had a building society
			account which rent money was paid into. I need to look into that for you because I have
			a note here that your name was also on the account. That was another thing she did to
			make certain it went straight to you.’

		Eva looked up at him in shocked
			surprise.

		He smiled at her expression. ‘I have
			no idea now how much money that will be – she may have been drawing it out as fast as it
			went in – but we’ll see in a few days. Meanwhile, it would be prudent to say
			nothing of this to anyone.’

		‘I won’t, Mr Bailey,’ she
			said. ‘I’m planning to leave home. In fact I am going to see a place after I
			leave here. I can’t stay at the house any longer, my stepfather is making me feel
			very unwelcome.’

		‘I’m so sorry to hear
			that,’ Bailey said, looking at her with concern. ‘I’m afraid suicide
			always has far-reaching effects on families. Sometimes people act irrationally because
			they feel unable to grieve in the way they would if the loved one had died of natural
			causes.’

		‘I think Andrew ought to remember that
			I am grieving too.’

		‘Quite so. All things considered, I
			think moving out is the best thing for you. But you do understand that you won’t
			get either the property or the money immediately?’

		‘Of course, I didn’t come here
			expecting that.’ She felt embarrassed now that he would think it was only the
			money she cared about. ‘I came just to find out the legal position and get some advice from you. I’m told it has to go through probate, and that
			can take months.’

		‘Well, not in your case, Miss
			Patterson. You see, your mother took the precaution of putting the property in trust for
			you until you are twenty-one, which I understand is very soon. She also made sure any
			money in the building society account was payable to you on her death. But there are
			still papers to be drawn up and signed.’

		She nodded, wanting to know how long it
			would take, but afraid to ask.

		‘I will make a start on that
			tomorrow,’ he said. He pushed his glasses further up his nose and looked at her
			gravely. ‘I see it as my duty to point out why your mother made these
			arrangements. She came to me initially because she wanted to make sure you had financial
			security which wasn’t dependent on her husband. She had concerns that if she had
			other children you might not all be treated equally. As it turned out, she was very
			astute, and she has made it possible for you to make a new start and to be independent.
			So you must use it wisely.’

		He paused, looking at Eva over his
			glasses.

		‘Try to forgive your mother for not
			telling you the truth about your birth. Such things become more and more difficult the
			older a child becomes. And however hurt and let down you feel about it, and about her
			taking her own life, this legacy is proof of her love for you. She took special care and
			planned ahead for you.’

		Mr Bailey’s words were like soothing
			ointment on a sore place. Eva’s eyes filled up with emotional tears, and for the
			first time since her mother’s death she felt comforted.

		‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I
			will remember that.’

		‘Good.’ He smiled at her.
			‘No fast cars, wild parties or other extravagant silliness. I have no idea how
			much the property is worth, but it is probably the only legacy you will
			ever get. Remember that, if you are tempted to fritter it away. And keep your own
			counsel about it. Sadly, there are a great many people in this life who will befriend
			you just for a slice of your inheritance.’

		Eva nodded in agreement. Olive had said much
			the same thing. She got up to leave. ‘I’ll ring you in a day or two and
			confirm my new address. Thank you for the advice.’

		Mr Bailey got up too and took her hand in
			his. ‘The clouds will roll away soon, my dear. You are young and you must look
			ahead and plan for your future,’ he said. ‘I’ll be in touch with you
			soon, but if you have any further questions or need any advice, just call me.’

	
		
Chapter Five

		Eva sniffed back tears as she hauled two
			large bin liners stuffed with clothes and bedding out of her car. Number 44 Crail Road
			didn’t look any better in the early evening sunshine than it had when she’d
			viewed the room five days earlier under grey skies. But then she’d supposed few
			houses were ever going to look as nice as The Beeches.

		It must have been a smart address back in
			Victorian times, a tree-lined avenue of big semi-detached three-storey houses, each with
			a basement for the servants. But now most of the houses in the road were converted into
			flats, with front gardens paved over for parking, and they all exhibited a general lack
			of care.

		‘It could be far worse,’ she
			murmured to herself. ‘And it’s not for ever.’

		As she struggled up the path between two
			scrubby areas of overgrown grass, a young man came bounding down the steps from the
			front door.

		‘Hi! Moving in? Let me help
			you,’ he said and came forward to take the two bags from her hands.

		‘Tod!’ she exclaimed,
			recognizing him as a temporary driver who had been taken on at Oakley and Smithson for
			the Christmas rush. All the girls at work had drooled over him, as he was both charming
			and handsome – mid-twenties, tall, slender with floppy fair hair and deep blue eyes. Eva
			had been as guilty as everyone else of fancying him like mad. ‘Do you live here
			too or are you just visiting? I’ve taken the room at the front on the ground
			floor.’

		He frowned as if trying to place her, then came
			a warm smile of recognition. ‘Oh yes, Eva! I always remember the pretty ones.
			Welcome to “The Ritz”. I’ve got one of the small hovels at the back.
			How much more stuff have you got?’

		‘A suitcase, a TV and a few
			boxes,’ she said, blushing furiously at the compliment. ‘But I don’t
			want to impose on you if you’re going somewhere.’

		‘I’m only going down the
			pub,’ he said. ‘And I can see you’ve been crying, so I’ll help
			you in and try to make you think you’ve found paradise.’

		‘I got a bit teary saying goodbye.
			I’ve never been away from home before,’ she admitted, wishing she’d
			checked her face before she got out of the car. ‘It all feels a bit overwhelming.
			But I’ll be fine once I’ve settled in.’

		It took only a few minutes to get the rest
			of her belongings and dump them on the floor of her room. ‘It will soon look like
			home when you’ve put all your things around,’ he said cheerfully.
			‘Girls are always good at that. I think home-making is inbred.’

		She had never had an opportunity to say more
			than a few words to him while he was at Oakley and Smithson, but she’d heard from
			the girls who went out of their way to talk to him that he made each of them feel like
			they were the most interesting person in the world. Eva was desperately in need of some
			kindness and sympathy and it was tempting to blurt out the reason she’d left home.
			But she stopped herself; she didn’t want to frighten him away. ‘Would you
			like a cup of tea?’ she said instead. ‘I’ve brought all the stuff with
			me.’

		‘That’s an offer I won’t
			refuse. I haven’t got the nerve to invite you into my room because I left it like
			a tip. What made you leave home?’

		‘I just thought it was time I became
			independent, and I wanted a bit more freedom.’

		The landlord had called it a studio apartment,
			but in reality it was just a bedsitter, with the kitchen part of the room divided off by
			a breakfast bar. There was a shower in a cupboard and she would share the lavatory with
			the other ground-floor tenants.

		Although it looked shabby and battered it
			did have all the basic equipment. And there was a new shiny kettle on the breakfast bar
			which was an addition since she’d viewed the room. Eva filled it up, and as she
			got out her bag of groceries she asked Tod where he was working now.

		‘Care in the community,’ he
			replied and pulled a face.

		‘Old people and stuff like
			that?’

		‘Sort of. I drive the disabled or old
			people to hospital for appointments, but I also do a few shifts helping out vulnerable
			young people living in sheltered housing. You know the kind of thing.’

		Eva didn’t really, but she nodded
			anyway. ‘That’s a kind thing to do,’ she said.

		He shrugged. ‘I’m just gaining
			general experience. I want to be a counsellor.’

		‘How interesting,’ she said.

		He laughed. ‘People always say that,
			then start telling me their problems.’

		‘Well, I’m not going to. I
			don’t have any, except how to make this place a home.’

		‘Then tell me the truth about why
			you’ve been crying?’

		There was a good reason for the girls at
			work drooling over him; aside from his lovely blue eyes and soft full mouth there was
			something very sexy about him. Part of it was that he obviously came from an upper-class
			background yet seemed very comfortable with and interested in ordinary people. At work
			he’d always been in company navy-blue overalls, but now in a worn T-shirt and
			ragged jeans, with untidy hair as if he’d just got out of bed, he
			looked even better.

		‘Like I told you, just saying my
			goodbyes,’ she said. ‘My younger brother didn’t want me to go. I
			suppose I started to worry that I’d be lonely here.’

		‘You won’t be.’ He smiled
			reassuringly at her. ‘This is a quiet night in here, not a sound because
			everyone’s out. But it gets quite rowdy and they are a nice bunch who all pitch in
			together. You might feel like moving on somewhere quieter in a few weeks.’

		The kettle boiled, she made the tea and
			opened a packet of biscuits.

		‘Marks and Sparks biscuits!’ he
			exclaimed. ‘If it gets around that you buy those, you’ll never get a
			moment’s peace.’

		They chatted while they drank the tea –
			about ordinary stuff like their taste in music, clubs in Cheltenham, and preferred
			takeaways. He asked too about some of the people who worked in the packing department.
			He said he’d enjoyed working there, as it was always a good laugh.

		‘Speaking of packing,’ he said
			with a laugh, ‘would you like some help with unpacking?’

		She wanted him to stay but sensed he was
			anxious to get to the pub. So she thanked him and said she’d rather do it
			alone.

		‘Well, I won’t hold you
			up,’ he said, getting up off the sofa. ‘But I’m in number six, down
			the passage at the back, if you need help with anything tomorrow.’

		‘You’ve been marvellous, thank
			you,’ she said, hardly daring to look into those blue eyes in case he sensed that
			she fancied him. ‘I think I’m going to like it here.’

		She watched him walk down the front garden,
			admiring his graceful lope and the suggestion of muscles under the shabby T-shirt. If he hadn’t been around, she thought she might have thrown
			herself on the sofa and sobbed for hours. But she wasn’t going to do that, however
			hurt and sad she felt. She must keep in mind that this was a new start, and make it work
			for her.

		Turning back to look at her room, she
			thought that it didn’t look quite so bleak now either. It was big, very light, and
			at least the walls were neutral, even if they were a bit grubby. The grey cord carpet
			was worn thin in places, but she could jolly it up with a rug. She pulled out the sofa
			bed and winced at how lumpy the mattress was, but she hadn’t expected it to be
			anything else.

		It would be fun to buy things to pretty the
			room up: a few pictures, a cloth on the small table, books on the shelves. And at least
			she had her own shower. Sophie had always hogged the one at home.

		As she started to unpack her clothes and
			hang them up in the wardrobe, she wondered what had been said after she left home this
			evening. She had told Andrew she was leaving two days ago. At the time he’d seemed
			indifferent, but tonight he’d been very nasty, saying things that cut her to the
			quick.

		He was standing at the door of the sitting
			room when she came downstairs with the first two bin liners of clothes. ‘How
			quickly the rats leave the sinking ship,’ he said in a sneering tone. ‘Just
			like your mother. She never appreciated all I did for her either. That car, for
			instance. I went to a great deal of trouble to get you that for your nineteenth
			birthday.’

		She was afraid he was going to take the car,
			and as she didn’t know where she stood legally, she felt she must be careful with
			him. But she couldn’t just ignore what he’d said; to do so would just be
			spineless.

		‘I’m only leaving because
			you’ve made it impossible for me to stay,’ she said carefully. ‘I do
			appreciate you gave me a good childhood, and the car was a lovely
			present. But it’s a shame you had to spoil all that by informing me you
			weren’t my father practically the minute Mum was dead!’

		‘I wouldn’t have had to if
			she’d told you herself,’ he snarled.

		Normally when he used that tone of voice
			with her she got frightened, but she was determined not to be intimidated by him.
			‘Yes, she should’ve told me. But you let yourself down by telling me in the
			way you did. It was pure spite, and you know it.’

		‘How dare you?’ he said, taking
			a threatening step towards her. ‘I fed and clothed you for years, paid for you to
			go to a good school.’

		‘And I stupidly thought you did that
			because you loved me,’ she said, squaring up to him. ‘How wrong could I
			be?’ She flounced out to her car then, and stayed outside until he’d gone
			back into the sitting room.

		Andrew remained in the sitting room right up
			until she came downstairs with the last box. Then he appeared in the hall again.

		‘I hope you haven’t taken
			anything that doesn’t belong to you,’ he said.

		‘Of course I haven’t. Unless you
			count the Christmas presents you gave me?’

		‘If I find you’ve been in my
			room and taken any of your mother’s jewellery, I’ll call the police,’
			he warned her.

		She couldn’t believe he’d say
			such a thing. ‘Sophie’s the one who has been eyeing that up,’ she said
			icily. ‘You’d better check her room if you find anything missing.’

		‘Don’t think you can just walk
			back in here when you get tired of fending for yourself,’ he spat at her.
			‘You go, and that’s it.’

		Something snapped inside her. She put down
			the box and glared at him. ‘What would there be for me to come back for?’ she asked. ‘You’ve made your feelings about me
			quite plain since Mum died. Not one word of consolation, and no praise that I tried to
			keep everything together.’

		‘Have you got any idea of what it felt
			like to arrive home here and find my wife had killed herself?’ he shouted at
			her.

		‘Of course I have. I found her,
			remember? Lying in a bath of blood. Is finding your mother dead less traumatic than a
			wife? But I didn’t turn on you.’

		‘It was you who drove her to
			it,’ he said, walking menacingly towards her, his handsome face suddenly twisted
			and ugly. ‘Truanting from school, hanging around with guttersnipes, dressing like
			some gothic tart, and taking drugs. All those times you stayed out and we hadn’t a
			clue where you were.’

		She became scared then, afraid he might hit
			her. But she had to stand her ground. ‘That was all over years ago, and you know
			it,’ she retorted. ‘I couldn’t keep up with my school work, and I was
			bullied too. I only ever smoked a bit of dope, nothing worse, almost everyone does that.
			I expect even your precious Sophie does. Maybe you ought to look to yourself to find out
			why Mum didn’t want to live any more.’

		She didn’t wait for his reaction to
			that, but picked up her last box and hurried out. She half expected him to come out
			after her, but he didn’t.

		Ben came running out just as she was
			starting up her car, and he looked really upset. ‘I heard all that,’ he
			admitted, leaning into her car window. ‘He’s been so mean to you, and he
			deserved what you said. But I’m not like him, Eva. You’re my sister, and I
			love you.’

		‘Nothing will change between
			us,’ she said, reaching up and caressing his cheek. ‘You’ve got my
			address and work phone number, so ring me if you want to come round, you’ll be
			welcome any time. I love you too, Ben. But I won’t come back here, not
			ever.’

		As she drove down the drive for the last time,
			tears were pouring down her face. All her memories were here: leaving for her first day
			at school holding her mother’s hand, learning to ride a bike, and to swim.
			She’d pushed both Ben and Sophie around the garden in their prams, thinking they
			were real-life dolls. So many happy Christmases and birthdays. In barely a week’s
			time she would be twenty-one, and the only person that date meant anything to, other
			than her, was gone. Ben might keep in touch for a while, but once he got to university
			he’d forget about her. Sophie was probably eyeing up her old room even now,
			because it was bigger than hers. The only time she would give a thought to her elder
			sister was when Andrew expected her to iron his shirts and tidy up.

		‘Don’t think about it any
			more,’ she murmured to herself now as she put her cassette player on the table,
			and plugged her television in.

		She would make new friends here, and she had
			the ones at work too. She could go where she wanted, be with whoever she wanted. She
			didn’t need anything from Andrew Patterson.

		A week later, on the 26th of April, a rap
			on the door quickly followed by Tod shouting out that it was ‘wine
			o’clock’ made Eva swiftly zip up her new dress and rush to open the
			door.

		‘Gosh, you look gorgeous,’ he
			said, waving a bottle of wine at her. ‘Don’t let me down by telling me
			you’ve got a date.’

		It was an auspicious day for her. It was her
			twenty-first birthday, and this morning she’d received notification that the
			balance in the building society account her mother had used for the rent on the London
			studio had been transferred to her and she only had to go into the local branch to get
			her passbook. She’d gone there in her lunch hour to find there was £6,040 in the
			account.

		She couldn’t believe it was such a large
			sum. She had never expected to get anything more than a few hundred, and it was all she
			could do not to shout it from the rooftops.

		Mr Bailey had sent her a birthday card. With
			it was a letter explaining that the last tenant in the studio had left after not paying
			the rent for several months, and she should be prepared to find the place in a bad
			state. He had added that if she decided to sell it, he would be glad to do the legal
			work for her.

		Yesterday she’d been to a
			hairdresser’s that opened late and had blonde highlights and a new cut. She had
			been wearing her hair long and straight for the last couple of years, but in a moment of
			wanting an entirely new image, partly because of Tod, she’d decided a jaw-length
			bob and some highlights might suit her better.

		She was thrilled with her new look; her hair
			felt marvellous, so much thicker and bouncier. It made her brave enough today to try on
			the slinky turquoise sleeveless dress she’d admired in the catalogue at work. To
			her amazement it looked really good on her, as she appeared to have lost a bit of weight
			since her mother died.

		‘No date. But I was hoping someone
			might ask me to go down the pub with them, as it’s my birthday.’

		‘Oh shit, why didn’t you give me
			some warning so I could get you a card?’ he said as he came into the room.

		‘I’m not so sad that I have to
			announce my birthday in advance.’ She laughed.

		‘Fortuitous that I bought some vino
			then,’ Tod said, but stopped short when he saw the cards on the mantelpiece.
			‘Double shit, it’s your twenty-first!’

		There were only three cards: the one from Mr
			Bailey, one from Ben and Sophie, and a third large one signed by everyone at work.
			They’d had a whip-round and bought her a Chanel No. 19 gift set.
			Olive had given her a lovely tan leather handbag.

		‘It’s just another day in
			paradise,’ Eva giggled. ‘Now pour that wine.’

		She liked Tod so much. The day after she
			moved in, he’d knocked and said he was going to the launderette and asked if she
			would like to go with him so she’d know where it was. She had never expected that
			something as mundane as going to a launderette could be so much fun. Tod could talk
			about anything; he observed stuff about people and made her laugh with it.

		She could see from the small mountain of
			washing that he only tackled it when he’d got nothing clean left to wear. As she
			carefully smoothed out and folded his clean clothes, he watched her with amusement.

		‘I bung everything in the bag as it
			comes out of the dryer,’ he said.

		‘If you do it like this, nothing will
			need ironing,’ she said.

		‘Ironing!’ he exclaimed.
			‘What’s that?’

		Since then Tod had knocked on her door
			several times, mostly to cadge something – tea bags or some milk – but he usually stayed
			a little while for a chat. His visits shortened the evenings, and they took her mind off
			her mother’s death and Andrew being so nasty.

		She’d kept her resolve not to tell him
			about the recent events, portraying herself as a happy, independent career girl, and
			hoping that in time she would actually feel that was what she was.

		‘Then I’d better take you down
			the pub, not just because it’s such an important day, but because you look so
			gorgeous,’ he said as he looked at her cards. ‘There isn’t one from
			your mum and dad. Why’s that? Surely they haven’t forgotten?’

		She said the first thing that came into her
			head. ‘I’m going there tomorrow for lunch. And I’d
			love to go to the pub with you. Now, about that wine? Are you going to pour me a
			glass?’

		It was a lovely evening. First, the pub
			where Tod announced to all and sundry that it was her twenty-first, and everyone bought
			her drinks and made a fuss of her. Then, when the pub closed, they went on to a club
			around the corner where the music was so loud it was impossible to talk to anyone and so
			crowded there was barely room to dance either. Eva was happily drunk, content to watch
			her new friends being silly together, yet feeling protected from approaches by predatory
			lone males, because she was part of a group.

		When a drunken man became very insistent
			that she dance with him, Tod stepped in.

		‘Sorry, mate, she’s spoken
			for,’ he said and, putting his arm around her, he drew her on to the dance
			floor.

		He had been dancing ever since they got into
			the club. As he put both his arms around her and drew her to his chest, it felt like he
			was on fire. ‘Phew, you’re hot!’ she exclaimed.

		‘And so are you,’ he said.
			‘But not in the sweaty way, like me.’

		Eva giggled at the compliment.

		‘You don’t know how lovely you
			are, do you?’ he said, catching hold of her face with both hands and looking into
			her eyes.

		No boy had ever said anything like that to
			her, but she assumed he’d only said it because he was drunk. Yet his hands on her
			face, lips so close to hers, were making her heart beat faster. It was so tempting to
			just sink into it, to let him kiss her, but she knew where that would lead.

		In the past she hadn’t had a place of
			her own to take anyone. But she’d been with boys to their flats, or in their cars,
			and afterwards it was always the same, they gave her that ‘What
			was I thinking of?’ look. The muttered ‘I’ll ring you’, which
			they never did. From sixteen to eighteen there had been so many shaming times like that.
			The last one, just before her eighteenth birthday, was the worst. He’d been so
			rough with her, virtually rape, and then after he’d had his way he turned her out
			of his car and drove off, leaving her to walk home alone.

		That was the wake-up call she’d needed
			and she realized she had to change or she would spend her life being humiliated. She
			looked at herself long and hard in a mirror, and accepted that she was short, rather
			plain, overweight, and that it was unlikely any boy was going to want her for anything
			other than casual sex. She realized too that the so-called friends she hung around with
			were toxic for her. She had copied their goth look, heavy drinking, drug taking and
			promiscuous behaviour in an effort to fit in, and if she didn’t break away from
			them she would end up in the gutter.

		She got the job at Oakley and Smithson a few
			weeks later. She had seen Miss Olive Oakley’s horrified expression when she walked
			into her office for the interview, and in that second she knew she had to reinvent
			herself if she wanted to get anywhere at all. But Olive must have seen something in her
			to like, because she got the job.

		Everything changed for her then. Her first
			port of call was to a hairdresser, where she got them to re-dye her hair to tone down
			the heavy black, get rid of the purple streaks and cut off all the straggly bits. Next
			out was the heavy make-up and the black grungy clothes. She turned up for her first day
			at work in a suit her mother had bought her, which at the time she had ridiculed as
			being ‘Normal Norah’.

		Olive’s smile of approval on Monday
			morning was enough to convince her that her new image was the right one.

		It was far easier living with approval than
			being nagged at constantly. She loved her job, started having driving
			lessons, and she found out that staying home at night to watch television with the
			family and helping around the house made for a more tranquil life.

		The girls at work often gently teased her
			because she hadn’t got a boyfriend, and she had learned to make a joke of it
			herself, claiming she was waiting for Mr Right. She’d been chatted up by the van
			drivers at work, and on nights out with the girls from work there had been a few blokes
			who bought her a drink and flirted with her. But she’d never once let it go
			further than that.

		In well over three years, Tod was the first
			boy she’d met that she really did want. She loved his sense of humour, his
			interest in people, the way he could chat about anything, and that he was a gentleman.
			But even now when it seemed that he really liked her, she was too afraid of waking up in
			her bed with him in the morning and seeing remorse or horror on his face to take a
			chance.

		So she just grinned at him. ‘And you
			are very drunk, Tod,’ she said. ‘It’s been a brilliant evening, but
			don’t get soppy on me now. I want to go home.’

		Tod lurched off to his room when they got
			back, and she went to hers. But once she’d got into bed she found herself crying.
			It seemed to her that she’d been lonely for most of her life. Not alone, because
			there had always been her family and other people around, but it was a loneliness that
			came of having no one to share her thoughts and dreams with, no one she could tell about
			moments like this, when she didn’t feel she belonged anywhere.

		She woke at half past nine the next morning
			with a thumping headache, and remembered she’d told Tod she was going to see her
			family to celebrate her birthday. She wanted to stay in bed, but she
			knew she must go out, and stay out all day. So she got up, made tea and took some
			painkillers, then showered, got dressed and put make-up on.

		Driving to Bath to have a look around seemed
			the best idea. Maybe she could buy herself a piece of jewellery, and when she got back
			she could pretend it was a birthday present from her parents.

		It turned out to be a long, dreary and
			lonely day. Bath was full of tourists, as it always was in the spring and summer, and
			though she’d always loved coming here for the day with her mother, wandering
			around the narrow streets with all the little specialist shops, checking out the vintage
			clothes shops in Walcot Street, or even going for a walk in Victoria Park, it was no fun
			on her own. Stopping to have some lunch in a cafe full of couples and friends only
			heightened the feeling of loneliness still more.

		She bought a silver bangle, a pretty tea
			towel and a tablecloth, and as the shops were closing she drove home. There was a
			traffic jam at Almondsbury interchange, an accident involving three cars on the slipway
			on to the M5. It took almost an hour to get past it, and by the time she got back to
			Crail Road it was after eight o’clock.

		Slipping her shoes off, Eva filled the
			kettle and had just put the new tablecloth on the table, when there was a knock on the
			door.

		It was Tod.

		‘Good timing,’ she said.
			‘I’ve just put the kettle on.’

		‘Did you have a nice day?’ he
			asked, coming in and just standing there, as if he wasn’t sure he was welcome.

		‘Lovely, thanks, but it’s nice
			to be home,’ she replied. ‘What’s up? You look a bit anxious. Or is
			that just because you’re still suffering from last night?’

		‘Why didn’t you tell me your
			mother died?’ he asked quietly. ‘Didn’t you feel you
			could trust me? I thought we were friends?’

		Eva was so shocked she nearly dropped the
			milk she was getting out of the fridge. ‘How did you find out?’ she
			asked.

		‘Your brother called to see you, and I
			invited him in for some tea as he seemed upset you weren’t here.’ Tod held
			out a little parcel to her. ‘He brought you this for your birthday.’

		Eva took the present from him with shaking
			hands. ‘How did he come to tell you such a thing?’ she asked nervously.

		It had never occurred to Eva that Ben would
			turn up without ringing her at work first. And Ben wasn’t one to divulge anything
			to a stranger; he wasn’t even very forthcoming with people he knew well, so it was
			strange that he’d talked to Tod.

		‘I told him we’d become friends,
			even told him what a good time we’d had last night, and that you’d gone home
			to see your folks today. He looked really puzzled, and he said you wouldn’t do
			that because you’d fallen out with your dad since your mum died. Then he told me
			how she died.’

		‘I’m sorry,’ she
			whispered, suddenly feeling faint. ‘I mean, that I lied and said I was going home
			today. I only said that because you asked why there was no birthday card from my mum and
			dad. It’s not easy to tell someone that your mother killed herself. I’m
			shocked Ben told you.’

		‘I think he needed to talk. He began
			by just saying he ought to have come round last night to check you were alright and not
			lonely, because birthdays are always tied up with your mother. But then he kind of
			blurted it all out. He said it was bad enough for him and your sister, but they
			didn’t find her dead in the bath, like you did, and he was frightened it might
			have pushed you over the edge.’

		Eva couldn’t speak; she felt stunned
			that Ben was mature enough to understand the complexities of how she might feel, and her
			eyes welled up with tears.

		Tod came over to her and pulled her into his
			arms. ‘So I’ve been worried sick since he left,’ he said, his lips
			against her hair. ‘I wish you had told me about it.’

		‘I couldn’t bring myself to, I
			was afraid I’d seem tragic,’ she murmured against his shoulder. It felt so
			good to be held and to know he’d been worried about her.

		‘I thought it was a bit odd that you
			came here to live when your home was so close,’ he said. ‘Ben hinted that
			your father was mean to you. Was he?’

		‘Yes, really horrible. He informed me
			I wasn’t his child.’

		‘He did what?’ Tod sounded
			incredulous. ‘Look, I’ll make the tea. You sit down and then you can tell me
			the whole story.’

		‘Are you sure you want to be burdened
			with it?’ she asked.

		‘That’s what friends are
			for,’ he said firmly, pushing her down on to the sofa.

	
		
Chapter Six

		It took Eva some time to tell Tod the whole
			story, mainly because he wouldn’t accept the shortened version and kept stopping
			her for more details. But finally it was told and he cuddled her to him.

		‘That’s truly awful,’ he
			said, looking really shaken. ‘You seemed so together, I would never have guessed
			you’d been through something so awful. You must be a very strong
			person.’

		‘I don’t know about that, mostly
			I feel pretty feeble.’ She managed a weak smile. ‘I keep telling myself that
			I’m lucky I’ve got a job I like. And Mum left me the studio in London, so
			I’ve got a nest egg. But it is hard to deal with finding out that your dad, who
			you loved, and thought loved you, isn’t and doesn’t.’

		‘People lash out when they are
			hurt,’ he said gently. ‘That doesn’t excuse him of course; he’s
			behaved appallingly. But once he’s had time to reflect on it, he might very well
			come round.’

		‘At the moment I don’t care if
			he never does,’ she said. ‘But looking back, and that’s something
			I’ve done a lot of since it happened, I can see that he was never the same to me
			as he was to Ben and Sophie. He wasn’t cruel or neglectful, just uninvolved. But
			once I got into my teens, and I admit I did start acting up, he was always on at me. I
			couldn’t talk to him, he was so scornful about everything. I think that’s
			what made me want to be anywhere but home, and that sent me on a downward spiral,
			hanging out with all the wrong people. But even when I did get back on
			track, found my present job and stayed home at nights, he wasn’t really any nicer
			to me. I often felt he didn’t like me.’

		‘What about the relationship with your
			mum?’

		Eva sighed. ‘When I was little it
			seemed pretty good, but it certainly had deteriorated by the time I was thirteen or
			fourteen. I don’t know how you judge these things. Most of the girls at school
			complained about their mums, so I don’t know if mine was better or worse. But I
			did feel she was distant – disappointed in me. In the last three years I tried my best
			to please her, but it didn’t make that much difference.’

		Tod nodded. ‘I know that
			feeling!’

		‘You’ve had problems with your
			parents?’

		‘Yes, I’m a disappointment to
			them too. But I want to know about you.’

		‘Why do you think Mum kept so much
			hidden?’ Eva asked. ‘The art thing, and about her childhood, family and
			teenage years? Most mothers do tell their children stuff, even if they claim the kids
			couldn’t care less and aren’t even listening. The thing that upset me most
			at her funeral was feeling I didn’t really know her at all.’

		‘Is Ben like her, or like his
			father?’

		‘He looks like Andrew, but he’s
			far more sensitive and feels things deeply. I suppose that comes from Mum.’

		‘I liked him,’ Tod said
			reflectively. ‘I suppose you take after your mum?’

		‘I suppose so; she was short and had
			blue eyes. But her hair was red, and she had the pale skin to go with it.’

		‘I think you should find this guy
			Patrick O’Donnell and check him out. If he’s an illustrator, it should be
			easy.’

		‘It’s odd that both my parents
			were artists but I can’t paint or draw,’ she said.

		‘My father is a barrister and my
			mother taught maths. They produced a child who doesn’t like to
			argue and is useless at maths.’

		‘You didn’t tell me your father
			was a barrister,’ she said in some surprise.

		‘Well, we didn’t really do the
			“You tell me about your family and I’ll tell you about mine”, did
			we?’ he laughed.

		‘No, but now I’ve told you all
			my secrets, you’d better share yours.’

		‘No secrets. Shipped off to boarding
			school at eleven, hated it and was bullied. So we’ve got that in common. Dad
			wanted me to do law, Mum wanted me to be a doctor. All I’ve done is bum around
			since leaving uni. They’ve more or less washed their hands of me.’

		‘I’d be proud of having a son
			who cared about other people as you do,’ she said.

		‘They see it as having no
			drive,’ he sighed. ‘To them you are a failure if you don’t go into the
			“professions”. But it’s the way my dad is that put me off. I was about
			sixteen when I heard him telling Mum about a man he’d defended. The guy was
			charged with the murder of both his parents. It seems the parents did terrible things to
			their son, and in the end he set fire to their house and they died in the fire. I was
			listening hard, and I could feel Dad’s anger that he’d lost the case, but I
			didn’t sense any sympathy for his client being sentenced to life imprisonment. I
			wondered how Dad could be that way. He knew just what that poor guy had gone through
			during his life, he’d dug up every last piece of evidence to show the jury that
			there were extenuating circumstances and that the parents had driven him to it. Yet Dad
			switched off from the guy’s plight the minute the jury gave their guilty verdict.
			I suppose most lawyers are the same; it’s the nature of the beast. But it chilled
			me that my dad had so little compassion. So the thought of law as a profession flew out
			of the window.’

		They discussed things about their parents for a
			little while and then Eva offered to make some supper for them. ‘I can do cheese
			on toast or egg on toast,’ she offered. ‘I should’ve bought some food
			today.’

		Tod chose cheese on toast, and while she was
			preparing it he asked her more about the studio. ‘Is there a tenant in
			it?’

		‘No, not now, apparently the last one
			did a runner. My solicitor told me to be prepared to find it in a mess. It will all be
			finalized this week. I ought to go down there and look next weekend.’

		‘Would you like me to come with
			you?’ Tod asked. ‘It might be a bit scary on your own.’

		‘I couldn’t put you to all that
			trouble,’ she said.

		‘I was thinking of it as more of an
			adventure,’ he smiled. ‘I’m used to pigsties, remember. We could take
			sleeping bags with us and doss there, or if it’s too vile we could book into a
			hotel.’

		Looking at the eagerness in his face made
			her heart turn a little somersault. He had nothing to gain by helping her. She
			hadn’t told him about the money she had, because she’d promised Mr Bailey
			she would keep it quiet. And he’d suddenly made her feel joyful rather than
			apprehensive.

		‘That would be wonderful,’ she
			said. ‘If we go in my car I can take all the cleaning materials with me. I can
			tackle anything wearing a pair of rubber gloves.’

		‘Then I’ll buy you a pair and
			you can clean my room,’ he laughed.

		They had their supper, and another cup of
			tea. She kept expecting Tod to say he had to go, but he didn’t. They put the TV
			on, and in one advert there was a weird-looking goth girl. Eva laughingly admitted
			she’d once gone for a similar look.

		He raised both eyebrows in disbelief.
			‘I can’t imagine that, you always look so feminine and neat.’

		‘Does that equal boring?’

		‘Certainly not. What right-minded male
			would want a woman wearing biker boots, with matted hair and piercings all over her
			face?’

		‘Men that look like that too,
			perhaps,’ she said. ‘I never really liked it, but the crowd I hung around
			with then were all into it and I just followed like a sheep. I’m glad I was too
			afraid of needles to have the piercings and tattoos. Also, I knew Mum would freak
			out.’

		‘My mum despairs at the way I
			dress,’ he said. ‘I tried to tell her “grunge” is in now, but
			she sniffed and said I looked far better in a suit. As if I could wear a suit for the
			work I do! But I do have a suit and I don’t even mind dressing up for an
			appropriate occasion.’

		‘Which would be?’

		He looked at her and smiled. ‘Taking
			you out somewhere special.’

		She blushed and looked down at her lap to
			hide her confusion.

		He turned to her on the sofa and lifted her
			chin up. ‘Am I wrong in thinking there’s something going on with us?
			I’m not that experienced with girls, but I get the feeling you like me.’

		‘I do,’ she whispered. ‘I
			just –’ She broke off.

		‘You just didn’t think I was
			interested in that way? Or you aren’t interested in that way?’

		‘I didn’t think you were,’
			she whispered.

		‘Well, I am,’ he said and leaned
			closer and kissed her.

		It was the sweetest, gentlest kiss
			she’d ever known. The kind that said he cared about her, and wanted to take it
			slowly. But as the tip of his tongue flickered between her lips she felt a surge of
			wanting, and she relaxed into his embrace for more.

		The kissing went on and on, growing deeper and
			more passionate. And yet he didn’t try to get her clothes off, or suggest they
			went to bed.

		He moved away slightly, and she opened her
			eyes to find him looking down at her in a way she could only think of as loving.

		‘Tomorrow I’ll put on my suit
			and we’ll go out for lunch,’ he said. ‘Just us, a real date, and
			we’ll take it from there.’

		Half of her wanted to pull him back close to
			her, yet the other half loved that he wanted to do things properly. ‘That would be
			lovely,’ she said, her voice choked up with wanting him.

		‘I’ll think of somewhere nice
			and make a reservation,’ he said. ‘I’ll let you go to bed now and see
			you about twelve thirty tomorrow afternoon.’

		One last kiss and he was gone, leaving Eva
			wanting to dance and sing; she felt so happy.

		Sunday was warm and sunny, and they walked
			to the restaurant Tod had picked in Montpellier. He said he’d never been there
			before but had heard it was good.

		Eva wore a pink cotton dress she’d
			bought last summer; the colour really suited her, but she’d hardly worn it because
			she thought it made her look fat. But it didn’t now. In fact when she looked in
			the mirror she saw it was loose around her waist, because she’d lost weight.

		Tod looked completely different in his
			navy-blue suit, shirt and a tie. He’d even polished up a pair of black shoes.
			There was something deliciously wonderful about having such a handsome man holding her
			hand and talking to her as if she was the most important person in his life.

		The restaurant was good, busy but not
			frantically so, with plain wooden tables, lots of modern paintings on the walls, and young, friendly staff. They started on a bottle of white wine
			while they studied the menu.

		‘I always find it so hard to
			choose,’ Eva said. ‘And when I have, then I always see someone else eating
			something I think I would’ve liked better.’

		‘My dad is a food and wine
			snob,’ Tod confided. ‘I used to hate being dragged out for meals with him
			because he always wanted me to have things he thought I ought to try to widen my
			experience. All I really wanted was a chicken Kiev.’

		‘I love those too,’ she
			admitted. ‘We never went out to restaurants much. Mum said it was too much of a
			pain with three kids. I expect it was too. Sophie didn’t want anything but egg and
			chips, and all Ben wanted was pizza. I was a pig, I’d eat anything.’

		‘Living on my own I’ve learned
			to eat anything too. Dad was astounded when I ordered mussels one day. That put him in
			his place.’

		‘Where do they live?’

		‘In Yorkshire, near Harrogate. I
			hardly ever go home these days. It’s always question time. What am I going to do
			next? Wouldn’t it be better if I did this or that? On and on it goes. I just wish
			I’d had some brothers and sisters to share the load.’

		‘So I shouldn’t ask what your
			plans for your career are then?’

		‘I don’t mind you asking. I have
			enrolled on a counselling course for September, here in Cheltenham, and I can fit that
			in with work.’

		‘I think you’ll make a brilliant
			counsellor,’ Eva said. ‘You are so easy to talk to.’

		The time flew by: a lovely meal, and yet
			another bottle of wine, and then Tod looked around them and saw they were alone, except for a waitress laying up tables for dinner that
			night.

		‘Everyone’s gone! I can’t
			believe it. I didn’t notice everyone go!’

		Eva giggled. ‘Neither did I, but I
			think we’ve outstayed our welcome.’

		All the way down the road they laughed about
			the polite yet all too eager way the waitress had taken Tod’s credit card for the
			bill. ‘She couldn’t get us out of the door fast enough,’ Eva said.
			‘Poor girl, she should’ve given us a hint earlier if she wanted to close
			up.’

		‘Anyone would think we hadn’t
			got a home to go to,’ Tod said as he pulled her into his arms and kissed her on
			the street.

		They were both a little drunk, the sun was
			warm and they ambled home slowly, stopping to kiss every now and then. There were lots
			of people around, families out for a walk, people with dogs, children on bicycles, but
			they were so engrossed in one another they barely noticed.

		‘I thought this street looked quite
			nasty when I first came here,’ Eva said as they reached Crail Road. ‘But
			it’s grown on me.’

		‘I’m glad about that.’ Tod
			stopped walking, turned to face her and took her hands in his. ‘You looked so
			forlorn when you first arrived. But today you look happy and pretty.’

		‘You’ve done that,’ she
			said. ‘Even if it doesn’t work out for us, I’ll keep how you’ve
			made me feel today inside me for ever.’

		As the words came out of her mouth she was
			afraid she’d sounded too intense. But his eyes were shining, and that lovely full
			mouth of his was waiting to come down on hers again.

		They had barely closed her room door behind
			them when they fell on each other. All hesitation was gone, their clothes came off and they tumbled on to the sofa, not even thinking to pull it
			out into a bed.

		The touch of his bare chest against her
			breasts was so good, she forgot that sunshine was streaming through the window, that
			anyone out in the hall might hear them and even that she’d never been entirely
			naked with a man in broad daylight before.

		It was a roller coaster of sensual delight,
			and it was only when Tod gasped that he had to get a condom from his jacket that she was
			pulled up enough to remember that no other man she’d ever had sex with before had
			worried about contraception.

		She didn’t feel cheap this time. His
			touch was loving, he was murmuring lovely things to her, wanting to give her pleasure
			too. It was that which moved her. With other men she’d always sensed they
			didn’t care about her feelings.

		It was over too quickly, but she heard him
			say her name just as he came, and that was enough for her.

		But if the sex had been good, the way he
			kissed and cuddled her afterwards was even better. ‘You are so lovely, Eva. I told
			you on Friday night that you didn’t know how lovely you are, and I know you
			thought it was just the drink talking, but I meant it then and I do now. I didn’t
			think I’d ever feel like this about anyone.’

		She got up to make tea later, and put on his
			shirt; Tod pulled the bed out properly. Nothing had ever felt so good as getting into it
			with him beside her, leaning back on his bare chest as they drank the tea, and he talked
			about them going to London on the following Friday.

		They did it again later, and this time it
			was slower, and very loving. She began to cry when he made her come with his tongue.
			She’d never had an orgasm before, at least not with a partner.

		He asked her why she was crying.

		‘Because that’s never happened
			before,’ she sobbed. She wished she could explain to him how he had made her feel
			special, that all the past hurts and humiliations that men had dumped on her were washed
			away now. But some things about her past were best left in the past.

		It was only when she got up to take a shower
			later that she remembered she’d meant to call Ben and thank him for the present.
			It had been a watch with a lovely blue strap.

		‘I ought to phone Ben, he’ll be
			worried about me,’ she said, wrapping a towel around her. ‘But I’m
			afraid Andrew will answer it, and I really don’t want to go out to a phone
			box.’

		‘Then don’t do it. Ben’s
			bound to ring you tomorrow when you’re at work,’ Todd said. ‘He knows
			you aren’t friendless now, so it can wait.’

		She looked at Tod lying there naked on the
			bed and saw affection and concern in his eyes, and her heart fluttered.

		He was right, she wasn’t friendless,
			and this felt like the start of something wonderful.

	
		
Chapter Seven

		At last Eva knew what the expression
			‘loved up’ meant.

		She went off to work on Monday morning in a
			delicious bubble of happiness and expectation. It was hard to keep her mind on driving
			or what she would be doing at work, because her insides kept doing little flips as she
			thought about Tod making love to her. It had been wonderful to be woken early this
			morning with him caressing her breasts, sleepy kisses that soon grew into fiery ones as
			his fingers slid into her.

		An orgasm exploded inside her even before he
			entered her; she’d never imagined she could feel such utter rapture or feel so
			greedy for more.

		But it was his tenderness that made her want
			to cry with joy, his sweet smile when she said how wonderful it was, and the way he
			folded her in his arms as if he never wanted to let her go. He had made her tea and
			toast while she was taking a shower, and then promised he was going to make some dinner
			for them that evening.

		Nothing could burst the bubble, not even the
			first irate customer who rang in that morning, complaining bitterly that she’d
			been sent the wrong size dress and so had nothing to wear to an important function at
			the weekend. Eva sailed through it, oozing so much charm that the woman ordered a second
			dress. By mid-afternoon, when she’d sorted at least a dozen other problems, Olive
			buzzed her to come into her office.

		‘You seem remarkably happy
			today,’ she said with a smile. ‘I suspect a new man!’

		Eva’s smile was as wide as a slice of
			watermelon. ‘You suspect right, he lives in the same house as me.
			I had the most marvellous birthday weekend.’

		‘Then I’m very glad for
			you,’ Olive said. ‘You deserve some happiness and I hope it works out for
			both of you.’

		It was very tempting to tell Olive much more
			about Tod – she wanted to shout it to the whole world – but she controlled the urge and
			thanked Olive, then went on to tell her she’d have the keys to the studio in
			London by the weekend. ‘Everything seems to be coming up roses for me
			now.’

		Olive looked at Eva’s glowing face and
			hadn’t the heart to offer any warnings that she should take this new romance
			slowly.

		‘Enjoy,’ she said.

		That evening Tod made a curry for them, and
			later they drove out to the country for a walk until it grew dark, then back home for
			more lovemaking.

		It was a little disappointing to get a phone
			call from Mr Bailey later in the week to say that there had been a slight hold-up and it
			would be another week before she got the keys, but Eva was too happy to care about such
			incidentals. Tod wanted to be with her every evening, and he had plans for them for the
			weekend too.

		Ben came round on Tuesday. It was only a
			quick visit, and he was driving Flora’s red Polo which he said his father had
			given him in a rare moment of generosity.

		‘He was only trying to creep around me
			because I was angry about the way he was with you. But even the car won’t change
			my plans, I’m going to move to Leeds as soon as I’ve sat my A levels. I
			can’t stand it at home any longer,’ he said fiercely.

		‘Is that wise?’ Eva asked.
			‘Don’t do anything rash. You might regret it later.’

		‘You don’t know what it’s
			like at home,’ he said plaintively. ‘Dad’s definitely got another
			woman, he goes out every night. The house is a mess, Rose left a note to say unless we
			keep it tidier she’ll have to leave. Sophie is taking full advantage, stopping out
			late, and sometimes she doesn’t come home at all.’

		Eva could take no pleasure in being proved
			right in her belief that everything would fall apart when she left. It made her sad that
			Ben was worried. ‘I really don’t think it’s a good idea to go to Leeds
			now,’ she said. ‘I know you want to go to the university there. But what if
			you don’t get accepted?’

		‘There’s no reason why I
			shouldn’t if my grades are good enough. And I’ll make sure they are, Eva. I
			really want to be there. Besides, I’ve got a couple of mates in Leeds already. I
			can get a summer job. Sharing a flat with a bunch of other people has got to be better
			than the way it is at home now.’

		She agreed with him on that point but said
			he must try to leave on good terms with his father. ‘Just because I fell out with
			him doesn’t mean you should too. I just hope he pulls himself together enough to
			see what Sophie’s getting up to. Does he ever say anything about me?’

		‘He’s too busy with whoever
			he’s shagging to think of anyone else,’ Ben said bitterly. ‘When he is
			home he’s just irritable with us. On Sunday Sophie put a red top in the washing
			machine with all his shirts. They came out pink. He went ape with her, and when I tried
			to stick up for her he went to punch me. He keeps banging on about Mum’s will too.
			I’ve already told him that if he wants to sell the house Sophie and I will agree
			to it. But he can’t sell it even with our agreement. Not until Sophie is
			eighteen.’

		Eva thought it was so wrong that he was
			taking it out on Sophie and Ben. They had enough to contend with at the loss of their
			mother. ‘He was used to having all the power when Mum was
			alive,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Now he’s trying to wield it over you
			two.’

		‘I think you might be right
			there,’ Ben said glumly. ‘He used to have everything his way. He decided
			everything – from where we went on holiday, to who got invited round for dinner. I
			can’t remember Mum ever going against him. She was always there, gardening,
			cooking, making sure everyone had whatever they needed. She didn’t really have a
			life of her own, did she?’

		‘No, not looking back on it, Ben. She
			wasn’t always like that, though. Her old friends I talked to at the funeral said
			she was a madcap party person, some of them even hinted at her being selfish too. It had
			to have been some kind of mental illness – not bad enough for the funny farm, but enough
			to knock her off-centre. Maybe she just found it easier to do what Andrew
			said?’

		‘He can wear you down,’ Ben
			agreed. ‘I find myself doing what he says, just for a quiet life. Mum was
			different when he was away on business, wasn’t she? Remember how she put the tent
			up in the garden that hot summer of 1986 and we all slept out there?’

		Eva laughed, suddenly remembering how much
			fun that had been. Flora had put night lights in jam jars all around the garden, filled
			up the big paddling pool to pretend it was a lake, and they’d had a moonlight
			barbecue, before all snuggling up to one another in the tent for ghost stories.

		‘Andrew would’ve gone ape if
			he’d known about that,’ she said. ‘She took us all to
			Weston-super-Mare too, we went paddling after it was dark. Remember, we all had to hold
			hands and jump over the waves? We didn’t get home until about three in the
			morning, you and Sophie were spark out in the back of the car.’

		‘She made us promise we wouldn’t
			tell Dad too,’ Ben said thoughtfully. ‘I never thought
			that was odd, because she said everyone has to have secret good times. Do you think she
			had any secret good times without us?’

		‘You mean like an affair?’ Eva
			asked.

		Ben nodded.

		‘If she did, I never got even an
			inkling of it,’ Eva said. ‘I suppose she could’ve met someone during
			the day. Maybe she wanted to be with him, but she knew Andrew would never let her take
			us with her?’

		‘Do you think that was why she did it?
			Love gone wrong and all that?’

		He looked so forlorn that Eva put her arms
			around him and hugged him tightly. ‘I don’t know, Ben, but I really
			don’t think so. But one thing I do know for certain was that she was very proud of
			how clever you are, as I am too. Don’t go against her wishes and make the house
			over to your dad, whatever he says. Stall him, anything but that. And make sure you get
			good grades in your exams, and try to stop Sophie going off the rails.’

		He smiled weakly. ‘I’ll do my
			best. I am glad you seem happy here. Is Tod your boyfriend?’

		‘Yes, he is now, but only just, up
			until my birthday he was just a friend.’

		Ben beamed then. ‘I’m glad. I
			thought you might be cross that I told him about Mum. But he’s a good bloke and I
			couldn’t help coming out with it. He’s just what you need.’

		Ben was right, Tod was just what she
			needed. It was so lovely when she got home from work to have him banging on her door
			within five minutes to ask how her day had been, and offering to make her a cup of tea.
			She loved sharing a meal with him and planning to go down to the pub later, only to fall
			into bed and end up not making it there. All those miserable, sad
			nights back at The Beeches with Andrew being so nasty were all behind her now. It seemed
			as if her life was getting better and better.

		On Saturday morning they went shopping
			together and he insisted on buying a bunch of flowers for her, which choked her up. She
			had often looked at couples buying groceries together and felt envious at their
			togetherness, and she could hardly believe that at last she knew what it felt like.

		‘You’re so easy to
			please.’ He laughed. ‘I hope that five or six years down the line you are
			still the same.’

		She knew she loved him and wanted to say so,
			but she didn’t quite dare, not yet. After all, they had only been an item for one
			whole week, but that remark seemed to confirm he felt a permanence in their relationship
			too.

		Word had got around at Oakley and Smithson
			that she had a boyfriend, and who he was, and back at work on Monday she was teased
			about it constantly. Pictures of hats with notes attached from the other girls, saying
			they’d picked this one out for her wedding, appeared on her desk. She put on her
			jacket one evening and found the pockets were full of confetti, and in the staff room a
			silly wedding-present list had been pinned up, with everything from a three-bedroom
			detached house to a tin opener on it. People had written their names and funny comments
			beside some of the items.

		But Eva didn’t tell Tod about any of
			this; she was afraid he’d feel he was being pushed into a corner.

		On the Friday evening Eva picked up the keys
			for the studio on her way home. She was really excited and expected that Tod would be
			ready to drive to London. But when she got home he was sunbathing on the grass in the
			front garden in just a pair of shorts.

		‘How long is it going to take for you
			to get ready?’ she asked him. ‘I planned to go straight
			away, just in case it’s too awful to stay there and we need to find somewhere
			else.’

		He didn’t get up, just grinned at her.
			‘I don’t fancy being in London for the weekend if it’s going to be
			good weather. Let’s leave it till next weekend?’

		Eva felt she’d just had her balloon
			popped. ‘But I’m really excited to see the studio. We don’t have to be
			in it all weekend, we could go to one of the parks with a picnic,’ she
			pleaded.

		‘But I’ve already told the lads
			we’d be going down the pub tonight. Josh is having a party tomorrow night too. I
			wouldn’t want to miss that.’

		Not wanting to look possessive or demanding,
			Eva swallowed her disappointment and managed to force a smile. ‘What if I go to
			London by train tomorrow on my own then?’ she suggested. ‘I’m dying to
			see the place and I don’t think I could stand to wait another week.’

		‘Will you be back for the
			party?’ he asked.

		That wasn’t the reply she’d
			expected. She’d thought once he realized that her heart was set on seeing the
			studio he would change his mind and go with her. ‘I don’t suppose I’ll
			feel much like it after a long day in London. Especially if there’s a lot of
			cleaning to do. But you go anyway.’

		He got up and kissed her. His body was warm,
			silky and smelled of suntan lotion, and she immediately felt aroused.

		‘I won’t enjoy the party without
			you there too,’ he said, nuzzling at her neck with his lips.

		‘That’s a fib, you’ll have
			far more fun without me.’ She laughed, only too happy to forgive him anything when
			he made her feel dizzy with desire. ‘But if you can bear to leave the sun for now,
			I could show you some fun things to do indoors.’

		Eva caught the train to London shortly
			after seven the following morning. She hadn’t slept very well because she was nervous about finding her way around London on her own. She
			hadn’t been there more than five times, and always with her mother. She was very
			excited to see the studio of course, but it would have been so much more fun if Tod had
			come with her.

		She had hoped he would change his mind at
			the last minute, but he didn’t even stir when she took a shower, so she crept out
			without waking him. In a small wheeled suitcase she had packed a variety of cleaning
			materials, tea bags, bin liners and other essentials, plus some old jeans and a T-shirt
			to work in. She would take some photos before she moved or cleaned anything, so she
			could show Tod when she got back.

		Paddington Station was extremely busy and,
			as she was apprehensive at finding her way on the tube, she got a taxi to Pottery Lane
			in Holland Park.

		Olive had told her that Holland Park was a
			smart area with big houses but warned her that the smaller side roads going down towards
			Ladbroke Grove were very different. She said she had lived near there during the 1970s
			and parts were quite squalid, so Eva wasn’t to expect too much. She added that she
			thought the studio might be just a couple of rooms above a garage.

		As the taxi took her through Notting Hill
			and on down to tree-lined Holland Park Avenue, Eva was pleased to see that the big
			houses Olive had spoken of all looked very similar to those in the best parts of
			Cheltenham. There were restaurants, a couple of trendy gift-type shops and a
			delicatessen too. As the taxi turned off into Portland Road the houses were slightly
			smaller and terraced, the front doors opening straight on to the pavement with no
			gardens, but they were still very smart with black painted railings.

		She assumed that the taxi still had quite a
			way to go, so when the driver pulled up suddenly by a pub called The
			Prince of Wales, she was taken by surprise.

		‘That’s Pottery Lane,’ he
			said, glancing at her over his shoulder and pointing straight ahead up a much narrower
			street which went off at an angle. ‘It’s difficult to stop there, it’s
			too narrow.’

		Eva thought for a second he’d made a
			mistake, for although the houses in the narrow street were tiny and humble compared with
			those behind her, they certainly weren’t squalid. It had the look of a mews,
			because some of the houses had been converted with a garage beneath them. She could see
			they’d been built in the last century as workers’ houses, and many of them
			were still just plain yellow brick, but some had been painted white or pastel shades,
			and it looked like a very desirable place to live. The street sign confirmed she had
			been brought to the right place.

		After paying the driver she stood for a
			little while just looking down the street. She hadn’t for one moment considered
			how much her legacy might be worth. It was enough that she’d been left something.
			But even though she knew nothing about London house prices, she could tell this area was
			way out of the league of ordinary people. The quality shops she’d seen, the number
			of BMWs, Mercedes and other smart cars parked on Portland Road, all pointed to this
			being a yuppie ghetto.

		But No. 7 stood out like a rotten tooth in a
			row of healthy ones. Upstairs there was one huge grimy window, when almost every other
			house in the row had two or three smaller windows which were in proportion to the
			building. There was a garage or workshop beneath, a front door to the left of it and a
			small window too. The doors were battered and the grey paint was peeling off; the little
			window was so thick with grime she couldn’t see through it.

		Taking a deep breath she put the key in the
			lock on the front door and turned it, but there appeared to be something behind the door
			preventing it from opening. An image of a body lying behind it sprang into her mind. But
			telling herself that was stupid, she slid her hand around the crack. To her relief it
			was only a mountain of mail which she was able to push aside.

		An appalling fetid smell and the buzzing of
			flies greeted her, making her stomach turn over. She froze momentarily, nervous of going
			any further.

		With her hand over her nose she went in. It
			was very dark and she had to open the front door again to see. To her right was the wall
			of the garage with a connecting door, but to her left and straight ahead appeared to be
			just one big room. As she edged her way gingerly forward she saw pinpricks of light and
			realized that the window right at the back was boarded up.

		The whole floor area was strewn with
			rubbish: paper, takeaway food containers, old cardboard boxes, cigarette ends, beer cans
			and bottles.

		She stood on the spot, terrified that the
			smell was something far worse than decaying food and afraid to take a step further for
			fear of what she might step on. But as her eyes adjusted to the gloom she saw an
			open-tread staircase to her right, set against the back wall of the garage. She also saw
			that all the walls were covered floor to ceiling in black graffiti.

		Her initial reaction was to back away. She
			had never seen or smelled anything so appalling; it even made the seedy rooms of the
			friends she’d visited during her goth period look like palaces. But she knew if
			she did back off now, she’d only have to come back some other time and deal with
			it.

		She tried the light switch but no light came
			on, and her heart sank even further.

		It seemed to her that squatters must have got
			in, for surely no ordinary tenant would leave a place in such a state. The only piece of
			furniture still intact was an ancient deck chair. Other pieces – chairs, a table and
			remnants of a chest of drawers – had been roughly chopped up.

		The smell made her gag as she edged her way
			forward through the mess. The kitchen area was in the left-hand corner by the boarded
			window. To the right was a back door, but the glass was broken in that too and boarded
			over. The door lock was very stiff, and it took her several attempts to turn it. But as
			she opened it, and light flooded in, the room looked even more hideous.

		The kitchen cupboards had been ripped out,
			leaving only a filthy sink unit and an equally filthy electric cooker. Eva gingerly
			turned on the tap and was relieved to find that the water hadn’t been turned
			off.

		With a sinking heart, she tried to recall
			the photographs of herself and her mother that had been taken here some nineteen years
			ago. But though she did remember one where her mother was wearing a vivid green jump
			suit, and a matching band around her hair, she couldn’t remember what the
			background of the room looked like.

		Taking her courage in both hands, she went
			upstairs. The big room at the front had clearly been planned and used as an
			artist’s studio because of the huge window, and there were paint splatters
			everywhere. But there was only one narrow window at the side that opened, and the window
			frames looked rotten. There was still more rubbish here, including a filthy
			mattress.

		The smaller room at the back, however, was
			reasonably clear of debris, and it was decorated with a hand-painted frieze of teddy
			bears.

		That cheered her, because she guessed by the
			age of it that it had been painted by her mother, and finding a link
			to her early childhood was something positive.

		Finally the bathroom, and she gagged when
			she saw the toilet was full of excrement. She flushed it, fully expecting to find that
			it was blocked up. But to her great relief it wasn’t, and most of the mess
			disappeared. She waited till the cistern had refilled and flushed it again, breathing a
			sigh of relief when she saw the waste was all gone.

		The lavatory was still filthy – as were the
			bath and washbasin, but she felt she could deal with those.

		Olive had told her that she must read the
			meters, so she went back downstairs to find them. There was no gas, and the electric
			meter was in a spidery built-in cupboard up by the front door. She jotted down the
			reading before she forgot.

		The walled backyard was as rubbish-strewn as
			the house, but climbers from the houses on either side were tumbling over a trellis on
			the top of the wall, and there were plants struggling through the debris too. She
			didn’t think it would take too much effort to make it pretty.

		She found a key hanging on the back door,
			and it fitted the door through to the garage. She braced herself for more squalor but
			surprisingly found that it was fairly clear: just a few old empty cardboard boxes, a
			stepladder and an old suitcase with a broken handle.

		To gather herself she stood in the fresh air
			at the front door for some minutes. While she had expected an artist’s studio to
			be dirty and shabby, she had allowed her imagination to build up a romantic picture of a
			discarded easel and palette, paint brushes in pots and a worn chaise longue where models
			posed. But the graffiti suggested the last tenants’ attempt at art had been
			fuelled by drugs, and they were filthy people who had no respect for themselves, let
			alone someone else’s property.

		She wondered if these tenants had added to her
			mother’s anxiety. She had been given Flora’s old building society passbook
			and there had been monthly deposits of £600 up until eighteen months ago, and at that
			time there had been a balance of over £8,000. Since then there had been no more
			deposits, and Flora had made one withdrawal of £1,500 pounds in addition to smaller
			amounts. Eva had no idea what she’d used the large sum of money for, she could
			only suppose it was for repairs on her car or something similar, as there was no sign of
			the money being spent on the studio. She wondered why Flora hadn’t got the tenants
			evicted and relet it to someone who would pay the rent? Or had she seen what
			they’d done to it and felt defeated?

		Eva could understand that. But she
			wasn’t going to let it defeat her. Yet at the same time she knew the cleaning
			materials she’d brought with her were not enough. She needed a broom, dustpan and
			brush, a mop, bucket and toilet brush. And a great many more bin bags. She also thought
			she would try to get a Calor gas camping stove and a kettle to heat up water.

		She needed to go and buy these things but
			decided that, before she left, she would take photographs to show Tod just how bad it
			was. She didn’t think she could adequately describe how horrible it was with mere
			words.

		Hailing a taxi on Holland Park Avenue, she
			asked the driver to take her to the nearest hardware shop.

		In less than an hour she was back in another
			taxi. She had everything she needed, including an inflatable mattress and pump. The last
			purchase had made her spirits rise a little, because it would mean she and Tod would
			have something to sleep on when he came to see the place.

		First, she changed into her old clothes.
			Then she opened the front and back doors and all the windows upstairs
			to let some air in, then put on rubber gloves.

		The stink was coming from rotten food in
			takeaway cartons, and she gagged again when she saw maggots crawling over it. But she
			shovelled it all up into bin bags, tied them up tightly and put them in the
			backyard.

		Three hours later she had filled sixteen
			bags with rubbish, stacked the broken furniture and the mattress in the garage, and
			swept right through the house.

		The bathroom had been the hardest thing to
			clean, and it had turned her stomach imagining the kind of people who had used it.
			She’d heated up around six kettles of water on the little camping stove to scrub
			it. But the limescale remover which had been recommended to her was very efficient on
			both the bath and lavatory, though the fumes nearly knocked her out. She left it to work
			further while she cleaned the inside of the upstairs windows, and by the time she went
			back to the bathroom the last of the limescale had dissolved.

		She tried hard to see potential in the house
			while she was working, but apart from it being in a good area, and the rooms being a
			good size, the scale of what was needed to make it habitable was frightening. A new
			window was needed downstairs, not just new glass, because the frame was rotten. The
			cooker was disgusting, and she’d have to get new kitchen cabinets and a fridge.
			What if the immersion heater upstairs didn’t work, or the roof leaked? And who
			could she go to for advice on these things?

		With her savings she had almost £7,000. But
			although she’d thought before she got here that this sum made her rich, she
			realized now that it wouldn’t go very far. She couldn’t even let the place
			to someone else until she’d made it habitable again.

		Yet however horrible and squalid the house
			was, it must have been important to her mother, or she would have sold
			it long ago. It was strange to think of herself living here as a baby: taking her first
			steps, toilet trained in the bathroom, and playing out in the backyard. Had Flora been
			happy here?

		Later, Eva went along to the cafe in
			Portland Road for tea and sandwiches, and then took a little walk around the
			neighbouring streets.

		However disheartened she was by the project
			before her, she couldn’t help but be cheered by the area. There was a pretty park
			nearby, and she found the huge bottle-shaped kiln which gave her road its name. A
			middle-aged man she questioned told her that it was the only one of its kind left in
			London. He said that back in the eighteenth century the area had been known as the
			Pottery and Piggeries as so many people kept pigs here.

		She bought a can of lemonade and some
			apples, then went back to the house and sat down on the floor by the open window in the
			little bedroom to think while she heated another kettle of water to mop all the floors.
			The sun had been shining on the front of the house when she arrived here, and now it was
			shining in the back bedroom and on the backyard. Looking out of the window, she could
			see into the neighbours’ yards. The one on her right was a very pretty courtyard,
			beautifully paved and with lots of exotic-looking palm-type plants in tubs. The one to
			her left just had white painted walls, and a table and chairs painted blue. She wished
			she could see into their houses to see what they’d done with them.

		She wanted to feel excited at the challenge
			of renovating this house, but instead she felt mostly dread as the problems appeared
			insurmountable. The only real way they could be tackled was by moving here. But how
			could she do that when she worked in Cheltenham? And then there was Tod. She doubted he’d want to come here with her. But even if he did, it
			wasn’t just decoration that this place needed. It required building skills:
			carpentry, electrical and plumbing.

		Looking out at the backyard, she wondered
			what it had been like when her mother lived here. She had loved gardening, so it was
			inconceivable that she hadn’t turned it into something beautiful. Had she sat at
			this very window with Eva in her arms and planned it all?

		Did she sleep in here with her? Or did she
			have a bed in the studio?

		Looking up, she noticed there was a trap
			door in the ceiling, giving access to the attic. She wondered if there was anything in
			there, and thought she would get the stepladder from the garage later to look.

		Her mind turned to Patrick O’Donnell
			then. In all the excitement of the love affair with Tod, she’d forgotten about him
			until now. He’d lived here too. If she was to find him, would he want to know her?
			But as Flora had thrown him out, the chances were he’d slam the door in her
			face.

		It was eight o’clock when Eva finally
			caught the train back to Cheltenham. She was exhausted, filthy and she ached all over,
			but she felt very satisfied at what she’d achieved during the day. She’d
			left the bathroom sparkling and the whole house looked and smelled clean because
			she’d mopped it all the way through with gallons of hot water, cleaning fluid and
			disinfectant. She’d even cleaned up all the rubbish in the backyard.

		But she didn’t know what to do next.
			Even if she knew what was involved in getting a builder in to do the work needed to make
			the house saleable or fit to be let, which she didn’t, how would she know she
			could trust him? And she didn’t think £7,000 was going to be enough to pay for
			everything.

		She had picked over the mail that was lying
			behind the door and found bills from the electricity board, as well as water and rates.
			They were all red ones, addressed to the old tenant. Would she have to pay them?
			She’d brought them back with her, and she hoped Tod might know what she had to do.
			She hoped he’d know what to do about everything.

		Perhaps it was just because she was so
			tired, but all at once this legacy looked more of a burden than an asset. London was too
			big and scary for her. She’d got yet another taxi back to Paddington, because she
			couldn’t face trying to find her way on the tube. But she couldn’t do that
			every time she went there, it would cost a fortune. How was she going to get rid of all
			the rubbish in the garage? Until she’d done that, she couldn’t put her car
			in there – and there were yellow lines on the street.

		When she got back to Crail Road at ten
			thirty, the house was silent and in darkness, except for one light in the window on the
			top floor. Tod hadn’t folded up the sofa bed when he got up, but he had made it up
			after a fashion. She drew the curtains and stripped off to have a shower, hoping that
			would revive her enough to get dressed up and go and find him at the party. But it
			didn’t, and the thought of walking down into the town alone so late at night was
			too daunting. So she made herself some hot milk, left the door on the latch so that Tod
			could get in when he came home, and got into bed.

		She was woken the next morning by someone
			talking in the hall. Tod wasn’t in bed beside her, and when she looked at her
			clock she saw it was nearly ten. She guessed Tod had got so drunk last night that, out
			of habit, he’d staggered into his own room when he got home.

		Putting on her dressing gown, she went to
			his room. She knocked, but there was no reply. She showered, washed and dried her hair, put on jeans and a T-shirt and then tidied up her room and dusted.
			There was a shared Hoover in a cupboard in the hall, and she really wanted to use it but
			was afraid she might annoy the other tenants who were still sleeping. So she decided to
			drive to the supermarket and get some groceries and the Sunday paper.

		On leaving the supermarket Eva was still
			immersed in thoughts about the studio. She was driving on automatic pilot, and found
			herself turning the wrong way, going towards her old home. When she realized what she
			was doing, she took a right turn to get back to Crail Road through the back streets.

		As she drove down a street with small
			houses, to her surprise she saw Tod up ahead, standing on a doorstep.

		Excited to see him, she automatically slowed
			right down. But as she did so, she saw he wasn’t alone. There was a girl with dark
			hair, wearing a pink dressing gown and standing in the doorway talking to him. Her first
			thought was that he’d just called at the house, but as she pulled up some twenty
			yards away, to her shock he leaned forward to kiss the girl. It was not a kiss of
			greeting but a full-on goodbye kiss, the kind that followed a night together.

		Her heart plummeted, tears sprang into her
			eyes and she watched in horror as they clung to each other. A flush of rage and nausea
			rose up inside her and made her grip the steering wheel so tightly it hurt her
			hands.

		Tod took a step back from the girl, then
			reached out and stroked her cheek in a gesture which, even from a distance, was clearly
			full of tenderness. The girl stepped forward towards him, flung her arms around him and
			kissed him again. They were locked there, so wrapped up in each other they were
			oblivious to anyone watching.

		Eva began to tremble. She had put all her
			trust in him, believed he felt the same way about her as she did about
			him. Yet he’d gone to bed with someone else the moment she wasn’t
			around.

		Glancing in her rear-view mirror, she saw
			another car coming up behind her. If she didn’t move the driver would beep his
			horn, and Tod would turn and see her. But there was no parking space to drive into, so
			she had no choice but to put the car into gear and drive on.

		As she passed Tod and the girl she kept
			looking straight ahead, but out of the corner of her eye she saw Tod look round. She
			knew he would recognize the car – men always did. She didn’t know why she hoped he
			wouldn’t.

		At the end of the road she turned left, and
			then right, tears running down her cheeks. She had no plan of where she was going, she
			was just fleeing. It reminded her of the evening she’d run out when Andrew told
			her he wasn’t her father. She had the same thumping in her heart, the same sick
			feeling, and she knew she must park up somewhere before she had an accident.

		There was a sense of irony when, for a
			second time that day, she found herself driving towards her old home. For anyone else
			that would be the right place to go and be comforted, but she wasn’t wanted there
			either.

		All at once she knew she was going to be
			sick, and that forced her to pull in. She had barely got out of the car and round to the
			pavement when she vomited into the gutter. She was vaguely aware of a man mowing his
			lawn on the other side of his fence, but she felt so terrible she didn’t care what
			he thought of her.

		Forcing herself to get back into the car,
			she drove past her old home and out into the countryside. Pulling into a lay-by, she
			gave way to floods of tears.

		Meeting Tod the night she moved into Crail
			Road had helped her to feel less lonely and bitter. His friendliness
			had made her feel she was worth something. Since they became lovers he’d become
			her whole world, and she’d felt that nothing could ever hurt her again.

		But seeing him with that other girl was like
			stepping on a trapdoor which opened and plunged her into a deep black hole of misery and
			worthlessness. She had no idea how she could climb out of it, she didn’t even
			believe there was a way.

		They might only have been lovers for two
			weeks, but just the thought of him with another girl was like having a knife twisted in
			her belly.

		How could he do that to her?

	
		
Chapter Eight

		Putting her head down on the steering
			wheel, Eva cried great heaving sobs that came from right down in her stomach. She felt
			such utter despair that she could finally understand why someone would take their own
			life.

		She tried to convince herself that Tod might
			not have betrayed her trust and that the girl she’d seen him with was just an old
			girlfriend who he was being kind to. But she knew that was false hope; no one kissed in
			the street like that unless they had a love hangover from spending the night together.
			She knew this with utter certainty because she and Tod had been like that.

		What was she going to do now? He’d
			become the axis on which her world spun. Without him she couldn’t function, there
			was nothing left but black emptiness.

		She stayed there in her car, crying for what
			seemed like hours. She tried to reason with herself that being with him for such a short
			time didn’t give her the right to expect fidelity and that she was wildly
			overreacting. But telling herself that didn’t help. She’d fallen in love
			with him on that first lunch together, and she’d really believed he felt much the
			same way about her, even if he hadn’t said so.

		It was only a faint hope that she might have
			been mistaken. But the possibility that she’d just seen someone who looked like
			Tod made her drive home. As she drove she imagined he was back at Crail Road worrying
			about her.

		All hope of that vanished when she got in
			and listened at his door. There was no sound, and no message stuck beneath her door. If he had come back fleetingly, he’d rushed off again
			to the pub or a friend’s house to avoid seeing her.

		The rest of the day passed so slowly. Each
			time she heard someone in the hall, she jumped up, only to hear another tenant’s
			voice or the sound of their footsteps going up the stairs. She couldn’t read the
			paper or watch television because of her tears. She just lay on the sofa, torturing
			herself with the image of Tod making love to that girl.

		One of the things she’d loved most
			about him was that he was kind. He’d been so sympathetic about her mother’s
			death, he’d cooked for her and made cups of tea. But now even that seemed to be
			pretence – or surely he’d be concerned about her now? If he hadn’t been
			serious about her, why see her every night for two whole weeks? If he’d said he
			wanted to meet up with other friends too, that would have shown her that he didn’t
			feel committed.

		It was after seven in the evening when she
			glanced out of the window and saw him coming in through the gate. Without stopping to
			think, she rushed out and opened the front door to him.

		He looked aghast. That confirmed he had
			spotted her earlier. He also smelled like a brewery.

		‘How could you do that to me?’
			she said, and began to cry again.

		He took hold of her arm and led her back to
			her room, shutting the door behind them. ‘You don’t have a monopoly on
			me,’ he said fiercely. ‘And why were you snooping on me?’

		‘Snooping!’ she exclaimed.
			‘I wasn’t. I took the wrong way back from the supermarket and just happened
			to go down that road. I thought you were still in bed in your room.’

		He leaned back against the door, folded his
			arms and looked at her contemptuously. ‘I don’t believe you. Far more likely
			you’ve been nosing around in my address book.’

		‘I’ve never even seen your address
			book, much less nosed into it,’ she retorted with indignation. ‘But if that
			girl is in it, then you’ve been two-timing both of us.’

		‘Don’t be so dramatic and
			needy,’ he said irritably. ‘I’ve never made a secret of having lots of
			friends. She just happens to be one of them.’

		‘I’m not needy,’ she said,
			her voice shaking. ‘Neither am I being dramatic. How would you have liked it if I
			went out and slept with someone else?’

		‘I wouldn’t have minded at
			all,’ he said airily. ‘That would’ve been a whole lot better than
			thinking I’d got to be with you seven days a week, just to shore you
			up.’

		‘Shore me up?’ she questioned,
			not really understanding what he meant by that. ‘I never expected you to see me
			every day. It was you who instigated that.’

		‘Only because I felt sorry for
			you.’

		Eva felt as if he’d slapped her. She
			stared at him in horror.

		‘I asked you out to lunch that day
			after your birthday because of what you told me,’ he went on, not even looking
			directly at her, as if she was just some passing stranger. ‘It was just pity.
			You’d had such a bad time and I thought I could help you get over it. But
			you’re too buttoned up and prissy for me, you want someone to fill up all the
			holes in your life, and I can’t do that. That’s why I said I didn’t
			want to go to London. I hoped you’d become less clingy if you had something else
			to focus on.’

		She looked at his face, and all the warmth
			and eagerness she loved him for was gone. This man had made passionate love to her again
			and again; he’d talked about the future as if he intended them to share it. But
			his eyes were cold now and he was wearing the same scornful expression Andrew had worn
			when she left his house.

		It was unbearable, yet in just the same way
			that Andrew’s nastiness had stirred up anger in her, so
			Tod’s cruel rejection fired up the remnants of her spirit.

		‘You flatter yourself, thinking I need
			you to fill holes in my life,’ she retorted, willing herself not to cry again.
			‘I came back from London really excited by all the new possibilities for me there.
			In fact I was intending to tell you today that I’m going to move there. I had of
			course hoped that you would want to share in my good fortune and come and visit now and
			then. But, silly me, I hadn’t realized what an insincere arsehole you are. You
			belong in provincial Cheltenham with all those sad people who think you care about them.
			So bugger off and join them.’

		There was a slight satisfaction in seeing
			she’d surprised him. He scuttled out like the rat he was, and she slammed the door
			behind him.

		She leaned back on the door and cried,
			wishing she could turn off her feelings for him as quickly as she’d made that
			hasty declaration. She hurt so much inside that she felt she could die from it.

		Putting some music on drowned out the sound
			of her crying, but there was nothing she could do to fix her broken heart. His insulting
			words kept milling around in her mind, ‘dramatic and needy’, and what did he
			mean by her being ‘buttoned up and prissy’? Was it the way she looked, the
			way she was in bed, or did he mean she was dull company?

		But even worse was the thought that while
			she’d been weaving rosy daydreams about them being together for ever, he’d
			seen her as some fragile loony that had to be watched over. That was so insulting.

		She saw him going out again at eight; he had
			his suit on, and that meant he was going somewhere smart, perhaps with the girl
			she’d seen earlier. That was the final blow.

		It was a little later, almost nine
			o’clock, when she began to pack up her things. She had no choice
			but to leave. To stay, seeing his face, hearing his voice, would just be too painful.
			Besides, she wasn’t going to look even more pathetic by not sticking to what
			she’d told Tod she was going to do.

		Her belongings seemed to have multiplied in
			her time here, and she had to take more care packing them into her car. She also had to
			be quick – the last thing she wanted was to still be here when he returned.

		Stripping the bedding was the worst part;
			there was still a faint smell of him lingering on the duvet and pillows. But she bundled
			them into a bin bag and pushed it down hard behind the driving seat.

		By ten thirty the car was packed and she
			returned once more to the room for one last check. As she looked around she saw
			she’d made no lasting impression on it; the room was just as bleak and forlorn as
			when she’d first arrived three weeks earlier. Even the love she thought
			she’d found here was just a mirage.

		As she drove away towards the M5 her eyes
			kept welling up with tears, but she brushed them away angrily.

		By the time she reached the M4 there was
			little traffic on the motorway. She wondered if there was anyone else out there in the
			darkness, fleeing to another town because of heartbreak. But even if there was, she
			doubted they were going to such an unwelcoming destination as she was. No electricity or
			hot water, and if she hadn’t bought the inflatable mattress she would be sleeping
			on the floor. Would she even be able to find her way to the house? She hadn’t got
			a map – all she knew for certain was that the M4 went through West London.

		What was Olive going to think when she
			didn’t turn up for work tomorrow? She supposed she’d have to phone her. But
			what would she say? Somehow she knew her boss wasn’t going to
			think being dumped was a good enough excuse for running away without giving notice.

		It was nearly midnight when she saw a sign
			ahead which said the next junction was for Hammersmith and Shepherd’s Bush.
			Knowing Shepherd’s Bush was very close to Holland Park, she turned off there and
			followed the signs. She went the wrong way at Shepherd’s Bush Green and stopped at
			a garage to ask directions, then turned round and got back to Holland Park Avenue. It
			all looked so different by night, but after a couple of wrong turns she saw The Prince
			of Wales and Pottery Lane.

		By day Pottery Lane had looked inviting, but
			now under yellowy street lighting it looked faintly menacing. Pulling up close to the
			front door, she unloaded the car and then drove down the lane to find somewhere to park
			without yellow lines.

		By the time she got back to the house it was
			after one, and on realizing that she hadn’t had the presence of mind to get
			candles or a torch, she began to cry again. The house didn’t smell evil any
			longer, but the image of maggots and filth was still in her head and she was scared.
			Fumbling around in the dark, she eventually found the camping gas ring with the matches
			beside it. She lit it, but as the blue flames lit up the graffiti-covered walls she felt
			even more frightened.

		Holding the gas ring in one hand, she
			carried the bag of bedding upstairs to the little bedroom where she’d left the new
			inflatable mattress, and set to work pumping it up. That made her cry even harder,
			because when she’d bought it she’d imagined doing this with Tod, laughing at
			the grimness of the house, and Tod throwing her down on the mattress to make love to
			her.

		She wanted a hot drink, and she realized she
			hadn’t had anything to eat since first thing that morning when she’d had a
			slice of toast. But unable to face going downstairs again and
			rummaging through bags of stuff to find biscuits, tea bags, milk and a mug, she made up
			the bed as best she could, tried to ignore the smell of Tod on the duvet, stripped off
			down to her underwear and crawled into it.

		Tired as she was, sleep wouldn’t come.
			The inflatable mattress felt very strange and smelled of rubber. Her mind flitted from
			imagining all kinds of creepy-crawlies in the room, to Tod with that other girl. This
			house might belong to her but it felt like a Dickensian prison, or one of those awful
			places where glue sniffers gathered, and she felt so terribly alone and afraid.

		She wished she’d thought to check into
			a bed and breakfast in Cheltenham instead of rushing off here. Then she could have gone
			into work in the morning and asked Olive’s advice about what to do. She
			didn’t have the first idea how to get the electricity back on. Or how to go about
			getting the boards off the windows and new glass put in. Misery overwhelmed her and she
			sobbed into the darkness, asking why she had been singled out for so much
			unhappiness.

		Rain beating against the window woke her.
			She looked at her watch and saw it was nearly eight o’clock. She got up and went
			to the bathroom, but hurried back to bed afterwards as there was nothing to get up
			for.

		She wanted to sleep and sleep, because in
			that way she could avoid thinking about anything. But a ball of misery was pumping away
			inside her like a second heart, growing larger and stronger by the minute, and it
			wasn’t going to let her sleep. It wanted to list and enlarge upon her problems,
			starting with being unlovable.

		She was jobless, in a place where she knew
			no one. And there was a multitude of things to be done to make this place liveable, most
			of which she had no idea how to do.

		As if that wasn’t enough, another voice
			was speaking loudly in her head, telling her she was worthless, stupid and plain.

		Olive glanced at the clock on Monday
			morning. She saw that it was now eleven o’clock and still Eva hadn’t rung in
			with an explanation as to why she wasn’t coming to work. Normally when staff
			failed to turn up she felt only irritation, but in this case she was worried. While she
			knew there was no phone in the house at Crail Road, she felt certain Eva was the kind to
			ask someone else to ring in if she wasn’t able to do it herself.

		By the end of the day, with still no news,
			Olive drove round to Crail Road on her way home. There was no answer to Eva’s bell
			so she rang some of the others. After what seemed like an interminable time a
			dark-haired girl wearing jeans and a sweatshirt opened the door. Olive asked if she knew
			where Eva was.

		‘She left here last night,’ the
			girl said. ‘I’m in the room above hers, and I was looking out of the window
			about ten and saw her packing stuff into her car.’

		Olive was shocked. She explained she was
			Eva’s employer, stressing that she was concerned for Eva.

		‘She had a row with Tod,’ the
			girl confided. ‘I heard their raised voices yesterday, early in the evening, and
			he went out later on his own. Maybe she’s gone home to her parents?’

		‘She hasn’t got any,’
			Olive said. ‘When does Tod get in?’

		The girl shrugged. ‘For the last
			couple of weeks since he’s been with Eva, he’s been coming in at half five,
			but if he dumped her I expect he’s gone straight to the pub.’

		Olive’s heart sank. She had seen the
			way Eva was about this young man, and if he’d let her down there was no knowing
			what she’d do.

		‘Was Eva’s room this one?’
			Olive pointed to the window nearest the front door.

		The girl nodded.

		‘I’ll just get up on the window
			sill and see if she has taken everything,’ Olive said.

		The girl looked at Olive’s business
			suit and high heels. ‘I think you’d better let me do it,’ she said,
			and she nimbly jumped from the steps at the front door on to the wide window sill to
			peer over the short net curtains. ‘Everything’s cleaned out,’ she
			called back. ‘Her television, all her cushions and all the other bits and
			pieces.’

		‘Is there anyone in the house she
			might have left a forwarding address with?’ Olive asked.

		‘If she was going to leave one it
			would’ve been with me,’ the girl said. ‘I used to talk to her more
			than anyone else. I wish I’d come down last night when I saw her loading the car.
			But, to be honest, I didn’t know what to say to her. I wanted to warn her when Tod
			came on to her that he’s a womanizer and not to take him seriously, because
			he’s never with anyone for long. But I didn’t – I suppose I thought she
			might change him. I expect that was what the row was about. She must have found out
			he’d got someone else.’

		Olive was frightened for Eva now. She might
			only have been seeing this young man for a couple of weeks but Olive had seen the
			transformation in Eva since she met him. He’d given her hope for the future, taken
			her mind off her mother’s death and her stepfather’s nastiness. It
			wasn’t a casual fling to Eva; she’d pinned everything on him. And now that
			her dreams were shattered, she would be in pieces.

		‘Could you let me have the
			landlord’s phone number then?’ Olive asked.

		There was a faint chance Eva might have had
			a personal reference from someone she was close to when she took the
			flat. If she told him why she was worried, he might pass on that person’s
			address.

		When Olive got home she rang the landlord.
			He was pleasant, but said he’d taken only a bank reference and a deposit from Eva.
			He said that he would relet the room when her advance rent ran out and that if Olive
			should hear from her, she was to tell the girl to get in touch so he could return her
			deposit.

		Olive wondered what else she could do. She
			didn’t know the exact address of the studio in London; she didn’t even know
			which solicitor had acted for Eva, so she couldn’t ask him. Andrew Patterson would
			know of course, but she was loath to inform him about this.

		He was hardly likely to care anyway.

		But she supposed it was a good sign that Eva
			had had enough spirit to take off. A weaker person would have just taken to her bed and
			stayed there. She had some money and a place to stay, after all.

		Yet all the same, Olive couldn’t bear
			the thought of her in a strange place, all alone and hurting.

		Eva was hurting. She stayed in bed all day
			Monday, listening to the rain beating down and wishing she could just die. The teddy
			bears on the wall were no comfort now, they were just another reminder of betrayal.
			Flora had ruined her life, and then foisted this hideous dump of a house on to her to
			create more misery.

		Evening came, and as it gradually grew
			darker she felt panicked that she would soon be plunged into complete darkness again.
			Later she heard people calling out to one another when the pub closed, car doors banging
			and the sound of them driving away, then silence fell, broken only
			occasionally by the tapping of heels on the pavement.

		The night seemed endless. The inflatable
			mattress seemed to be going down and she couldn’t get comfortable. At one point
			she thought of going out to her car and driving somewhere. But where could she go in the
			middle of the night?

		She was still awake at dawn; pigeons were
			cooing somewhere close by and she knelt up at the window, watching the sky gradually
			grow lighter. It had stopped raining and she recognized the climbing plant on the back
			wall of the yard as a clematis, because a few white flowers had opened up. In the
			half-light it looked pretty and it stirred something inside her, a feeling that if a
			plant could survive without anyone caring for it, so could she.

		When she went downstairs to find tea, milk
			and sugar, the sight of all her things dumped in that dark dungeon of a room nearly sent
			her running back upstairs to bed again. But she forced herself to find a mug, some tea
			bags, and to sniff the milk to check it hadn’t gone off. Fortunately it was so
			cold in the room that it hadn’t. She also found some biscuits – which reminded her
			she hadn’t eaten anything for two days.

		Two mugs of tea later, she sat up on the bed
			with a notepad and made a list of things she needed. The first priority was getting the
			electricity put back on. She dug out one of the old bills addressed to the previous
			tenant and found a telephone number on the back. She thought she would ring that when
			the offices opened, and give them the present meter reading.

		There was so much she needed. Plates,
			cutlery, saucepans had all been provided in Crail Road and she hadn’t any of her
			own. She’d have to get some boxes to put her clothes in, and one to keep food in.
			And then there were candles and a torch, just in case it was a few days before she had
			power.

		But it was the boarded-up window downstairs
			that worried her most. How much would that cost? How would she know she wasn’t
			being ripped off? Without a job her money wasn’t going to last very long. Should
			she ring Olive and tell her what had happened, and perhaps go back to Cheltenham and
			stay in a bed and breakfast?

		Cheltenham was a small place, though, and
			someone who knew Tod was bound to see her. Besides, it was a matter of pride not to go
			running back there, defeated. She would find a job here in London, get the house fixed
			up somehow and prove to herself she could be strong and manage alone.

		Did she have to ring Olive? Why not just
			write her a letter? She was more than likely to start crying the minute she heard
			Olive’s voice. How would she be able to explain properly then?

		But she owed Olive a great deal; she’d
			been there for her when no one else had. She also knew her boss would think Eva was
			spineless by not speaking directly to her. She would have to ring, even if she
			didn’t want to.

		As it began to get dark on Tuesday evening
			Eva was feeling a bit better. The electricity company had promised the power would be on
			again in the morning, and for tonight she had candles and a torch.

		Speaking to Olive had helped far more than
			she had expected. As always, Olive had been very blunt and told her in no uncertain
			manner that a broken two-week-old romance might hurt, but it wouldn’t kill
			her.

		‘I know you feel used and forlorn, but
			better you discovered his true colours now than in a few months’ time,’ she
			said crisply. ‘Now, stop snivelling and tell me about the house.’

		She listened patiently to Eva’s story
			of what a mess it was.

		‘So what should I do?’ Eva said as
			she finished her tale of woe and wiped her tears away with her sleeve.

		‘You know what you’ve got to do.
			Stay there and fix it up. I know it’s a huge challenge, but you are bright and
			practical. You’ll find a way. As you said, you can’t let it to anyone in
			that state. And if you come back to Cheltenham, how are you going to oversee anyone
			doing the work on it? We are all missing you here, and I certainly didn’t want to
			lose you as an employee, but it seems to me that fate has stepped in and given you a
			chance to prove yourself. I’d be the last person to try to talk you out of
			that.’

		Eva phoned the electricity board after
			Olive, and that was surprisingly painless. Instead of going back to No. 7 afterwards she
			walked up to Notting Hill and then went on to Portobello Road, walking around in a big
			circle until she came back to Pottery Lane. The fresh air, time to think more calmly,
			and also having a proper meal in a cafe, put things back into proportion for her. Her
			heart wasn’t broken, just a bit bruised; she had money, and a roof over her head.
			She’d got to stop feeling sorry for herself.

		Later she drove to a branch of B&Q and
			bought some large plastic boxes and a dress rail for her clothes, two five-gallon tins
			of white emulsion paint, as well as paint brushes and a roller. While she was in Notting
			Hill she’d seen a shop that sold all kinds of china, glass, cutlery and other
			household essentials, and she intended to go back there once the electricity was back
			on.

		Maybe her improved spirits were because she
			was warming to the idea of the challenge before her.

		There was no doubt that this was an
			interesting area to live in. Beautiful houses which were obviously the homes of the
			super-rich were cheek by jowl with council flats. As she’d walked down Portobello
			Road she’d heard many cockney accents, along with West Indian
			voices, but just as many plummy public school ones too. There were antique shops selling
			fabulously expensive heirlooms, market stalls piled with rubbishy bric-a-brac outside
			them. Trendy health-food shops jostled between second-hand clothes and displays of local
			artists’ work. Every colour and creed were there: a group of black men were
			playing steel drums, South Americans were playing pan pipes, elegant girls who could be
			top models rubbed shoulders with skinheads, and there were a great many people who
			looked like they were stuck in the Peace and Love Sixties.

		She had found a second-hand furniture shop
			just off Portobello Road that had everything she needed to turn her house into a home,
			and the owner had even offered to do her a special price and deliver the furniture free
			when she was ready for it.

		Satisfied she was tired enough to sleep well
			tonight, she pumped up the inflatable mattress a bit more and made a cup of tea.
			Tomorrow she would phone around some of the numbers she’d found for window repairs
			and get some quotes.

		It was something of a surprise to wake the
			next morning and find it was after nine. The last thing Eva remembered was wondering how
			women back in Victorian times managed to do exquisite needlework by candlelight, as she
			couldn’t see to read even with four candles.

		To her irritation the milk had gone off
			overnight. But as she went to the bathroom to fill the kettle for a wash, to her
			surprise she saw the glow of an electric light downstairs.

		Despite being alone she cheered aloud, and
			the sour milk was forgotten. It was only when she tried all the other light switches in
			the other rooms that she found the light bulbs were missing. With
			trepidation she opened up the cupboard on the landing where the immersion heater was,
			half expecting that it wouldn’t work. But to her delight a little red light came
			on when she threw the switch, and she cheered again.

		The thought of being able to have a bath
			later lifted her spirits even higher. As she ran around plugging in her hair dryer, a
			bedside lamp and even the television, and finding they all worked – albeit there
			wasn’t an aerial lead to plug in the television and get a picture – she felt
			almost ecstatic.

		Within half an hour she was washed and
			dressed in jeans and a pink T-shirt. She even put on some make-up. She thought she would
			have breakfast in the cafe along the road, then walk up to Notting Hill and get her hair
			washed and blow-dried because it looked so awful. While she was out she’d ring
			some of the window companies she’d got the numbers for yesterday, and also look
			out for some job agencies and see what they had on offer.

		In the cafe there was a young couple at
			another table, looking into each other’s eyes and whispering together. It was a
			sharp reminder that such a short while ago she and Tod had been like that too, and a
			lump came up in her throat. But she was determined not to get sucked into thinking about
			him again, so she opened the paper she’d just bought and studied the job vacancies
			while she waited for her breakfast.

		Chrissie, the girl who did her hair later,
			was warm and chatty and around the same age as her. When Eva told her she was new to
			London and looking for a job, Chrissie suggested she go to Kensington High Street to
			have a look around.

		‘All the big-name shops are
			there,’ she said. ‘They always want new people, and there’s lots of
			agencies for office work too. Just cross the road and walk down Kensington Church
			Street, it’s not very far.’

		Eva was pleased with the way Chrissie had done
			her hair; it looked so shiny and bouncy and it instantly made her feel more confident.
			While she wasn’t dressed for job hunting, she thought she would go and take a look
			anyway. She crossed the road and, seeing a cash machine, drew out fifty pounds to tide
			her over, then she turned into Kensington Church Street.

		It was a busy street of smart restaurants,
			antique shops, jewellers and art galleries, reminding her of Montpellier in Cheltenham.
			But the shops here seemed to cater only for very rich people, with eighteenth-century
			desks and tables, chandeliers, and paintings in ornate gilt frames that looked like Old
			Masters.

		She was looking at a display of antique
			jewellery in a shop window when suddenly someone banged into her. As she staggered to
			right herself, she felt her bag being pulled from her shoulder. It was a scruffy-looking
			young lad trying to take it.

		‘Get off,’ she yelled, clutching
			at her bag.

		There was a brief tussle but he punched her
			in the stomach, making her double up in pain, and ran off through the crowd towards
			Notting Hill with her bag.

		Despite the pain she still managed to shout
			out that he’d stolen her bag. When no one made any attempt to stop him, she
			shouted again and tried to chase after him. People moved out of the way, gawping at her
			like idiots. But although she yelled out for them to help her, they still didn’t
			react and the distance between her and the thief was widening by the second.

		All at once a man in white overalls appeared
			out of a shop doorway. He looked first at Eva and then at the lad fleeing up the road,
			and set off after him in pursuit.

		Eva had never seen anyone run quite so fast.
			His legs were going like pistons, then he lunged at the thief in a
			flying tackle and knocked him to the ground.

		Someone cheered loudly but Eva’s view
			was suddenly obliterated by the crowd. She hobbled nearer, holding her stomach, and saw
			that the man in overalls had the thief pinned down on the pavement, holding him there
			with his foot. When he saw her he waved her bag in the air, and grinned jubilantly at
			her.

		As Eva reached them her rescuer lost his
			hold on the lad, who wriggled away and ran for it.

		‘Thank you so much,’ Eva gasped
			out. ‘Gosh, you were marvellous, and so quick. My keys – and everything else – are
			in the bag. I don’t know what I’d have done without them.’

		‘Shame I didn’t hit him harder,
			bloody low life,’ the man said. ‘But are you alright? Did he hit
			you?’

		He was around twenty-five and built like a
			rugby player. His dark hair was cropped and his stained white overalls suggested he was
			a decorator.

		‘Yes, in the stomach,’ Eva said,
			still holding it with one hand. ‘It’s winded me. But that doesn’t
			matter now, I’m just so grateful to you for getting my bag back. I only just got
			some money from a cash machine.’

		He looked at her with concern and handed
			back her bag. ‘I expect he saw you getting it and followed you. They do that a lot
			around here.’

		‘It was very brave of you to tackle
			him,’ she said. ‘He might have had a knife.’

		He shrugged nonchalantly. ‘He was just
			a druggy opportunist. I should’ve given him a good kicking, that might have
			deterred him from doing it again.’

		Perhaps it was the thought of what might
			have been if the thief had got away with her bag, money, door and car keys, her chequebook, and papers that had her address on, but all at once
			she felt faint.

		‘Are you alright, love? You’ve
			gone white as a sheet.’

		The man’s voice seemed very far
			away.

		‘I think it’s shock,’ she
			said weakly. Her knees were buckling under her and she thought she might be sick.

		She felt his arm going around her for
			support. ‘Come with me and I’ll make you some tea. I’m working just
			here, I came to the door when I heard the commotion.’

		He led her into an empty shop and sat her
			down on a stool beside some sacks of plaster. ‘Take some deep breaths, and
			I’ll get you some water and put the kettle on.’

		The wall that ran down the whole length of
			the shop had just been plastered, and it was still wet and dark brown. But it seemed to
			be spinning, as if she was drunk.

		‘Now don’t you pass out on
			me,’ she heard the man say as he pushed her head down between her knees. She felt
			him lift her hair from the back of her neck and put a cold, wet cloth on it. She almost
			asked him not to mess her hair up, but then realized if she could think of her hair she
			couldn’t be in such a bad way.

		After a few minutes he put his hand under
			her chin and lifted it to look at her. ‘Try drinking some water now, your
			colour’s coming back.’

		Eva tried to smile. He had a nice open face
			with dark brown eyes, and his wide full mouth turned up at the corners as if he was
			permanently smiling. His gallantry and kindness on top of the shock made her eyes fill
			up with tears. She didn’t want to cry; she was afraid if she started again she
			wouldn’t be able to stop. ‘I’ve only been in London two days. Is this
			what it will be like? Having to be on the alert all the time?’ she asked him.

		‘No, of course not,’ he said
			soothingly, and with the wet cloth in his hands he wiped her damp
			eyes. ‘You’ve just been unlucky, that’s all. Where are you
			living?’

		‘In Holland Park,’ she said.

		‘I’ve just about finished here
			so I’ll run you home,’ he said. ‘But first a cup of tea, and I think
			I’ve got some chocolate too. That’s good for shock.’

		Eva was trembling with the shock.
			It was one of those situations she’d heard people talk about, but had never
			expected would happen to her. Coming on top of all her other troubles, it was all too
			much; she didn’t think she’d ever felt this helpless and afraid. A small
			voice was whispering in her head that she couldn’t let a stranger take her home,
			yet she knew she wasn’t capable of getting there alone.

		‘You’re very kind,’ she
			said when he came back with a mug of tea and the chocolate.

		‘There isn’t much that chocolate
			can’t fix,’ he said, breaking her off a piece. ‘And who wouldn’t
			help a pretty girl in her hour of need?’

		‘No one else moved to help me,’
			she said. ‘But you’ve done more than enough now. I’ll just get a taxi
			home.’

		He crouched down on his haunches in front of
			her and handed her the mug of tea. ‘Sorry, love, but I’m taking you back,
			whether you like the idea or not. Shock can do funny things to people. Anyway, Holland
			Park is on my way.’

		She could see by his determined expression
			that there was no point in refusing, so she just nodded, and despite her good intentions
			tears spilled over.

		‘Don’t cry, love,’ he
			said, patting her shoulder. ‘You’re quite safe now. I promise I’m not
			a mass murderer.’ He looked at the chocolate still in her hand, and smiled.
			‘Now, are you going to eat that chocolate? If not, shall I have it
			back?’

		There was something about that jocular last
			remark which reminded her of Ben. He never wanted to share chocolate
			bars either.

		She put it in her mouth. ‘Too late,
			it’s gone,’ she said, trying to smile as she wiped her eyes with the back of
			her hand.

		‘That’s better,’ he said
			with a wide grin which showed very white even teeth. ‘Now I’m Phillip Marsh,
			but only ever called Phil – except by my more loutish mates, who like to call me Swampy.
			What’s yours?’

		‘Eva Patterson.’

		‘Well, Eva. You just sit there and
			drink your tea while I clear up and get my things together.’

		He was whistling ‘Blue Velvet’
			as he scraped up fallen lumps of plaster from the floor. Eva observed his movements –
			they were graceful and fluid like an athlete. When he took off his overalls, revealing
			jeans and a green T-shirt beneath them, she saw that his body was very taut and
			muscular. He was nice, really nice, kind, good-looking and capable.

		The clearing-up done, and the tools packed
			away in a box which he took out to his van parked outside the back of the shop, he came
			back for her and helped her into the passenger seat.

		‘Just got to lock up,’ he said,
			fastening the seat belt around her as if she was a child. ‘You’ll be home in
			five minutes.’ As he climbed into the driving seat a few moments later, he asked
			‘What road?’

		She told him it was Pottery Lane, and he
			nodded as if he knew where that was.

		‘I put in new damp courses in three
			of these houses,’ he said as they turned into Portland Road minutes later.
			‘I’m told they go for over a million! You must be paying a very high rent to
			live here.’

		She didn’t respond to that question,
			because although she liked him she didn’t want to reveal anything about her
			situation. ‘Just leave me by the pub,’ she said. ‘My place is only
			around the corner, and I need to get some milk and light bulbs from the shop before I go
			in.’

		He pulled into a parking space just by the
			pub, but then he jumped out and came round to her window. ‘I’m not leaving
			you anywhere,’ he said very firmly. ‘I’ll go over there and get you
			milk and light bulbs, but then I’m taking you right to your door. Stay there. How
			many light bulbs?’

		‘Three,’ she said. ‘But I
			can’t let you get them, I’m fine.’

		‘You aren’t,’ he said
			sharply. ‘You look very pale and I need to check there is someone there to keep an
			eye on you.’

		She felt too weak to even attempt to
			dissuade him, or even admit she was alone. She watched him bound across the road to the
			shop, and considered getting out of the van and rushing to her front door before he got
			back.

		But he was too quick – he was back to the
			van before she’d even thought to open the door.

		She got out her key as they reached her
			front door. He took it from her and opened the door.

		The darkness at the end of the passage made
			him turn to her with a puzzled look. ‘You aren’t squatting here, are
			you?’

		‘No, it belongs to me, but
			there’s a lot needs doing to make it habitable.’

		‘Living here on your own?’

		She nodded sheepishly and went in, hoping
			he’d go. But he followed her and, as she slumped down on to the stairs, he just
			stood there looking around. She felt such shame at her clothes spilling out of bin bags,
			the graffiti on the walls, the boarded-up window and back door. She thought he would
			make his excuses and leave.

		But he turned back to her, his face wreathed
			in concern. ‘No one comes to a place like this without good
			reason. Will you tell me about it?’

		Eva fought against bursting into tears.
			‘It seemed like a good idea at the time,’ she said, trying to keep her tone
			light. ‘I know it looks awful, but hey, the electric was put back on this morning,
			that’s a start.’

		He grimaced. ‘Is it as bad
			upstairs?’

		‘I’ve got an inflatable mattress
			and tea-making things,’ she said. ‘And it’s brighter.’

		‘In that case, I’m taking you up
			there. I’ll make you some more tea, and you can lie down and tell me all about
			it.’

		Eva felt she ought to have alarm bells
			jangling in her head at this suggestion. But she didn’t, because she was sure he
			was a genuine nice guy. After all, would anyone but a good person tackle a thief,
			comfort her and bring her home?

		Upstairs he made her lie down, took her
			shoes off for her and covered her up with the duvet, then filled the kettle in the
			bathroom and put it on the gas ring. He sat down on the floor, resting his back against
			the wall, and then nodded as if he expected her to start spilling the beans.

		Eva explained briefly that her mother had
			left her this place when she died recently, and described how she’d come on
			Saturday to clean it up, intending then to get some advice on how to proceed. But then
			something unexpected had made her leave Cheltenham on Sunday night.

		‘Something unexpected?’ He
			raised one eyebrow.

		‘I discovered my boyfriend was
			cheating on me,’ she said bluntly. She saw no point in lying; it only complicated
			matters. ‘So I packed my bags and rushed off here. Foolhardy, really, but he lived
			in the same house as me. And I knew if I stayed there it would be a case of having my
			nose rubbed in it.’

		‘I think that was brave, not
			foolhardy.’

		‘You wouldn’t have said that if
			you’d seen me stumbling in here in the dark on Sunday night without even a candle
			or a torch!’ She giggled, suddenly seeing the funny side of it. She was liking
			Phil more and more, and really hoped he wasn’t married. That seemed so absurd when
			just a day ago she had believed she’d never get over Tod. ‘But when the
			electric came on this morning I shook myself out of the doldrums and got my act
			together. I got my hair done, and I was just going down Kensington Church Street to look
			for a job when that guy snatched my bag. Talk about one step forward and two steps back.
			But for you I’d have been locked out of this hovel with not even ten pence to use
			a pay phone. I think that might have pushed me right over the edge.’

		He looked at her appraisingly for a moment.
			‘Things can only be on the up now then. And by the way, your hair looks very
			nice,’ he said eventually. ‘So let’s have a cup of tea, and then
			let’s talk about how you can turn this hovel into a home.’

		‘The main thing is to get the boards
			taken off the window and door downstairs and the glass replaced,’ she said.
			‘And I need to find out where the council dump is – to take sixteen sacks of
			stinking rubbish. Once that is done, I think I can paint it all myself.’

		He said nothing while he poured the hot
			water over the tea bags and then squeezed them out. He poured some milk in the tea, then
			passed her mug to her.

		‘I don’t do windows.
			Damp-proofing and plastering is my game,’ he said. ‘But I’ve got mates
			that could do the window for you. Would you like me to contact them?’

		‘Have you got any idea what it’s
			likely to cost?’ she asked cautiously. ‘I haven’t got much
			money.’

		‘Not really – like I said, I
			don’t do windows. But you’ve got no choice but to get the window done, even
			if you have to borrow the money. Or if you really hate the place, you
			could sell it.’

		She shrugged. ‘Who would want to buy
			it?’

		‘A property developer would bite your
			hand off to buy it.’

		‘Really? Maybe that’s what I
			should do then.’

		‘Sure, but they’d only give you
			perhaps two hundred thousand at most. If you got it done up nice, you’d maybe get
			six for it.’

		‘Six hundred thousand!’ she
			exclaimed.

		He laughed at her surprise. ‘You are a
			little innocent country girl, aren’t you? Well, Eva, one of the first things you
			ought to do when you feel better is go and look at other properties for sale around
			here, and see for yourself.’

		‘I don’t have enough money to do
			it up really nicely,’ she said glumly. ‘I can probably manage to get the
			window and back door fixed, and maybe get some cheap second-hand furniture. But
			that’s about it. Anything else – like a kitchen – will have to wait until
			I’ve got a job and saved up some more money.’

		‘Surely you could borrow the money to
			do it up, using this place as security?’

		He laughed at her surprised expression.
			‘You really are an innocent, Eva. The bank would have nothing to lose, lending you
			the money. And whatever they charge you in interest is going to be a drop in the ocean
			compared with the extra value you’ll put on the house. Property developers
			don’t use their own money; they just borrow, do the place up and sell it on. Say
			you borrowed fifty thousand to do the work – and that much would turn it into a little
			palace – bingo, you’d have a place worth double or more what it’s worth
			now.’

		Eva felt this should have occurred to her.
			After all, she knew Andrew had sold off the land at the back of The Beeches to fund
			doing it up. But he was a businessman who knew about such things. Phil
			probably was just as wise if he worked in renovation. She felt she could trust him;
			she’d met enough low-life men in her time to be fairly certain he wasn’t
			one. But she was still wary of laying herself wide open to be fleeced by his cowboy
			friends.

		‘I’ll think on that,’ she
			said. ‘Maybe I could go to my bank and discuss it with them.’

		‘Are you feeling any better
			now?’ he asked.

		‘Yes, much better, thanks to
			you,’ she said. ‘You’ve been so kind.’

		He smiled. ‘Well, like I said before,
			who wouldn’t help a pretty girl in distress? Shock is a funny thing, and I
			don’t think you ought to go out again today. But would you like me to walk around
			and check everywhere, make a list of stuff that needs doing? You’ll need to be
			able to present your bank with details if you are going to ask them for help.’

		‘I can’t expect you to do that
			after everything else you’ve already done for me,’ she said.
			‘I’ve taken up enough of your time already.’

		He got up from the mattress. ‘Eva, I
			wouldn’t offer if I couldn’t spare the time. I’ll go and get a ladder
			out of my van and check the roof first. You take it easy.’

		He was gone for quite some time, and Eva
			began to worry that she’d been too trusting. She’d heard of con-men claiming
			a roof needed fixing when there was nothing wrong. He might have rushed to her aid, but
			then when he saw where she lived he might have got less honourable ideas about her.

		She heard him coming back into the house and
			walking around downstairs. Then he came upstairs again and went into the big room first,
			and finally the bathroom.

		Eva nibbled at her nails and wondered if she
			should say that, if any work was needed, she’d have to run it by an uncle or
			someone.

		Phil came back into the little room and
			grinned down at her. ‘Well, darlin’, good news first. The roof is in good
			shape, looks like it was redone a few years ago, but the gulleys both back and front
			need clearing of old leaves and stuff. That’s a ten-minute job.’

		Eva felt cheered by that.

		‘The house was rewired just three
			years ago – there’s an electrician’s card tucked in by the meter with the
			date he did it – so that’s seriously good news. But the bad news is that all the
			windows need replacing.’

		‘Oh no!’ she exclaimed.

		‘You can’t put new glass in the
			one downstairs, the frame’s far too rotten. But you really need double glazing
			anyway. Whatever crank put in that bloody great window in the other bedroom must have
			frozen in winter and roasted in the summer. If it were me, I’d take it out and put
			in two smaller windows. That would make it more comfortable, cut down on heating in the
			winter, and also make the house look a whole lot better from the street.’

		‘That sounds like a good idea,’
			she said weakly, because she was somewhat bowled over by the way he appeared to be the
			proverbial knight on a white charger.

		‘If it was me, I’d brick up the
			back door and widen the window to make French doors,’ he went on. ‘It would
			be so much lighter, and airy. But getting back to the list: there’s no damp, I got
			out my meter and checked; no rot in the floorboards either.’

		Eva hadn’t even considered damp or
			rotting boards, but she was very glad to hear she hadn’t got that to sort out
			too.

		‘Then there’s a new kitchen
			needed,’ he went on. ‘That can cost anything from two thousand upwards, but
			if you didn’t mind a second-hand one, I’ve got mates who are kitchen
			fitters. They are always ripping perfectly good ones out of big houses
			and replacing them with top-of-the-range ones. Mostly they just dump the old ones,
			unless they know someone like you who wants one. They often get the sinks, the
			appliances, the whole works. I got my mum one that way, cost me just five hundred for
			them to fit it in. You just can’t be too picky about the colour and stuff. But my
			mum got a lovely pine one.’

		‘That sounds marvellous,’ she
			said, suddenly feeling a surge of excitement and hope. ‘Would they come and give
			me a quote? And your window man? Obviously I wouldn’t be able to go ahead until
			I’d got the money sorted.’

		‘Sure. I’ll ring around tonight.
			Business is quiet at the moment. This slump thing is affecting the whole of the building
			trade quite badly. Some of them are only working three days a week, so they’ll be
			glad of a job on the side. But that downstairs window should be your first priority. You
			can’t plan or do anything else until that’s done.’

		He sat down again and stayed talking to her
			for quite a while. He told her he lived in Acton in a flat he’d bought when he was
			going to get married. ‘Then three months before the wedding I found out she was
			having it off with her boss,’ he said with a rueful grin. ‘So I know how you
			feel. It takes a while to pick yourself up after that. But my brother is sharing with me
			now, and mostly I think I had a lucky escape.’

		Eva felt a little buzz of pleasure to hear
			he was single.

		He asked about her family and, as he’d
			been so open about himself, Eva felt she had to be honest too. She didn’t go into
			much detail, only saying that her mother had killed herself and that she had to move
			away as her stepfather was being mean to her. ‘Tod said he only went out with me
			because he felt sorry for me,’ she said with a wry smile. ‘I think that was
			the worst thing – to think all he felt was pity, when I believed he loved me.’

		‘Well, I am sorry about your mum.
			That’s a terrible thing for anyone to go through. But Tod sounds like a right
			dickhead.’

		Eva laughed. She liked Phil’s
			directness. Tod had always wanted to analyse people, and that had fooled her into
			thinking he was sincere, but she realized now that he hadn’t been – not about
			anything.

		‘I’ve been a bit of a dickhead
			myself,’ she said. ‘If I’d stopped to think, I would’ve found
			another room, carried on at work and seen to this place at weekends until it was
			habitable. I can’t really believe I threw all my toys out of the pram for a man
			I’d only known a few weeks.’

		‘I did a bit of that too,’ Phil
			admitted. ‘But then I got to thinking I’d show Claire what I was made of. So
			I got the flat done up, went off on a holiday to Goa with the lads, and made sure she
			knew how well I was doing without her. That’s what you’ve got to do too,
			Eva.’

		He had to go then; he said he had to see
			someone to give them a quote, but he’d call round when he’d spoken to his
			friends about the work she needed doing.

		‘Would you like me to get you a
			takeaway?’ he said as he got up to leave. ‘I can see you’ve got
			nothing to cook anything in – or on.’

		‘You’ve done more than enough
			for me already.’ She smiled up at him. ‘I’ve got some bits and pieces
			to eat. Tod may have accused me of being needy, but I’m not.’

		‘We all have wobbly moments when we
			need a friend,’ he said. He dug in his pocket and pulled out a card. ‘So
			ring me if you need anything or just want to talk. But I’ll pop round again to
			tell you when I’ve spoken to the lads.’

	
		
Chapter Nine

		Phil had left Eva with a great deal to
			think about. That same evening, and much of the next day, she walked about the house,
			looking, measuring and planning. From outside in the yard she could see how good French
			doors would look, just as from the street she saw Phil had been right in saying two
			smaller windows upstairs would make a vast improvement to the house.

		In the afternoon she paid a visit to the
			Notting Hill branch of her bank to arrange to have her account transferred there from
			Cheltenham, and she also made an appointment to see the manager the following day.

		On the way home she went round to the
			greengrocer’s in Clarendon Road, just a couple of streets away from Pottery Lane.
			Seeing a card in the window of an Italian bistro for a lunchtime waitress, she went in
			to ask about the job.

		A tall dark-haired girl who introduced
			herself as Marcia was laying up the tables for the evening. ‘Antonio, the boss,
			isn’t here right now,’ she said. ‘But could you come in for a trial
			tomorrow, about twelve thirty? He’ll be here then and he can see how you shape
			up.’

		Eva was glad to agree; the bistro was close
			to home, and it had a nice relaxed atmosphere. She might have only had experience of
			Burger King and KFC, but if she could handle working in those places, she was sure
			Antonio’s would be a pushover. As her appointment with the bank manager was at
			eleven, she could go to the bistro straight afterwards.

		Eva put on her black suit and white shirt the
			next morning and slipped some flat black shoes in her bag, as she didn’t think she
			could wait on tables later in her high heels. She arrived at the bank ten minutes early,
			fired up to convince the manager that she was worthy of a loan if necessary.

		Mr Dodds was a plump, bald and genial
			middle-aged man. Eva told him about the house and explained that she might need a loan
			later to get it fixed up.

		‘Where do you work, Miss
			Patterson?’ he asked.

		She explained that she’d only been in
			London for less than a week but that she was starting a job that day. ‘I do have
			six thousand and forty pounds in a building society account,’ she said, showing
			him the passbook. ‘And you can see from my current account and the deposit account
			with you, that I’ve nearly another thousand there. I am intending to draw on my
			own funds to get the windows and the kitchen done, but later on I’ll need to put
			in central heating, and I might need a loan then. I thought once I’d got the house
			straight I could take in a lodger, which will create another income.’

		He wanted evidence that the house did indeed
			belong to her. She showed him letters from Mr Bailey, her solicitor in Cheltenham, which
			verified this and confirmed he was holding the deeds.

		He looked at her very intently for a moment
			or two. ‘Well, Miss Patterson, you appear to be a very level-headed young lady,
			and I can see from your account with us that you have always acted responsibly in the
			past. My only concern is your youth, and the fact that you have only been in London for
			a short time and won’t be able to supply a reference yet from your employer. I
			suggest you get the vital work done with your savings and come back to me in a couple of
			months if you find you do need more money. I can review the situation then, and possibly arrange a small mortgage for you that you can manage on your
			salary.’

		Eva left the bank feeling elated and proud
			of herself. She could hardly believe that in just one week she’d been on a
			white-knuckle ride, from excitement at going to see the house for the first time, to the
			shock of finding it was a wreck, then the terrible hurt of finding out Tod’s true
			feelings for her, and rushing to London.

		All the despair she’d felt a few days
			ago seemed ridiculous and over the top now. She’d made a friend in Phil, Mr Dodds
			had taken her seriously, and unless she made an idiot of herself at Antonio’s
			today, she had a job too.

		It was just after half past three when Eva
			got home from Antonio’s. Her feet ached from being on them for so long, but
			she’d got the job, and would start properly on Monday. It wasn’t very good
			money at £3 an hour, and for now Antonio only wanted her three days a week – from twelve
			to three – but Marcia said she should get at least £5 a day in tips. And as Rose, their
			cleaner at The Beeches, always used to say: ‘That’s better than a slap
			around the face with a wet kipper.’

		In the early evening Eva was scrubbing at
			the old cooker with a Brillo pad, wearing a pair of old baggy shorts and a scruffy
			T-shirt, when there was a knock at the front door. To her shock, when she answered it
			Phil was standing there; with him was an older man.

		Eva blushed scarlet at being caught looking
			such a fright. She had a scarf tied around her hair, no make-up, and she thought she
			must stink of oven cleaner.

		‘Hi, Eva.’ Phil grinned.
			‘I told you about my kitchen-fitter mate. Well, this is Brian and it just so
			happens he’s got a kitchen in his van that might be perfect for you.’

		‘Excuse how I look,’ she blurted
			out, peeling off her rubber gloves. ‘I’ve been trying to
			clean the cooker. But I haven’t got any money here.’

		‘Don’t worry about that,’
			Brian said. ‘If you like it, you can have it and pay me later. I’ll have to
			dump it unless I find a new home for it in the next few days.’

		Brian had one of those round smiley faces
			that Eva associated with kindliness and fatherly qualities. She wondered if Phil had
			laid it on thick to him that she was in need of help, and she felt a bit awkward at
			being seen as a charity case. But Brian was already opening the back of the van and
			beckoned her to come and have a look. It was stacked high with kitchen units and wall
			cupboards all with white matt doors and brass knobs.

		‘What do you think?’ he asked as
			he pulled out a base unit for her to look at. ‘Nice, ain’t it?’

		‘It looks brand new,’ she said.
			She couldn’t help but be suspicious of something that seemed too good to be
			true.

		‘I know!’ Brian grinned at her.
			‘Some folk ’ave more money than bleedin’ sense. Their puppy chewed one
			door. We ordinary folks would just replace the damaged door, but not these people – they
			wanted the whole lot ripped out.’ He climbed into the van and pulled out a long,
			pale grey Formica worktop stacked up at the side of the van, and passed it to Phil.
			‘This came with it. Not a scratch on it and enough of it to fit out a huge
			kitchen. There’s a stainless-steel sink, a fridge and a washing machine too. I can
			do you a lovely job with these, if you like. All you’ll need to get is a new
			cooker cos they had one of them whopping great range things.’

		Eva was stunned. She hadn’t really
			believed that Phil would come up with anything, and at best she’d expected dark
			brown imitation wood from the early 1970s. She would have been glad of even that, but a
			lovely white kitchen was beyond her wildest dreams. ‘It’s marvellous,’
			she said weakly.

		Brian moved the van right up against the
			garage so cars could pass by, and then the three of them went back into the house. She
			showed Brian a rough plan she’d made, telling Phil she thought his idea of French
			doors was what she wanted. Brian measured the space, did a few calculations, then began
			to draw a plan in chalk on the floorboards.

		‘You can’t have it quite like
			you’ve drawn. It would mean two wasted spaces in the corners, and it’ll
			looked cramped,’ he said. ‘I suggest two lots of units facing each other.
			The stove, washing machine and sink unit will be at the back, with one other unit there.
			But the fridge needs to be opposite, under your breakfast bar. And you can have a couple
			of wall cupboards either side of the cooker.’

		‘And you’ve got all that?’
			she asked.

		‘Sweetheart, I’ve got enough
			units to go right around the whole room, if you wanted them.’

		‘It sounds great, but how much is it
			going to cost?’ she asked nervously.

		‘Can you go to six hundred, including
			the fitting?’ he asked. ‘That’s including the appliances of
			course.’

		After seeing the price of new kitchens in a
			showroom, and the extra cost of having them fitted, Brian’s offer was like a gift
			from heaven and she wanted to hug him. But she controlled her glee and said that quote
			was very reasonable. And she asked him when he could start on it, as she had a job
			now.

		‘I’ll fit around you,
			love,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I can’t do anything until that window is
			done, anyway. But I’d be obliged if I could leave the units and the appliances
			here to free up my van. If you change your mind, I can always come and collect them
			again.’

		She could hardly believe that anyone was so
			trusting. ‘I’m not going to change my mind,’ she assured him. ‘I
			didn’t even dare hope I’d get such nice units.’

		‘Right, we’ll get them in
			then.’ He nodded to Phil to help him.

		The two men took about twenty minutes to
			bring everything in, stacking the units neatly away from the area where they would
			eventually go. Brian plugged in the fridge in the corner by the sink so she could use
			that right away. As soon as she heard it whirring away she ran upstairs to get the milk
			and other perishables to put in it. She felt she could even cook a meal on the old stove
			now she had somewhere to store her food.

		‘I’ll be off now,’ Brian
			said, handing her his business card. ‘Just give me a bell when you want me to fit
			it. And you’d better get yourself a new cooker too, I’ll need to wire that
			in when I take the old one out.’

		Phil didn’t go with him; he said he
			would catch a bus home. After Eva had seen Brian out, she turned to Phil in some
			excitement.

		‘You are a wonder,’ she said.
			‘I can hardly believe you arranged that for me. Would you like a cup of tea before
			you go home?’

		He made a hangdog face. ‘I was hoping
			you might like to come to the pub with me for some dinner. I haven’t got anything
			in at home. And I bet you haven’t eaten anything much today?’

		‘No, I haven’t, I’ve been
			too busy,’ she said. ‘But I’ll only come if you let me pay. I owe you
			a dinner for arranging this.’

		‘If Your Ladyship insists,’ he
			said, making a mock bow. ‘To tell the truth, I’ve been worried about you.
			This dark room is enough to give anyone nightmares. Were you alright after I left the
			other day?’

		‘I was fine,’ she said, touched
			by his concern and a little flustered at finding herself thinking how attractive he was.
			‘No ill effects at all. But I’ve been more careful with my bag since, and I’ve been very busy making plans. I’ll tell
			you about them at the pub. But can I go and change first? I’m sure you
			wouldn’t be seen dead with me looking like this!’

		She scurried up the stairs, leaving Phil
			standing at the back door and looking out into the yard.

		It took her just ten minutes to have a quick
			wash and put on a pair of pink jeans and a white T-shirt. She’d bought the jeans
			in a sale at work when she embarked on the affair with Tod, but they’d been so
			tight she’d never worn them. To her astonishment they were perfect now, so she
			must have lost more weight. She had only a make-up mirror so she couldn’t see
			herself full length. She wished she could.

		Her hair was fine with just a brush. She
			hastily applied some make-up and perfume, then she slipped on a pair of pink high heels
			with ankle straps.

		Phil was perched on a wooden crate in the
			backyard. He looked up and smiled as she appeared in the doorway. ‘You look really
			nice,’ he said.

		‘Well, thank you, kind sir. Of course
			I couldn’t have looked worse than I did when I opened the door to you
			earlier.’

		‘You looked OK to me,’ he said
			lightly. ‘Before you came down I was just thinking that someone must have cared
			for this garden once, it’s got a good feeling.’

		‘I think that was my mum,’ she
			said. ‘She loved gardening. Some of the plants like the clematis look old enough
			to have been planted by her. I removed a lot of rubbish and pulled up lots of weeds, but
			I want to plant up some tubs, get a table and chairs out here. It’s a real little
			suntrap in the afternoon.’

		He looked appraisingly at her.
			‘You’re like a different girl today. Bouncy, smiley and – dare I say it? –
			happier!’

		‘I am,’ she said with a wide
			grin. ‘You’ve been like a lucky charm to me. First, getting my bag back,
			then getting a job, and now the kitchen. So let me feed you as a thank you.’

		The Prince of Wales was a friendly pub. It had
			a very mixed clientele – mostly yuppie types in the thirty to forty age group, but a
			good proportion of working-class people too – and there was lots of banter between them.
			Eva mentioned to the landlord, George, that she had just moved into Pottery Lane, and he
			insisted on giving her and Phil a drink on the house to celebrate.

		‘I used to eat here a lot when I was
			working down the street,’ Phil said when they’d been given a table for two
			in a corner. ‘The food’s not too poncey or expensive. They do a lovely
			Sunday roast, and the people who drink here regularly aren’t toffee-nosed
			either.’

		‘If the boards don’t come down
			off that window soon, I might become a regular, propping up the bar every night,’
			she joked.

		‘You’ve got a lot of guts, and I
			like that,’ he said approvingly. ‘It must be tough to move to a new town
			when you don’t know anyone. And then to get your bag snatched!’

		‘I wouldn’t have met you but for
			that,’ she said flirtatiously. ‘Thanks to your advice, I pulled myself
			together. I’ve found myself a job in a bistro – only part time, but it will do for
			now – and I think I’ve got my old optimism back. You and Brian have renewed my
			faith in people.’

		They ordered steak, chips and salad, and as
			they ate Eva told him about the job and visiting the bank.

		‘I’ve got enough money for the
			kitchen and probably the windows, depending of course how much they’ll cost. But I
			thought it was best to see if the bank would lend me some more later so I could put in
			gas central heating and a new bathroom too. He seemed OK about it, and I can always get
			someone to share with me to help out, as this waitress job is really only a stopgap
			until something better comes along.’

		‘I asked my mate John about doing your
			windows,’ Phil said. ‘I could bring him round tomorrow to
			have a look, if you like. He hasn’t got much work on just now, and I’m sure
			he’ll be happy to do it in stages to suit you. I’ll make good all the
			plaster for you. I’d like to help.’

		As the evening progressed Eva found herself
			becoming more and more attracted to Phil. He had a lovely sense of humour, he was
			interesting, and he was very interested in her too. He was comfortable to be with, as if
			she’d known him for a long time. And he had real opinions of his own, not
			half-chewed-over ideas gathered from other people – the sort she realized now that Tod
			had. The word she thought best summed up his character was: honest. He told it as it
			was, and he believed in doing a good day’s work for a day’s pay. He took
			pride in his work and had no understanding of people who were lazy, or those who
			expected something for nothing.

		She liked the respectful way he had been
			with Brian too – she’d sensed a strong bond between them, almost like father and
			son. ‘Tell me about Brian?’ she asked. ‘Have you known him a long
			time?’

		‘He’s the salt of the
			earth,’ he said. ‘Happily married with two kids he adores, a real craftsman
			too. I’ve worked on lots of jobs with him, right since I was a stroppy young lad
			who thought he knew it all. He’s always even-tempered, calm, caring – and a laugh
			too. Trust him, Eva, ask his advice about stuff, he’s a really good
			man.’

		She had thought at first that his respect
			for Brian might be because he didn’t get on well with his own father, but she
			found that wasn’t so. He told her his father worked on the railways, and his
			mother had a few cleaning jobs, and he was proud of them.

		‘When I was a little kid, I used to
			think we were rich just because our house was always neat and tidy,’ he chuckled.
			‘You see, the estate we lived on was a bit rough, and most of my
			mates’ homes were squalid. Their mums had fags hanging out of their mouths, and
			their dads got drunk a lot. But our mum was always there when we got home from school,
			in a clean pinny. She baked cakes, knitted us jumpers, and our garden was really pretty
			with loads of flowers. I never realized that we were better off than others just because
			Dad did lots of overtime and didn’t drink, and Mum did all those cleaning jobs
			while we were at school. They were careful with what money they had – Dad even had an
			allotment and grew all our vegetables.’

		‘They sound lovely,’ Eva
			said.

		‘They are. I see that now of course,
			they’ve got all the right values. But I still went through a stage at fifteen or
			so of rebelling, wanting to be a hard case like some of my mates. I wanted a motor bike,
			to hang around on street corners, and I used to bunk off school too, sniffing glue and
			stuff. If Dad hadn’t come down on me like a ton of bricks, I would have ended up
			in serious trouble. But he talked to me, took me fishing and to football, and he got me
			an apprenticeship as a plasterer and talked me into playing rugby, going running and
			stuff.’

		‘To keep you out of
			mischief?’

		‘Partly that, but he also thought I
			could let off steam that way. I still play rugby for a local team and I still go
			running. But it was men like Brian that I worked with who really pulled me around. They
			teased me out of sullen moods, showed by example how to be a real man, and they kept an
			eye on me too. I found men like them could be a good laugh too, it was them who made me
			realize how lucky I was to have good parents.’

		Eva found it touching that he appreciated
			what others had done for him. It made her think of Olive and how, by taking her on at
			Oakley and Smithson, she’d been able to help Eva break free from people who were
			pulling her down.

		‘I did my share of rebelling,’ she
			admitted to Phil. ‘And for much longer than you. My excuse was that I didn’t
			fit in with the sort of girls that were approved of. I didn’t really fit in at
			home either. I wasn’t clever like my brother Ben, or stunning-looking like Sophie.
			I suspect I became a goth to shock my parents into noticing me.’

		‘A goth!’ He spluttered with
			laughter. ‘I can’t imagine that.’

		‘Thankfully, I’ve got no
			photographic evidence of it.’ Eva laughed. ‘I think it was the happiest day
			in Mum’s life when I bundled up all the black stuff and put it in the
			dustbin.’

		‘Will you tell me about your
			mum?’ he asked. ‘Or is that a taboo subject?’

		‘No, it’s not taboo.’ She
			went on to explain how she’d never known that Flora had been a successful artist
			when she was younger, or that Andrew wasn’t her father. ‘All I know about
			her past has come from old friends of hers who turned up for her funeral. One of them
			told me the name of the man who shared the place in Pottery Lane. They think he is my
			real father. I was thinking of trying to track him down. Do you think I
			should?’

		Phil shrugged. ‘I’d want to.
			Even if it turns out he isn’t your dad, he might be able to throw light on things
			you don’t understand.’

		Eva felt the conversation was getting a bit
			too heavy and one-sided, so she lightened it up by asking him if he liked
			travelling.

		‘So far I’ve only been to Ibiza,
			Benidorm and Goa. But I’d like to go to a great many more places. How about
			you?’

		‘Only family holidays in France and
			Spain,’ she admitted. ‘I got as far as applying for my own passport when I
			was eighteen, as I’d been on the family one before. I talked about going off
			somewhere, but never did. One of my stepdad’s lame excuses for telling me he
			wasn’t my real dad was that I might need my birth certificate
			for a visa and I’d see his name wasn’t on it.’

		Phil nodded in understanding. ‘Well,
			you’re going to show him what you’re made of, aren’t you?’

		Eva smirked. She’d had that same
			thought many times in the last few days. ‘Yes, I intend to. I bet he knew how
			awful Mum’s old studio was and hoped I’d fall flat on my face with it. But
			thanks to your help and advice, I don’t think I will.’

		‘That’s what mates are
			for.’ He grinned. ‘We are mates now, aren’t we?’

		Later that evening Eva sat for a while on
			the crate in the backyard, just enjoying the fresh air, even though it was dark. She
			heard the landlord at the pub ring the bell for last orders, and she marvelled that in a
			little less than a week here, she’d begun to think of it as home.

		Phil had caught the bus home after their
			meal. Outside the pub, as they were saying goodbye, she thought he was going to kiss
			her. It had been a strange moment – half of her wanted him to, the other half was
			afraid. But all he did was kiss her cheek and say he’d see her tomorrow when he
			called with John about the windows.

		She turned to watch him walking off down
			towards the main road. He had a good walk, light on his feet and his back straight.
			He’d left her with a warm glow inside, a good, secure feeling. He had said nothing
			to suggest he fancied her, but a sixth sense told her he did. That could be wishful
			thinking on her part; she certainly wasn’t going to make any move on him to find
			out, because it would just be humiliating if he didn’t respond. Maybe that
			question about being mates was his way of telling her he didn’t see her in that
			light?

		She wasn’t ready to embark on another
			relationship, anyway. What was important to her now was to raise her own self-esteem. She was never going to allow anyone to feel sorry for
			her again.

		Until the windows and kitchen were done she
			couldn’t do much in the house, but she could make a start on the backyard.
			Tomorrow, after Phil and John had been, she would buy some gardening tools, some plants
			and tubs, and maybe a table and chairs too.

		The prospect of transforming the grubby
			weed-strewn yard into something beautiful was really appealing. First thing tomorrow
			morning, she thought she would get out here and scrub the paving stones clean.

		While she was at it, she’d mentally
			scrub Tod and Andrew out of her mind too. She couldn’t move forward as long as she
			kept looking over her shoulder.

	
		
Chapter Ten

		Eva stood in her backyard and admired her
			new French doors, feeling ridiculously emotional. ‘Don’t they look
			wonderful?’ she said to Phil, who was cleaning up dropped plaster from the floor.
			‘I can’t believe how they’ve transformed the room. It looks twice the
			size, really modern and airy.’

		It was Sunday afternoon, and two weeks had
			passed since Phil first brought John, his window man, round to meet her. Like Brian,
			John was another middle-aged man, tall and skinny with little to say for himself, but he
			was a fast worker. He had begun the job with his son Rory on Thursday, knocking out the
			old boarded-up window and door. Even the old sink, cooker and the graffiti didn’t
			look half as bad with sunshine and fresh air coming in. Eva had watched entranced as he
			began laying bricks to take the frame for the new doors.

		Even the weather was on their side, as June
			arrived with hot sunshine. On Friday they had set the uPVC frame in, returning on
			Saturday to put on the doors. Eva had been horrified by all the mess, rubble, old
			cement, dust and bricks in the backyard, but John and Rory had taken away every last bit
			of it that evening, including all the bags of rubbish and the mattress in the
			garage.

		Phil had come round today to make good all
			the plaster, and he’d skimmed the kitchen area and the right-hand wall of the room
			too. He said he was coming back to do the rest of the room once Brian had installed the
			kitchen units.

		‘If you don’t look round at
			that,’ Phil said, nodding at where the units were stacked in
			front of the graffiti-covered wall, ‘you wouldn’t think it was the same
			place.’

		All Eva could do was grin with delight. The
			doors had cost £1,000, which seemed an awfully big chunk of her money, but they were
			worth it. John was coming back in two weeks to do all the other windows in the house.
			And Brian had said he would fit the kitchen during the coming week, as he had a couple
			of spare afternoons.

		Everything was going well. She really liked
			working at the bistro; Marcia, the other waitress, was fun. And the owner Antonio seemed
			to like her too. The short hours gave her time to work on the garden, and she was
			getting to know her way around London.

		Eva handed Phil a cold beer from the fridge.
			She hadn’t seen him since he’d brought John round to see about doing the
			windows. He’d been working in Windsor, so it was very nice to have him here all
			day today. While he’d been plastering, she’d been planting flowers. Then she
			got fish and chips for them at lunchtime, which they’d eaten sitting at her new
			little table and chairs outside.

		He got hot working, and earlier he’d
			stripped off his overalls – down to just a pair of khaki shorts. His whole torso, face
			and hair were now speckled with plaster. Eva had furtively watched him as he was
			working, turned on a little, not just by his muscles and smooth skin, but by the
			graceful sweep of his arm as he smoothed the plaster, and the concentration in his
			face.

		‘I ought to get going soon,’ he
			said. ‘I told Mum I’d pop round to see her this evening, and I’m off
			early in the morning to Dorset for a job.’

		‘You haven’t told me yet how
			much you want for the plastering,’ she said.

		‘All you need to pay for is the
			plaster,’ he said with a grin. ‘And not now, when I’ve finished the
			room will do. Is it alright if I come again next Saturday? Brian
			should just about be finished by then.’

		‘What would I have done without
			you?’ she said. ‘I’m really grateful to the handbag snatcher
			now.’

		He smiled, and reached out and touched her
			cheek lightly. ‘You would’ve charmed some other guy,’ he said.
			‘Anyway, it’s been nice today. You are so easy to be with.’

		His light touch had sent a little shiver
			down her spine. She wished he could stay, that they could go to the pub, or just sit out
			in the garden with a few drinks.

		‘Can I be really cheeky then and ask
			you to do just one more thing before you go?’ she asked. ‘Just to get up in
			the attic and see if there’s anything in there? I’ve tried, but I
			can’t move the hatch.’

		‘Hoping for some treasure?’ he
			said, finishing off his beer.

		‘I suppose so. People do put things in
			attics and forget them, don’t they?’

		‘My mum and dad certainly do.
			There’re old Christmas decs, boxes of stuff they don’t even remember putting
			there, and the cot my brother and I had when we were babies. So you never know what
			we’ll find.’

		He took the stepladder up into the back
			bedroom, and had to move a pile of books to set it up.

		‘Have you read all these?’ he
			asked.

		‘Yes, they are all old friends,’
			she said. ‘I love reading and I can’t wait until I can put some shelves up
			for them all. I joined the library the other day. I have to have a book on the go. Do
			you read?’

		‘Not much,’ he replied.
			‘The books I own wouldn’t even fill one shelf. I’m more of a magazine
			man, but I’d read if I was lying on a beach.’

		Once the stepladder was in place he went up
			it and pushed hard on the hatch till it finally opened.

		‘Pass us your torch,’ he said to
			Eva, who was holding the stepladder. ‘It’s pitch black in there.’

		Climbing up a little higher, his top half
			was then in the loft.

		‘Can you see anything?’ she
			called out.

		‘There’re a couple of
			boxes … one’s got a load of paintings in it,’ he shouted down.
			‘Want me to get them out?’

		‘Yes, please,’ she shouted back,
			suddenly really excited.

		There was a kind of shuffling noise as if he
			was pulling stuff closer to the hatch, then he moved down the stepladder a couple of
			rungs.

		‘Paintings first,’ he said and
			hauled out a couple of big canvases.

		Eva took them from him eagerly. One was a
			woodland scene with the ground carpeted in bluebells. The other was of an old door set
			in a wall covered in creepers. It reminded her of the book The Secret Garden.
			She let out a squeal of delight when she saw her mother’s initials F. F. in the
			bottom right-hand corner.

		Next he handed down a box in which there
			were about a dozen more smaller canvases. She didn’t stop to look at them, as Phil
			was already heaving out a much larger box which was sealed up with tape.

		She had hardly put that on the floor before
			a second smaller one came down.

		‘That’s it now, nothing else up
			there,’ he said, putting the hatch back again and climbing down. ‘But you
			could do with getting some insulation up there before next winter.’

		He picked up the painting of the bluebell
			wood. ‘This is amazing. Not that I know anything about art.’

		‘It was painted by my mum,’ Eva
			said excitedly, pointing to the initials. ‘Her maiden name was Flora Foyle.
			Isn’t it beautiful?’

		It was in fact so beautiful that it made all
			the hairs on her arms stand on end. The sunshine filtering through the trees was
			remarkable, and the details – not just the bluebells, but the bark on the trees, shiny
			ivy growing over an old tree stump – took her breath away.

		‘I’ll have to get it framed and
			hung downstairs,’ she said.

		‘A housewarming present from your
			mum,’ Phil said, putting one big plaster-splattered hand on her shoulder.
			‘It’s a beauty. She was very talented.’

		But Eva wanted to see what was in the boxes.
			She tore off the tape on the first one. Whatever was in there was carefully covered in
			tissue paper. She folded it back. ‘Baby things,’ she gasped on seeing a tiny
			pink jacket. ‘Mine?’

		‘I would think so.’ Phil smiled
			at her stunned expression. ‘I bet she packed them away when they got too small for
			you, and she forgot to get them when she left here. But as much as I’d like to go
			through this lot with you, I’ve really got to go. I’ll see you next
			Saturday.’

		All that evening, Eva pored over the
			contents of the boxes. The box of baby clothes appeared to be outgrown things which
			Flora had packed away and then forgotten, just as Phil had suggested. All that was
			really notable about them was that they looked rather old-fashioned – hand-knitted
			jackets and smocked dresses. There were old sprigs of lavender packed amongst them, and
			a faint hint of it still clung to the clothes.

		The collection of paintings was superb, and
			she was staggered by her mother’s talent. The ten smaller ones, all about twelve
			by fourteen inches, were very varied in subject matter. A couple were of vases of
			flowers, exquisite in their detail. Then there were three landscapes – all different –
			one of a baby sleeping in a pram, which she felt certain was her, and another of a rather run-down row of shops. The final three were of gardens: dreamy,
			sun-filled pictures with statues peeping out from behind voluptuous peonies and roses.
			She liked those three the best.

		But the second smaller box was really
			intriguing. Eva didn’t know if she was being fanciful, but it seemed to her that
			it had been purposely left here for her to find. She felt there was a meaning in every
			item, whether that was the old photograph album – with pictures of people who must be
			her grandparents and aunts and uncles – or snaps of Flora as a young student, many in
			fancy-dress costumes, press cuttings praising her art, and diaries, some dating back to
			when Flora was in her early teens.

		There was an envelope containing a pencil
			sketch of a cottage, and with it a photograph of that same run-down row of shops as in
			one of the oil paintings. They seemed to belong together. Could the owner of one of the
			shops have lived in the cottage? Or were they both places where Flora had once lived,
			and so were important to her? Eva wondered why she hadn’t attached an explanatory
			note to them.

		Also in the box was Eva’s full birth
			certificate. Just as Andrew had said, there was a dash in the space for her
			father’s details. Eva guessed Flora had hoped it would never come to light that
			her daughter was illegitimate.

		A beautiful silver necklace designed as a
			series of joined small hearts was tucked into a small box with a card saying simply
			‘I’ll love you for ever’ and signed ‘P’. Was that from
			Patrick O’Donnell, the man who might be her father?

		There were several invitation cards to
			exhibitions of Flora’s work. They were from various art galleries, mostly in
			London, dated from the mid to late sixties. There was also an estate agent’s
			leaflet giving details of this house; the asking price was £1,500. Flora had written on
			it in pencil: ‘This is the one.’

		A book called The Prophet by Khalil
			Gibran had been inscribed inside to Flora. The message was: ‘Books, art and music
			belong to those who can see and hear true beauty. May your eyes and ears remain sharp
			for ever.’ Sadly, whoever had given it to her hadn’t put their name, just
			the date. April 1968. Eva skimmed through it and was entranced by the author’s
			beautiful, lyrical prose. She intended to read it properly later.

		There was also a sketchbook full of pencil
			drawings of children. Eva felt Flora must once have had the idea of becoming a
			children’s book illustrator, as there was the glimpse of a story in the pictures
			of untidy, street children reacting to one another in comical ways.

		Yet the item that affected her the most was
			a notebook with a Liberty-print fabric cover in shades of pink and mauve, tied with pink
			ribbon. On every page was a quick sketch of Eva’s head and upper body as a baby,
			each with a caption beneath that appeared to reflect Flora’s thoughts of the
			day.

		It began when she was about two weeks old
			and sleeping. Beneath it Flora had written: ‘So angelic now after screaming for
			nearly two hours.’

		A few sketches further on, she had drawn Eva
			screaming and had caught perfectly the screwed-up face of an angry baby. Beneath this
			one Flora had written: ‘At times like this I want to walk out of the door for
			good.’

		Eva could see her own progress as she turned
			the pages, her features becoming more pronounced, her small hands becoming chubbier and
			her hair starting to grow. She could also sense Flora’s exhaustion in her words.
			‘Will the day ever come again when I’ll have the time and energy to
			paint?’ was one comment.

		The sketches continued until she was perhaps
			six months old. In the last one she was smiling, showing two teeth clearly. Beneath that one was simply ‘Precious One’. Eva’s
			eyes filled with tears at this, and a terrible feeling of loss overwhelmed her. All at
			once she understood what grief really meant, because this was more acute than the pain
			she’d felt on the day Flora died.

		Yet there was comfort too in being able to
			touch these drawings, almost as if Flora was there in the rooms with her, whispering
			that her baby had meant everything to her.

		Why didn’t she give her this book on
			her eighteenth birthday? It would have been such a perfect gift. But then perhaps Flora
			had forgotten about it? Eva wondered too if it would have had the same impact on her if
			she’d been given it when her mother was still alive.

		Was it Andrew coming into Flora’s life
			that had stopped the sketch diary? Eva certainly had a sense that it was just mother and
			baby together at the time Flora had made the sketches. Had he even seen this box of
			things? Somehow, she doubted it. She sensed Flora had put them up in the attic around
			the time she met him.

		Was that because once she had met Andrew she
			didn’t want reminders of the time when she was alone with her baby, or reminders
			of the father? But what was it about Andrew that made her turn her back on her art when
			it had clearly once been so important to her?

		Although Eva had been badly hurt by Andrew,
			and knew him to be something of a control freak, she couldn’t believe that he
			would ever have wantonly suppressed Flora’s talent. What reason would he have had
			for doing so?

		Reading all the diaries carefully might
			throw some light on everything that she found so puzzling. She resolved to read some
			each night, make notes of any names or places mentioned, and try to piece it all
			together.

		‘You are just in time,’ Brian
			called out as she came in from work at three thirty on Thursday afternoon. ‘Can
			you come and hold this for me?’

		She saw he was struggling to get a wall
			cupboard on to its fixings.

		She grasped the bottom of it and held it up
			while he clambered up on the stepladder. ‘So much easier with two pairs of
			hands,’ he said. ‘Fancy becoming my apprentice?’

		Eva laughed. ‘I wouldn’t mind.
			Maybe then I could do some jobs myself,’ she said.

		Once he had the wall cupboard fixed, he
			climbed down again. ‘Right then, tomorrow, after I’ve secured the work
			surfaces, I’ll show you how to use the drill and some other basic things,’
			he said. ‘Now for that last cupboard before I go. I need to get to the dump with
			the old cooker and sink before the place closes.’

		Eva helped him out later with the cooker and
			sink. As he drove off in his van, honking the horn in farewell, she smiled. He was such
			a lovely man – funny and fatherly. He’d arrived yesterday to start the kitchen
			just as she got in from work. He’d been almost as thrilled as she was over her new
			cooker, and the French doors. He’d worked through till nearly seven, laughing and
			chatting with her, yet getting an amazing amount done.

		She thought his wife was one lucky lady and
			hoped she appreciated him.

		The following morning Eva answered the door
			but instead of it being Brian as she expected, it was her next door neighbour. She
			didn’t know his name, but he’d nodded at her a week earlier when they both
			arrived home at the same time.

		He was around forty, tall and well built
			with a ruddy complexion; Eva had seen his wife sunbathing in the garden while she’d been looking out of her bedroom window. She was a good bit younger
			than her husband, slim, long-legged and looked like a fashion model.

		‘Hello,’ Eva said.
			‘I’m Eva Patterson. And you live next door, I believe?’

		‘Yes. Francis, Simon Francis. I should
			have called when you first moved in, but I thought you were just another tenant. As I
			understand it, you are the new owner of the house?’

		‘Yes, that’s right,’ she
			said. She didn’t like his condescending tone one bit. ‘You don’t call
			on tenants then?’ she added with faint sarcasm.

		‘Not if they are like the last ones
			here,’ he said. ‘They lived like pigs, rooting around in their own filth.
			Music blaring out all night, fights and rows all the time. We were delighted when they
			left.’

		‘It certainly looked like a pigsty
			when I arrived,’ she said. ‘But I’m getting it into shape
			now.’

		‘That’s what I called
			about,’ he said, running a finger around the collar of his shirt as if he was a
			little nervous. ‘We saw you’d put on new doors at the back.’

		‘Yes, they are a great improvement on
			a boarded-up window.’

		‘Are you planning to replace the front
			windows and door too?’

		‘Yes, I am,’ she said, a little
			baffled that he thought this was an appropriate way of welcoming a new neighbour.
			‘Why do you want to know?’

		‘I am concerned that you might be
			intending to put in plastic window frames there too,’ he said.

		Eva could only stare at him in astonishment
			for a moment. ‘And my window frames are your business, because …?’

		‘Well, plastic does rather lower the
			tone,’ he said in a pompous manner.

		She was flabbergasted. ‘Well, Mr
			Francis,’ she said in her most icy tone, ‘I own this house, and if I want to
			have window frames made of play dough, plastic or solid gold, it will be my choice and
			mine alone.’

		‘I’m only speaking out because
			you are young and probably don’t appreciate the history of these houses,’ he
			retorted.

		‘Oh, I do,’ she smirked.
			‘They were thrown up for the workers at the pottery, probably funded by the
			pottery owner who lived in one of the more salubrious Georgian houses nearby and paid
			them a pittance.’

		‘There’s no need to take that
			attitude with me,’ he said.

		‘I wouldn’t have if you
			hadn’t been so rude and un-neighbourly,’ she said. ‘Now if
			you’ll excuse me, I have things to do.’

		She shut the door in his face, smarting with
			anger.

		A few minutes later there was another knock
			on the door. Thinking it was her neighbour back again, she wrenched the door open ready
			to lay into him.

		But it was Brian.

		‘Oh, thank goodness!’ she said.
			‘Am I glad to see you!’ She blurted out what had just happened.

		‘Bloody snob.’ Brian sniffed
			contemptuously. ‘These flaming yuppies around here get right up my nose. I agree
			that a Georgian house should have traditional sash windows with wood frames, but this is
			just a little Victorian working man’s house. And it don’t make no sense to
			stick in windows that need painting every year.’

		‘I can’t believe anyone could be
			so snotty,’ she said, her face flushed red with anger. ‘Who the hell does he
			think he is?’

		‘You’ll have to get used to that
			sort of crap if you live around here,’ Brian said. ‘Gentrified areas always
			attract snobby arseholes. If they had their way, they’d tear down the council houses and the people who live in them would be dumped
			somewhere else, then they’d build a wall around the whole area to make sure no
			common folk got in again.’

		‘What makes some people so
			mean?’ she said, her anger fading and now replaced by hurt. ‘Why
			couldn’t he just have welcomed me, asked how I was getting on and if I’d
			like to come in for a cup of tea?’

		Brian patted her shoulder in sympathy.
			‘Because he’s one of those “I am it” prats. He probably made his
			pile selling insurance and pensions, and he’s terrified that his house – which he
			considers “an investment” rather than a home – might come down in value. My
			gran was born around here. She’s told me how it was in the 1950s. It were a slum
			area then, all the way from here down to Ladbroke Grove and Westbourne Grove. She talked
			about the race riots in Notting Hill, and how that bastard slum landlord Peter Rachman
			stuck half a dozen West Indian families in just one room. It weren’t such a
			desirable place to live in then. Your poncey neighbour is just afraid it might go that
			way again.’

		‘Was it still slummy in 1968?’
			Eva asked. ‘I think that’s about when my mother bought this
			house.’

		‘Yes, it would’ve been – not as
			bad as Westbourne Grove and Ladbroke Grove, but still pretty grim. They made that film
				Blow-Up, with David Hemmings and Vanessa Redgrave, here in Pottery Lane in
			1966. I think that was the start of “arty” people moving here, because it
			was much cheaper than Chelsea or Hampstead.’

		Brian asked her to hold the end of his
			measure against the sheet of Formica, while he marked off where he needed to cut it, and
			as she helped him she told him about the stuff of her mother’s that Phil had found
			in the attic.

		‘It was so exciting to find her
			paintings,’ she said. ‘But the other box of stuff feels like she left it
			there on purpose for me to find. Everything in it seems to be a clue,
			like in a treasure hunt, and I’ve got to work out what it means.’

		‘What did she die of, Eva?’ he
			asked

		‘She killed herself,’ she said
			bluntly.

		She expected him to be shocked, but he
			looked as if he already knew what she was going to say.

		‘Phil told you?’ she asked.

		Brian shook his head. ‘No, he
			didn’t, he wouldn’t break a confidence. I just suspected it was something
			like that, because people who have recently lost someone close do tend to tell you what
			they died of. Besides, there was something about you that first time I came here with
			Phil, you looked like a lost and frightened puppy.’

		Eva told him the whole story then: about
			Andrew, and then what happened with Tod. ‘So I packed my bags and came
			here,’ she said with a shrug. ‘It seemed the only thing to do, even if this
			place was a tip.’

		‘If you was my girl, I’d have
			wrung that lad’s neck,’ he said stoutly. ‘But then if you was mine,
			you wouldn’t have moved away with your mother hardly cold – whether you was my
			blood or not. You’ve been through it, no doubt about that. But you’re a
			brave little thing, a real sweetheart, and I think you’ll do well for yourself
			here in London.’

		Once Brian had fixed the worktops Eva
			whooped with delight at the finished result. It was all very simple, just grey and
			white, but though it was a small kitchen it would be very practical. ‘It looks
			marvellous,’ she said. ‘Like something out of House &
			Garden.’

		Brian laughed. ‘Well, I don’t
			look in them hoity-toity magazines,’ he said. ‘But I like it when the ladies
			I do kitchens for act like a kid in a Wendy house.’

		‘Is that what I’m doing?’
			she asked as she ran her hands over the worktops and opened cupboards and drawers.

		‘Yes, you are. I bet you’ll be
			down here half the night tonight, arranging knives and forks in the drawers, stacking up
			your saucepans and stuff.’

		‘I haven’t got much to put in
			here yet,’ she giggled. ‘But it is my first home. And I bet your wife was
			the same with hers?’

		He was adjusting the doors so they hung
			correctly, and he looked up and grinned. ‘We had two grotty rooms by
			Shepherd’s Bush market back then. We had mice, just two gas rings, and we had to
			share the bathroom with four other couples. But we thought it was wonderful, because
			we’d been living with her mum up till then, and she gave me earache the whole
			time.’

		‘Did you do it all up?’

		‘Not really, we didn’t stay in
			that place long enough. I worked all hours to get a deposit to buy a house. We moved in
			there two days before the first baby came. The big thrill then was having our own
			bathroom.’

		‘I keep wondering how my mum felt
			about this place when she first bought it,’ Eva said. ‘It has got a nice
			vibe about it. I must have been born in a hospital near here, my pram must’ve
			stood here somewhere. It’s strange thinking about that.’

		‘Pity she never told you
			anything,’ he said. ‘But I guess she must’ve felt a bit ashamed that
			she was a single mum. My sister got up the duff in 1968, she was only seventeen, and
			even if it was all Flower Power and rock concerts then, my dad went ape shit, there was
			the shotgun wedding an’ all.’

		‘So your niece – or is it a nephew? –
			is only two years older than me.’

		‘Niece. Yes, and a right little
			cracker she is. And her dad and mum are still together. We all wonder what all the fuss
			was about now. But that’s just the way it was back then. Things didn’t
			really change till the mid-seventies.’

		‘Yes, I can see that’s how it was
			for most people. But Mum was supposed to be a free spirit, a bit wild and stuff, so I
			don’t see why she would be ashamed of me being illegitimate.’

		‘Then maybe it was your stepdad who
			had the hang-up about it?’

		‘You mean it was his idea to pretend I
			was his baby?’

		Brian shrugged. ‘Maybe. His parents
			might have been old-fashioned and wouldn’t approve of him marrying a single
			mother. Have you ever seen pictures of their wedding?’

		Eva shook her head. ‘I don’t
			think there are any. Mum said it was a very small, quiet one. She never even said where
			it took place.’

		‘You might find that out in the
			diaries. My guess is they got married in secret and then told the family they’d
			done it a lot earlier than they really did. I expect Andrew wanted to protect her from
			gossip!’

		‘So if he loved her enough to do that,
			and to bring me up as his own, why did he turn nasty later?’

		Brian scratched his head. ‘Who can
			say? People change. Sometimes one of the partners loves more than the other one. I know
			people who are bitter because they didn’t get what they expected out of it. There
			are dozens of reasons for a change of heart. I’d guess that you were just the
			easiest one to have a pop at. But I promised you some lessons on using an electric drill
			– and that’s going to be a lot more useful to you than finding out what happened
			between your mum and stepdad.’

		That evening Eva went through the box of
			baby clothes; she thought she might take the best ones to a charity shop. But when she
			got to the bottom of the box, she found another small box. It was a pretty pink one –
			the kind a present for a baby might have been put in. Opening it, she
			found a very tiny pink matinee jacket, matching bonnet and bootees, and a little dress,
			only big enough for a newborn baby. The dress was nylon, overly frilly, and the
			hand-knitted jacket, bonnet and bootees were very lacy with satin ribbons. She
			couldn’t imagine that her mother had picked them out – she had always said she
			loathed fussy baby clothes. But maybe someone dear to her had made them for her and that
			was why she’d kept them and packed them away so carefully. Maybe Eva’s
			grandmother?

		Eva lifted out the tissue paper from the box
			to repack the clothes, and to her surprise there was a black and white photograph
			beneath it. It was of a tiny baby, lying in a pram, and Eva was certain it was her. But
			if it was, why had Flora always claimed there were no pictures of her as a newborn baby,
			because she didn’t have a camera then?

		The diaries were proving hard to read. For
			one thing, the entries were rarely dated, and Flora had an irritating way of using
			people’s initials rather than their names. And in the first diary she hadn’t
			once said where she was. If she hadn’t numbered them, Eva wouldn’t have even
			known in which order to read the diaries.

		She also wrote in what seemed like riddles.
			‘Wishing M would stop behaving like I was still six.’ Obviously the
			‘M’ was for mother and she was still in Cornwall, as there were many other
			references to nagging and wanting to go to ‘L’, which must mean London.
			Although she wrote ‘arrived in L, and it’s so huge it’s scary’,
			she didn’t say what part of London, or whether she was with anyone else. Later on
			she mentioned The Bistingo, and this appeared to be a restaurant she worked at, as there
			were many entries referring to possible friends, again only using the initial when
			describing someone who had come into The Bistingo on different occasions. ‘J’ was mentioned most, as owing her money, getting on her
			nerves, or having no talent. So was ‘J’ male or female? A lover, or just a
			friend?

		She thought that the only way she was going
			to make any headway was to note down anything she thought might be relevant, even if she
			didn’t understand it, and then try to contact Patrick O’Donnell to see if he
			could throw any light on it.

		But for now she had too much else to do. She
			needed to buy cooking equipment and crockery. One saucepan, two plates and enough
			cutlery for one didn’t justify even having a kitchen. She needed to get a
			telephone line installed, arrange for John to come back and do the other windows, get
			quotes for central heating and a new bathroom suite, and decorate the house. Brian had
			told her today that she would need to give all the woodwork, doors, skirting boards and
			the banister a really good rub down before applying undercoat, then at least two coats
			of gloss paint. Likewise any holes in the walls upstairs would need to be filled and
			rubbed down before painting. That all sounded very boring and a lot of hard work, but
			she supposed she would have to do it properly. Until it was done, she couldn’t buy
			furniture or put carpets down.

		‘You’ll have to wait,
			Mum,’ she said, putting the lid back on the pink box. ‘I suppose as you kept
			your secrets for twenty-one years, a bit longer won’t make any
			difference.’

		Saturday turned out to be a really good
			day, still warm and sunny, and fun too because Phil arrived at ten ready to finish
			skimming the living-room walls.

		Eva didn’t admit to him that
			she’d been up at six that morning; she’d made herself scrambled eggs on
			toast, delighting in the new cooker, the shiny sink and the taps that were easy to turn on. She’d eaten it in the garden looking back through the
			French doors so she could gloat over the new kitchen. Then she’d put a load in her
			new washing machine and hung it outside on an airer. She just wished Tod and Andrew
			could see her now; she felt as if she was putting two fingers up to them.

		Almost the first thing Phil said when he
			arrived was that he’d like to take her out for a meal that night.

		‘That would be lovely,’ she
			replied.

		‘Glad you think so,’ he said.
			‘But don’t get alarmed that I’ve brought a bag with me – that’s
			just some smarter clothes to change into later. I thought we could walk through Holland
			Park, there’s a great Chinese up on Kensington High Street.’

		Eva liked the fact that he didn’t want
			her to think he expected to stay the night. She really liked him, she kept thinking
			about him when he wasn’t here, and it was nice that he was so gentlemanly with
			her. She certainly didn’t want to be pushed into anything until she was really
			sure.

		Shortly afterwards, Brian turned up with a
			couple of boxes of tiles and some sheets of hardboard.

		‘I found all these tiles in the shed
			last night, and I thought you might like them for a splashback,’ he said, opening
			a box to show her some white tiles with a pale grey motif on them. ‘They were left
			over from a job, and I reckon there’re more than enough to do the wall behind the
			sink.’

		Eva was thrilled. They were just what she
			would have picked herself. ‘Gorgeous! Thank you so much, Brian. But you
			shouldn’t be wasting your Saturday doing stuff for me, you should be taking Julie
			out.’

		‘She was going shopping with her
			sister, anyway.’ He grinned. ‘She don’t want me trailing along behind
			her. And the hardboard is to lay on the floor ready for lino tiles – you can’t put
			them down on floorboards. I brought a bit extra too for the back of
			the units under the breakfast bar. That’ll look OK when it’s painted
			white.’

		Eva left the men to get on while she drove
			up to Notting Hill to buy some kitchen equipment, plates, bowls, and cutlery too. While
			she was up there she looked in an interior design shop to get ideas for fabric to make
			some curtains. Everything was terribly expensive, but then she’d already planned
			to get her fabric from a cheap shop she’d seen in Shepherd’s Bush.

		Brian had done most of the tiling by the
			time she got back, and Phil had nearly finished his skimming.

		‘Goodbye graffiti,’ she said as
			he began to cover the last bit. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m not going to miss
			you one bit.’

		Phil laughed. ‘What kind of arsehole
			does it to a place he lives in?’ he said. ‘I can understand it on empty
			buildings, or even the thrill of doing it on a bridge over a railway line, but not in
			your house.’

		‘I expect there was nothing on the
			telly,’ Brian said. ‘I’ll have to try it one night and see what Julie
			thinks of it.’

		‘I think she might dismember
			you,’ Eva said. ‘Did you tell Phil about what that creep next door said
			about plastic window frames?’

		‘He did,’ Phil said. ‘I
			felt like knocking on his door and marking his card, bloody cheek! But I reckon the
			reason he stuck his oar in was because he’d hoped to get his hands on this
			place.’

		As Brian hammered down the hardboard on the
			floor, he glanced at Eva unpacking all the kitchen stuff she’d bought and thought
			how much better she looked compared with the first time he had called here. Phil
			hadn’t revealed anything much about her – just that the house was a tip, and she
			needed help.

		Brian had more than enough work lined up to do
			already, but he knew Phil wouldn’t have asked him if he hadn’t been worried
			about the girl. As soon as he got here he saw right away why his friend was concerned.
			It wasn’t just that the house was such a mess. It was her: she looked forlorn and
			scared, only one step away from tears, yet she was desperately trying to act
			confident.

		If it had been anyone else living in that
			area, he would have charged a couple of thousand at least. But faced with someone who
			looked like the world was against her, it was all he could do not to give her a hug, and
			offer to do the kitchen for free.

		It turned out to be a pleasure, because she
			was a little sweetheart. She made him tea, offered her help, and showed so much
			gratitude and admiration for his work. Then when he got her story out of her, he
			understood why she’d looked so forlorn. She might have been left a property
			valuable enough to set her up for life if she used her head, but losing her mother, and
			then her stepfather turning on her, was enough to crack even the toughest person. And
			she could easily fall prey to some unscrupulous bastard who would rip her off.

		Brian really hoped she and Phil would become
			an item, because it was obvious they were ideal for one another. But Phil was as bad as
			Eva; he’d been hurt badly and he was afraid to trust again.

		The two of them needed their heads knocking
			together or they might spend an eternity pussyfooting around, both too scared to make
			the first move.

		By two in the afternoon both men had
			finished their jobs, and they went out into the garden with a beer.

		‘You’ve turned this into a real
			beauty spot,’ Brian said appreciatively, noting she’d
			scrubbed the paving stones and planted flowers in every available bit of soil and still
			more in tubs. It had looked as forlorn as she did the first time he’d seen it, but
			the warm weather had made everything grow. She’d dug out all the dead plants,
			trimmed back the straggling climbers, and there wasn’t a weed in sight now.

		‘Did you leave anything for anyone
			else at the garden centre?’ Phil joked, looking at a couple of large empty pots,
			sacks of compost and trays of still more bedding plants waiting to be planted.

		‘Don’t you scoff, she’s a
			good little homemaker,’ Brian said. ‘You mark my words, by the time she
			throws a housewarming party the whole place will be like a palace.’

		Eva glowed at the praise. ‘I will have
			one, and you must bring Julie so she can see how lovely the kitchen is. I’ll pin
			the pictures up of when it was a hovel. And then you, Phil and John can all bask in
			everyone’s admiration.’

		‘Once John’s done the windows
			you ought to get the heating and the bathroom done,’ Phil said. ‘I’ve
			got some numbers for you to ring, Eva. I don’t want you getting any cowboys
			in.’

		‘If you get the lino tiles for the
			kitchen, I’ll come back and put those down for you,’ Brian said. ‘And
			if you want a fitted wardrobe upstairs, just shout.’

		‘I will,’ she said, smiling at
			him. ‘I might need more lessons in DIY too.’

		He jotted down something on a scrap of paper
			and handed it to her. ‘That’s how many lino tiles you’ll need, and my
			phone number so you can ring me.’ He got up and clamped his hand on her shoulder.
			‘I must go now. It’s been a pleasure doing your kitchen, and you keep in
			touch now.’

		Eva went into the house with him to get the
			money she owed him. He looked as if he didn’t want to take it, but she pressed it
			into his hand and kissed his cheek.

		‘I’m going to miss you,’ she
			said. ‘Your Julie is a lucky lady.’

		He looked faintly embarrassed. ‘And
			you are a lovely girl,’ he said. ‘Now if you’re worried about
			anything, or want to know something, just call me.’

		It was a beautiful evening as Eva and Phil
			walked through Holland Park to the restaurant. She hadn’t realized that the tube
			took its name from this park. In fact it was more of a wood, really – some of the trees
			must have been planted a couple of hundred years ago.

		‘I love this park best in May when the
			leaves are all vivid and new, and the bluebells are out,’ Phil said thoughtfully.
			‘Mum used to bring me and my brother here for picnics sometimes. She liked to look
			at the posh houses in the streets around here, and me and Lee liked to climb the
			trees.’

		‘I wonder if this is where my mum
			painted that bluebell picture?’ Eva said. ‘She loved them but said that they
			were a pest in the garden. I love them too, but maybe I should heed her advice and not
			plant any.’

		‘You ought to become a
			gardener,’ he said. ‘You’ve got a real flair for it.’

		‘I don’t know nearly
			enough,’ she replied. ‘But I know I ought to think about getting a real
			career – working part time in a bistro is hardly that.’

		‘So what would you like to do? I mean,
			if you could choose anything?’

		Eva thought for a moment. ‘I’d
			like to train to be an interior designer. I’ve been into that posh shop in Notting
			Hill twice, and I’ve watched the woman in there making up a board with paint
			colours, swatches of curtain materials and stuff. I think I could do that. Well, maybe
			with the right training.’

		‘Could you go to a college for
			that?’ he asked.

		‘There was a place in Cheltenham that
			did courses. So there must be dozens in London. I can sew too, so I could make curtains
			and cushions. I made the ones in both Sophie’s and my own bedroom at home. But I
			expect it costs a lot for a course – it’s always those glossy, far-back sort of
			women that do it.’

		‘You could make inquiries,’ he
			said. ‘Maybe even get yourself taken on in a shop like the one in Notting Hill.
			I’ve been working in some of these big houses where interior designers come in and
			throw their weight around about colour schemes. They’ve always struck me as just
			chancers, anyone with an eye for colour and a big budget could do it.’

		‘Both you and Brian are doing a fine
			job on building up my confidence.’ She laughed. ‘A few weeks ago I knew
			absolutely nothing about plumbing, plastering … or anything, really.
			I’ve learned such a lot watching you two. And John too.’

		‘Now, tell me about the stuff in the
			attic boxes,’ he said. ‘Was there anything in there worth anything to
			you?’

	
		
Chapter Eleven

		It was almost eleven. Eva’s feet were
			aching, and as she watched the last remaining table of six chatting and laughing she
			wished they would pay their bill and leave so she could go home.

		She had started to do a Friday evening
			shift, along with lunchtimes at the bistro, the week following her meal with Phil in
			Kensington. Soon she was doing Thursdays as well, and now it was Saturdays too.

		At first she had been glad of the extra
			work; she got far bigger tips on evening shifts, the time flew by because the bistro was
			so busy, and she was getting to know people in the neighbourhood. But what she really
			wanted was time to have some fun, which seemed to be evading her.

		It was the end of July, and if she was going
			to throw a party before the end of the summer, she needed carpets down and some
			furniture. Not that she had any real friends aside from Brian, John and Phil to invite
			to a party. But she had thought she could invite a few of the staff here, and some of
			the more friendly customers, and that way she’d get to know them better.

		She needed something to aim for; it seemed
			to her that all she did was work and sleep. There was no time to laze in the garden with
			a book, to explore London, or even to go and buy some new clothes to put in the lovely
			fitted wardrobe that Brian had built in the big bedroom.

		She had bought a single bed when the
			inflatable mattress punctured, and a chest of drawers. A couple of stools for the breakfast bar meant she could at least sit down to eat. But she
			couldn’t order carpets until the decorating was done, and there was no point in
			buying a sofa before the carpets.

		Eva was afraid she’d hurt Phil’s
			feelings too. First, by never being free on Friday and Saturday nights. And then
			he’d offered to get a couple of his friends in to paint the house throughout, but
			she’d snapped at him and said she wanted to do it herself.

		She really did want to do it herself – that
			wasn’t an excuse to stop him coming round. But she was a little anxious about how
			he felt about her. He hadn’t so much as kissed her yet – well, apart from on the
			cheek. Yet he had a way of looking at her sometimes, as if he was willing her to make a
			move on him. Maybe she should; after all, she did fancy him. But she was too afraid of
			getting hurt again, and that stopped her.

		Eva had rung Olive a few days earlier when
			the phone was finally installed. Her excuse was to give Olive the new telephone number,
			but in reality she wanted the older woman’s advice about Phil. They chatted for a
			while, and Eva told her how the house was progressing. The new bathroom and central
			heating had just been completed, and she’d got a low-interest home improvement
			loan to pay for it.

		Olive had lost none of her directness and
			went straight for the jugular, asking if ‘Prince Plasterer’ was still
			around. Eva admitted her quandary.

		‘Don’t be so daft, girl,’
			Olive said. ‘Get a bit tiddly, give him a kiss and if he doesn’t respond,
			apologize and tell him it was just the drink.’

		‘But what if –’ Eva began.

		Olive cut her short. ‘What if the Moon
			collides with Earth tomorrow, or the Russians fire a nuclear bomb? Don’t waste
			time on “what ifs”, life is too short for that. It’s obvious he
			fancies you madly or he wouldn’t do all this stuff for you. Jump in with both
			feet, girl.’

		Eva had been amused and tempted by
			Olive’s advice, and thought she might try it next time Phil came round. If he came
			round again. Maybe she’d put him off for good?

		As she polished glasses and replaced them
			behind the bar she watched the remaining customers enviously. The men were suave and
			confident and the three women with them were like so many of the women around here –
			wearing chic clothes, with perfect hair and make-up. They had an aura about them, as if
			they’d never had a moment of panic that they weren’t pretty or clever
			enough.

		She wondered what it was that gave some
			people that self-assurance, and why she, who had grown up with so many advantages,
			didn’t have it.

		At last the group got up to leave. The three
			women and one of the men went outside, and the oldest of the three men came forward to
			pay. But the third man stood just behind him, smiling at Eva.

		She smiled back. He was in his late
			twenties, about five foot ten, very good-looking with bright blue eyes and impossibly
			long dark eyelashes. She’d seen him in the bistro once before, having a business
			lunch with some older men.

		‘Eva, isn’t it?’ he said
			as his friend put his wallet away and turned towards the door to leave. ‘I heard
			someone call you that. It’s a pretty name.’

		‘Well, thank you,’ she replied,
			blushing because he was looking at her so intently.

		‘It suits you. I bet you’ve been
			dying for us to leave?’

		She laughed. ‘Sort of … my
			feet are aching. I hope you enjoyed your meal.’

		‘I enjoyed looking at you more,’
			he said.

		‘Are you coming, Myles?’ his
			older friend asked, holding the door open and looking back. ‘The girls are
			waiting.’

		Myles reached out, took her hand, lifted it
			to his lips and kissed the tips of her fingers. ‘Can I see you
			tomorrow?’ he asked.

		The suddenness of this completely threw Eva.
			‘I can’t,’ she said instinctively.

		‘You aren’t working here,
			it’s closed on Sundays.’

		‘I’ve got stuff to do,’
			she said. ‘And your friends are waiting for you.’

		‘I’ll come round, anyway,’
			he threw over his shoulder as he walked towards the door. ‘Pottery Lane,
			isn’t it?’

		She didn’t get a chance to ask how he
			knew that, because the door closed behind him. When she looked out of the window he had
			his arm around one of the women and they were walking towards Holland Park Avenue.

		Eva locked the door, turned the sign round
			to closed, cleared the table and carried the glasses and coffee cups through to the
			kitchen where Antonio, the owner, was cleaning the preparation surfaces.

		Antonio was only half Italian and had been
			brought up in England, but he put on an Italian accent for the customers. He’d
			told Eva in confidence that his real name was Roger. She liked him; he was short, fat,
			with a sallow complexion and bad teeth, but he was funny, generous and kind-hearted, and
			he was a fantastic chef.

		‘Do you know a customer called
			Myles?’ she asked. ‘He was in that last group to leave.’

		‘Good-looking bastard?’ he
			said.

		‘Well, yes. He asked to see me
			tomorrow.’

		‘Don’t sound so
			surprised,’ he said, as he rinsed out the cleaning cloth and hung it over a rail
			to dry. ‘You are a pretty girl. Shows he’s got good taste.’

		‘But isn’t it a bit weird to ask
			that when you are already with someone? She was just outside.’

		‘Well, he’s the playboy type –
			every time he comes in here he’s with a different woman. I
			thought I might ask him for lessons.’

		Eva laughed. ‘I’ll be off now
			then. See you on Monday lunchtime.’

		As Eva passed by The Prince of Wales the
			last drunken stragglers were coming out, and one called out to her.

		She gave him a wide berth and hurried home,
			her mind on Myles. He had made her feel fluttery inside, but it wasn’t a good
			feeling – it was troubling. Except in films, good-looking men like him did not go for a
			very ordinary-looking waitress wearing a green apron. Not when they were already in the
			company of a glossy, expensively dressed model-type woman. Why had he done it? Was it a
			wind-up?

		Once home she made herself a cup of tea, put
			a cardigan around her shoulders and went out into the garden. She loved sitting outside
			on warm nights in the darkness. The white daisies and petunias in the tubs were almost
			luminous. The honeysuckle on the fence smelled beautiful, and above her the inky black
			sky was sprinkled with stars. Sometimes her neighbours, the unpleasant Mr Francis and
			his wife, were out in their garden. They had lights and a barbecue, and they drank a
			great deal, often speaking so loudly that Eva winced. It amused Eva to know they had no
			idea she was out here, listening to him running down his work colleagues or arguing
			about how much his wife had spent on clothes. Sometimes she was tempted to jot down what
			they’d been saying, and then stick the note through their letter box to shame them
			into silence in future.

		But she had it all to herself tonight; there
			were no lights either side, and it was very quiet.

		She thought about Myles again and decided he
			was one of those men who just couldn’t resist trying to pull a girl, just to prove himself. He probably lived close by and had seen her come out
			of the house at some time, and that was how he knew which road she lived in. He
			wouldn’t turn up tomorrow; he and his friends had drunk so much wine he probably
			wouldn’t even remember he’d spoken to her.

		That was almost the story of her life. She
			just wasn’t memorable to anyone. She guessed that if any of the customers
			who’d been in tonight were asked to describe their waitress, none of them would be
			able to. Was that how it was always going to be? Was she the reliable, hard-working girl
			who would never be remarkable in any way?

		Until tonight she had thought what
			she’d achieved since moving to London was remarkable. The house was
			sorted, she’d got a job, she knew her way around now, and she could laugh at the
			state she’d got into over Tod. Yet she could also see she hadn’t really
			moved forward at all: she’d made no girlfriends, and she knew no one to have a
			drink with or take shopping. She hadn’t tried to find Patrick O’Donnell yet,
			and she hadn’t gone right through her mother’s diaries either.

		At the bistro she saw so many girls of her
			own age having lunch or coffee. From overheard conversations she knew they were really
			living, taking full advantage of everything London had to offer, going to parties,
			clubs, cinemas and concerts, buying new clothes, going out with men. But she was just
			marking time, and feeling lonely for most of it.

		What did she have to do to become like those
			other girls? Should she hurry up and get all the rooms decorated and furnished, and then
			find someone to share the house? Or find a new job where she’d meet interesting,
			friendly people and be on the same level as them?

		These thoughts made her feel unbearably sad.
			She seemed to have spent her whole life being on the outside, looking in.

		‘You’re just tired,’ she
			murmured to herself as she got up to go in. She locked the door and
			went upstairs to bed. But even as she got ready for bed, she couldn’t help but
			think longingly of her job back in Cheltenham where there was always someone to have a
			chat to and have a laugh with.

		The next morning she got up early. The
			sadness she’d felt the night before had vanished, because it was another lovely
			day. She made herself a cup of tea, then put on some old shorts and a T-shirt to finish
			painting the big bedroom. She’d already finished the ceiling and two white walls;
			all that was left was the wall where she intended to put the bed. That was going to be
			turquoise, and she’d already bought curtain material for the two windows – a white
			background with a dainty turquoise motif.

		The sun coming in through the bedroom
			windows made her feel good as she painted with a roller. She thought she would have a
			bash at putting up the curtain poles later and make the curtains tonight.

		When she’d finished the first coat,
			she went downstairs to get some breakfast.

		By the time she got back to the bedroom,
			ready to start on the second coat, Sunday Love Songs was on the radio. She was
			singing along with Whitney Houston’s ‘One Moment In Time’ when there
			was a loud knock on the front door.

		She thought it might be Phil. She hoped it
			was, because she had missed him and wanted to apologize for snapping at him about the
			decorating.

		But when she opened the front door and saw
			it was Myles she was thrown into confusion, because she hadn’t for one moment
			thought he’d turn up. He was grinning at her, waving a bottle of sparkling wine,
			and he was dressed in a pale pink polo shirt and jeans.

		She could only stare in consternation, very
			aware she was speckled with paint. Her hair was held back with a
			stretchy band and, with no make-up, she knew she looked awful.

		‘I didn’t expect you to
			come,’ she said weakly. ‘I’m painting.’

		‘So I see,’ he said. ‘But
			I’ll scrub your back if you want to jump in the bath.’

		That remark told her his sole purpose for
			coming round was to get her into bed. But he was over the threshold before she could
			gather her wits and make it clear that sex wasn’t on the menu.

		Brushing past her, he walked straight into
			the living room. ‘You’ve made a nice job of this,’ he said, looking
			around. ‘It was a hellhole before.’

		‘Yes, it was,’ she said.
			‘Awful. But there’s still a lot more to do. I really ought to get on with
			the painting. I only get Sundays to do anything.’

		‘You can stop for a glass of bubbly
			and see where that takes us, can’t you?’ he said. With that he popped the
			cork, which flew out and hit the wall. ‘So where’re the glasses?’ he
			asked. He then proceeded to go into the kitchen section of the room and opened
			cupboards, pulling out two glasses.

		‘It’s a bit early for
			drinking,’ she said uncertainly. He might be undeniably handsome but she
			didn’t like him behaving as if he had a divine right to do whatever he
			pleased.

		‘Never too early to drink,’ he
			said and poured out the sparkling wine. ‘Let’s go out into your garden so I
			can see what you’ve done there.’

		Eva found herself meekly following him.
			‘Have you been in here before?’ she asked.

		He seemed to know his way around.

		‘Yes, I have – about a year ago. I
			heard it was coming up for sale, and I was interested.’

		He sat down at the table and lit up a
			cigarette, then offered her one.

		‘No, thank you. I don’t
			smoke,’ she said.

		‘Don’t drink early in the
			morning and don’t smoke! What are your vices then?’

		The way he sat with legs astride, the
			exaggerated way he drew in on the cigarette, and the way he looked at her like she was a
			piece of meat, was just so arrogant. She didn’t want him in her house at all.

		‘I didn’t know it was up for
			sale a year ago,’ she said, ignoring his last question.

		He laughed, a humourless sound. ‘It
			wasn’t, that was just a rumour, but it was obvious the owner was a crackpot
			letting it to junkies. Apparently she was living miles away, letting it fall apart. They
			said she was an artist. I came round here to get the owner’s address. I made out I
			was from the Council, following up a complaint about vermin, and made an
			inspection.’

		‘So did you get the owner’s
			address?’

		‘Yup, I frightened the tenants into it
			and they handed it over sweet as you like. But their bloody landlady didn’t even
			have the grace to answer my letters.’

		‘What did you offer her for it?’
			Eva said.

		‘A hundred thousand by the last
			letter, though much less to start with. Told her it was riddled with damp and infested
			with vermin and that I’d get the tenants out for her too.’

		‘But it wasn’t damp or infested
			with vermin,’ Eva said. ‘Fancy telling her that!’

		He just laughed. ‘All’s fair
			when you are after a bargain property.’

		‘I don’t call it fair to try to
			intimidate someone in order to get what you want.’

		He looked hard at her for a moment.
			‘You paid the going rate, didn’t you? What a chump,’ he said
			scornfully. ‘You’ve got to wise up, girl, or you’ll get skinned alive
			buying property.’

		‘I didn’t have to buy it,’
			she said. ‘I inherited it when my mother died.’

		His face tightened.

		‘Yes, that bloody crackpot landlady
			was my mother. And I’d like you to leave now.’

		‘Oh, come on, Eva. How was I to know
			she was your mother? Lighten up, girl.’

		‘You are extraordinarily
			arrogant,’ she said. ‘I didn’t invite you here, and now I want you to
			leave. I am in the middle of decorating.’

		He picked up his drink and gulped it down in
			one. ‘Who the fuck do you think you are, telling me to leave?’ he said.

		‘Because this is my house, and I
			don’t want you in it. So please leave now without saying another word, or
			I’ll call the police.’

		He scowled at her. ‘Fucking
			waitress,’ he said.

		‘That’s it, get out now,’
			she said angrily, pointing towards the French doors. ‘And take your cheap
			sparkling wine with you.’

		He got up, picked up the wine bottle and
			began walking into the house. She followed him, her heart thumping, afraid he might
			damage something just out of spite. But he kept on walking straight towards the front
			door.

		She moved closer, so she could shut the door
			when he’d gone. But suddenly, without her seeing it coming, he turned and pounced
			on her, grabbing her by the shoulder and pushing her up against the wall.

		‘No one speaks to me like that,’
			he snarled at her, and he smashed the wine bottle at the wall. She screamed and tried to
			get away as wine and chunks of glass showered down on her, but his hand that had held
			the bottle was now on her throat, pressing hard on her windpipe. She tried to push him
			off, but he was cutting off her air supply and she felt powerless.

		With his free hand he grabbed her crotch,
			digging his fingers into her.

		‘If you didn’t want to be
			fucked, why didn’t you say so last night?’ he hissed at her. ‘Surely
			even a dumb waitress would know I wasn’t coming round for a cup of tea and a
			chat.’

		Eva thought he was going to beat her up and
			rape her, unless she found the strength to fight him off. His face was contorted with
			rage, and he bent his head towards her as if he was going to bite her mouth.

		She acted out of pure instinct, bringing her
			knee up with all the force she could muster to hit him squarely between his legs.

		He yelped with pain and jerked back
			involuntarily, letting go of her. Quickly she bent to the floor, picked up a big piece
			of broken bottle and brandished it. ‘Get out, you bastard,’ she screamed,
			and jabbed the glass at his face. He backed away from her towards the still-closed door;
			he was holding his crotch with one hand, bent over with pain, and blood was trickling
			down his cheek.

		Rage gave her new strength. She reached for
			the catch on the door and pulled it open. Then, jabbing the glass up to his face again,
			she kicked at his legs until he had no alternative but to back out of the door.

		She slammed it shut, put the chain on too,
			then ran for the phone to call the police.

		As soon as she’d reported what had
			happened, she slumped down on to the stairs, trembling with shock.

		Phil had claimed she was an innocent more
			than once. She knew that if she told him about this he would ask why she had allowed
			Myles to come in. He would never believe that she hadn’t encouraged the man in any
			way, and hadn’t even told him where she lived. The police were likely to be much
			the same, and she had no doubt that by the time they went to arrest
			Myles he would have a plausible story ready, and make out she was some kind of madwoman
			who attacked him out of spite.

		She put her fingers to her neck. It hurt,
			and it felt as if bruises were coming up. Would that be enough evidence to prove
			he’d almost throttled her?

		The police arrived within ten minutes. By
			then Eva was crying and unable to stop herself shaking. The woman police officer made
			her a cup of tea while the policeman questioned her about what had happened.

		‘So you didn’t make a date with
			him?’ he asked, after she’d explained what had happened the night
			before.

		‘No. He flirted with me, and said
			he’d call round today. He already knew where I lived, but I didn’t take him
			seriously. If I had, and really liked him, do you think I’d be dressed like this
			and painting my bedroom? I’d have been all dolled up with make-up on.’

		‘But you didn’t say he
			wasn’t to come round?’

		‘Not exactly. But we only spoke for a
			minute. The woman he was with was outside the bistro, and he went off with her. I felt
			he was only winding me up. I told Antonio about it, and he said he was a bit of a
			playboy.’

		Eva related everything that had been said
			between them this morning – how she’d got angry and told him to go – and then she
			showed them where he’d pinned her to the wall. The evidence was still there, with
			the broken bottle on the floor and wine dripping down the wall.

		‘And you cut his face with a piece of
			glass?’ the policeman asked. ‘After you’d kicked him in the
			testicles?’

		‘You make it sound like I was the
			attacker!’ Eva said angrily. ‘I kneed him in the groin, because that was all
			I could do to get free. What was I supposed to do? Let him throttle me and rape
			me?’

		They put the piece of glass she’d used
			into a plastic evidence bag, as well as the glass Myles had been drinking from to test
			for fingerprints. Eva had said she hadn’t touched the wine he poured for her, and
			they could see that was true because it was still on the table in the garden.

		‘You’d better come with us to
			the station so we can get a photograph of the bruises on your neck,’ the policeman
			said. ‘We’ll get you home immediately after we’ve taken your
			statement.’

		The police drove Eva back home just after
			three in the afternoon. Her heart sank as they turned into Pottery Lane and she saw Phil
			knocking on her door.

		‘Do you know that man?’ the
			police constable asked.

		‘Yes, he’s a friend,’ Eva
			said. ‘But I wish he hadn’t called now.’

		‘You need someone with you,’ the
			policeman said. ‘But if you think he may give you a hard time, I can ask him to
			leave.’

		‘That won’t be necessary,’
			she said. ‘Thank you for bringing me home.’

		As the car pulled up she saw Phil’s
			surprise. He came over to the car and opened the door. ‘What’s
			happened?’ he said. ‘Are you alright?’

		‘She’s a bit shaken up,’
			the policeman said, leaning across Eva to speak to Phil. ‘She could do with some
			TLC.’

		When Eva opened the front door and saw the
			spilled wine and broken glass on the floor, she burst into tears. Phil closed the door
			behind him, put his arms around her and let her cry for a minute.

		‘I’m going to put the kettle on
			and get the garden chairs in here. You can sit down while I clear up that mess, then you
			can tell me all about it,’ he said gently.

		Phil listened carefully, fighting down the
			desire to find the piece of shit that had done this to her and kick his teeth in. Just
			the way Eva was dressed, in paint-splattered old shorts and a T-shirt, was all the
			evidence he needed that she hadn’t been expecting this bloke to call on her. The
			bruising on her neck and the broken wine bottle were proof that she had been in real
			danger.

		From what she’d said the police
			hadn’t been at all sympathetic, and it didn’t sound as if they were stirring
			themselves to find the man. Did they think she deserved such treatment just because she
			let him in?

		‘I’m going to stay here
			tonight,’ he said, taking both her hands in his. ‘He won’t come back
			of course – even if the police haven’t arrested him yet, he’ll know better
			than to risk getting himself in even deeper shit. But you might be scared alone, and I
			can bunk down here on the floor. I’ve got an old sleeping bag in my
			van.’

		Eva had a bath and changed while Phil cooked
			sausages and mash for them both. She felt calmer now she wasn’t alone, and they
			discussed what she should do about her job.

		‘I can’t go back there,’
			she said. ‘I’ll be afraid he’ll come in.’

		‘Why don’t you just take a month
			off without trying to find another job,’ Phil suggested. ‘You’ve got
			lots of stuff to do in the house, and perhaps you could go up to Leeds and see your
			brother too? And how about finding Patrick, the man who might be your dad? I could take
			some time off too and we could take some day trips to places like Brighton, or just
			cruise about London and see the sights.’

		‘That sounds very appealing,’
			she admitted. ‘If I can get the house decorated and furnished, I could advertise
			for another girl to share it with me. I’d feel much safer with someone else
			here.’

		‘You’ll have to make sure you
			get someone who will become a real friend, not one of those stuck-up
			know-it-all Sloane’s this area is full of,’ he said.

		Later on, Eva felt much better and gave the
			bedroom a final coat of paint, while Phil rubbed down the doors upstairs and the
			banisters ready for painting. She felt cheered to see the bedroom ready for a carpet and
			furniture. And if she wasn’t going to be working for a while, she could spend some
			time choosing things to decorate the room.

		Phil looked a bit apprehensive when she said
			she wanted to put up the curtain poles.

		‘I know I can do it,’ she
			insisted, realizing he didn’t believe she was capable. ‘I’ve got all
			the equipment: a power drill, spirit level, Rawlplugs and the tape measure. You just
			watch and stop me if I go wrong.’

		He had that look on his face that men always
			got when they didn’t believe a woman could do something. And once she’d
			begun, she could see him twitching because she was so slow. Yet he didn’t
			interfere, and he grinned at her encouragingly as she drilled the wall for the
			brackets.

		‘Well, I’d take my hat off to
			you, if I had one,’ he said when the poles were finally up. ‘That’s
			really good. Most women I know haven’t got the strength to get the screws right
			in.’

		‘There will be no stopping me
			now,’ she joked. ‘If that creep comes back, I’ll screw him to the
			wall!’

		‘Just make sure you do it in the
			garage then.’ He laughed. ‘I don’t want the walls I skimmed being
			messed up.’

		The next morning Phil woke her with a cup
			of tea. ‘I’ve got to go to work now,’ he said. ‘But I’ll
			be finishing early. If you like, we could go up to that bookshop in Notting Hill and
			make some inquiries about Patrick O’Donnell. If he illustrates children’s
			books, someone there is bound to know about him.’

		‘That would be nice,’ she agreed,
			thinking how kind and thoughtful he was. She hadn’t met many men who she thought
			would cheerfully sleep on the floor just to make her feel safe. ‘I’ll have
			to phone Antonio this morning and explain why I’m not coming back. Do you think
			he’ll understand?’

		‘Of course he will. Anyone would. Now
			go back to sleep for a bit. Yesterday must have drained you.’

		The phone ringing about an hour later woke
			Eva up. It was the police, informing her that Myles Babbington had been arrested that
			morning, charged with assault and would be appearing in court the following morning.
			They said he was certain to be bailed pending his trial, but he would be warned that he
			must not approach her again.

		Just the thought of being called as a
			witness at his trial made her feel frightened all over again. She knew his defence
			lawyer would try to make it look like she’d led him on.

		She phoned Antonio straight away to tell him
			she didn’t feel able to come back to work. He wasn’t surprised, as the
			police had contacted him about it.

		‘I told them exactly what you told
			me,’ he said. ‘And I said you weren’t one to flirt with customers,
			that they should talk to Marcia because she could tell them how the evening had gone in
			the bistro – she only left about ten minutes before you.’

		It was nice that Antonio was sympathetic; he
			even said she could have a job there again any time she wanted it. He said he would drop
			her wages round to her. ‘I never liked that man,’ he said. ‘Always
			bragging about deals he’d made, women he’d pulled. I’m really sorry he
			hurt and frightened you, and I’m going to miss you.’

		Eva spent the rest of the day making her
			curtains. With no sewing machine she had to sew them by hand, and although she tried
			hard not to think about Myles, he kept creeping into her head. It was
			more than likely he’d only get probation, or a suspended sentence, and part of her
			wondered if the humiliation she’d probably encounter at his trial was worth
			it.

		She was hanging the finished curtains when
			Phil arrived around four o’clock. ‘They look lovely,’ he said.
			‘I am very impressed.’

		There was something about Phil that really
			lifted her spirits. He was so manly. Chasing after the man who stole her handbag, and
			sleeping on the floor without ever making a big deal of it, was evidence of that. He was
			also calm, he had a dry sense of humour, and he didn’t try to ingratiate himself
			with her. But, above all, he was kind. She hadn’t met many men who had that
			quality.

		He asked if she minded if he had a shower,
			making a joke about hers being a posh one; he claimed his one at home was just a
			glorified rubber hose on the taps.

		‘Shall we have something to eat out
			after the bookshop?’ he yelled out from behind the closed bathroom door.

		She shouted back that she’d made some
			Bolognese sauce and would cook some pasta when they got back.

		‘Yum yum,’ was his reply.

		She smiled, as that response appealed to
			her.

		The bookshop Phil took her to in Notting
			Hill had a very well-stocked children’s section.

		They wandered around the shop for a while,
			but the huge selection of books made the likelihood of stumbling upon one illustrated by
			Patrick very unlikely.

		‘Is there anyone here who might know
			about book illustrators?’ she asked the woman behind the counter.

		‘I don’t,’ the woman said.
			‘But Mr Temple, the owner, probably does. He’s back there,’ she said,
			pointing out a rotund grey-haired man right at the back of the shop.

		They walked up to him. ‘Hello, Mr
			Temple,’ Eva said, smiling at him. ‘I wonder if you can help me? Have you
			ever heard of an illustrator called Patrick O’Donnell?’

		‘Indeed, I have, my dear. His
			illustrations in the Mr Bear books are an absolute delight,’ he said. ‘The
			latest one, Mr Bear Goes Camping, is number three in the children’s book
			chart right now.’

		Eva felt as if someone had just switched on
			a light inside her. ‘Really! He’s well known then?’

		‘One of the best.’ Mr Temple
			beamed. ‘Let me show you.’

		Being shown O’Donnell’s work was
			as exciting to Eva as finding her mother’s paintings in the attic. The Mr Bear
			books, aimed at under fives, were written by someone called Mabel Brown.

		Eva opened the book to look. She read each
			page, but it was the stunning pictures that brought the simple stories about a family of
			brown bears to life.

		Mr Bear was hapless, and his long-suffering
			wife was constantly sorting out his mistakes. One picture, where it transpired that Mr
			Bear hadn’t packed the tent poles for their holiday, made Eva laugh out loud. Mr
			Bear was scratching his head and looking helplessly at the heap of canvas on the ground,
			and the various little bears were either crying, sheltering under trees or climbing
			them. Mrs Bear was standing with her hands on her wide hips, with a very grumpy
			expression on her face, saying: ‘I can’t trust you to do even the simplest
			thing, Mr Bear. I asked you before we left home if you’d packed the
			poles.’

		‘Lovely, aren’t they?’ Mr
			Temple said. ‘It’s all the detail: one little bear seizing the opportunity
			in all the confusion to steal an apple from the picnic basket, another one pinching his
			little sister, and that one trying to snuggle into a blanket. When you read to small
			children it’s good to have stuff like that to point out. But Mr
			Bear always triumphs in the end. He catches a big fish for their tea, or he chases away
			a scary eagle or something. Look at the last picture,’ he said.

		Eva turned to it. The tent canvas was tied
			to bushes and the whole bear family were snuggled up together under it. She smiled; it
			gave her a good, safe feeling. She could imagine a small child dropping happily off to
			sleep at that picture.

		‘Would you know how I could contact Mr
			O’Donnell?’ she asked. ‘He was a great friend of my mother’s,
			and she died recently. I wanted to talk to him about her.’

		‘I’m so sorry about your
			mother,’ he said. ‘I’ve spoken to Patrick at book events, but I
			haven’t a clue where he lives. The best thing to do is write to him care of the
			publishers – they will pass the letter on to him.’

		Eva bought the book Mr Bear Goes
				Camping, thanked Mr Temple for his help, and then she and Phil left the
			shop.

		‘Wow,’ Phil said as they got out
			on to the street. ‘If he is your dad, he’s someone to be proud
			of.’

		‘He might not be,’ she said.
			‘I’m not going to build my hopes up.’

		But as Phil drove back home she
			couldn’t help but hope that he was. A man capable of such sensitive and beautiful
			illustrations was going to be a lovely person. She just hoped he’d want to meet
			her.

		‘Are you sure you’re going to
			be alright tonight on your own?’ Phil said as he got his things together ready to
			leave, at about ten.

		‘Yes, I’ll be fine,’ she
			said. ‘I’m going to write a letter to Patrick and then I’m going to
			delve into Mum’s diaries a bit more. Thank you so much for staying last night. And
			for taking me to the bookshop. You are such a good friend.’

		‘I only came for the shower and the
			spag bol,’ he joked. ‘I suppose you’ll be out
			tomorrow, looking for stuff for the new bedroom?’

		‘I will,’ she said. ‘I
			want to find a Victorian or Edwardian dressing table.’

		‘Well, don’t go looking in
			Portobello Road, they are silly prices. There’s a shop near Shepherd’s Bush
			market that has stuff like that at half the price.’

		She gave him a goodbye hug, and kissed his
			cheek.

		‘Nigh night,’ he said at the
			door. ‘I’ll ring you later in the week.’

		An hour later, in bed, Eva looked at the Mr
			Bear book again. She had written to Patrick at the publishers. Because she thought the
			letter was likely to be read before being passed on to him, she kept it very brief: just
			that she was Flora’s daughter, that her mother had died recently and she hoped he
			would agree to meet her, as she knew they were old friends.

		‘I hope you are my dad,’ she
			said, turning the book’s pages and poring over the pictures. ‘I could really
			use a dad now.’

	
		
Chapter Twelve

		At the knock on the door on Saturday
			morning, Eva came running down the stairs. She paused only a second at the mirror to
			check her appearance. She was pleased at how good her blue sundress looked against
			tanned skin, and how flattering her scrunch-dried hair was.

		It was mid-August now and London was in the
			grip of a heatwave. She’d almost given up on Patrick O’Donnell responding to
			her letter, but last night he had rung her and asked if he could call on her today. She
			had been so excited after their very brief telephone conversation that she found it
			impossible to sleep, so she’d got up at five to spring-clean the house. Now he was
			here at last.

		As she opened the door she was surprised to
			find him looking older than she expected, with saggy bloodhound-type jowls. But though
			he was portly and probably in his mid to late fifties, he was tall and held himself
			straight-backed. His grey receding hair was long and tied in a ponytail, and his smile
			was warm. He had the look of a man who normally wore very casual clothes; she felt that
			his smart cream linen suit and pink shirt were for her benefit.

		‘Patrick!’ she exclaimed.
			‘I am so pleased to meet you. Do come in.’

		‘Sorry I couldn’t give you more
			warning but, as I said on the phone, I’ve been away and your letter had been lying
			with other post, unopened,’ he said as he stepped in. ‘But I was very
			saddened to hear of Flora’s death, and I felt I had to come and see you
			immediately.’

		‘I understand,’ she said. Their
			phone call last night had been very brief, as he had said he was already late for an
			engagement. She’d already told him in her letter that she’d come to live
			here after her mother’s death, that she knew very little about her mother’s
			youth, and that she hoped he’d feel able to tell her a little more, so she
			didn’t add anything to this during the phone call.

		She was just touched that her mother still
			meant enough to him to call round for a chat. ‘Shall we sit in the garden?
			It’s such a beautiful day.’

		He stopped short in the living room, looking
			around. ‘My word, this all looks so lovely and stylish,’ he said. ‘A
			far cry from how it looked when I lived here.’

		‘It was hideous and disgustingly dirty
			when I first got here,’ she said. ‘I sometimes think I never want to look a
			paint brush in the bristles again!’

		Since leaving the bistro she’d been
			very busy; the whole house was painted now, including the banisters, which had taken
			many hours. The landing, stairs and living room had grey cord carpet, a bargain that had
			been salvaged from Earl’s Court Exhibition Hall by someone Brian knew. Both the
			bedrooms had new cream carpet, gas central heating had been put in, and there was a new
			modern bathroom.

		There was still very little furniture
			downstairs – just a red sofa, her one extravagance, and a small table and chairs which
			she’d found in a junk shop and painted pale grey.

		Flora’s paintings, as well as the
			curtains, which were a fabulous poppy print on a white background, added splashes of
			colour, and Eva had put a huge vase of red silk flowers in one corner.

		‘I can imagine how bad it was.’
			Patrick winced. ‘I drove past here one night a few months ago, and it looked very
				rough. You’ve even painted the front and garage doors, and
			put in new windows.’

		She was glad he commented on the doors
			because she’d really laboured over them, rubbing them down for hours and then
			painting them a glossy French navy. They made her feel happy each time she got home.
			‘Let’s go outside. Would you like tea or coffee, or a cold drink?’

		‘Something cold,’ he said with a
			warm smile. ‘And if you don’t mind, I’ll take off my jacket. I’m
			roasting.’

		He paused to look at Flora’s paintings
			before going outside and taking a seat in the shade. He didn’t comment on the
			paintings but she sensed he was moved to see them.

		She poured two glasses of orange juice and
			carried them outside.

		Patrick smiled at her. ‘You’ve
			got your mother’s green fingers. It takes me right back, she was always out here,
			deadheading and pottering.’

		‘The framework was already
			here,’ Eva said, pointing to the honeysuckle, climbing roses and clematis.
			‘I just tidied it all up and added more flowers and the tubs. I used to buy
			fashion magazines, now I get gardening ones. I practically live out here.’

		‘Flora did too. She would paint out
			here, even when it was quite chilly, she said it made her feel happy. The room upstairs
			which was supposed to be the studio was freezing in winter and too hot in summer.
			Ironic, really, as she bought the house because of that room.’

		Eva nodded. ‘She was the same about
			the garden at our old house, she would be out there in all weathers. I used to think
			that was a little peculiar, but I’m getting just like it too. Unless it’s
			raining I come out here the minute I wake up, I have a cup of tea, listen to the
			birdsong and admire the flowers.’

		He smiled, looking at her speculatively.
			‘I imagined you with red hair and pale skin like Flora, but you
			are blonde and suntanned. You must take after your father.’

		That remark was evidence that it had never
			crossed his mind she could be his child, and she realized she must tackle the subject
			carefully.

		‘I’m not a natural
			blonde.’ She blushed as she admitted it. ‘I had it lightened. And I
			don’t actually know who my father is. That is one of the reasons I wanted to meet
			you.’

		Patrick folded his arms and raised one
			eyebrow. His stance seemed to confirm she had shocked him.

		‘You see, I believed Andrew Patterson
			was my father. There had never been anything to make me doubt that,’ she
			continued, ‘but soon after Mum died, he told me he wasn’t, and in a very
			nasty way. It was a total shock. It seems I was already around when he met
			Flora.’

		Patrick’s pale blue eyes widened.
			‘He was that callous? At such a time? That is appalling!’

		‘It was. I felt as if my whole
			childhood had been built on a lie. It was bad enough losing Mum, but then to be told I
			was a kind of cuckoo in the nest, that floored me. I’ve tried to make excuses for
			him – he was, after all, in shock at losing Mum. And he’d also just found out that
			she’d left me this place and her half of the family home to my brother and sister.
			But that doesn’t really excuse him, does it?’

		‘It certainly doesn’t. It sounds
			to me as if he was making you his scapegoat. Are you sure this is true?’

		Eva nodded. ‘Oh yes. I found my full
			birth certificate here, in a box with some of Mum’s things. There’s just a
			dash where my father’s name should be.’

		‘You didn’t say in your letter
			what Flora died of,’ he said. ‘Would that have any bearing on it?’

		‘Well, yes. It does explain his
			bitterness. She committed suicide, Patrick.’

		He gasped and covered his face with his
			hands.

		‘I’m so sorry. I should’ve
			found a less blunt way to tell you,’ Eva said. ‘But it isn’t something
			you can dress up to make it sound less shocking.’

		He took his hands from his face and she saw
			his eyes were swimming with tears. He reached across the table and caught hold of her
			hand. ‘Don’t apologize to me, Eva. You are the one who deserves sympathy. I
			can imagine how terrible it must have been for you!’

		‘For all of us,’ she said.
			‘We didn’t see it coming.’

		He was silent for a while; he looked as if
			he was struggling with the news and what he should say next.

		‘As shocked and horrified as I
			am,’ he said eventually, his blue eyes now fixed on her, ‘in a way it was
			almost predictable. You see, Eva, the Flora I knew, for all her talent, was slightly off
			balance. She was complex, at times gregarious, outrageous even, at other times behaving
			like a hermit, hiding away here. She was also very impetuous and she often acted
			irrationally.

		‘I loved her unpredictability, because
			it was exciting never knowing what was coming next. Yet she also scared me, because she
			didn’t accept boundaries, and often she went too far, too fast and had scant
			consideration for anyone caught in the fallout.’

		‘People at her funeral hinted at that
			too,’ Eva said. ‘But I never saw that side of her. In fact I didn’t
			recognize the woman they described as being my mother. I was never aware of the wildness
			they spoke of; I never even knew she’d been a successful artist. While she
			certainly wasn’t conventional, she was a good mother, always there for
			us.’

		‘Did anything unusual happen prior to
			her death?’

		‘No, nothing at all. My brother and I
			had noticed that for some weeks she seemed kind of distant and withdrawn, but she often had periods like that and she would never talk about it.
			She was unpredictable, like you said. Some days I’d arrive home to find
			she’d made enough cakes for the whole neighbourhood, and on other days she
			hadn’t done a thing all day, not even clearing away the breakfast things. So there
			wasn’t any reason for us to think there was anything seriously wrong. Our home was
			beautiful, and there were no rows or money worries. It is such a mystery.’

		‘Then she left no explanation for
			you?’

		‘Only a note saying “Forgive
			me”, nothing more. Nothing further has come to light. I’m still as much in
			the dark about it as I was that day in March.’

		Patrick sighed deeply. ‘I know how
			that feels. When she left me there was no real explanation either,’ he said
			sadly.

		The ideas that Eva had formed about this man
			just from his illustrations seemed to be correct. He was caring, sensitive and he had
			great warmth. She felt he had a strong moral code, and that she could trust him.

		As they continued to talk – about her old
			home in Cheltenham, Sophie and Ben, and the kind of life they’d had before Flora
			died – Eva found herself liking him even more. He didn’t shy away from asking
			questions and she found it easy to answer them truthfully, because he wasn’t
			judgemental. In no time at all she was telling him how her mother’s death had
			changed everything she had once thought was set in concrete.

		‘It felt like I’d been pushed
			out to sea in a small boat without even any oars. I felt totally alone. If Andrew had
			told me that he wasn’t my true father for a good reason, I think I could have
			accepted that quite easily. It was the maliciousness of it that hurt so much, as if
			he’d always despised me and I’d only ever been there on
			sufferance.’

		‘I really cannot offer any explanation
			for why he, or any man, would do that,’ Patrick said, shaking
			his head in bewilderment. ‘Grief and loss can make us irrational, but he’d
			taken you on as a baby, so he must have cared for you. But how did you find out about
			me?’

		‘From Jack and Lauren, two old student
			friends of Mum’s that came to the funeral.’

		‘They came?’ He looked
			astounded. ‘I lost touch with them years ago, but they were very good friends at
			one time. Lauren was really the only close girlfriend Flora ever had, and Jack and I
			were inseparable as students. I’ve often regretted that we lost
			contact.’

		‘They seemed to think you were my
			father,’ Eva blurted out.

		His eyes widened at that. He shook his head
			and didn’t speak for a moment. ‘They are very much mistaken, Eva,’ he
			said eventually. ‘The way things have been for you, I wish I could lay claim to
			that honour. But I am not your father, my dear. Like you, I always believed Andrew was.
			I think I must tell you more detail about Flora and myself to set this
			straight.’

		‘I would appreciate that.’

		‘Flora and I met at Goldsmiths Art
			College in South London in 1964. She was twenty-one, studying Fine Art, I was
			twenty-eight and taking a short course in jewellery design. We became friends, and the
			following year we and some other people, Jack and Lauren included, shared a house
			together in New Cross. Let me explain how it was in 1965. That was the year the rigidity
			of the Fifties gave way to what people now call the “Swinging Sixties”.
			London was suddenly the place to be, everything was opening up, there was a real buzz in
			the air.

		‘Yet, even so, our lot were a little
			before our time. It was almost unheard of then for men and women to share accommodation, but we art students considered ourselves
			“Beats”. Beatniks were the forerunners of hippies, really. We wore black
			baggy jumpers and skintight jeans, and we weren’t concerned with society’s
			petty rules.

		‘I think I loved Flora from the moment
			I clapped eyes on her, but our relationship was a platonic one at that point and she had
			several other men in her life. We didn’t become lovers until the Christmas of
			1965. By then she had her art degree, and I was making jewellery and selling it to
			boutiques. But Flora was already becoming noticed as an artist. We had so many dreams
			then, Eva, commune-type visions of living in an old farmhouse and all sharing our
			possessions and any income from our art …’ He paused and a wry smile played
			around his lips.

		‘Impractical hippy dreams?’ Eva
			said.

		‘Oh yes, totally impractical, as none
			of us was doing more than scratching a living.’ He chuckled. ‘But it was a
			good time for all of us in that house, we had some wonderful times – that is, when we
			weren’t freezing or starving, and the landlord wasn’t getting heavy about
			the rent we owed. Then, in 1967, quite suddenly everything changed for Flora. She became
			a minor star in the art world. Galleries exhibited her work, and they sold it hand over
			fist. Her mother had died of cancer before I met her, but during the latter half of that
			year her father died too, and he left her some money.’

		‘Jack and Lauren told me some of
			that,’ Eva said. ‘And that she bought this house.’

		‘Yes, that’s right. But what
			they probably didn’t tell you was that all our friends, Jack and Lauren included,
			were still clinging to the idea of a commune. When Flora bought a house for herself, not
			for all of them to share, they chose to see it as selling out to Capitalism. That was
			ridiculous, really. If any of them had come into money, they would have done exactly as
				she did. But it soured things. Anyway, Flora and I moved here, and
			she got pregnant. We were thrilled – completely wrapped up in one another – and we
			intended to get married. But, sadly, she miscarried at six months. It was a little
			girl.’

		‘I’m so sorry,’ Eva said.
			She could see the sadness etched into Patrick’s face.

		‘It was never the same
			afterwards,’ he said glumly. ‘Flora went into a very dark place. At the time
			I was very afraid that she might end her life. She didn’t of course – she just
			ended it with me. She just upped and left one day while I was out. Her note said it was
			over and she’d gone away “to find herself”.’

		‘How awful for you!’

		Patrick shrugged. ‘I remained here in
			this house, hoping of course that she’d return before long. I didn’t hear
			anything from her for weeks. I didn’t even know where she was, and if she was
			alright. Then I got a little watercolour of a cottage from her in the post. She said in
			the accompanying letter that she was in Scotland, and that she was sorry it had all gone
			wrong for us. But then she went on to say that if I wanted to stay on here, I would have
			to start paying her rent, as she needed an income, and that her solicitor would be in
			touch with the terms.’

		‘That was very cold-hearted!’
			Eva exclaimed. Yet however unkind she thought it was, it did bear out some of the things
			her old friends had hinted at about Flora.

		‘It was fair enough, being asked to
			pay rent,’ Patrick sighed. ‘I didn’t mind that. What upset me most was
			that she believed it was she alone who had suffered in losing our baby. I felt the pain
			just as badly as she did, and she shut me out at a time when we should’ve been
			grieving together. I forgave her so much in our time together, but I could never forgive
			her for that.’

		‘So what happened then?’

		‘I duly paid rent to her solicitor for
			some weeks. Not another word from Flora. Then out of the blue I got an eviction notice.
			That was the last straw. I was very bitter, and for a while I was tempted to refuse to
			leave – just to spite her. But I’d been thinking of going to Canada, anyway. And
			on balance I realized it made more sense to sever all connections with her and go. So I
			went. Some time later – well over a year, I’d say – I heard from a friend that she
			was back here in this house with Andrew Patterson and they had a baby girl. But if
			Patterson came along after your birth, then she must have met your father while she was
			in Scotland.’

		‘I hoped it would be you,’ Eva
			said in a small voice. ‘You see, I bought Mr Bear Goes Camping and got
			carried away, thinking my father was Mr Bear.’

		He smiled. ‘Strangely enough,
			Flora’s pet name for me was Mr Bear.’ He looked a little embarrassed at
			admitting that. ‘I often wondered if she ever looked at the Mr Bear books and
			thought about our time here together. She was the successful one. I wasn’t doing
			very well selling my stuff, so I worked as a meter reader for the electricity board to
			keep my end up. But we were so very happy before she lost our baby. I decorated the
			little room upstairs with a frieze of bears, though I expect she painted over
			it.’

		‘She didn’t,’ Eva
			exclaimed. ‘It’s still there. I’ve repainted the room, but I left it
			in place because it’s lovely. I thought Mum had painted it for me. But now I know
			it was done by you, I’ll keep it for ever.’

		‘Oh, Eva,’ he sighed.
			‘I’d have been so proud to call you my daughter, and I’m really glad
			you like Mr Bear. I also wish I could shine more light on to the time after Flora left
			me, to make things better for you.’

		Eva felt a rush of affection for this nice
			man, and she couldn’t help but think her mother would have been
			a great deal happier with him than she ever was with Andrew.

		‘You’ve done that just by coming
			here. After what you’ve told me, I wouldn’t have blamed you if you wanted
			nothing to do with her daughter.’

		He shook his head in denial. ‘Flora
			was the big love of my life, and I’d have been a very odd sort of man if I had no
			curiosity about what happened to her. When I got back from Canada I asked friends about
			her and was told she’d married Patterson and moved away. I spoke to one or two
			gallery owners who had exhibited her work in the past, and they seemed baffled as to why
			she hadn’t been in touch with them. You said she didn’t tell you about her
			earlier success, but did she carry on painting?’

		‘No, the only things she ever painted
			were pictures for us kids. I don’t understand it either, we only had one oil
			painting of hers at home. Like I said, she never talked about her past, never even gave
			us a hint she’d once had exhibitions of her work. The paintings here are ones I
			found up in the attic. Lauren said that maybe once she had children she felt no further
			urge to paint.’

		‘I suppose that could be the
			explanation, though I can’t think of any other artist who gave up painting all
			together. But enough of Flora … tell me what you work at. I can see
			you’re artistic by the decor of the house. Do you paint and draw too?’

		‘No, I’m useless at it. But I
			suppose I am artistic in that I’ve always liked sewing and handicrafts, and now
			interior design too,’ she said with a grin. ‘Back in Cheltenham I worked in
			telephone sales for a mail-order fashion company. I was involved with every aspect of
			that company, and I really loved it. I was working here in a bistro, but there was an
			unpleasant incident there and I decided to take a month off and get the house fixed
			up.’

		A little later, Eva got the box of her
			mother’s things down to show him. She lifted out the necklace and asked if he had
			made it.

		‘Yes, I did,’ he said, his face
			lighting up. ‘Fancy her keeping it!’

		‘It’s beautiful,’ Eva
			said. ‘And if it’s any consolation to you, it must have meant a lot to Mum
			too, because all the things in this box appear to have some special
			significance.’

		She showed him the watercolour of the
			cottage, and he said it was the same cottage she’d sent him a picture of. ‘I
			can’t be absolutely certain after all this time but I’m pretty sure she said
			it was in Pitlochry.’

		‘What about this row of shops?’
			she asked him, holding out the photograph. ‘There’s a painting of it
			too.’

		Patrick shook his head. ‘I
			haven’t a clue. Maybe she knew someone who lived there, or stayed there herself
			for a while. But I really can’t imagine why she would paint such a dreary scene, I
			only ever knew her go for vivid or very beautiful subjects.’

		‘I’ve got a feeling that place
			is important,’ Eva said thoughtfully. ‘I’ve been working through her
			diaries, but so far I haven’t found anything that ties it in. But then they are
			quite hard to read – awful scrawl, and so many initials instead of names.’

		He grinned. ‘I can imagine. She used
			to leave notes like that to me, and sometimes I hadn’t a clue what she was trying
			to tell me. I can remember her scribbling in a diary, she even joked that if anyone ever
			tried to read it they’d be baffled.’

		‘Well, she’s succeeded in
			baffling me.’ Eva laughed.

		Patrick picked up the necklace and fastened
			it around her neck. ‘You should wear this. I might not be your father, but
			I’d like you to keep some room in your life for me. I haven’t got any
			children of my own, and I think Flora would like me to take you under my
			wing.’

		‘I’d like that,’ she said,
			smiling up at him. ‘And I love the necklace.’

		‘Good, because it was made with love
			and therefore a powerful amulet. But let’s talk about you and your career. I think
			you should train in interior design. You’ve got a flair for it.’

		‘Really?’ It was odd that
			he’d picked up on the one thing she kept thinking she’d like to do.
			‘I’ve really enjoyed doing this place up, and I’ve got quite good at
			doing jobs such as putting up curtain poles, shelves and things. But surely you need to
			know more than that?’

		‘Having a good eye for colour and
			design is the main requirement. That’s inborn – it can’t really be taught.
			But there are courses on the other skills you need, and how to go about making a career
			in design. I had a girlfriend back in Canada who was an interior designer. People who
			have money but very little imagination employ them. They oversee the making of curtains,
			the choice of wallpaper and furniture, sometimes even do up the whole house.’

		Eva liked the sound of that. ‘So where
			would I find a course to take?’

		‘Many of the art colleges run them,
			though I imagine most start in September or October. I’ll make some inquiries for
			you. I expect you could get a grant for it too. But from what you’ve told me, Eva,
			ever since Flora died you’ve been pushing yourself too hard. What was this
			incident at your work?’

		She blushed, wishing she hadn’t told
			him that. She was quite over it now and mostly wished she hadn’t even called the
			police, as when the court case came up she knew it would be unpleasant. ‘A man
			made a nuisance of himself,’ she said quickly. ‘He turned up here and barged
			his way in, and the upshot was that he assaulted me.’

		‘You poor girl!’ he exclaimed.
			‘I hope you called the police?’

		She felt she had to explain now, and added
			that she wished she hadn’t involved the police.

		‘You can’t let men get away with
			such things,’ he said sternly. ‘I think you should take yourself off on a
			holiday and recharge your batteries.’

		‘I wouldn’t know where to
			go.’ She laughed. ‘Besides, I’m more or less having a holiday now,
			doing nothing but lying in the sun and pottering around the garden.’

		‘It’s a change of scene that
			rests you,’ he said firmly. ‘You could go up to Scotland to see if you can
			find that cottage your mother painted. You might discover your real father there. But
			more importantly, to quote Flora, you need to “find yourself”.’

		Eva laughed. ‘Very Sixties,
			“Peace and Love”! But haven’t I already found myself by coming to live
			here?’

		‘In part. You’ve become
			independent, and your creative side has emerged, but you are still being held back by
			all these questions you have about Flora. Until they are answered to your satisfaction,
			or you decide they are no longer important to you, you won’t be totally your own
			person.’

		‘So how will a holiday achieve
			that?’

		‘It will give you time to relax,
			reflect and take stock. Find out what’s important to you and what
			isn’t.’

		‘I’ll think about that
			one,’ she said. ‘Now let’s have some lunch, shall we?’

		She made a tuna salad and they ate it in
			the garden. Patrick had been to Italy recently, and he talked about the works of art
			he’d seen in Florence and Rome with such enthusiasm and awe that she wished she
			could see them too and resolved to get some art books from the library to learn more
			about the artists he mentioned. They discussed fiction too, and although their tastes
			were mostly very different, they both loved Tom Sharpe’s books
			and reminded each other of the parts they’d found funniest.

		Eva could never have had such a conversation
			with Andrew. He had often sneered at the things she said and belittled all her attempts
			to try anything new. But she felt totally at ease with Patrick and liked the fact that
			he was interested in her, what she thought about, her interests and goals. He also
			seemed to really understand how it felt to be cut off from family.

		Sophie hadn’t responded to any of her
			letters. Ben had come down the previous weekend, but it soon became obvious that he saw
			her house as just somewhere to stay so he could visit old friends, not to spend time
			with her. On the Saturday night he went off, and didn’t come back till midday on
			Sunday. She had been very hurt and disappointed but she didn’t say so, because she
			didn’t want to lose him all together.

		She told Patrick a little of this.
			‘Ben moved up to Leeds a while back, but he’s gone back home to Cheltenham
			for a bit of a holiday. And to try to straighten Sophie out, because apparently
			she’s running wild. But it seems Andrew’s got this woman staying at the
			house most of the time, and Ben couldn’t stop ranting about her. He thinks his dad
			is totally insensitive to his and Sophie’s feelings, and that’s why
			Sophie’s playing up. He says that once university starts in October he’s got
			no intention of going home ever again.’

		‘You must let them get on with their
			lives,’ Patrick said calmly. ‘The way Andrew treated you was despicable, so
			you don’t have to feel responsible for his children. A pretty girl like you should
			be out with boyfriends, not worrying about a half-sister whose own father should be
			doing that. Have you got a boyfriend?’

		‘There is someone, but he’s just
			a friend.’ And she went on to tell him how she had met Phil.
			‘He’s really nice – fun, interesting and kind.’

		He smiled and raised one eyebrow. ‘Is
			he the reason you are reluctant to take a holiday?’

		‘No,’ Eva said, but she felt
			herself blush. ‘It isn’t a romance, just a friendship. I make dinner for
			him, we go to the pictures and to the pub. I really like him, he’s such good
			company, but that’s all.’

		‘That sounds very much like how it was
			with your mother and me when we first met,’ Patrick said. ‘I accepted that I
			had to go along with her terms. But I wanted more.’

		‘I don’t think Phil
			does.’

		‘Oh really!’ Patrick smirked.
			‘Men don’t usually go for the “just good friends” thing. I think
			it’s more likely he’s biding his time, because he’s waiting for your
			bruises to heal. You have been hurt by someone other than Andrew, haven’t
			you?’

		She was a little surprised that he’d
			homed in on that, but then he was very perceptive about everything. So she told him
			about Tod. ‘I’m over it now,’ she said quickly. ‘Actually, I
			can’t really believe that I reacted the way I did – after all, I’d only
			known him a short while.’

		‘Coming so soon after your mum’s
			death, your reaction wasn’t surprising,’ he said, crossing his arms and
			looking at her thoughtfully. ‘You probably were very needy and intense, and men do
			get frightened by that. But if you want my honest opinion, Eva, I’d say Tod did
			you more good than harm. He made you happy and boosted your confidence when you needed
			it most. Remember that, and forget how it ended. I’m a firm believer that
			everything happens to us for a purpose. You ran here because of Tod and, as it turned
			out, that’s a good thing.’

		‘You are very wise,’ she
			said.

		‘It comes of having made every mistake
			in the book,’ he admitted ruefully. ‘If I could go back
			and do it all again, the one thing I would do differently is not to hop into bed with
			people too quickly. You make rash promises, you let lust cloud your vision. There was a
			lot to be said for old-fashioned courtship. It’s good to get to know someone
			really well before you sleep with them. Perhaps your friend Phil thinks that
			too.’

		She got out the old photograph album that
			was in Flora’s box. As Patrick turned the pages he was able to tell her that the
			very old couple were her great-grandparents. ‘That’s your
			grandmother,’ he said, stopping at a very faded picture of a woman standing
			beneath a tree wearing an apron over her clothes. Next, he paused at a man in a cloth
			cap and tweed jacket leading a horse. ‘This is your grandfather. I think Flora was
			closer to him than to her mother, who she said was very neurotic.’ He turned the
			pages till he came to one of her grandfather standing by a gate with a very
			gaunt-looking woman. ‘That’s your grandfather’s sister. I can’t
			remember her name, but Flora said she was very stern. She looks it, doesn’t she?
			Of course they are all dead now. And as Flora was an only child, and her aunt was a
			spinster, I don’t think you have any more relatives.’

		They moved on then to the books of sketches
			of children. Patrick smiled at them. ‘We both had the idea of illustrating
			children’s books back then,’ he said, ‘but it’s a hard field to
			get into. I was lucky in that Mabel, the writer of the Mr Bear books, was a friend and
			insisted I illustrate them for her. Without her guidance I doubt I’d have become a
			success. She was able to tell me what small children and their mothers like in
			illustrations. But Flora wasn’t the kind to take any guidance from people. She
			believed a writer should fit the story around her illustrations, and it doesn’t
			work like that.’

		Eva didn’t expect Patrick to pore over
			the diaries with her, but she opened up one to illustrate how confusing they were with
			no dates, no names and barely a hint of where Flora was at the time of writing.

		Patrick put on a pair of reading glasses and
			frowned as he tried to read. ‘I’m none the wiser,’ he said. ‘I
			remember the Bistingo. She worked there in the evenings – it was somewhere in Bayswater,
			I think – but I never went there. These people she mentions must have been casual
			friends she made there, I don’t think she even told me about them. Like I said
			before, she took a perverse delight in being obscure. I think it was partly because her
			mother used to pry into her life as a teenager. So good luck with trying to pin her
			down, Eva – I suspect it would tax a professional code breaker.’

		Patrick finally left at five. He only lived
			in Chiswick but he said he had to get home early, as he had some important work to do.
			He left a card with his telephone number and address and said she could call him any
			time.

		‘I’d like to take you out to
			dinner next weekend,’ he said, giving her a hug. ‘We’ll go somewhere
			very swish so you can dress up. You might not be my biological daughter, but I’d
			have been thrilled if you were. So if you want me to be a stand-in dad, and boss you
			around, I’m happy to fill the role.’

		She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek.
			‘OK, Mr Bear, the job is yours. All I can say is that Mum was a mug to ever leave
			you.’

		As she waved him off at the door she felt
			warm inside. She now had a far greater sense of who Flora had been, at least in her
			youth. She might still have a great many questions to find the answers to, but it was a
			good start.

	
		
Chapter Thirteen

		Through the rain Eva spotted a road sign up
			ahead which said it was seven miles to Carlisle. She straightened up her aching back in
			relief; she should have taken Phil’s advice and stopped for the night in
			Lancashire, or even gone to see Ben in Leeds, instead of pushing on this far in one
			day.

		But even if she was tired and aching from
			the long drive, she felt good about leaving London to go to Scotland. She didn’t
			wish to run into Myles again, and she needed to think about her future.

		Meeting Patrick had been marvellous; she
			would put him second only to Phil in the list of people she felt lucky to have in her
			corner. She’d had several chats on the phone with him since their first meeting.
			And he’d taken her out to dinner, which had been a real treat.

		His words about Phil’s feelings for
			her had stayed with her too. He could be right that Phil really did want to be more than
			just a friend, because he’d called round to see her yesterday evening as she was
			packing.

		‘How would you feel if I suggested I
			joined you up in Scotland?’ he asked a little sheepishly.

		‘I’d tell you to get
			lost,’ she joked. Seeing his face fall, she was quick to tell him that was
			supposed to be funny. ‘I’d love it. But aren’t you busy at
			work?’

		‘I am right now with this big job in
			Hampstead, but I think that will be done in another five or six days. I’ve got
			holiday due to me and I’ve never been to Scotland. I really want to see the
			Highlands.’

		He had a funny look on his face, as if he
			wanted to say something more and couldn’t get it out.

		‘I’d love to see Scotland with
			you,’ she said. ‘I doubt it will be much fun roaming around on my own. You
			could come up by train when you’re ready, and I could meet you at the
			station.’

		His face lit up. He moved closer to her and
			put his hands either side of her face. ‘I don’t only want to see the
			scenery. I also want to make sure you don’t run off with some wild
			Scotsman.’

		‘I’d rather run off with some
			lovely Londoner,’ she said, looking right into his eyes.

		He kissed her on the forehead, but she
			sensed he really wanted to kiss her lips. She didn’t know why she didn’t
			just slide her arms around him to give him some encouragement, but she supposed she was
			afraid of taking the initiative.

		‘Phone me in the evenings and let me
			know where you are,’ he said. ‘Meanwhile, I’ll sort it at
			work.’

		Thinking of that moment warmed her, and if
			he did join her up here, then maybe they could both stop being bashful.

		He’d been very happy for her that
			she’d met Patrick and that they were getting along so well. She wanted Patrick to
			meet Phil; she was sure they’d like one another. Perhaps after the holiday?

		Reaching over to the passenger seat, she
			picked up the directions to the guest house she had booked into for the night. It was in
			a place called Wetheral, which didn’t appear to be too far from the motorway.

		She had never been further north than
			Blackpool before. Although she’d heard hundreds of times that the scenery in
			Cumbria was breathtakingly beautiful, she was still astounded by it. She remembered when
			she was small having a tin box of Lakeland coloured pencils for Christmas one year. The
			picture on the lid was of mountains with a purple tinge which Flora
			had said was heather. She’d seen that majestic view today: tiny white dots that
			were sheep grazing at seemingly precarious heights, and only a few tiny stone cottage
			houses nestling here and there to prove it wasn’t complete wilderness.

		She guessed that in sunshine and away from
			the motorway the scenery would be even more spectacular, and she hoped that if Phil
			joined her they could explore it together.

		The rain stopped and the sun came out just
			as she got to Wetheral. To lift her spirits even more she was thrilled to find it was a
			real village, with a village green and pretty cottages all around it. The Briars, the
			bed and breakfast she’d booked into, was amongst them.

		Before checking in she took a short walk to
			stretch her legs and found a wide, fast-flowing river just a hundred yards below the
			green. With the late afternoon sun shining on the water, and green hills all around, it
			looked beautiful.

		The Briars was equally lovely in a slightly
			old-fashioned flowery way, spotlessly clean and smelling of lavender polish. Eva’s
			room overlooking the green was pretty, with peach Laura Ashley wallpaper, a matching
			quilt on the very comfortable double bed, and frilly curtains. The bathroom was
			minuscule, but there were fluffy peach towels and an array of mini toiletries.

		Mrs Hobbs, the middle-aged landlady, gave
			her a warm welcome, suggesting that Eva come down after seeing her room to have some tea
			in the guests’ sitting room. There she met a couple in their thirties who had also
			just arrived. Like Eva, they were breaking their journey before driving on to Scotland
			in the morning. Mrs Hobbs said they could have dinner, if they wished, and that tonight
			it was roast chicken.

		By ten that evening, Eva was more than ready
			for her bed. Dinner had been absolutely delicious, with a choice of
			three different puddings afterwards. It had been served at one large table, and aside
			from Eva there were three other couples. It had been a jolly evening, as all the guests
			were very chatty. One of the things which had worried Eva about coming away on her own
			was that she would feel lonely, but if this bed and breakfast was anything to go by, she
			wouldn’t be.

		After a huge fried breakfast the next
			morning, Eva packed her bag and paid her bill. It was such a lovely morning that she
			went for a walk before driving on to Scotland. As she walked along the river bank she
			thought how lovely it would be to buy a house somewhere like this village to turn into a
			guest house. She wondered if Mrs Hobbs had enough guests all year round to earn a decent
			living or if her husband, who Eva hadn’t seen, had a job that provided the real
			income and they only earned pin money from the guests. 

		All the way to Pitlochry her thoughts kept
			returning to the idea of owning a guest house. She assumed property would be a great
			deal cheaper than in London, and it would be fun to do up a big house room by room, each
			one with a different theme. Perhaps she should forget the idea of becoming an interior
			designer and instead go in for something in the hotel trade to gain experience? Or get
			the guest house up and running, and then train to be an interior designer?

		But even as these thoughts came to her she
			smiled, knowing this was only a pleasant daydream. She could bet that half the people
			who visited Cumbria and Scotland had such thoughts while on holiday. And of the few that
			actually opened a guest house, most would find it wasn’t anywhere near as
			rewarding as they imagined.

		Pitlochry was surrounded by mountains and
			built above the wide river which ran through a wooded valley, but the town was bigger and busier than she expected. Essentially Victorian, it
			had a gracious charm with many fine, big houses. The main street was lined with shops
			and pubs which catered for the thousands of tourist, who passed through it on their way
			to the Highlands.

		Eva thought Flora might have intended to do
			the same, but ended up staying here because she realized she wasn’t actually cut
			out for isolation.

		Sadly, Brae Bank hotel was not what she
			imagined from its name. Not a pretty hotel perched on a riverbank, but a rather
			forbidding grey stone building which looked as if it had once been a public house.
			Extensions had been added without any thought to the overall look of the property.
			Inside, the tartan carpets were worn and the wood panelling in the reception area was
			scuffed and dusty-looking.

		A coach pulled up just as she was signing
			the register and disgorged about eighteen elderly people who appeared to be touring
			around Scotland. Eva guessed that this was the usual clientele, and she wasn’t
			likely to find any soulmates here. Yet the receptionist was very pleasant, giving her
			the breakfast times and pointing out the bar. Then she asked a lad to escort Eva to her
			room, and said if she needed anything more she only had to ask.

		It was a small drab room on the top floor in
			the oldest part of the building. The double bed was covered in an orange candlewick
			bedspread – the kind she remembered Andrew’s parents having in their home. But
			whatever the room’s shortcomings, the view from the window was superb. She could
			see right over the town, to the river and the mountains beyond. The bathroom was almost
			as big as the bedroom, very stark with old-fashioned black and white tiles on the walls
			and grubby-looking lino which was peeling back in the corners. But there was a
			television in the bedroom, tea-making facilities and even a small
			fridge. She thought she could be quite content here for a week, and it was very
			cheap.

		After she’d unpacked her clothes and
			put them away, she walked down into the town to explore.

		The shops had only just closed and the cafes
			and restaurants were quiet, as people hadn’t yet come out for an evening meal. She
			saw a shop selling artist’s materials which looked as if it had been in the same
			hands for several decades, and made a mental note to call in there the next day. Most of
			the shops were the souvenir kind selling china Highland cows, tartan scarves and the
			like. But there were a couple of art galleries, with good displays of hand-thrown
			pottery, locally made jewellery and paintings. Eva realized that back in 1969 Pitlochry
			had probably been far less sophisticated, and yet she was getting a strong sense of what
			had attracted Flora to stay here.

		Back in her room that evening, after fish
			and chips in a cafe, Eva got out Flora’s diaries and found the one which she
			thought was written while her mother was up here. It was infuriating that the entries
			weren’t dated, because it was impossible to know whether two entries were on
			consecutive days, or weeks apart.

		‘Such a long, weary drive,’ she
			read. ‘Stopped in M too tired to go any further.’

		Was ‘M’ Manchester?

		‘Too grim to stay another night. Worse
			bed I’ve ever slept in.’ That sounded as if she was still in
			‘M’, and the next entry appeared to be on the same day. ‘Band playing,
			I love bagpipes, and the sun is shining. Scenery inspiring, if the B&B wasn’t
			so awful I could stay here for days.’

		Eva doubted she’d encountered a pipe
			band in Manchester, and the views there would not have been inspiring, so she had to be
			in Scotland. She made a mental note to buy a more detailed map of Scotland in the
			morning.

		‘Scotland is bigger than I
			imagined,’ Flora had written next. ‘Couldn’t drive any further so
			stopped in P.’

		That could be Perth, but Eva felt it was
			more likely to be Pitlochry, because she didn’t mention any further driving after
			that, only that another bed and breakfast had no hot water.

		‘Rent for cottage only four pounds a
			week,’ was the next entry. ‘A bit primitive, but it’s got good vibes.
			I need that to get me out of these black moods.’

		She referred obliquely to depression in
			several entries after that. The effort required to wash her hair, staying in bed all
			day, and avoiding someone she called ‘D’ who she said ‘analysed’
			her. Eva got the idea she was wrestling with depression, wanting to hide away from
			people, yet knew this wasn’t helping her mental state. As Patrick had said,
			sometimes her entries appeared to be just random thoughts: ‘I could just walk into
			the river at night and let the water embrace me,’ was one that sounded very much
			like the temptation of suicide. But then the very next entry was: ‘Watched
			dragonflies hovering over the water, so beautiful I found myself smiling
			again.’

		She must have warmed to ‘D’, as
			she mentioned him or her quite often, usually to say he or she had called, they’d
			supper, gone to the pub or visited nearby villages together. There was also a
			‘G’. The latter was clearly someone she did like. Eva thought it was a he,
			as she mentioned him quite a lot and she went camping, hiking and had dinner with him.
			In one entry she called ‘G’ a ‘soulmate’.

		Could this ‘G’ be Eva’s
			father?

		If he was, Flora wasn’t inclined to
			write about any kind of romantic interludes. She wrote about painting views of the
			river, taking the garden in hand and long walks in the woods. There was not so much as a
			hint of a love affair, let alone pregnancy.

		Eva’s last thoughts as she drifted off
			to sleep were that if she could find the cottage Flora had stayed in, maybe the present
			owner would be able to shed more light on her stay here.

		She found the cottage the next morning. It
			was on the far side of the river Tummel, a short distance from the dam for the
			hydroelectric plant. Even if she hadn’t taken the little picture of the cottage
			painted by Flora with her, she would have recognized it by the old cast-iron latticework
			forming an arch over the front door.

		In the picture the cottage looked charmingly
			dilapidated, with straggling roses over the arch, the front door in need of a coat of
			paint, and a weed-strewn path leading from a sagging gate. But it wasn’t like that
			now; it was painted a soft pale pink, the door glossy white, as was the latticework
			arch. Although it was late in the summer, there was purple clematis scrabbling through
			the carefully trained rose which still had many pink blooms. New windows, a white picket
			fence and proliferations of hanging baskets and tubs in the tiny front garden gave the
			cottage a ‘take your snapshots in front of me’ look.

		Taking a deep breath, Eva lifted the brass
			lion’s-head knocker and rapped on the door.

		A pleasant-faced woman who appeared to be in
			her early forties, wearing an apron that said ‘Kiss the Cook’, opened the
			door.

		‘I’m sorry to disturb
			you,’ Eva said, ‘but my mother painted this cottage some twenty-two years
			ago – I think when she was renting it. She died recently, and I’m trying to find
			out more about her time in Scotland.’

		She showed the painting to the woman.

		‘Well I never,’ she said, taking
			it in her hands and smiling. ‘What a lovely picture. I remember
			it like that from when I was a girl. How sad you’ve lost your mother, and you so
			young.’

		The woman had the softest Scottish accent, a
			smear of flour on her face and more on her apron – all of which suggested she would be
			very kindly.

		‘Yes, it was sad.’ Eva had no
			compunction in getting the woman’s sympathy. ‘Was the cottage owned by your
			family then?’

		‘No, my dear,’ she said.
			‘But come on in, you don’t want to stand out on the doorstep.’

		The woman introduced herself as Janet Mayhew
			and proceeded to make tea, urging Eva to sit down at the kitchen table.

		‘I’ve been baking.’ Janet
			waved her hand at a cooling tray of buns. ‘I’ve just put some shortbread and
			some flapjacks in the oven. Now what was it you wanted to know?’

		The inside of the cottage was as attractive
			as its outside, with lots of pretty china on a dresser, potted plants on the window
			sill, and a fat ginger cat lying on the mat by the open back door. But the pine kitchen
			units looked new, so Eva knew it wouldn’t have been the same when Flora lived
			here.

		Eva gave Janet an edited version of her
			mother’s death, finding the diaries and the picture of the cottage. ‘Mum
			didn’t talk about her past,’ she explained. ‘She never even told me
			she’d been a successful artist, let alone that she lived in Scotland for a while.
			I want to try to discover why she was here, who with, and just a bit more about her. So
			do you know who owned the cottage then?’

		‘Aye, it was the Hamiltons. Old Will
			Hamilton bought up a few wee cottages in the town after the war. I know this one was
			rented out to men while they worked on building the dam, but that was finished in the
			1950s. When I was a wee schoolgirl there was a crazy old lady lived
			here. Old Will died sometime around 1967, I think, and his son Gregor took over
			management of everything.’

		‘So Gregor Hamilton would have rented
			this to Mum?’ Eva asked, her mind turning to the letter G in the diaries.

		‘Aye, he would that. My husband bought
			the cottage from him in 1975.’

		‘Do you suppose I could meet
			him?’

		‘I’m sure he’d like that.
			He’s been in a wheelchair since a climbing accident a few years back. Such a
			shame, he was always so active. My husband used to climb with him and he goes up to see
			him at least once a week. Gregor puts a brave face on it, but it can’t be pleasant
			being stuck in a chair all day.’

		Eva had a cup of tea with Janet, and tried
			one of her buns, and they chatted about general things for some time. Eva was very
			tempted to tell the older woman the whole story, because she was so nice. But she
			controlled the urge; she didn’t want Gregor to get wind of anything that might
			make him wary of talking to her.

		‘So how old is Gregor?’ she
			asked. ‘It must be hard for his family if he’s in a wheelchair.’

		‘He’s around fifty, a bit
			younger than my hubby. He never married. He’s only got his younger sister, Grace,
			and her family now. They share the big house with him, though Gregor has converted the
			downstairs rooms for himself.’

		Eva liked the way Janet pronounced house
			‘hoose’. It reminded her of a book she had when she was small that contained
			a poem about a moose who lived in a ‘hoose’. Flora used to put on a Scottish
			accent when she read it to her. Perhaps she even thought about Pitlochry as she read
			it.

		‘I should go now,’ Eva said as
			Janet got her shortbread and flapjacks out of the oven. ‘Could you let me have
			Gregor’s address and phone number?’

		‘I will, but why don’t you go up
			to the house just now?’ Janet said. ‘He gets lonely, and a nice wee girl
			like you stopping by will make his day.’

		Janet gave her the address and drew a little
			map. It was only two streets from the hotel, further up the hill.

		As it was just on one, Eva didn’t go
			straight there in case Gregor was eating his lunch. She wandered along the main street
			buying some milk, biscuits, tea bags and fruit to keep in her room. The town was really
			busy, but it had that leisurely, friendly feeling about it that seaside towns had.

		She might have only been there a day, but
			she really liked it.

		Gregor’s house was a big
			gloomy-looking Victorian place, three storeys and double-fronted, with stone steps up to
			a wide porch. The front door had stained-glass panels and was twice the width of
			Eva’s front door back in London.

		The door was opened by a very attractive
			blonde woman wearing a floaty blue and white dress. She looked about forty, and Eva
			guessed she must be Grace, Gregor’s sister.

		‘I’m sorry to turn up here
			uninvited,’ Eva began. ‘I was talking to Mrs Janet Mayhew about her cottage,
			and she suggested I come up here to have a chat with Mr Hamilton, because he used to own
			it.’

		‘I’m sure Gregor will be
			delighted to talk to you,’ the woman said. ‘Do come in, and I’ll just
			check if everything is alright with him. What was your name?’

		‘Eva Patterson,’ she said and
			watched as the woman tip-tapped in her high heels across the parquet flooring to a door
			at the back of the house.

		The staircase was right at the centre of the
			hall, very wide with intricately carved banisters and a carved hawk on each of the newel
			posts. At the half-landing where the staircase turned stood a complete
			suit of armour, looking as if a man stood inside it, and above it on the wall were two
			crossed battleaxes. Eva wanted to giggle, thinking that if Gregor was her father, she
			would have to educate him into going for less intimidating decor.

		‘Come on in, Eva,’ the blonde
			woman called out from the back of the hall. ‘Gregor will be glad to talk to
			you.’

		Eva’s first thought on seeing Gregor,
			sitting in an armchair by the window, was that he couldn’t possibly be her father,
			as his hair was as red as her mother’s. She was sure two red-headed people
			couldn’t produce anything but another redhead.

		‘You’ll forgive me if I
			don’t get up,’ he said. ‘I expect Janet told you that my legs are
			useless now.’

		His voice was beautiful – not just the
			Scottish accent, but the depth of his voice – and he was a fine-looking man with strong
			features, reminding her a little of the actor Liam Neeson.

		‘She told me you had a climbing
			accident. I’m so sorry,’ she said, walking over towards him to shake his
			hand. ‘Thank you for agreeing to see me, it is a bit of an imposition.’

		‘Not at all.’ He smiled warmly
			and he shook her hand very firmly. ‘What man wouldn’t like a visit from a
			bonny lassie? And what can I do for you?’

		‘My mother died earlier this year and
			amongst her things I found a painting of Janet’s cottage. I believe Mum rented it
			for a while in 1969. I am trying to find out more about that period in her life. As you
			would’ve been her landlord then, I wonder if you remember her. Her name then was
			Flora Foyle.’

		The reaction to her mother’s name was
			instantaneous. A light came into his blue eyes, and his mouth curved into a smile.

		‘Flora! Aye, I do remember her, Eva,
			very well. She rented the cottage for going on for a year. Do sit down, I hate looking
			up at people.’

		Eva took the sofa opposite his chair. She
			explained about the diaries and said she believed her mother was depressed when she was
			here.

		‘I have to say that none of us really
			recognized depression back then,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘People might refer
			to someone as “having trouble with their nerves”. But as I recall, no one
			realized it was an illness. As for Flora, I liked her a great deal. She was one of the
			most interesting women I’d met at that time. With hindsight, perhaps she
				was depressed. But at the time I thought of her as fragile, moody and
			temperamental. I was aware there was something troubling her, but I never did discover
			what that was. I never heard from her again after she left here.’

		‘She mentions someone called
			“G” in her diaries. Was that you?’

		‘Probably, I saw quite a lot of her.
			May I know what she said?’

		‘All nice things,’ Eva assured
			him. ‘Nothing personal, you understand – hiking, camping, dinner with
			you.’

		He smiled. ‘Well, that’s
			disappointing. Flora and I used to talk for hours, I told her stuff I’d never told
			anyone before. I would’ve quite liked to be reminded of it all again
			now.’

		‘She did say you were a
			soulmate,’ Eva said with a smile. ‘That’s a pretty good thing to say
			about someone, isn’t it?’

		‘Aye, that it is.’ He grinned.
			‘I’d have preferred “devilishly handsome, irresistible, with the mind
			of a rocket scientist”. But I have found we rarely get what we wish
			for.’

		Eva laughed. She liked his warmth and lack
			of pomposity; she had expected a man who had lost the use of his legs to be bitter and
			difficult. ‘Did Flora reciprocate with confessions,
			soul-searching or anything about her past?’ she asked. ‘You see, she never
			did to me. I didn’t know she’d been a successful artist. I don’t even
			know anything about her parents, or her childhood.’

		‘She didn’t tell you about her
			parents?’

		Eva felt his surprise at this. ‘No,
			nothing. Aside from her growing up in Cornwall.’

		‘I can’t imagine why she kept
			that back from you – she mentioned them quite often to me. But maybe that was because I
			admitted that my late father was overbearing and often cruel. Anyway, she told me she
			felt suffocated by her parents. Her mother had two stillbirths before Flora was born.
			But instead of being joyful at finally getting a longed-for healthy baby, she spent her
			whole time fretting about everything. Flora said she didn’t like her playing with
			other children in case she “caught” something from them. She wasn’t
			allowed to go to the beach alone because she might fall on rocks or drown –’

		Gregor broke off there, and laughed.

		‘Flora used to make me laugh with
			these stories, Eva. It sounded like being kept in a very clean and tidy prison. She said
			her mother had an obsession with germs, she scrubbed things until her hands were red
			raw. Nowadays that might be diagnosed as OCD, but back then she was probably thought of
			as a bit barmy. Anyway, Flora ran away to London when she was sixteen. She said she
			couldn’t take all the rules any more. I did wonder whether that was what made her
			become so bohemian, so resentful of any kind of authority. I can’t believe she
			didn’t tell you that too!’

		Eva shook her head. ‘Not a word. Did
			she tell you about Patrick O’Donnell?’

		He frowned. ‘No. Who was
			he?’

		Eva told him a little about Patrick and the
			baby they’d lost, and how Eva had found him. ‘He was with
			Mum for a long time. She left him living in the studio she had in London, where I live
			now. Fancy her never mentioning him!’

		‘She didn’t tell me any of that,
			except that she had a studio which she was renting out. I assumed that was why she
			didn’t need to find a job here. But I did suspect there had been a broken love
			affair, and that something bad had happened to her. Sometimes she would stay in bed all
			day, refusing to answer the door, or be seen roaming around late at night. But though I
			tried to get to the bottom of it, she just brushed off my questions. She had a thing she
			used to say …’ Gregor frowned and hesitated, as if he was trying to recall
			the exact words, ‘it was, “Don’t allow yourself to feel jealous or
			angry about my past or former loves, because who I am now, whatever it is you like about
			me, is the result of the experiences I had with other people, and the influences they
			had on me.’’’

		Eva thought about that for a moment. She had
			never heard Flora say it, but yet her voice was in the words.

		‘That’s actually a profound bit
			of advice,’ she admitted, ‘and very typical of Mum. She had a stock of
			meaningful phrases she could trot out when needed. But I can’t help but be cynical
			and think she said that one to prevent you probing into her past. Can I ask a personal
			question, Gregor? Were you lovers?’

		She knew when he hesitated that they had
			been.

		‘“Lovers” suggests a lot
			more than we shared,’ he said eventually. ‘I was in love with her, but if
			she felt the same about me, she never said. We did sleep together, but just for a short
			while. And I think she regretted it, because it compromised her.’

		‘Why? She was free, you are an
			attractive man and must have been a very eligible bachelor.’

		‘I suspect she had a fear of
			commitment. I think she wanted a purely platonic friendship.’ He
			sighed. ‘I didn’t of course. Do men ever want that?’

		‘Not often,’ Eva replied, and
			laughed nervously. She was very afraid she was going to discover her mother might have
			used this kind, attractive and sensitive man as merely a sperm donor.

		‘Can you remember how long Flora was
			living in Pitlochry?’ she asked. ‘You see, her diary has no dates, and
			I’m trying to fit the pieces of the puzzle together.’

		‘I know she arrived here in the spring
			of 1969. She remarked on the primroses coming up in the garden of the cottage, so that
			would’ve been late March. She loved gardening, but then you’d know that. She
			brought the one at the cottage back to life. As for when she left, the last time I saw
			her was Christmas of 1969. I went away to the Highlands for Hogmanay, and stayed right
			through till March. She’d gone when I got back. No one could say exactly when she
			left, as she hadn’t been seen around for some time. But I think I only missed her
			by a few days, because she’d left bread and other stuff in the cottage and it was
			still reasonably fresh.’

		‘But I was born on the 26th of April,
			1970!’ Eva gasped.

		Gregor blanched. He looked so shocked that
			Eva was afraid he might become ill.

		‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t
			have blurted that out like that,’ she said. ‘Didn’t you know she was
			pregnant?’

		‘But she can’t have been.’
			His voice had risen slightly, and the words came out like a protest. ‘I was with
			her at Christmas and she was as slender as you are. If she was pregnant, someone
			would’ve noticed it before she left Pitlochry.’

		Eva could hear the anguish in his voice and
			saw it in his eyes too. She realized in that moment that he really had loved Flora. To
			be told that she had either got pregnant by someone else while he was seeing her, or she
			had deliberately deprived him of his own child, was like a dagger
			through his heart.

		‘Thick winter clothes can hide a
			lot,’ Eva said. ‘I am so sorry, Gregor, to give you such a shock. But it
			seems to me that you could be my father.’

	
		
Chapter Fourteen

		‘It couldn’t be me, Eva. Well,
			not unless you were very premature,’ Gregor said, making a gesture of finality
			with his hands. ‘There was nothing physical between us until late
			September.’

		Eva made a rapid calculation in her head and
			found that she must have been conceived in July 1969. She had no doubt Gregor was
			telling the truth; like Patrick, he looked a bit sad that he hadn’t gained a
			grown-up daughter.

		‘I feel really bad and pretty stupid,
			assuming that,’ she said glumly. ‘There must have been another man in her
			life before you,’ she said.

		‘Don’t worry on my account.
			I’m a big boy now, and it was a long time ago.’ He shrugged.
			‘Obviously there must have been, but she never said anything – not so much as a
			hint. But he can’t have been from around here, as the jungle drums would’ve
			been beating loud and clear.’

		‘She mentions someone with the initial
			“D” quite a few times. She said something about feeling she was being
			analysed.’

		His expression lightened. ‘That would
			be Dena Deeds,’ he said. ‘She was just another hippy who turned up here on a
			quest for salvation, but she claims to have psychic powers these days.’

		Eva smiled at his description of the woman.
			‘She and Flora were friends?’

		‘That’s debatable. They spent a
			lot of time together when Flora first arrived – understandably, as they were both on their own, and both oddballs. Flora told me she found it comforting
			to be around someone who had more hang-ups than she did. Back then, Dena was into
			astrology in a big way. She’d do people’s charts and analyse them on the
			strength of it. I know she told Flora that the only way she would be happy was to
			“surrender” herself to a man and normality.’

		Eva laughed and Gregor joined in.
			‘Flora and I laughed about that a lot,’ he said. ‘Dena had no idea
			what “normal” was, and Flora certainly wasn’t the kind to surrender to
			anyone.’

		‘Yet she did,’ Eva said
			thoughtfully. ‘That’s exactly what she did do. She met and married very
			normal Andrew, gave up painting, surrendered everything she’d been before in order
			to fit in with his ideals.’

		‘You are joking?’ His red
			eyebrows shot up in disbelief. ‘That’s as unlikely as hearing the Pope has
			signed a pact with the Devil!’

		‘I’m entirely serious,’
			Eva insisted. ‘Her change of character and lifestyle is all part of this mystery
			surrounding her.’ She went on to explain a little about her mother’s life
			during the years with Andrew.

		‘So maybe Dena isn’t barking, as
			I’ve always believed,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Maybe you should go and
			see her? She’s got a room above a shop in the main street. She tells fortunes for
			the tourists.’

		Grace came back with a tray of tea and
			shortbread for them. Gregor introduced them, explaining that Eva was Flora Foyle’s
			daughter.

		‘Oh aye, I remember her so
			well.’ Grace’s face lit up at the memory. ‘I adored her, she was so
			outrageous. She wore a wonderful emerald-green velvet cloak and lacy long dresses. I was
			at that stage you go through in your teens when you rebel against
			everything, especially living in a little town in the middle of Scotland. Flora
			convinced me it was actually pretty cool to live here. I even hoped she and Gregor would
			get married.’

		‘That was never on the cards,’
			Gregor snapped.

		Grace made a face at her elder brother and
			flounced out of the room. Eva sensed that Gregor was prone to putting his sister in her
			place and that, if they hadn’t had company, Grace would have retaliated.

		Eva poured the tea. ‘I understand
			Grace lives here with her family,’ she said. She thought Gregor was lucky to have
			a sister who was prepared to look after him, and he ought to be nicer to her.

		‘Yes, she does. Her husband was here
			too originally, but they got divorced a couple of years ago. She’s got two boys,
			Cameron and Brett. They are having a holiday in France with their father at the moment.
			But they’ll be back next week.’

		There was so much more she wanted to ask
			Gregor – not just about Flora, but about his life too. But she felt she had intruded
			enough for one day, and she felt bad at shocking him with the news that Flora had left
			this town pregnant. How could Flora have kept that from him when she’d called him
			her soulmate? Why would she go hiking and camping with Gregor when she was already
			seeing another man? Even worse was that she embarked on an affair with him later,
			knowing full well she was pregnant.

		Eva had been intending to tell Gregor about
			Flora taking her own life, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell him anything
			else upsetting. So she kept the conversation to lighter subjects, asking him about what
			places she should visit, and if she could come and see him again in a day or two.

		‘I’d like that,’ he said
			with a warm smile. ‘Why don’t you come and have dinner with me tomorrow?
			Grace will be very relieved to wriggle out of sitting with me all
			evening. Go and see Dena, then we can laugh about whatever she tells you.’

		On the way back to the hotel Eva spotted
			Dena’s sign on a street door next to a gift shop in the main street: ‘Madame
			Dena Psychic. Tarot, Astrology and I Ching’. The sign said ‘By appointment
			only’, so as soon as she reached the hotel she rang the number and arranged to see
			Dena at eleven the following morning.

		Back in her room, she felt both excited that
			she’d discovered so much today, but also sad. She had really liked Gregor and
			thought it was wonderful that he’d retained his sense of humour even when life had
			been so cruel to him. But her sadness wasn’t so much because of that, or because
			he wasn’t her father, but rather because her mother had been so devious and
			secretive.

		What else was she going to uncover about
			her?

		She really hoped this Dena woman might have
			something more uplifting to tell her.

		At eight that evening, before going down to
			the Chinese Restaurant to get a takeaway, she rang Phil. He was really pleased to hear
			from her, and wanted to know every last thing she’d done since leaving London.

		She gave him a brief synopsis, and he
			laughed about her having an appointment with a fortune-teller in the morning.

		‘I’m not going to tell her who I
			am,’ Eva said. ‘Well, not until after she’s done her thing. I’m
			looking forward to it.’

		‘Well, if she tells you there’s
			a tall dark man coming by train to meet you soon, you’ll know she does have
			powers,’ he said. ‘I think I should be able to get there on
			Saturday.’

		Eva gave a little squeal of pleasure.

		Phil laughed. ‘I thought you might do
			the “I vant to be alone” thing,’ he said in a Marlene Dietrich
			voice.

		‘Of course I don’t. I’m
			thrilled,’ she said eagerly. ‘There’s a station in Pitlochry,’
			she added, and gave him the hotel telephone number. She told him to ring and leave a
			message to say what time the train got in, so she could meet him at the station.

		Eva found it hard not to burst into
			laughter when she arrived for her appointment with Madame Dena the next day. The whole
			room was festooned with purple and lilac cheap nylon material. It was held in place on
			the ceiling by a Moroccan-style lantern, then fell in swathes down to what was probably
			a picture rail, before dropping down to the floor. It bore a passing resemblance to
			something from The Arabian Nights, and was not what anyone would expect in a
			small Scottish town.

		Dena sat at a small card table, and she was
			wearing an orange and purple Indian-style long jacket with a high collar, with a purple
			turban around her head fastened with an amber brooch. Maybe if she’d worn
			Indian-style trousers beneath the jacket she could have carried it off, but she was
			wearing jeans, and a pair of brown bedroom slippers.

		Gregor had said she was in her fifties, but
			in fairness she didn’t look it. Her face was virtually unlined, with a clear
			complexion. She was almost beautiful, with high cheekbones and very dark eyes like
			melted chocolate, but her nose was a little too big. A strand of hair escaping from the
			turban was dyed black, but Eva thought she might have been born with black hair because
			of the darkness of her eyes.

		She beckoned Eva in. ‘Come in, my
			dear, sit down and make yourself comfortable.’ Her voice was odd too, as if
			she’d trained herself to speak in that low, husky way and had ironed out any kind
			of accent.

		Eva sat down and the woman took her hands,
			holding them very lightly while looking intently at her. Eva felt uncomfortable being
			under such deep scrutiny and wondered what else she was in for.

		‘A tarot reading is right for
			you,’ Dena said after a few moments. She picked up the deck of cards and handed
			them to Eva. ‘Shuffle them well,’ she ordered. ‘And as you shuffle,
			think hard on the questions you want answers for today.’

		Eva shuffled them extremely well, continuing
			to do so even when Dena looked as if she wanted to take the cards from her. She played
			along with the game, silently asking who her father was, and where she should take her
			search from here.

		Dena held the stack of cards to her lips for
			a moment or two, then cut the pile, discarding one half. She did this again and then
			laid the top card down on the table, face up.

		Eva had been expecting traditional tarot
			pictures, but instead she was startled to see a picture of a snake. It was a beautiful
			picture, the colours bright as jewels, but she instinctively knew a snake was not a good
			image.

		‘Betrayal, dishonesty and
			guile,’ Dena intoned, placing it in the centre of the table. The next card was of
			an ox, in equally vivid colours. ‘Hardworking, strength, lacking in
			ambition,’ she said and placed it to the side of the snake card.

		A monkey came next, which meant mischief,
			speed and agility. There was an eagle, which the woman said represented the enemy. She
			went on until she had nine different animal cards in a circle around the snake.

		She looked hard at Eva again, then spent a
			few moments staring at the cards before her.

		‘The snake is at the centre of your
			anxiety,’ she said. ‘You have recently experienced the betrayal, dishonesty
			and guile which he represents.’

		Eva hadn’t for one moment expected to
			hear anything she could relate to, and for this woman to get right to the crux of what
			was on her mind was astounding. But she concentrated on not showing any reaction,
			maintaining what she hoped was a blank expression.

		‘This card,’ said Dena, pointing
			to a deer to the right of the snake, ‘represents you. The deer’s strength is
			its speed, sharp ears and its ability to sense danger. You are leaning on the strength
			of the ox and feel braver than is wise, especially when the monkey is creating mischief
			for you.’

		As she named the cards she touched them
			lightly with her index finger. She had rings on each of her fingers, and her long nails
			were painted blood red.

		‘The horse is righteousness, or the
			law. You will be put in a position where you have to choose between what is right,
			knowing it will bring trouble for others, or walking away from it, for the sake of those
			you hold dear. I can see from the other cards that this will be the hardest choice you
			will ever have to make.

		‘However, the tiger will strive to
			protect you, and he is very powerful. Sadly, though, he is no match for the
			eagle …’ She paused here, tapping the eagle card as if trying to work out
			this card’s place in the reading. ‘I must warn you, this is someone who
			seeks to hurt you. The eagle has the ability to swoop down and also soar away,
			suggesting to me that you will not see what is coming.’

		Eva thought this was all very dramatic and
			so slick – Dena had probably used the same patter to dozens of people. While the snake
			did appear to represent her mother, all the rest could be interpreted by almost anyone
			to fit problems they might be having.

		‘Why am I the deer card?’ she
			asked. She saw herself as rather more of a tiger.

		‘That position on the table is always
			the one which represents the person asking for a reading. The ox is the man in your
			life. You are compatible, each one’s strengths compensating for the other’s
			weakness.’

		‘Who is the tiger?’ Eva
			asked.

		Madame looked hard at her. ‘It is
			normally a father or elder brother. In your case I think it is someone who has, or will
			choose to, become your protector. The bluebird there,’ she said, pointing to a
			very pretty card she hadn’t mentioned before, ‘represents happiness, but the
			position he occupies means you are unable to recognize what, or who, it is that will
			bring you happiness.’

		‘And the rabbit? Eva asked.

		‘A vulnerable family member,’
			she said. ‘You have, or will have, someone who needs your help.’

		Eva assumed that was it, that the reading
			was over. But Dena took hold of Eva’s right hand and studied her palm.

		‘You have more courage and
			determination than others credit you with,’ she said. ‘Practical, and yet
			sensitive and artistic too. You have in the past strived to fit in with other people,
			often at the expense of your own needs. ‘

		‘Will I marry and have
			children?’ Eva couldn’t resist asking that.

		‘My gift is for guiding,’ the
			woman said sharply. ‘I cannot see into the future. But I can see that you have
			lost someone close to you recently and you have many unanswered questions.’

		‘How do I get the answers to these
			questions then?’

		‘They will come, but not all will be
			the answers you want.’

		Eva felt unable to keep up the pretence any
			longer. ‘I believe you were friends with my mother, back in 1969. Flora
			Foyle.’

		Eva expected the woman to look surprised and
			delighted. But instead her face tightened and there was alarm in her
			dark eyes. ‘I see you have inherited her guile,’ she said sharply, losing
			the deep huskiness. ‘Did she send you here to try to trip me up?’

		‘She couldn’t send me,
			she’s dead,’ Eva said. ‘But I suppose I should’ve introduced
			myself instead of getting you to do a reading for me. I’m sorry if I’ve
			upset you. But you’re right, I have a great many unanswered questions, and I had
			hoped you might know the answers to some of them.’

		‘I tried to help Flora, but she was
			cruel to me,’ the older woman said, the husky voice turning to a shrill whine. She
			clutched at the front of her jacket as if distressed. ‘Please go now, there is
			nothing I can tell you that will help you. Just take what I saw in the cards with
			you.’

		Eva got out her purse to pay, but the women
			waved it away. ‘I don’t want your money. I don’t want anything from
			you.’

		Eva was both bewildered and embarrassed.
			There was nothing to do but leave. ‘I’m staying at Brae Bank, should you
			have a change of heart,’ she said. ‘My name is Eva Patterson, and I’m
			truly sorry I’ve upset you. That wasn’t my intention.’

		Eva went for a walk along the river, shaken
			by the woman’s reaction to finding out who she was. What on earth had Flora done
			to her that was so bad she couldn’t put it aside even after more than twenty
			years?

		The whole animal thing was so strange too;
			she’d never heard of anyone else using such cards.

		Was she like a deer? And was Phil her ox?
			Was Sophie the family member who needed help? Was the law thing something to do with
			Myles? And this tiger who was going to protect her, who was that? Patrick? But who was
			the eagle, her enemy? Was that Andrew, or someone she hadn’t met yet?

		She had always laughed at people who believed
			the things psychics and fortune-tellers had told them. So why was she rerunning the
			things Madame Dena had said through her mind, and giving them credence?

		It was late afternoon when Eva returned to
			the hotel. Her feet were throbbing because she’d walked so far, and she wrenched
			off her trainers and socks and ran a bath.

		She had gone over and over what Dena had
			said during the card reading. However much she wanted to believe the woman was a
			complete charlatan, she couldn’t. Fortune-tellers basically told people the stuff
			they wanted to hear – that they were going to be successful, that love was around the
			corner. They wouldn’t stay in business for long if they told everyone sad or
			frightening things.

		Was it possible that Dena was the real
			thing?

		Grace was wearing a very elegant black
			dress when she opened the door to Eva at seven that evening, her blonde hair was pinned
			up, and she had a chunky glittery bracelet on her wrist. ‘He’s been champing
			at the bit, waiting for you to arrive,’ she said. ‘I hope he’s not
			going to bore you rigid. I noticed he’s dug out some old photograph
			albums.’

		‘I like looking at old photos,’
			Eva said. ‘And I’ve been looking forward to seeing him.’

		Grace raised one eyebrow as if in disbelief.
			‘You look lovely tonight. Shame you haven’t got someone young and handsome
			to take you out.’

		Eva laughed. She was wearing the turquoise
			dress she’d worn the night of her twenty-first birthday, and it looked much better
			now than it had then, because she was suntanned. ‘You look gorgeous too, and
			I’m quite happy to stay in with someone old but interesting,’ she said.

		‘I won’t tell him you said
			that,’ Grace said. ‘Go on in. The starters are on the
			table and the main course is in the heated trolley. I’m off out to see a
			friend.’

		Gregor did look very pleased to see her. The
			table in front of a big window overlooking the garden was beautifully laid with a white
			cloth, blue and white polka-dot napkins, silver cutlery, crystal glasses, candles and an
			arrangement of blue and white flowers.

		‘The table looks lovely,’ she
			said.

		‘I think Grace wanted to make sure you
			felt welcome. She said I was churlish yesterday.’

		‘You weren’t.’

		‘I was when she said she hoped I would
			marry Flora. It wasn’t meant to come out the way it did.’

		‘I think I’ve learned enough
			about Flora in the past few weeks to realize she was no saint,’ Eva said lightly.
			‘You can tell me the truth about her, Gregor. That is what I
			want.’

		‘What did Dena the crackpot tell
			you?’ he asked as he wheeled his chair over to a sideboard and poured them both a
			glass of wine. ‘Tell me about that first, it will get me in the mood.’

		Eva sat down on the sofa with her drink and
			launched into telling him about it.

		He was a very good listener, alert, asking
			the odd question here and there, and clearly taking it all in.

		‘She’s spooked you?’ he
			asked, as she rounded it off with how Dena had told her to leave. ‘I’m not
			exactly surprised, she’s an odd fish. Many people are convinced she really does
			have “powers”.’

		Eva smiled at the way he made the inverted
			commas with two fingers. ‘Yes, she did spook me. What on earth did Flora do to
			her?’

		‘She accused her very publicly of
			trying to take over her life, claimed that she was a latent lesbian and that she used her supposed “powers” to hide the fact she was a
			talentless blood-sucking leech.’

		Eva’s mouth fell open with shock.
			‘She actually said all that?’

		‘Yes, exactly that. It was at a
			Christmas party thrown by some friends of mine. At least twenty people witnessed it. I
			was appalled! We all were. Dena might be weird, but she didn’t warrant that kind
			of abuse. Dena ran out crying, and I told Flora to leave too. She said some horrible
			things to me and then stomped off. That was the main reason why I went away for
			Hogmanay. I realized that she had no feelings for me, and I wasn’t going to hang
			around and be humiliated in the way she’d humiliated Dena.’

		‘I’m sorry,’ Eva said.
			‘I can’t imagine her being like that. She always seemed more of a doormat
			than a firebrand.’

		‘Maybe Dena’s spells worked
			then,’ he said.

		‘Spells?’

		Gregor chuckled. ‘When I got back
			weeks later to find Flora had left Pitlochry, Dena was in the pub one night, pissed as a
			newt. She said she’d got even. She claimed she’d used her powers to make
			Flora suffer.’

		‘After the way she was with me today,
			I can almost believe that of her.’ Eva smiled. ‘Have you seen that room of
			hers? I half expected the Forty Thieves to jump out from behind the draped
			walls.’

		‘I have heard,’ he said, pulling
			a face. ‘But the tourists love it. She must be making a small fortune – though
			what she spends it on is a mystery. She lives in the room behind her office, rarely goes
			out and she doesn’t even have a car.’

		‘Maybe she sponsors a coven of
			witches?’ Eva giggled.

		Gregor grinned. ‘Let’s have
			dinner now and talk about something less spooky. Grace is a fantastic cook, and I know
			she went to a lot of trouble because of you. It’s her special goulash. She only makes it for people she likes, so I don’t get it
			much.’

		Gregor was such good company. Eva forgot he
			was in a wheelchair and middle-aged, because he was witty and interesting – and he
			didn’t talk down to her either. He talked about climbing, and how as a young man
			he’d been in a search-and-rescue team on the mountains. He showed absolutely no
			bitterness about his accident, but admitted he’d been careless.

		‘The only thing that makes me mad is
			people feeling sorry for me,’ he said. ‘Sometimes people talk to me as if
			I’m an imbecile because I’m in a wheelchair. I had a good run for my money,
			I climbed mountains all over the world, saw things most people only ever dream of. All
			that is still in my head, no one can take it away. Isn’t it better to be sitting
			in a wheelchair looking back on a life that was full of adventure, colour and
			mind-blowing sights, than to be able-bodied but looking back at a dull life, regretting
			that you never took a chance?’

		‘Yes, I suppose it is,’ she
			said.

		Both the starter of prawns marinated in
			garlic, chilli and coriander and the goulash were marvellous, and as they ate Eva
			confided her two ideas – one to open a guest house, and the other to become an interior
			designer. ‘The idea of having a guest house is only a few days old,’ she
			admitted. ‘I’m probably just being silly.’

		He asked her how she thought she could
			finance buying a guest house, and so she explained about the studio Flora had left to
			her. Now that the horror of her first night there was well in the past, she could tell
			the story and make it funny. He laughed with her, but then began to ask questions about
			why she went there in the middle of the night. Before she knew it, she was telling him
			the whole story – about Flora’s death, and Andrew telling her he wasn’t her
			father.

		‘Oh my goodness, Eva!’ he
			exclaimed. ‘And to think I took you for a girl who had never had a moment of
			insecurity or unhappiness in your whole short life. How wrong could I be?’

		‘Well, until I found Mum in the bath
			it hadn’t been such a bad one,’ she said. ‘You probably remember Mum
			was very fond of saying, “On every life a little rain must fall.” Although
			that seemed like an absolute torrent …’

		‘It is not something any young girl
			should have to see,’ Gregor said. He looked very thoughtful, as if he was mulling
			over something in the past. ‘You know, Eva, I was always afraid that’s what
			Flora would do. When she first came here I half expected to get a call one day to say
			she’d been found in the river. It wasn’t that she was always gloomy or
			tearful, nothing tangible to point to anything wrong. But there was an aura about her,
			like a sadness that took her off somewhere else. I did my best to encourage her to talk
			about whatever it was. That was why I took her out for long hikes. We even camped out in
			the mountains sometimes. She was lively, chatty, fun to be with, but every now and then
			I’d see this expression on her face …’

		He paused. He looked as if he was searching
			for the right expression to describe it.

		‘Have you been at a prize-giving when
			you thought you were going to get one?’ he asked Eva.

		‘No, I was never in line for any
			prizes,’ she said.

		‘Well, imagine it then. You are
			sitting there, expecting your name to be called. But someone else’s is read out.
			You have to adjust your face, to hide your disappointment and look glad for the person
			who has won. Flora often had that kind of look. Dena saw it more than I did. I think she
			might even have found out the reason for it, and that was why Flora attacked her
			verbally that Christmas.’

		‘But you did love her?’

		‘I certainly thought it was love
			then,’ he sighed. ‘When I was away from her I thought about her all the
			time. Yet when we were together I was frustrated by the distance she kept between us. I
			used to beg her to tell me what she wanted, but she’d just make a joke of it. Once
			she said she wanted a golden eagle’s tail feather.’

		That jolted Eva; she remembered hearing
			Flora say it to Andrew once. There had been many times when Eva had seen a similar
			pensive expression on her mother’s face to the one Gregor had described. Yet when
			asked if something was troubling her, she always laughed it off.

		‘Was she painting while she was
			here?’ Eva asked.

		Gregor nodded. ‘Yes, and selling some
			of her work, both here and in Edinburgh. She told me once that a gallery in London
			wanted to put on an exhibition of her work, but she didn’t feel inclined to get
			back into what she called “the London scene”. I did wonder if that was
			because of someone from her past. She certainly didn’t seem to be motivated by
			making money from her art.’

		After they’d finished the meal Gregor
			wheeled his chair over to a coffee table and picked up a photograph album.

		‘I dug this out this morning,’
			he said. ‘There aren’t many pictures of Flora, she tore up all the ones she
			didn’t like. Until today I hadn’t looked at them for about eighteen years,
			and a lot of good memories came back.’

		He turned the pages till he came to one of
			Flora kneeling beside a stream filling a bowl with water. It was a black and white
			picture; Flora was wearing jeans and a thick Fair Isle sweater, and her hair was fixed
			up on the top of her head, the loose curls looking very pretty. She obviously
			didn’t know he was taking the picture, and her face was soft and relaxed.

		‘She was lovely, wasn’t
			she?’ Eva said.

		‘Yes, very much so. All my best
			memories of her are like this one. She loved camping, she didn’t do that prissy
			thing most women do about getting wet or mucky. She liked camp-fires, watching the
			sunset, hearing owls hoot at night. That day was the one she told me about her parents
			in Cornwall. I got the idea she felt guilty that she hadn’t made the effort to
			sort out the grievances she had with them before they died. She told me they left her
			their cottage and some money, and that with hindsight maybe she should’ve gone to
			live there and reconciled herself with the past.’

		‘Maybe, as she had lost a baby then,
			she finally understood why her mother was so odd with her,’ Eva suggested.
			‘When was this picture taken?’

		Gregor slid it out of the plastic folder and
			looked on the back. ‘The 29th of August, 1969. Near Glencoe. I remember we got
			badly bitten by midges. We went over to the coast the following day to get away from
			them.’

		‘So she must have been pregnant
			then?’ Eva said.

		‘I suppose she must’ve been, if
			you were born the following April. But she certainly didn’t say or do anything to
			suggest she was. You’d think someone who had miscarried would be careful with the
			next pregnancy, but she was climbing up rocks, running and jumping. We walked miles
			too.’

		Gregor turned the pages to a photo of Flora
			in the garden of the cottage. She was wearing just a man’s shirt, with her legs
			bare and her hair tumbling over her shoulders. She looked so young and beautiful.
			‘I took that one right after our first night together. That was a few weeks after
			the trip to Glencoe.’

		Eva wanted to ask if he’d noticed she
			had a tummy. But he was looking at the picture as if reliving the night, and she
			couldn’t bring herself to.

		‘Do you get on alright with Dena?’
			she asked instead. ‘If you do, could you ring her and talk her round, about me?
			Try and get her to agree to meet me again?’

		He smiled. ‘I’ll give it a go.
			That is, if you’ll let me look at Flora’s diary. I might be able to see
			something in it that you’ve missed.’

		Eva agreed, and then looked through his
			album at the pictures of him. She couldn’t imagine why her mother hadn’t
			fallen head over heels in love with him, as he looked so tasty in his climbing gear.

		She told him a little about Phil and said he
			was coming up to join her on Saturday. ‘May I bring him to meet you? He’s
			not my boyfriend, just a friend, but I’m beginning to think it’s time I
			pushed things on to another level.’

		‘There’s nothing wrong with
			waiting until you are sure,’ Gregor said. ‘I feel kind of sorry for kids
			these days, courtship and wooing seems to have disappeared. In films and on TV girl
			meets boy and they leap into bed. It seems to be expected now. But where’s the
			romance in that?’

		Grace coming in made Eva realize it was
			getting late, and she said she must go. She left after thanking Gregor for a lovely
			evening, promising to bring the diary round the next day.

		Back at the hotel, on an impulse, Eva rang
			Ben. She had rung the number he’d given her in Leeds several times, but he’d
			never been in. But this time he was, and he was very pleased to hear from her.

		She told him she was in Scotland, and why.
			When he’d come to London for the weekend she had intended to show him their
			mother’s diaries. But because he was out most of the time with his friend, she
			hadn’t even told him about them. He was eager to talk to her now, and so she
			explained how she was trying to find out who her father was, and a great deal more about
			Flora.

		‘Dad must know,’ he said.
			‘People tell each other that sort of stuff when they get involved.’

		‘I’m not going to ask him
			anything,’ she said. ‘I don’t ever want to speak to him
			again.’

		‘I could ask him,’ Ben said.
			‘I don’t have to say I’m asking for you, I’ll just make out
			I’m curious.’

		Eva agreed it was worth a try, and gave Ben
			the hotel number in case he managed to get anything useful out of Andrew. She was
			touched that her brother wanted to help. He said he’d spoken to Sophie just a
			couple of days ago, and that she seemed more rational and had even admitted she missed
			Eva.

		‘She failed the audition for drama
			college, and she hates Rachel, Dad’s girlfriend,’ Ben said. ‘She said
			that they’d had a huge row – Rachel said she was selfish and rude and that Dad
			should cut her down to size.’

		‘I wouldn’t disagree with
			that,’ Eva said. ‘But what’s she going to do now?’

		‘Well, she did say she was going to
			college in September to resit her A levels, so I think she got a wake-up call from
			somewhere.’

		‘Next time you speak to her, will you
			tell her I haven’t phoned her because I’m afraid Andrew will answer? Give
			her my phone number in London, and tell her I’d love her to come for a
			weekend,’ Eva said.

		‘You should phone her tonight,’
			Ben said. ‘I know she’s in, because we spoke earlier. And Dad is staying
			over at Rachel’s. But look, Eva, I’m sorry I didn’t treat you very
			well when I came to London,’ he added. ‘It was only afterwards that I
			realized I was out of order.’

		‘All three of us were pretty screwed
			up by Mum’s death,’ Eva said. ‘What’s important now is to move
			on and make lives for ourselves. I think Mum would have wanted us to stick
			together.’

		He told her a little about a restaurant he was
			working in until he started at university, but then Eva’s money ran out and she
			had no more change.

		She was halfway up the stairs to her room
			when she suddenly thought she ought to get more change and phone Sophie right now. It
			was doubtful she’d gone to bed, as she had always been a night owl.

		Armed with more change from the
			receptionist, Eva phoned The Beeches.

		Sophie answered it after only two rings, but
			her disappointment that it was only her sister was obvious. ‘What do you
			want?’ she asked.

		‘I just wanted to know how you
			are,’ Eva said. ‘I miss you. Ben told me you were going back to resit your A
			levels. I was glad to hear that.’

		‘Why were you?’ Sophie’s
			voice had a hard edge. ‘So I have to stay stuck in this house for another
			year?’

		‘Of course not. I was thinking of you
			being able to go to university, like Ben.’

		‘I don’t want to go to
			university. I want to be an actress.’

		Eva wished she hadn’t rung, as it was
			quite clear Sophie was angry about something. She didn’t dare say she already knew
			that she’d failed the audition. ‘Maybe you could join a drama group in
			Cheltenham while you are doing the resits?’ she suggested.

		‘As if I’d want to join one of
			those crummy amateur things!’

		‘I can’t say anything right to
			you, so I’d better ring off,’ Eva said. ‘All I wanted to do was put
			things right between us. I know it’s tough for you there on your own. Ben’s
			got my home phone number if you ever want to talk. And I hope whoever you were expecting
			to call tonight does ring.’

		As Eva went up to her room she didn’t
			feel too badly about Sophie’s reaction to her. She’d
			caught her at a bad moment, and maybe in a day or two she’d come round. At least
			Ben had been pleased to hear from her. The day might not have started well with Dena
			being so peculiar with her, but she’d had a lovely evening with Gregor.

		As Flora had been very fond of saying,
			‘You are stuck with relatives. Thank God we have friends.’

	
		
Chapter Fifteen

		Eva had just showered and got dressed the
			following morning, when there was a frantic knock on her room door. She opened it and to
			her surprise it was Dena. She was wearing a grey tracksuit, her black hair scraped back
			from her face with one long, untidy plait over her right shoulder, as if she’d
			just got out of bed. She looked wild-eyed and manic.

		‘I had to come here,’ she said,
			panting as if she’d run up the stairs. ‘I couldn’t sleep for worrying
			about you.’

		It was just after eight. Eva had intended to
			have breakfast and then go for a drive and explore. While what Dena said suggested a
			change of heart, her appearance, and her arriving so early in the morning, was a little
			scary.

		‘There’s no need to worry about
			me,’ Eva said. ‘But I am very glad you called round because I owe you an
			apology. I should have told you right off who I was, and I’m sorry it made me seem
			devious. Come in, I could make us some tea.’

		Eva pulled up the bedclothes so Dena could
			sit down on the bed, then filled the kettle in the bathroom and rinsed out the
			teacups.

		Dena was clenching and unclenching her
			hands, and looking around the room as if she half expected someone to jump out on
			her.

		‘I dare say some people have told you
			I’m a fraud,’ she blurted out. ‘But I do see things in the cards, and
			all I do is pass on what I’ve seen. I was disturbed by what I saw in yours, and
			then when you told me who you were I panicked.’

		‘Gregor Hamilton told me last night
			that Flora was very nasty to you, so I understood then why you reacted
			as you did,’ Eva replied, wanting to put the woman at her ease. She somehow
			doubted that was possible, though. Dena looked as tightly strung as a violin.

		‘Did Flora commit suicide?’ she
			asked in little more than a whisper.

		‘What makes you think that?’ Eva
			asked.

		‘Because I felt it, after you’d
			gone yesterday. I felt it in here.’ She put her hand on her heart, her large dark
			eyes very troubled.

		‘Yes, she did, Dena,’ Eva
			replied. ‘Back in March.’

		‘And you came to me hoping to find out
			why?’

		‘No, I wouldn’t expect you to
			know, not when you haven’t seen her for twenty-odd years. And after what I heard
			she said to you I wouldn’t have blamed you if you hadn’t wanted to speak to
			me.’

		‘It doesn’t matter what happened
			between Flora and me,’ she said. ‘But it does matter that you are searching
			for answers, and that you hoped I might have them.’

		Eva thought the woman was frighteningly
			intense. But she saw no point in beating about the bush, so she explained as concisely
			as she could the circumstances of Flora’s death, and the events which followed
			it.

		The older woman’s eyes filled up with
			tears; they spilled out down her thin cheeks like a waterfall. ‘How
			terrible,’ she gasped. ‘I am so sorry. I loved her, you know. I knew she
			didn’t feel as strongly about me. I think she felt I was hanging on her
			coat-tails. But whatever passed between us, it makes me very sad to think she
			didn’t find lasting happiness.’

		‘There seem to be so many
			discrepancies between the mother I knew and loved, and the younger Flora Foyle,’
			Eva explained. ‘This is mainly why I came looking for answers. You see, I saw her
			as kind, maternal, a person who liked solitude, and yet that seems to
			be almost the exact opposite of how others saw her. I also don’t know who my real
			father is, and I hoped to find out here – where I was presumably conceived. Did you know
			she was pregnant with me that night she said such awful things to you?’

		‘No!’ Dena exclaimed.

		Her stunned expression was evidence she was
			speaking the truth.

		‘Well, she was. I was born in April
			1970.’

		‘Why didn’t she tell me?’
			Dena’s voice rose to an indignant squeak. ‘I can understand most things
			about her, but not that. She was grieving over the baby she’d lost when I first
			met her, she cried about it a great deal and I comforted her and tried to help her
			through her grief. She must have known I would be overjoyed for her that she’d got
			pregnant again. It’s not as if I was the kind to be disapproving that she
			wasn’t married.’

		‘She was secretive with everyone, even
			her children. You mustn’t take that personally.’

		It was obvious Dena was taking it
			personally; she looked crushed. ‘Gregor Hamilton must be your father then,’
			she said.

		‘No, Dena, that’s part of the
			mystery. It seems there was nothing between Mum and Gregor until after she had got
			pregnant. Do you know of any other man she was seeing?’

		Dena made a despairing gesture with her
			hands. ‘There wasn’t anyone. Well, obviously there must have been. But she
			never told me, and I never suspected there was anyone else in her life.’

		‘Did you notice her getting fatter
			towards that Christmas of 1969? Gregor said she was as slender as she’d always
			been, but men often don’t notice such things – especially if she took to wearing
			baggy clothes. Did she do that?’

		‘I don’t recall her looking any
			different. On Christmas Eve she was wearing a long emerald-green velvet dress, with a
			loose beaded jacket over it. I suppose that might have hidden a bump, but then lots of
			women don’t show until the last couple of months with their first baby. All I
			recall clearly about that night was the cruel insults …’ Dena paused, her
			lower lip trembling as if she was going to cry. ‘That was the last time I saw her.
			I made sure I didn’t run into her. I didn’t even know she’d left
			Pitlochry until Gregor told me she’d gone. She left without a word to
			anyone.’

		Eva could hear raw grief in this
			woman’s voice. As it was now two decades later, she wondered what Dena had been
			like when she found out Flora had left. But she wasn’t going to ask; she thought
			that might open a floodgate of tears.

		‘Well, do you have any idea who my
			father could be?’ she asked instead.

		‘None. He can’t have been from
			around here, or I would’ve known. And anyway, she was scornful of all the local
			men. Except Gregor, of course, but she treated him badly too. She had such a vicious
			streak! She reminded me sometimes of a cat playing with a mouse, she thought it was
			funny to tease and lead men on.’

		Eva winced. That wasn’t the kind of
			image she wanted to have of her mother as a young woman.

		‘You didn’t like to hear that,
			did you?’ Dena asked, cocking her head to one side like a bird. ‘But it is
			true. I’ll tell you now, you must give up delving into Flora’s past.
			It’s better that you remember her as she was, as your mother, because I’m
			sure you saw the very best side of her.’

		‘I can’t give it up, I need to
			know,’ Eva insisted.

		‘There was a warning in the
			cards.’ Dena reached forward and grabbed Eva’s hands. ‘I didn’t
			know who you were then, or what it was about, yet even so it scared me. The snake card
				can mean many things, none of them good. One interpretation is the
			sleeping serpent: disturb it at your peril, for once its secrets are uncovered they will
			not be contained.’

		Eva loosened herself from Dena’s grip
			and turned to make the tea. She couldn’t make up her mind if the woman was barking
			mad or just delusional.

		‘I am not going to give up,’ she
			said firmly as she handed Dena her tea. ‘It is important to me to find out about
			my mother, and hopefully to find my father.’

		‘Then you must be prepared for more
			heartache,’ Dena said. She put down the tea without drinking it and stood up.
			‘I sensed something very bad in your cards. I knew this bad thing hadn’t
			been done by you. But once you told me Flora was dead, I knew it was her. I am positive
			now that whatever it was, it was the reason she took her own life. Trust my instinct,
			Eva, and leave the sleeping serpent alone. No good will come of prodding it awake, it
			will put you in danger.’

		She was out of the door so fast Eva barely
			saw her move. Eva just stood there, too stunned to run after her and beg for further
			explanation.

		That same evening there was a knock on her
			door just as she was settling down to read Scruples by Judith Krantz, which
			she’d found that afternoon in a charity shop. She remembered people raving about
			it when it came out, but she’d never got around to reading it. She opened her door
			to find it was the receptionist, who said there was a telephone call for her.

		Eva had wanted to lose herself in a book, as
			she’d felt disturbed all day by what Dena had said. Her rational mind told her the
			woman was a dramatic crank who got some kind of perverse kick out of giving sinister and
			even threatening messages. Yet the image of a sleeping serpent was a strong and insidious one, and she couldn’t quite shake off the feeling
			that maybe Dena was on the level.

		Assuming the phone call was from her – Phil
			had said he doubted he’d be able to ring this evening, as he was working late –
			she ran down the stairs to take the call. She hoped Dena wanted to apologize for how
			she’d behaved, or had remembered something about Flora. The receptionist said she
			could take the call on an extension at the end of the reception desk.

		But the instant she picked up the phone and
			heard the familiar deep voice saying, ‘Eva, is that you?’ she trembled.
			Andrew was the one person she had never expected to hear from again. Especially here in
			Scotland.

		‘Yes, it’s Eva. Is there
			something wrong with Sophie or Ben?’ She assumed that would be the only reason he
			would call her.

		‘No, at least not aside from you
			filling Ben’s head with foolishness, and pestering Sophie,’ he said sharply.
			‘What is all this about secret diaries of your mother’s?’

		Eva’s stomach turned a nervous
			somersault. Ben had promised that he would only ask discreet questions of his father. He
			wasn’t supposed to tell him about the diaries, or where she was. She’d only
			given Ben the phone number of the hotel in case he wanted to ring her back; the last
			thing she expected was for him to pass it on.

		‘I found them in the attic at the
			studio,’ she said. ‘Why do you call it foolishness for Ben and I to be
			curious about our mother?’

		‘It’s unhealthy and unnecessary.
			If she wanted you to know anything more about her, she would have told you.’

		‘So why did she leave the diaries in a
			place she knew I would eventually find them?’

		‘What’s in them?’ he
			asked. His voice rasped, as if he hated having to ask.

		‘That would be telling,’ she said
			lightly. ‘Lots of stuff about you, and some of it very worrying,’ she
			lied.

		It felt good to get one over on him; she
			hoped he’d be worrying about it all night.

		When he didn’t come back with a
			retort, she knew she’d got him. ‘Thanks for ringing, I must get back to the
			diary. I’m in 1970 now. Tomorrow I’m planning to go and visit some of the
			places she mentions.’

		She put the phone down and turned to the
			receptionist. ‘If Mr Andrew Patterson rings again to speak to me, tell him
			I’ve left the hotel.’

		As Eva opened the door through to the
			staircase which led to the guest rooms, she heard the phone ring again. She paused,
			thinking that it was Andrew again, and looked back to the receptionist, who was
			answering it.

		‘Will you hold the line a moment,
			sir?’ she said. Putting her hand over the receiver, she asked Eva if she wanted to
			speak to a Mr Marsh.

		‘Oh yes,’ Eva assured her, and
			rushed back to the extension line gleefully.

		‘That was quick,’ Phil said when
			she answered. ‘Were you sitting on the reception desk?’

		‘A lucky break, I was just
			nearby,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Though if I’d known you were going to
			ring, I would’ve been camped by the phone.’

		‘I’m on a quick break so I
			can’t chat, much as I’d like to. Just wanted to say I’m definitely
			coming on Saturday afternoon, if that’s OK with you?’

		Eva’s heart did a flip with
			excitement. ‘That’s marvellous. Of course it’s more than OK, I
			can’t wait to see you.’

		Phil chuckled. ‘Well, that was a good
			response, because I can’t wait to see you too. I think the train gets into
			Pitlochry at about four thirty in the afternoon. I’ll double-check tomorrow and ring and leave a message for you. I’m frantically
			trying to finish this job, so I’ve got to go now. I’m looking forward to
			hearing all your news.’

		Eva went back upstairs bubbling with
			excitement, Andrew and Dena forgotten. Phil had been on her mind a great deal since
			she’d left London, often imagining erotic scenarios. She had a feeling that their
			relationship was about to change, and she couldn’t be more pleased about it.

		As Eva got ready to meet Phil on Saturday
			afternoon she had butterflies in her stomach. She’d had her hair trimmed and
			blow-dried that morning, had her legs waxed, painted her toenails, and bought a new set
			of undies, just in case.

		She smiled at herself in the mirror as she
			put on some lipstick. Her appearance in a blue T-shirt and jeans was perfect – she
			looked good, but she didn’t appear to have tried too hard. She’d also booked
			a room in the hotel for him. That would save her any potential embarrassment when he
			first got here.

		‘Stay cool,’ she reminded
			herself. ‘Let him do the chasing.’

		An hour later, as she stood on the platform
			at Pitlochry and saw Phil step out of the train, her resolve to be cool vanished and she
			ran to hug him. It was only a week since she’d last seen him, but he seemed
			bigger, more handsome, and his returned hug was as enthusiastic as her own.

		‘I feel like bursting into
			“I’d walk a million miles for one of your smiles”,’ he joked.
			‘Maybe I ought to write one called “I went four hundred miles on the train
			to see her again”?’

		‘It hasn’t got the same snappy
			quality.’ She laughed. ‘But I’m really glad you came.’

		She tucked her hand under his arm as they
			left the station. ‘I’ve got heaps to tell you,’ she said. ‘But
			Gregor invited us up for supper with him tonight. I can phone and
			cancel if you don’t fancy it.’

		‘I’m easy,’ he said.
			‘As long as we can do what we like the rest of the holiday.’

		‘I think I’m done here
			now,’ she said. ‘I thought we could drive further north tomorrow. Maybe we
			could go to Glencoe.’

		Eva’s premonition was right. Even as
			they walked out of the station to her car, she felt something different between them. He
			ruffled her hair affectionately, and she tucked her hand through his arm. She wanted to
			get closer still.

		After he’d seen his room, which was on
			the floor beneath hers, they went out for a walk down by the river, then stopped to have
			tea and cake in a cafe. She told him about both the visit from Dena and the call from
			Andrew.

		‘I want to dismiss Dena as a
			nutter,’ she said. ‘But there’s something about her that makes me
			think she really does sense things. As for Andrew, why is he so worried about the
			diaries? You don’t get in a flap about something if you’ve got nothing to
			hide, do you?’

		‘No, you don’t,’ Phil
			agreed, and then frowned as if worried. ‘You might ask something like “What
			did she say about me?” but you wouldn’t assume she’d written something
			damaging. It also strikes me as odd that he couldn’t stop himself from phoning
			you, given that you’ve had no contact with him since you left home. It looks like
			Ben put the wind up him, asking awkward questions.’

		‘And what do you think about
			Dena?’

		He shrugged. ‘Well, I’ve never
			believed in all that tarot and stuff. But she does, and therefore she is convincing. Do
			you believe your mum did something bad?’

		‘I don’t know. I don’t
			want to believe it. And anyway, what can it be? She murdered someone? She robbed a bank?
			I can’t see her doing either of those. What do we know so far?
			She was mean to Patrick, abusive to Dena and heartless with Gregor. But I can’t
			see anyone killing themselves over twenty years later because of that.’

		‘No, but she got pregnant by someone
			she didn’t want anyone to know about. Someone prominent, maybe? And also married?
			Was it possible she stopped painting because she was afraid he or someone connected with
			him would be able to trace her through that?’

		That hadn’t occurred to Eva. She
			thought about it for a moment. ‘But if that was the case, she wasn’t likely
			to go back to live at her old address in London. She could be found straight away
			there.’

		‘Umm. We’re missing something.
			I’ve got a feeling Andrew knows, though, and he’s running scared you are
			going to find out about it.’

		Eva changed into a pink dress and high
			heels when they got back to the hotel. When she met up with Phil in reception, just
			before seven, he’d shaved and put on a short-sleeved white shirt and navy-blue
			trousers. As they walked to Gregor’s house he took her hand in his. Just the
			sensation of his warm, big, calloused hand against her far smaller one sent delicious
			shivers down her spine. She glanced up at him and he grinned. But by then they were at
			the gate of Gregor’s house and she realized she was going to have to spend the
			whole evening thinking, ‘Will he, won’t he?’

		His grin said that he was totally aware of
			this.

		Grace was joining them for dinner too. Eva
			introduced Phil to both Gregor and his sister as her ‘ox’ and everyone
			laughed. Grace looked him up and down approvingly and added that she thought he looked
			more like a sleek panther.

		‘There’ve been a couple of
			developments,’ Gregor said, once Grace had poured them all a
			drink. ‘First, I called in a favour from a friend who works at the doctor’s.
			It was completely wrong of me, because it’s totally against the law for anyone to
			divulge anything on medical records, even if they are the records of a patient who no
			longer uses the practice. But I thought, as Flora is dead, it wouldn’t do any harm
			to know what was on her file. However, this information mustn’t go outside this
			room, as it could cause a lot of trouble for my friend.’

		‘OK,’ she said warily. ‘My
			lips are sealed.’

		‘He has a finger in every pie in
			town.’ Grace sniggered. ‘God only knows what he has found out about me over
			the years!’

		Gregor ignored that remark. ‘Guess
			what I’ve discovered?’

		‘Flora had antenatal
			appointments?’ Eva said.

		‘No, that’s just it. There is no
			mention on her file of pregnancy.’

		‘As I told Gregor earlier, that
			doesn’t mean much,’ Grace said. ‘She was a hippy chick, she probably
			thought it was all so natural she didn’t need to.’

		‘But she’d lost a baby
			before,’ Eva said. ‘Would any woman who’d been through that take any
			chances with the next one?’

		‘That’s what I thought,’
			Gregor said. ‘She got Valium for depression on her first visit, a high dosage. She
			saw the doc again for a repeat prescription, and also sleeping tablets, but nothing more
			until January 1970, when she went back for more Valium again. But there was nothing
			about pregnancy.’

		‘If she was having a prominent and
			influential man’s baby, he might have paid for her to go private to keep it
			hush-hush,’ Phil suggested.

		‘That’s possible,’ Gregor
			said thoughtfully. ‘But I can’t imagine Flora doing that, she wasn’t
			the type. She was a socialist through and through, didn’t
			approve of private schools or private doctors and dentists. And surely she
			shouldn’t have been taking antidepressants during pregnancy?’

		‘Did people think of that kind of
			thing then?’ Eva asked. ‘Women used to smoke and drink and no one thought
			anything of it, so I doubt they worried about antidepressants either.’

		‘But she would have been booked into a
			hospital for the birth,’ Gregor said. ‘Do you know where you were born,
			Eva?’

		‘Only that it was in London. Mum never
			said which hospital, or anything about it.’

		‘That’s odd,’ Grace said.
			‘Women usually talk about their birth experiences, both to their friends and their
			children. I mean, it’s one of the biggest events in any woman’s life. My
			boys aren’t interested but on their birthdays I usually say something, even if
			it’s just that I couldn’t believe how beautiful they were.’

		‘My mum often talks about it. She had
			me at home,’ Phil said. ‘Dad said she was hanging washing on the line the
			next day.’

		Gregor nodded. ‘Our mother had both
			Grace and me at home too. It was me who called the doctor and midwife when Grace started
			to come. Mother used to tell Grace how I hung around her crib like a guard
			dog.’

		‘And how you nearly dropped me on the
			stairs!’ Grace added. ‘He was trying to be helpful, bringing me down when I
			was crying.’

		‘Flora wasn’t one for talking
			about things like that.’ Eva felt a bit sad that she’d never been told
			little stories about her birth. But given that Flora wasn’t the reminiscing kind,
			she wanted to defend her. ‘She did keep a kind of journal of pictures she drew of me as a baby. It’s beautiful – I wish I’d brought it
			with me now to show you. Ben and Sophie were born in the hospital in Cheltenham. I
			remember going to see her there with Andrew.’

		‘Well, let’s move on to the
			other development,’ Gregor said. ‘I read through the part of the diary that
			comes after she was here in Pitlochry, where she wrote: “Thought of staying in M
			but couldn’t face another hellhole.” I think she’s talking about
			Moffat. I remember she said she stayed there on her way here and thought Moffat was
			lovely, but the guest house was awful. So I reckon that “C”, the place she
			did stay at, was Carlisle. It’s a logical place to stay overnight on the way
			south, but there’s more. That photo you left in the diary, Eva, the one of the row
			of shops.’

		‘It’s in Carlisle?’

		‘Yes. I got a magnifying glass on it.
			I could just make out the name Huggett above one of the empty shops. There was a
			Huggetts which sold harnesses, saddles and other riding paraphernalia in Carlisle. It
			closed down years ago, but it was quite well known back in the 1950s and 1960s. My
			father used to order things from there.’

		‘How great.’ Eva grinned.
			‘I fancied going to Carlisle anyway, on the way home. I wonder why she took the
			picture? There’s a painting of it back home too.’

		‘Maybe she took a photo so she could
			paint the scene later,’ Grace said.

		‘A funny thing to want to
			paint,’ Eva said.

		‘I thought that too, Eva.’
			Gregor frowned. ‘I only ever saw her drawing or painting beautiful things – views,
			gardens, trees. And the castle would be the most obvious place to paint in Carlisle. But
			also, why did she end the diary there? Could something have happened to her
			there?’

		‘I thought it was odd the way the
			diary just ended,’ Eva agreed. ‘I know we all kept diaries
			as kids and they just fizzled out, usually by the end of February, but she’d been
			keeping hers going for years. Why not carry it on until I was born?’

		‘I can’t help but think that row
			of shops is a clue,’ Gregor said. ‘Maybe we should take it to Dena and let
			her “powers” give us the answer.’

		Everyone laughed at that, and it reminded
			Eva to tell them about Dena’s surprise visit to the hotel. ‘She was in a
			right old state,’ she said, quickly running though the gist of what was said.
			‘She maintained Flora killed herself because of something bad that she’d
			done. She almost had me convinced.’

		There was a little discussion on this, and
			both Gregor and Grace felt that Dena was overexcitable and out of touch with
			reality.

		‘Getting back to Carlisle and why
			Flora stopped writing in her diary,’ Phil said, ‘maybe she met her man
			there. That could explain it. Perhaps she was just too engrossed in him to
			write?’

		Gregor and Grace both agreed that was
			likely.

		‘But she only went to Carlisle because
			she’d had a bad experience in Moffat,’ Eva argued. ‘Why mention
			another place if you’ve already arranged an assignation?’

		‘Ah, now we’re getting to the
			bad thing she did,’ Phil said, his eyes twinkling with mischief. ‘Maybe the
			man met her there, told her he was dumping her and she killed him and buried him under
			the floor in that empty shop. Then she took a photo of the place and later painted it as
			a kind of memorial to him.’

		Eva was drinking her wine but she laughed
			and spluttered it down her chin.

		‘Steady on, Eva!’ Grace said.
			‘Sherlock’s just cracked the case.’

		‘So we can all have our dinner now
			then.’ Gregor laughed as he wheeled his chair over to the table. ‘And I
			thought it was we Scots who were supposed to be canny!’

		‘That was such a good evening,’
			Phil said as he and Eva walked back rather unsteadily to the hotel.

		There had been no more talk about Flora.
			Gregor told them climbing stories, Grace talked about her time in London in her early
			twenties, Phil offered up a few hilarious anecdotes about builders, and Eva told them
			how Phil had stopped the man who tried to rob her. They had all laughed a great deal and
			drunk too much.

		‘Gregor is amazing,’ Phil said.
			‘I don’t think I’d have much to laugh about if I had to spend the rest
			of my life in a wheelchair.’

		‘I wish he had turned out to be my
			dad,’ Eva said. ‘But then I like Patrick too. Mum had pretty good taste in
			men – well, except for Andrew. But I’m not going to talk about that any more, the
			rest of this holiday is just going to be fun.’

		Phil stopped suddenly, put his arms around
			her and kissed her.

		It was the best kiss ever. While he’d
			taken her by surprise, it was the perfect moment for it. All her nerve endings began
			tingling, her pulse raced, and she found herself melting into his arms as if that was
			where she belonged.

		‘Umm,’ he murmured as they came
			up for air. He was still holding her tightly but covering her upturned face with little
			kisses. ‘This Scottish air seems to be making my heart beat faster.’

		‘Mine too,’ she whispered.
			‘I think we might need to lie down in a darkened room.’

		‘Together?’ he asked, rubbing
			his nose against hers.

		‘If you think you could bear
			it,’ she said.

		‘I’m brave enough to try,’
			he said. Then, taking her hand, he began running down the hill, pulling her along, and
			he didn’t stop till they got to the hotel.

		‘Why the rush?’ she asked as
			they slowed down at the steps up to the door.

		‘To make sure you don’t have
			time to change your mind,’ he said. Putting one hand on either side of her face,
			he kissed her again tenderly. ‘You must know I’ve wanted you from the first
			day we met. I’m crazy about you, Eva.’

		All the past sadness, hurt and anxiety, and
			all those years of believing that she was plain and unlovable just faded away at his
			words. She knew him, he’d been her friend when she most needed one, had helped
			her, supported and encouraged her. She could trust him, she didn’t have a
			moment’s fear that he’d wake up in the morning and regret it.

		He kept stopping to kiss her all the way up
			to her room, red-hot kisses that made her want to pull his shirt out of his jeans and
			stroke that brown silky body she’d admired so often when he was plastering.

		A middle-aged couple came along the landing
			as they got to the second floor, and looked affronted to see young people canoodling on
			the stairs. Eva ran the rest of the way to her room giggling.

		Everything about the seduction was perfect;
			there might not have been candlelight and satin sheets, but every kiss and caress was
			beautiful. He took it slowly, undressing her as if he was unwrapping something fragile
			and valuable.

		‘Your hair smells so good,’ he
			murmured into it. ‘You’ve got such a great body too. I want this night to
			last for ever.’

		It did seem to last for ever, waves of
			pleasure which went on and on, gradually reaching a crescendo of white-hot passion. But
			Phil showed so much tenderness, and it made Eva cry.

		Tod had been an accomplished lover, he knew
			all the right buttons to push, but experience was nothing compared to being made love to
			by a man whose heart was truly in it. Phil kissed and stroked every inch of her body,
			making her moan for more and then plead with him to come inside her. But again and again
			he only smiled at her while continuing to pleasure her until she came.

		When he finally entered her it was the most
			incredible sensation she had ever known. He was big, and he moved her around, on top of
			him, to the side, sitting astride him, sitting up and from behind, before finally
			getting on top of her again, holding her hips as if he never wanted to let go of her.
			The ecstasy went on and on till they both came together.

		They were sticky with perspiration, the
			sheets were damp and twisted beneath them, but sated at last they clung together as one,
			whispering endearments.

		Later they straightened out the sheets, then
			curled up together. She loved the way he ran his fingers through her hair, his deep,
			satisfied sighs. ‘You are like a little deer,’ he whispered. ‘So small
			and so pretty.’

		For the first time in her life she believed
			that she was. All the unkind things girls at school had said to her didn’t matter
			any more. All those boys who’d been crude and callous to her were forgotten. And
			she wasn’t needy now; she felt she was worth something, and not just because Phil
			thought so, but because she felt it inside.

		‘You make me feel brand new,’
			she whispered in the darkness.

		He began to sing the song, out of tune,
			words wrong, and she shook with laughter.

		‘Fancy laughing at a man serenading
			you!’ he said with mock indignation. ‘And I was just going to suggest I made
			a cup of tea too.’

		He did make tea, and nothing had ever been so
			refreshing.

		‘Time to sleep now,’ he said,
			getting back into bed and pulling her into his arms. ‘I’ve dreamed about
			this for so long, I can hardly believe it’s come true.’

		They checked out of Brae Bank in the
			morning after breakfast, giggling because they were sure some of the residents must have
			heard the squeaky bed during the night.

		Before they left to drive to Glencoe, Eva
			quickly rang Gregor to thank him for dinner and all his help, and said they’d pop
			back to pick up Flora’s diary in a few days.

		‘I wish you and Phil happiness. You
			two are made for each other,’ he said simply.

		‘I think you might be right
			there,’ she said. ‘Funny that we had to come all this way to discover
			it.’

	
		
Chapter Sixteen

		‘Will it still be like this when we
			get back to London?’ Phil asked as they drove back to Pitlochry to pick up the
			diary they’d left with Gregor. He was driving, but kept reaching out for her
			hand.

		Eva knew exactly what he meant. They had
			been everything to each other in the last few days. The Highlands had been way above
			their expectations: they’d marvelled at the huge lochs, the mountains and forests,
			walked for miles, made love in secluded places, stared in wonder at superb views, eaten
			delicious food, and stayed in cosy guest houses they hadn’t really wanted to
			leave. There had been so much laughter, talking and sharing stories about their pasts,
			and now Phil was afraid, as she was, that it would disappear when they got back home. 

		‘I hope so,’ she said. ‘It
			will if we want it to be, won’t it?’

		He cast a sideways glance at her and sighed.
			‘Well, I’ve got the flat with my brother and you’ve got your house.
			Won’t that sort of thing get in the way?’

		Eva had noticed that Phil was very
			conventional in many ways. He might be outrageous in that he wanted to make love
			outdoors, or slide his hand under the table to grope her in a busy restaurant, but from
			little things he’d said she knew he believed in marriage, being the main
			breadwinner and sharing everything. He’d also remarked that he thought too many
			couples rushed into living together without any real thought. But now they’d been
			together day and night for a few days, and it had been so wonderful. Perhaps he
			didn’t want them to have separate lives?

		‘It’s too soon to worry about
			that,’ she said, squeezing his hand. ‘Besides, by the time we get back to
			London we might both feel we want some space.’

		She knew with utter certainty that
			wasn’t going to happen. But at the same time she was wary of jumping into living
			with him too soon. She needed to get a new job, and they had to look at the
			practicalities of their separate homes and make decisions that weren’t based
			purely on wanting to sleep in the same bed together every night.

		Gregor and Grace both wore slightly bemused
			expressions when the young couple arrived at their house looking ‘loved up’,
			no doubt remembering Eva’s claim before Phil arrived in Scotland that he was just
			a friend.

		Grace teased them a little as they all
			shared a pot of tea, asking about the places they’d stayed at and if it was the
			Highland air that had given them a certain glow. Eva and Phil hadn’t dared look at
			each other at that point for fear of laughing, because they’d pulled off the road
			earlier in the day and made love in a wood. They had only just got back on their feet
			when a man walking his dog had appeared close by, which had sent them into spasms of
			helpless laughter.

		‘You’re welcome to stay here for
			a couple of days,’ Gregor said. ‘Grace and I would love that.’

		‘That’s very kind of you,’
			Eva said. ‘But we’re running out of days and there’s still so much
			more we want to see before we go home.’

		‘You just make sure you keep in
			touch,’ Gregor said as they got up to leave. ‘We want to be the first to
			hear if you find a body in Carlisle. And there will always be room for you here, if you
			fancy coming up here again.’

		Eva bent over his wheelchair to hug him.
			‘It’s been such a pleasure meeting you. Shame you
			didn’t turn out to be my dad, but a girl can’t have everything.’

		Grace laughed. ‘Well, you’ve got
			your ox now, and I think you’ll find that is a great deal more exciting than
			gaining a dad.’

		She took Eva to one side.
			‘Phil’s a keeper,’ she whispered, ‘a lovely man. You hold on to
			him, and live happily ever after. Take Dena’s advice and don’t try to wake
			the sleeping serpent. Let the past go.’

		Eva grinned. ‘You know, I think you
			really believe she has “powers”.’

		Grace frowned. ‘Sort of. It might just
			be coincidence, but she’s told me and several friends some rather uncanny things.
			A year before Gregor’s accident she warned him about it. Some would say that there
			was a fair chance any man who took such risks would eventually come a cropper, but there
			are many people in this town who pay her a visit whenever they have a
			problem.’

		‘Maybe we can go back to Pitlochry
			next summer?’ Phil said as they drove south. ‘I’d like to see Gregor
			and Grace again. You just don’t meet people like that in London.’

		Eva agreed with that. It wasn’t that
			there was anything wrong with Londoners, but a big city made people harder, more wary
			and materialistic. Gregor was very open, he was in touch with nature, the elements and
			the seasons. Grace was more sophisticated than her elder brother, but she too was warm
			and generous. They both cared about people and valued friendship.

		‘Whatever Mum got up to in the past,
			or however devious she was, I’m really glad I’ve met Gregor and
			Patrick,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘They feel almost like family.’

		As they’d decided they wanted to spend
			the rest of their holiday exploring the Lake District, their plan was
			to reach Carlisle by mid-afternoon, stay overnight, then push on the next day.

		They found a guest house within walking
			distance of the town centre, left the car there and set off to have a look around. Phil
			picked up a city map at a Tourist Information kiosk, and after they’d had a look
			at the castle, they got an outside table in the market square and ordered coffee and
			cake. Phil got out the map which also listed places of interest.

		‘We should visit Hadrian’s Wall
			tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’ve always wanted to see that. There’s
			also a covered market close to here.’

		‘Oh, goody,’ she replied.
			‘Markets in strange towns are always more exciting than the ones back home. Is the
			street in Mum’s picture on that map?’

		‘Yes, it’s here,’ he said,
			pointing to it. ‘Botchergate. It’s a horrible name. I wonder what it means?
			Do you think all the city botchers lived there at one time?’

		Eva giggled. ‘Plumbers who leave
			leaks, bricklayers whose walls fall down!’

		‘I didn’t imagine it being a
			main road, but it seems to be,’ Phil said. ‘We can go down that way on our
			way back to the guest house, take a look and then cut across through the backstreets to
			where we are staying. I don’t think it’s very far.’

		‘Is there really any point?’ she
			said doubtfully. ‘After all, it’s not as if we’re likely to find out
			what that place meant to Mum.’

		‘True. But if you don’t bother
			to go, you’ll always wonder about it,’ he said.

		‘You are an amazingly reasonable
			man,’ she said. ‘Aren’t you sick of me banging on about all this stuff
			with Mum?’

		‘No, I’m intrigued.’ He
			grinned. ‘Especially as there don’t seem to be any secrets to uncover in my
			family.’

		‘It could be they are just better at
			hiding them.’

		They had fish and chips in a cafe later,
			wandered around a little more, then made their way back down Botchergate, intending to
			find a pub near the guest house afterwards.

		Botchergate was a bit rough and dreary; the
			streets running off it were all terraces of run-down little houses without a tree or
			plant in sight.

		‘So that’s it,’ Eva said
			as they stood outside The Crane-makers Arms and looked from the pub across the street at
			the row of shops. It didn’t look all that different to the old photograph – except
			the shops had changed hands since then. There was a fireplace shop on the corner, a
			newsagent’s, a charity shop and what appeared to be a printer’s. A man they
			had spoken to by the new Lanes Shopping Centre in the middle of town had said this area
			of Carlisle was due for redevelopment too. It badly needed it, especially the
			houses.

		‘The fireplace shop is where Huggetts
			was, and that charity place is the old betting shop,’ Phil said. He got out his
			camera and took a picture. ‘Just something for you to tuck away for the next
			generation to puzzle over,’ he added.

		‘Let’s go and have a drink in
			here?’ Eva suggested, looking at the big pub behind them. ‘You never know,
			some old codger might be sitting at the bar ready to tell us about the racy red-haired
			artist who once called in.’

		It was a traditional workingman’s pub
			which had probably changed very little over the years, still with a separate saloon and
			public bar. They went into the public bar, as there was more likelihood of being able to
			get into conversation with someone who had lived here twenty-odd years ago. A group of
			six men wearing navy-blue overalls sat at a table in the corner, a few old men nursing a
			pint were dotted around, and up at the bar there were two middle-aged men on stools
			talking to the landlord. He was short but burly, with an impressive moustache.

		Phil ordered the drinks and then asked the
			landlord how many years he’d had the pub.

		‘Only five as landlord,’ he said
			in a rich Cumbrian accent. ‘It was me da’s place afore that. It took a lot
			of effort to lick it back into shape. I was away in the army and he let things slide
			after me mam died.’

		‘So you grew up here then?’ Eva
			said eagerly.

		The man smiled. ‘I certainly did. Got
			my training in the licensing trade as young as six when I used to fill up crates with
			empty bottles.’

		‘You must have seen a lot of changes
			in Carlisle then over the years?’ Phil said. ‘Show him the picture,
			Eva.’

		‘My mother took this photo, we think
			in 1970,’ Eva said as she took it out of her bag. ‘She also did an oil
			painting of it.’

		The landlord took the picture and showed it
			to the other two men. All three spoke about it eagerly – about who owned the shops at
			the time of the picture, and before.

		‘I wonder if you’d remember my
			mother? She was red-haired, small, slender, called Flora Foyle.’ She took one of
			the pictures of Flora that Gregor had given her out of her bag. ‘I think she
			must’ve stayed here for a while.’

		The landlord looked at the picture and shook
			his head. ‘I’d remember a good-looking lassie like that if I’d seen
			her, but I was in the army then and only came back occasionally to see the
			folks.’

		The other two men didn’t recognize her
			either. ‘Sorry, pet,’ one said, ‘never seen her. But she looks classy.
			It were rough around here twenty-odd years ago, can’t imagine she’d have
			lived here.’

		‘Well, she was an artist, so she might
			have,’ Eva said. ‘I can’t see why she would want to photograph that
			row of shops unless she had some connection with it.’

		‘Back in 1970 there were a lot of
			people coming around here taking pictures.’ The older of the two
			customers spoke up. ‘Remember! That was when Sue Carling’s baby was
			snatched.’

		The three men had a little argument between
			themselves, the older man insisting it was June 1970 because his own bairn was born
			around the same time. The younger man said it was 1971, but the landlord said it
			couldn’t have been, as his mother had written to him at Aldershot about it and
			he’d left there by the summer of 1970. He thought it happened earlier in 1970.

		‘Did they find the baby?’ Eva
			asked. She felt a tiny pin prick of anxiety at this news.

		‘No, never,’ the landlord said.
			‘Most think the mother did away with it. Whether she murdered it and buried the
			body out on the fells, or sold it to someone rich, we’ll never know for sure. The
			police could never prove anything. All we really know is that she left the bairn outside
			the bookies in its pram. What decent mother leaves a newborn bairn out in the rain while
			she puts a bet on?’

		‘Did she have any other
			children?’ Phil asked.

		‘She had two or three, all taken off
			her afore that. She ought to have been sterilized years ago, instead of letting her
			breed like a rabbit with every drunken bum in town. I heard she had another one a few
			years later, and I think they left that one with her. God knows why, poor kid. She lived
			in Flower Street then, but she’s long gone now. I haven’t seen or heard owt
			else about her for years.’

		The sudden arrival of a group of men ended
			the landlord’s diatribe, and he went to serve them.

		Phil picked up their drinks and took them
			over to a table. ‘Whew!’ he said. ‘Well, I suppose we wanted a bit of
			local colour.’

		When Eva didn’t respond, he patted her
			knee. ‘What’s up? Did that upset you?’

		‘It was like a goose ran over my
			grave,’ she admitted. ‘That snatched baby couldn’t have been me, could
			it?’

		Phil laughed. ‘Come on, Eva, of course
			not. You’re letting your imagination run away with you. I bet your mum was told
			that story while she was here, and being pregnant it played on her mind and that’s
			why she took the picture. Mystery solved!’

		In the early hours of the morning Eva lay
			beside Phil, unable to sleep for the thoughts running around in her head. They had gone
			on to another pub and drunk far too much. Once back at the guest house they had made
			love, but Phil fell asleep quickly afterwards.

		Phil’s explanation of why Flora took
			the picture was completely logical. Eva could almost see Flora walking along that
			street, perhaps stopping to ask why the press were there, and being told the sad story.
			Or she could have read about it in the newspaper, and curiosity made her look for the
			place where it had happened.

		Yet however logical that explanation was,
			she couldn’t help but weigh other facts against it. No one in Pitlochry had known
			Flora was pregnant, and in the early summer of 1969, when she must have conceived, there
			appeared to have been no man in her life. It was odd enough that she didn’t
			confide in anyone about her pregnancy, but even more puzzling was the fact that she
			didn’t mention it in her diary. She’d made comments about far more trivial
			things.

		The diary stopped in Carlisle too. If she
			had been affected so badly by the story of a baby being snatched that she had to
			photograph the scene and later paint it too, surely she would have written about it?

		Eva couldn’t believe Flora was capable
			of stealing a baby, but she had lost her own baby and she was depressed – and it wasn’t unheard of for a woman to take a child under those
			circumstances.

		But over and above everything that may or
			may not add up to a case against Flora, Dena’s warning words about sleeping
			serpents kept ringing in Eva’s mind.

		What should she do?

		Just walk away from Carlisle and try to
			forget that row of shops and the story behind it?

		Or should she dig further and try to find
			something that would exonerate her mother, for her own peace of mind?

		The next morning Phil began talking about
			going to see Hadrian’s Wall almost as soon as he woke.

		‘It’s a beautiful
			morning,’ he said, pulling open the curtains. ‘If we go early, we can be in
			The Lakes by late afternoon with plenty of time to find somewhere nice to
			stay.’

		Eva didn’t want to disappoint him, but
			she’d already made up her mind what she must do.

		‘I’m sorry, Phil, but I’ve
			got to go to the library first and look in their archives to get details of the
			baby-snatching,’ she said.

		His face fell. ‘No, Eva! That baby
			can’t be you. We don’t even know if it was a little girl.’

		‘I know,’ she sighed.
			‘I’m hoping it will turn out to be a boy. But if it was a girl, then
			I’m hoping she’ll be much older than me, and that Flora arrived here long
			after she had been taken. But I need certainty. I can’t go off trekking around the
			countryside and dwelling on this.’

		Phil went to the window and looked out. He
			didn’t say anything for what seemed ages. Eva was afraid he was cross with her.
			But then he turned back to her with a resigned expression on his face.

		‘OK. We’ll go to the library and
			look it up, just to give you peace of mind. Then we’re going to
			Hadrian’s Wall, because I know you are going to be laughing again by then and
			feeling daft that it even crossed your mind that your mother stole you.’

		‘I do hope so,’ she sighed.

		As Phil took a shower he felt very concerned
			about Eva. In the last few months she’d had a lot to deal with, and he thought she
			was now getting dangerously close to becoming obsessed with her mother’s past. He
			wished that when they arrived in Carlisle he hadn’t agreed to find the street, and
			they hadn’t gone into that pub. He doubted the landlord could be certain about the
			year the baby was taken. Who remembered such details so long after the event?

		Aside from Ben – who he thought sounded like
			a good sort – Eva’s whole family left a lot to be desired. Flora appeared to have
			been a highly strung femme fatale who chewed men up and then spat them out, and finally
			became a complete self-pitying doormat. Andrew was a louse – Phil didn’t know how
			any man who had brought up a child as his own could suddenly turn on her – and Sophie
			sounded like she was a totally spoiled brat.

		Considering what Eva had been through before
			he met her, she was remarkably well adjusted, yet even so there were many pointers to
			her having a very poor self-image. She had told him once that she became a goth because
			she preferred being considered weird to being pitied for being plain and fat.

		He couldn’t imagine why she thought
			that about herself. That first day he saw her, when her bag was snatched, he’d
			been bowled over by her pretty face, those lovely blue eyes, shiny hair and clear skin.
			She certainly wasn’t fat either. She had a gorgeous body, and if her damned mother
			hadn’t been so wrapped up in herself perhaps she would have noticed that Eva
			needed encouragement and praise.

		It was weeks ago that he realized he had
			fallen in love with Eva. It began with him just feeling he wanted to
			help her because she seemed so vulnerable and scared, but once he discovered that she
			was plucky, fun and caring, love took over. She was definitely the one he’d been
			waiting for all these years, yet he’d begun to think such a girl didn’t
			exist.

		The reason he didn’t try to push her
			beyond mere friendship was because he felt she needed to get over her mother’s
			death. But he had suggested he join her in Scotland in the hope that something would
			come of it. And it had, and it was like a dream come true. He had been as intrigued as
			she was by the mysteries of her mother’s past, but it was all getting a bit much
			now.

		He really hoped that digging out the facts
			on this baby-snatching story today would end all this nonsense and they could get back
			to where they had been in the Highlands.

		Eva sat at a table in the library archives
			with the folder containing newspapers from 1970 open in front of her. Phil was standing
			behind her, reading the story of the disappearance of baby Melanie Jane Carling, over
			Eva’s shoulder.

		‘Only three days old!’ he
			exclaimed. ‘But as appalling and heart-breaking as that is, she can’t be
			you. Look, she was born on the 29th of March, 1970.’

		When Eva didn’t respond he sat down
			beside her so that he could see her face. She looked stricken. ‘What is it?’
			he asked. ‘Surely you weren’t hoping it was you?’

		‘Mum killed herself on the 29th of
			March,’ she said, and her voice shook with emotion.

		A cold chill ran down Phil’s spine. He
			wanted to say that it was just coincidence, but he couldn’t. ‘Come on, Eva,
			get a grip. Your birthday is in April.’

		‘That’s what it says on my birth
			certificate, but how do we know if that’s correct?’

		‘The hospital would. And mums keep stuff
			like wrist tags.’

		‘She could’ve told the registrar
			that I was born at home. Does anyone check that kind of thing?’

		Phil had no idea of the drill for
			registering a birth; all he knew was that he had been registered about three weeks after
			he was born. ‘They must do,’ he said, ‘or what would stop people
			registering babies that don’t exist and then claiming family allowance and
			stuff?’

		She seemed to rally a bit at that.
			‘I’m going to ask to photocopy some of these articles about the case,’
			she said. ‘I’ll read them more carefully when I get home.’

		Phil thought they’d both already read
			them quite carefully enough. They knew that the mother had left the pram, which was
			described as a green carrycot on a wheeled collapsible frame, outside the
			bookmaker’s at approximately 1.45 p.m. The mother claimed she had only been in the
			shop long enough to put a bet on, no more than five minutes, and she’d come out to
			find the pram and baby gone.

		But a few days after the snatching, the
			staff in the bookmaker’s were reported as having said that Sue Carling was a
			regular customer with a gambling habit, and right up till the baby was born she was in
			and out of the shop almost every afternoon, often staying to watch the race she’d
			bet on. The manager couldn’t say with any certainty how long she’d stayed
			that particular day, because there were a lot of people in and out, and he hadn’t
			even known she’d had her baby and certainly didn’t know she’d left it
			outside. The first he knew of it was when she burst back into the shop screaming that
			the baby had been taken.

		There were no pictures of the baby – it was
			said the mother hadn’t got a camera – but the baby’s birth weight was 5lbs
			6oz.

		‘She was very small.’ Eva looked
			up at him anxiously. ‘A month on she would still have passed for
			a newborn baby. The mother told the police she was wearing a pink frilly dress, a pink
			hand-knitted lacy matinee jacket, with matching bonnet and bootees. That is exactly what
			I found in the box in the attic. I thought at the time they didn’t look like
			clothes Mum would dress a baby in.’

		Phil knew he was out of his depth. He
			didn’t know what to do or say.

		‘I’m scared,’ she
			whispered. ‘I really don’t want that baby to be me.’

		‘We’ll get the photocopies and
			then we’ll go somewhere away from here so we can talk about it,’ he
			said.

		It was a mistake going to see
			Hadrian’s Wall, as Eva was in a world of her own. Phil suggested they stay the
			night in Wetheral, the village near Carlisle where she had stayed on her way to
			Scotland, because she’d liked it there. After checking in, they walked down to the
			river and found a bench to sit on.

		‘I thought when I stayed here before
			that it was the kind of place nothing bad ever happens,’ Eva said in a small
			voice. ‘What should I do, Phil?’

		‘We both know the right thing to do is
			to go to the police,’ he said. ‘But I don’t think you’re ready
			for that yet. And considering this crime happened twenty-one years ago, it’s not
			going to make a scrap of difference if you wait a few more days before you do
			it.’

		‘Look,’ she said, turning the
			photocopied pages till she came to the one with a picture of Sue Carling scowling and
			holding up a fist to the press photographer. ‘She looks like one of the Fat Slags
			in the Viz comic. It’s hardly surprising there was so little sympathy for
			her.’

		Phil winced, but admired Eva’s
			bluntness. It wasn’t just the woman’s aggressive stance, or even the very
			short skirt and tight sweater and hair like a bird’s nest, it
			was more that she looked like everyone’s idea of a stereotypical unfit mother. The
			headline was what she’d screamed at the journalist: ‘OK so I like a drink
			and a f—ing bet, but that don’t mean I’m a baby killer.’

		Flicking through the photocopied press
			cuttings, some of which were dated several weeks after the event, it was clear why Sue
			Carling hadn’t got much public sympathy. A spokesperson at the hospital where
			Melanie had been born said that Sue Carling had discharged herself against their advice,
			just a few hours before the baby was taken from outside the betting shop. A few days
			after the event, while scores of local people had joined in the police search for the
			baby, she’d been photographed buying whiskey at an off-licence. There were reports
			that she’d got into a fight with a neighbour, been too drunk to do a television
			appeal for witnesses, and she’d punched a policeman who called on her during the
			inquiry.

		‘I don’t want a woman like that
			as my mother,’ Eva admitted. ‘And if I go to the police, I’ll be
			opening Pandora’s box, won’t I?’

		She was also thinking of how Ben and Sophie
			would react to having their mother pilloried in the press. She knew it would sever any
			bond that had ever existed between the three of them. Of course it was right for Sue
			Carling to be exonerated of any crime, if she should be proved to be her birth mother,
			and also to have the peace of mind of knowing her baby had been well cared for. But Eva
			didn’t think for one moment she’d want a relationship with this woman, who
			might latch on to her and become a living nightmare.

		‘Only if you do turn out to be the
			missing baby,’ Phil reminded her. ‘I really can’t believe you are. For
			one thing, everything you know about the young Flora suggests she was quite self-centred. Apart from Dena telling you about her crying over losing her baby
			there is no other evidence of her dwelling on it. Besides, women who snatch babies
			because they want one to love are always caught. That kind of impulse surely
			doesn’t go with the cool-headedness needed to successfully pass the baby off as
			your own?’

		‘So what should I do?’

		‘Well, nothing in haste,’ he
			said. ‘Maybe we should find a doctor or lawyer for you to talk to first? And what
			about your stepfather? Wouldn’t it be a good idea to talk it over with
			him?’

		‘He won’t want me stirring
			anything up that might affect his children,’ she said, remembering how snotty
			Andrew had been when he’d called her in Pitlochry.

		‘Probably not, but he did bring you
			up. And I think you owe him the chance to either tell you something which proves Flora
			gave birth to you or, if he can’t, give him some warning of what might possibly
			lie ahead.’

		She heard the understanding in Phil’s
			voice, and when she looked into his eyes she saw the honesty she’d observed the
			first time she met him. He’d helped her then when she most needed it, and she felt
			certain he would see this through with her too.

		‘Will you come with me to see
			him?’ she asked. ‘I’m a bit scared of him.’

		He took both her hands in his. ‘Of
			course I will. We can go to Cheltenham on the way back to London. You aren’t alone
			any more, Eva. You’ve got me now.’

		There were times during the next few days
			when Eva thought that the tarot cards must have been spot on when they represented Phil
			as the ox, in as much as he was patient, calm and reliable. He joked that he was also
			dim, thick-skinned and likely to charge into things too if the mood
			struck him. She liked his self-deprecating sense of humour, the fact that he was never
			boastful, and that he was interested in so many different things, from all kinds of
			sport to history, current affairs, music and nature. They had travelled on to the Lake
			District where he bought her a pair of proper walking boots and thick socks, so they
			could do some serious walking on the fells.

		The walks may have been seriously strenuous
			ones, but Phil made her laugh so much that she barely noticed her aching muscles and
			even managed to stop dwelling on Sue Carling and her baby.

		One afternoon, after lunch in a pub in
			Grasmere, they had climbed up a steep path to look down on the lake. It had been raining
			in the morning, but the sun had come out while they were in the pub and everything
			looked sparkling: white cottages with pretty well-kept gardens, the lush grass and the
			lake shining like blue glass.

		‘I feel a Wordsworth moment coming
			on,’ Phil said and stopped to look at the view, shielding his eyes from the sun
			with his hand.

		‘I wandered happily with my girl. When
			all at once my head began to whirl. Was it because my lady was so fair? Or just that
			I’d eaten a pudding big enough to share?’

		Eva giggled. ‘I think Wordsworth might
			turn in his grave at that,’ she said.

		They sat down on the grass beside the
			path.

		‘It’s so beautiful here,’
			Phil said. ‘I thought Scotland was fantastic, but this is even better. I think I
			might give up the idea of seeing the world, and just tour round England.’

		‘Plastering as you go?’ She
			raised one eyebrow questioningly. ‘You could get a van and have a sign painted on
			it: “Stop me for a plastering job”.’

		‘Not a van, a posh motor caravan,’
			he said dreamily. ‘We’d park up in places like this, and I’d go and do
			a job while you made the dinner or washed our clothes.’

		‘Nice daydream,’ she said,
			leaning against his shoulder. ‘I won’t bring you down to reality by saying
			how cold it would be in winter or how few people would actually want plastering done by
			some itinerant man who just knocked on their door.’

		‘I never used to imagine impractical
			things until I met you,’ he said, putting his arm around her. ‘That’s
			what falling in love does to a bloke.’

		‘You love me?’ she asked.

		‘’Fraid so,’ he said,
			kissing her nose. ‘I had the idea of getting right to the top of this path, doing
			the whole romantic bit of taking you in my arms and telling you. But I guess I’ve
			blown it.’

		Eva felt as if she was melting inside.
			She’d almost said she loved him several times in the past few days – but she
			hadn’t, for fear of jinxing everything.

		‘You haven’t blown it,’
			she said, catching hold of his face with both her hands and kissing him. ‘I love
			you too, and nothing in my life has ever felt this good.’

		‘We’ll sort all this stuff with
			your stepdad – and the police, if they’re needed. And even if Ben and Sophie
			don’t want to know you any more, I’ll always be there for you.’

		No words had ever sounded sweeter to Eva.
			She felt she had everything she’d ever wanted right here with Phil beside her, and
			all the beauty of Grasmere and the mountains surrounding it, spread before her. She just
			wished she had the right words to express what she felt.

	
		
Chapter Seventeen

		‘This is where you grew up?’
			Phil exclaimed in astonishment as Eva directed him into the drive of The Beeches.
			Andrew’s red BMW was parked up by the front door.

		‘Well, yes,’ she said.
			‘What sort of house did you imagine then?’

		‘Something a lot humbler.’ He
			grinned. ‘You’ve never so much as hinted that you lived in a
			palace.’

		Looking at the Georgian house through
			Phil’s eyes she supposed it did look very grand, but she was shocked at how
			neglected the garden was. The grass had been cut, but the flower beds and the drive were
			overgrown with weeds.

		She was very nervous at seeing Andrew.
			She’d phoned him two days earlier while still in the Lake District and he had been
			very chilly. She said she had a dilemma that she needed to discuss with him, and he
			began to say her dilemmas were of no interest to him. It was only when she said it was
			to do with her mother in Carlisle that he agreed to see her today at five thirty. Just
			the fact that Carlisle triggered a response suggested he knew something.

		Eva went to the front door and rang the
			bell; somehow, she knew Andrew would be affronted if she went to the kitchen door. She
			would have felt easier if Ben and Sophie were there. But Ben was in Leeds, and no doubt
			Andrew had sent Sophie out.

		Andrew looked flushed when he opened the
			front door. She wondered if he’d been drinking.

		‘Hello,’ she said, and
			introduced Phil to him.

		Andrew looked very hostile. ‘Do you
			think it’s appropriate to bring someone else along when we need to talk about
			family business?’ he said in icy tones.

		‘Yes, I do,’ Eva said more
			firmly than she felt. ‘We are an item, and he was with me in Carlisle, so I want
			him here.’

		She shot Phil an ‘I told you so’
			look. He gave a little shrug.

		Andrew extended one hand to indicate that
			they were to go into the sitting room.

		As they walked into the hall Eva noticed
			that Rose must still be coming in to clean, as everything looked much the same as it
			always had. But when they entered the sitting room she saw straight away that
			Flora’s painting of the Cornish beach had been removed and replaced with a print
			of a Venetian canal.

		Phil sat next to Eva on one sofa, while
			Andrew took an armchair opposite. ‘What is this?’ he said without any
			preamble or the offer of a drink.

		Eva had rehearsed what she was going to say
			over and over in her head, but the stony expression on Andrew’s face made it hard
			to get the words out.

		‘As you so kindly informed me you
			weren’t my father, I wanted to find out who was,’ she began. ‘You
			already know about Flora’s diaries, and while I was in Pitlochry – where she lived
			for a year until a short time before my birth – I found out that no one there knew she
			was pregnant.’

		Andrew didn’t react to that, so she
			cut to the chase. ‘Flora left both a photograph and a painting of a row of shops
			in Carlisle. It transpires that on the 1st of April, 1970, a three-day-old baby girl was
			taken from outside one of the shops in that picture, and has never been found. I think
			there is a possibility that baby was me.’

		‘Don’t be ridiculous,’
			Andrew exclaimed.

		‘I really do hope my fears are
			ridiculous,’ Eva retorted.

		‘And I’m looking to you for some
			facts to prove it isn’t true. For a start, which hospital was I born
			in?’

		‘How do you expect me to know? I
			hadn’t met your mother then,’ he said.

		‘She must have told you, women talk
			about that kind of thing. Was it in London or somewhere else?’

		‘I seem to remember her saying it was
			a home birth.’

		‘A first baby born at home? I
			don’t think that’s even allowed,’ Eva said. ‘Where? At the
			studio?’

		‘Yes, I think so.’

		She knew with utter certainty that he was
			lying. He was sitting on the edge of the sofa, his back hunched, looking down at his
			knees; even his voice didn’t have the conviction he normally spoke with.

		‘How old was I when you met?’
			she asked. ‘And how did you meet?’

		‘What’s that got to do with
			anything?’

		‘I want to understand Mum’s
			frame of mind,’ she said wearily. ‘Look, I came here because I’m
			hoping you can reassure me that she was my birth mother. Unless you can tell me
			something that will convince me, I’ll have to go to the police. They’ll soon
			find out the truth – and once that cat is out of the bag, there’s no putting it
			back.’

		He glanced up at her and then looked at
			Phil, as if weighing them up.

		‘You were two months old or
			thereabouts when I met her. I was staying with a friend in a flat just around the corner
			from the studio. It was a Saturday, and I was having a lunchtime drink sitting outside
			The Prince of Wales because it was warm and sunny. She was there too, rocking the pram
			backwards and forwards to get you to sleep. We got talking, she said she was waiting for
			a friend. I don’t think she was – a friend would have called at the house. My
			guess was that she was lonely. It can’t be much fun being on
			your own with a young baby.’

		‘So did she say where my father was?
			Why she was on her own?’

		‘She said she’d made the mistake
			of having an affair with a married man up in Scotland. She’d left there because
			she didn’t want people knowing her business. And anyway, the tenant she’d
			had in her studio had finally left, so she could move back in.’

		‘OK.’ Eva thought that sounded
			plausible. ‘So how long after that did you move into Pottery Lane with
			her?’

		‘A couple of weeks or so later. I was
			paying rent at my friend’s place, but I was spending most of my time with Flora,
			and it made more sense to help her financially.’

		‘What did she tell you about my
			father?’

		‘Nothing much. It was a brief fling
			and afterwards she found out she was pregnant.’

		‘A name?’

		‘If she did tell me, I don’t
			recall. Surely even you remember how little your mother talked about her
			past?’

		Eva didn’t like his scathing tone, but
			she let that go. ‘But if she’d had me all alone, I can’t believe she
			didn’t ever talk about that time. Was she coping when you met her? Did she seem
			calm and serene? What?’

		‘She was very untidy, stuff
			everywhere, and she said it had been hard at first. By the time I met her she’d
			got you in a routine and you were a placid baby. Not that I knew anything about babies
			back then. But I don’t remember you being any trouble. You were always out in the
			pram in the garden with her. Anyway, I was out at work during the day.’

		‘If she had a home birth there
			would’ve been a midwife,’ Phil said. ‘And don’t health visitors
			come, and all that?’

		‘That was all over by the time I came
			on the scene.’ Andrew shot Phil a look that implied he
			didn’t expect to be questioned by him.

		‘But surely she spoke about the
			birth?’ Eva asked. ‘Women do – if not to you, then to her
			girlfriends.’

		‘She made the odd reference to it
			being an ordeal, but nothing specific,’ he said. ‘As for girlfriends, there
			was only really that woman Lauren, who came to the funeral. And she didn’t turn up
			until you were four or five months old. Flora wasn’t one for
			girlfriends.’

		‘So you haven’t got any proof
			that she actually gave birth to me?’ Eva said, trying to push him and get a
			reaction.

		‘Have you got any proof that she
			didn’t?’ he retorted, and his eyes flashed with anger. ‘Why on earth
			would you want to think otherwise, Eva? Is this your Cinderella complex again? You
			always did like to make out you were the one no one cared about. Are you so desperate
			for attention that you like to think you were snatched by a maniac?’

		That stung, but Andrew had always been one
			for cutting remarks.

		‘Now you are being ridiculous,’
			she retorted. ‘You started this, remember, by telling me you weren’t my
			father. All I wanted was to find out who my real dad was. But as it happened, Mum left
			diaries, baby clothes, my birth certificate and other things at Pottery Lane, and I
			believe she left them there for me to find.’

		‘Flora was one of the most
			disorganized women I’ve ever met. If she left things there, it was just because
			she forgot them – not for anyone, and especially not you.’

		‘OK then, so why did she take her life
			on the very day that baby in Carlisle would have been twenty-one?’

		‘Pure coincidence,’ he snapped.
			‘Really, Eva! Have you based this whole ridiculous idea on something as flimsy as
			that? You want your head examined.’

		‘I hope it is pure coincidence,’
			Eva retorted. ‘As I said, I was hoping you’d be able to tell me something
			which would convince me it was just that. I don’t need my head examined at all. I
			could easily get the proof I need by requesting a simple blood test. But it would be far
			better for all concerned if I didn’t have to go down that road, as it involves
			talking to the police.’

		Andrew’s body language changed
			immediately. He dropped his eyes from hers, rubbed his hands on his thighs and looked
			nervous.

		‘I shouldn’t have told you I
			wasn’t your real father the way I did. I’m sorry for that,’ he said,
			and his voice was no longer strident. ‘But your mother hurt me badly and I was
			lashing out. You were old enough when Ben and Sophie were born to remember what a good
			mother she was. Can you possibly imagine her stealing another woman’s
			baby?’

		‘No, I can’t. That’s the
			problem,’ Eva said. ‘But I do know she lost a baby before me, and that she
			was depressed because of it. And tell me, why did she stop painting? That’s
			another thing that doesn’t make sense to me.’

		‘There’s no mystery about that,
			it was because she was lazy,’ he said. ‘Before I met her she had to paint to
			keep herself, it was the only thing she was good at. But once we bought this house all
			she wanted to do was be a mother, do some gardening, a bit of cooking and float around
			in her vintage clothes.’

		‘I don’t call that being
			lazy,’ Eva said with some indignation. ‘Three children create a lot of hard
			work.’

		‘Yes, maybe, but most women get at
			least a part-time job once their children are at school. But not Flora, she had enough
			difficulty getting the breakfast things washed up. A job was beyond her. Stop thinking
			of her as some kind of mystical heroine, Eva. She was idle, self-centred and perhaps mentally ill. Sadly, I didn’t realize the latter – but then, as
			you must have realized by now, she was very good at hiding things.’

		Eva looked at Phil to get his reaction to
			this.

		‘What’s this got to do with
			him?’ Andrew snapped. ‘He didn’t know your mother.’

		‘He knows a lot more now, thanks to
			the diaries she left. And a whole lot more about you too.’

		‘What do you mean by that?’
			Andrew’s eyes narrowed.

		‘I think we ought to go.’ Phil
			got up, reached down for Eva’s hand and pulled her up. ‘I think Mr Patterson
			has said all he’s got to say.’

		Eva wasn’t satisfied with what
			she’d been told; she had hoped to hear Andrew say something tender about Flora.
			But Phil was right, she wasn’t going to get anything more from him. And she
			probably shouldn’t have goaded him by suggesting she had some information about
			him either.

		As she walked out into the hall with Phil
			right behind her, she saw the Cornish painting leaning against the wall.

		She turned back to Andrew. ‘What are
			you going to do with that picture?’ she asked.

		He shrugged. ‘Give it to a charity
			shop, I suppose,’ he said. ‘I don’t want it here any more.’

		‘May I take it then?’ she asked.
			‘Sophie or Ben might like it when they get a home of their own.’

		‘I doubt that, but take it if you want
			it,’ he said brusquely. ‘I never liked it.’

		Eva thanked him and picked it up. Phil
			opened the front door and they both walked to the car outside. Andrew came out into the
			porch and watched them.

		‘Well, that’s it then,’
			Eva said, looking round at him as she put the picture on the back seat of the car.
			‘I’ll check at the local clinics and hospitals to see if I can find any
			evidence of where my birth took place. But if I can’t find that,
			then I will have to go to the police.’

		Andrew stepped out of the porch towards
			them. ‘Have you for one moment thought of what this will do to Ben and
			Sophie?’ he asked, and there was a plea in his voice.

		‘Have you thought what all this has
			done to Eva?’ Phil said, moving himself between the pair of them. ‘You
			rejected her at the time she needed a father most. That was shameful. She doesn’t
			want to find out that the woman in Carlisle is her mother, or that Ben and Sophie
			aren’t her true brother and sister. But she has the courage to face up to what
			Flora may have done, and to try to put it right. She should be admired for that. And if
			you had any guts, you’d help her.’

		Without waiting for a response he opened the
			car door for Eva so she could get in, then walked round the car and got in himself,
			started it up and pulled away. Eva looked back to see Andrew just standing there. She
			didn’t know if it was her imagination but he appeared to have shrunk, as if some
			of the stuffing had been knocked out of him.

		‘What a bastard!’ Phil
			exclaimed as they pulled out on to the road. ‘No wonder you moved out right after
			the funeral. I felt like decking him for the way he spoke to you.’

		Eva didn’t respond. She hadn’t
			for one moment expected Andrew to be overjoyed to see her, but she had hoped that he
			would meet her halfway in resolving the bad feeling between them. He had, after all,
			known her since she was a tiny baby, and they had both loved Flora. But it was painfully
			clear he had no feelings for her whatsoever, and perhaps never had.

		She sat wrapped in thought all the way to
			the M5, till they were heading towards London. ‘What do you really think,
			Phil?’ she blurted out. ‘I’m too close to get any kind of perspective. Does Andrew know something he wasn’t telling
			us?’

		‘If you mean, does he know Flora
			snatched you and has concealed it all these years? I doubt it,’ Phil sighed.
			‘Why would anyone do that? But I don’t think he married Flora for love. Just
			the way he talked about moving in with her makes me suspect he had his eye on the main
			chance.’

		‘But she was a single mother, all she
			had was the studio. I bet she was living on benefits.’

		‘Was she? Gregor said she’d had
			money coming in from rent, and she sold paintings in Scotland. We don’t know if
			she blew all the inheritance from her parents on the studio either. Andrew had been
			paying rent, so he wasn’t loaded. Yet somehow they managed to buy that big house.
			Where did the money come from, if not from Flora?’

		Eva thought about that for a minute. Then
			suddenly she remembered something.

		‘I think you might be right there.
			They once had a huge row about Mum decorating their bedroom. Andrew hated what
			she’d done. I heard her screaming at him. She said something to the effect that if
			it wasn’t for her, they wouldn’t even have the house. At the time I wondered
			what she meant by that. But then Andrew was always claiming she talked nonsense, so I
			forgot about it.’

		‘Well, there you go!’

		Eva turned in her seat to look at Phil.
			‘You know, it must’ve been a huge gamble buying it. I was only small when we
			moved there, so I don’t actually remember much. But we kind of camped out in
			what’s now the sitting room. We had a sort of before-and-after photograph album of
			it – Ben and I were always looking at it. One of the pictures was of daylight coming
			through holes in the roof. Mum said they used to put saucepans, bowls and buckets down
			when it rained. Anyway, they sold off the land at the back to a
			company that built a small estate of houses, and then all at once there were builders
			crawling all over our house, doing it up.’

		‘I wonder if there’s a way we
			could find out how much they paid for it, and how much they got for selling the land?
			It’s not exactly relevant, I know, but it would be good to have the complete
			picture,’ Phil said.

		‘Someone at school told me they sold
			the land for a quarter of a million,’ Eva said. ‘Of course that was just
			another teenager repeating something she’d heard her parents say, so it might not
			be true. The same girl said Andrew bribed someone on the Council to make sure planning
			permission went through. I asked Mum about it, and she just laughed and said,
			“They say the love of money is the root of all evil, but I think it’s
			jealousy.” But with hindsight, it probably was true.’

		‘I didn’t like the defensive way
			Andrew said that Flora was lazy, as if she was an albatross around his neck,’ Phil
			said. ‘She must have been pretty smart to buy the studio in the first place, then
			rent it out when they moved, plus making sure it remained in her hands. Anyway, what
			sort of man would expect a mother of three children to go out to work when they lived in
			a big house like The Beeches?’

		‘I always thought they were really
			happy together,’ Eva said sadly. ‘But with everything that’s happened
			since Mum’s death, I can see she can’t have trusted him to do the right
			thing by Sophie and Ben, or she wouldn’t have changed her will.’

		‘The thing we have to ask
			ourselves,’ Phil said, slowly and deliberately, as if still thinking it through,
			‘is if Flora did snatch you – and I still can’t believe she did – would she
			have admitted it to Andrew? The story would’ve been in all the nationals and on
			TV, people would talk about it. And if she did tell him, or he just had suspicions about
			her, what would make him keep quiet?’

		‘Well, I’m assuming the answer to
			that is because he loved her and didn’t want to see her go to prison.’

		‘OK, that’s what I would assume
			too. But now I’ve met him, and heard his snide comments about her being lazy,
			I’d be inclined to think it was so that he could control her. An ace card up his
			sleeve.’

		‘We’re getting a bit ahead of
			ourselves,’ Eva said. ‘I agree he’s a bastard, and possibly a control
			freak too. But we’ve still got no proof Flora didn’t give birth to me. And
			given that she was so secretive, why would she admit to anyone that she’d stolen
			me? Perhaps the real truth of the matter is more mundane in that Flora married Andrew
			for security, and he married her because she had the studio. When she killed herself she
			robbed him of an insurance payout, plus she prevented him having all the assets. And
			that’s why he’s so nasty to me.’

		‘That’s a far more pleasing
			scenario than baby-snatching.’ Phil reached out and stroked her thigh
			affectionately. ‘And can I tell you again that I love you? Even if that would make
			your stepfather think I need my head examining too.’

		‘It feels good to be home,’ Eva
			said as she and Phil had a glass of wine before going to bed. The studio had felt chilly
			when they got in, and she’d put the heating on for the first time and drawn the
			curtains. It felt very cosy and snug now. ‘I thought I’d feel dejected and
			sad that the holiday is over, but I don’t – well, except for us not being together
			all the time, because you’ve got to go back to work.’

		‘We’ve still got tonight,’
			he said and did a comic thing with one eyebrow, making it go up and down.

		Eva giggled and turned towards him on the
			sofa to hug him. ‘We get to christen the bed. We could have a bath together. We
			could make so much noise that we annoy Nasty Mr Francis next door.’

		‘It’s nice that you are thinking
			of things like that.’

		She knew he meant ‘instead of thinking
			of stolen babies’ and she realized that she had mentally put that to one side for
			now.

		‘We need to get some advice about
			that,’ she said, snuggling up to him. ‘I think I’ll talk to Patrick
			and Gregor and see what they recommend. On top of that, I need to find a job. But
			meanwhile, Proud and Powerful Prince Phillip, I want your body.’

		‘Well, extraordinary, elegant,
			exciting Eva, I am at your disposal.’

		He got up from the sofa, reached down to
			pick her up in his arms and carried her up the stairs.

		She squealed as he dropped her on to the bed
			and then dived on top of her. When she had put the new white-painted iron bed together
			and made it up with new bed linen, she had wondered if she and Phil would be in it
			together one day.

		‘Hmmm,’ he sighed as he pulled
			her T-shirt over her head. ‘Should it be a bath first, or later?’

		‘Later,’ she said, unzipping his
			jeans. ‘Much later.’

		Phil had to leave early the next morning to
			go home and get his work clothes and car. Eva didn’t wake up when he got out of
			bed; the first thing she knew was Phil holding out a cup of tea to her.

		‘I’ve got to go now,’ he
			said, bending to kiss her. ‘I hope I can be back here by six. Have a good time
			today.’

		But just after nine the phone rang, and it
			was Phil saying he’d got to go to Birmingham at once for a rush job that was
			likely to last for at least two weeks.

		‘Sorry, babe, I tried to wriggle out
			of it, but I couldn’t.’

		‘It’s OK,’ she said. She
			was very disappointed; she’d already mentally planned a special dinner at the
			weekend, but it seemed he’d got to work all the way through the
			weekend too. But there would be other weekends, and lots of nights when he was working
			locally. She wasn’t going to make him feel bad by sounding miserable. ‘Just
			phone me when you can – and remember, I love you.’

		She poured herself a bowl of cereal after
			she’d put the phone down and began writing a ‘to do’ list. The puzzle
			of her birth would have to wait to be solved; she didn’t know how to go about
			checking on hospital and home births. And anyway, she wanted to speak to Patrick about
			it all first. She decided getting a job had to be her priority for now.

		Patrick wasn’t at home when she called
			him. But she did phone Gregor, because she badly needed another perspective on the
			potential baby-snatching before she did anything else.

		‘Don’t be daft, Eva,’ he
			said when she’d explained everything they had discovered. ‘Flora would never
			have done that.’

		‘I really hope so,’ Eva replied.
			‘Give me a good reason why she wouldn’t do it?’

		‘Well, surely women desperate for a
			baby give the game away by hanging over prams and asking to hold babies? Flora was never
			like that. I don’t remember her even talking about babies.’

		‘Perhaps that was the problem – the
			fact that she never talked about it?’ Eva suggested. ‘Or else it’s all
			a wild coincidence. Anyway, I’ve put it on the back burner for now. I need to get
			some advice before I take it any further.’

		She rang Olive too just for a chat. The last
			time she’d spoken to her was to say she was going to Scotland for a holiday and
			that Phil might be joining her there.

		Olive was delighted to hear from her, and
			her first question was about Phil. ‘So did he join you? And if so, how did it
			go?’

		‘Yes, Phil came. And it was amazing,
			delicious and I’m so happy,’ Eva told her. She didn’t want to get into
			telling her anything about the diaries or Carlisle, as she knew Olive would be too busy
			for a long phone call. Instead she just told her about the places they’d been and
			how much fun they’d had. ‘But I’ve got to get a job now I’m
			back,’ she ended up. ‘My plan for the day is to start looking.’

		‘I’m really glad it’s
			working out with Phil,’ Olive said. ‘I’ve got to come down to London
			on business in a couple of weeks’ time. Let’s meet up and have a real
			catch-up? Meanwhile, I’ll put on my thinking cap about who I know in London that
			might need someone like you.’

		Two days later Eva got back from job
			hunting to receive a visit from the police. They wanted to clarify a few points in her
			statement about Myles. It was clear he would be pleading not guilty. And even though the
			broken wine bottle had his prints all over it, and they had photographic proof of the
			fingermarks on her neck, they wanted to warn her that his defence would put up a
			fight.

		They didn’t really need to draw a
			picture for her to describe what they meant by that. Eva realized that Myles’s
			looks and bearing would influence the jury, and they were likely to believe she’d
			led him on or acted provocatively.

		As soon as the police had left she started
			to ask herself if it was really worth going through something that would be so
			unpleasant, especially if Myles only ended up with a rap over the knuckles.

		She knew Phil and Patrick would be horrified
			if she withdrew her statement. But then they weren’t going to be put through the
			ordeal of being cross-examined.

		Eva was still mulling it over in her mind
			when Serendipity – a shop she loved in Notting Hill that sold all kinds of china, glass and kitchen equipment – rang her and asked if she would like to
			start working for them immediately. Before she’d left for Scotland she had gone
			into the shop and said how much she’d like to work there. They didn’t have
			any vacancies then, but they’d taken her telephone number just in case there was
			one at a later date. A vacancy had occurred now, and it seemed her enthusiasm for the
			shop had impressed the manager, so he’d rung to offer her a month’s
			trial.

		The phone call couldn’t have come at a
			better time. At a stroke it took her mind off Myles, the stolen-baby issue and feeling
			lonely without Phil.

		The manager wanted her to start on the
			Saturday, just six days after returning from Scotland, and she accepted eagerly.

		Right from the first day she took to it like
			a duck to water. The shop was busy, because they stocked great things at bargain prices.
			The other staff were fun and friendly, and the customers were all people she could
			relate to. Unlike the bistro, where she’d had people treat her like an inferior
			being, at Serendipity the customers were eager to be liked so she would show them the
			best bargains.

		Thursday was her day off. As it was a
			lovely day, she rushed off to the supermarket first thing to buy food for the weekend.
			Phil was coming home, and she hurried back to do some cleaning before sitting out in the
			garden with a book.

		Phil didn’t ring her as usual in the
			early evening. Since he’d gone to Birmingham he always rang on his way out from
			his digs to get an evening meal. But she thought he’d probably had to work late,
			so he could leave to come home earlier tomorrow. And anyway, she was so busy making a
			Victoria sponge that it didn’t matter to her.

		She was in bed by eleven, sitting up
			painting her fingernails and thinking about what she would cook for dinner the next day and what she would wear to greet Phil. She smiled to
			herself; she would need to cook something that wouldn’t spoil, and wear something
			that would be easy to take off. She wondered if he would like it if she opened the door
			to him wearing nothing more than an apron?

		Turning out the light, she snuggled down and
			lay there listening to the sounds of people leaving the pub, calling to one another, and
			car doors banging. One of her neighbours had stopped her earlier in the week and asked
			if she didn’t think they ought to complain about the noise from the pub.
			She’d said it didn’t bother her. But the truth was, she quite liked that
			burst of noise which gradually faded away to complete silence. It rounded off the day,
			just as the sound of the milk float rattling down the road started the new day. She
			wondered why it was that some people complained about everything.

		A noise woke her. She groggily reached out
			in the dark for the alarm clock, but on seeing it was only three in the morning, she
			thought it was just a drunk going past the house. But then she heard a sound she
			didn’t recognize – a whooshing noise. And she could smell something too.

		Puzzled, she sat upright. It was a few
			moments before she registered that it was a smell of burning, and that the sound was the
			crackling of fire.

		In panic she jumped out of bed and ran to
			the door. As she opened it she recoiled in horror when she saw a wall of thick smoke. It
			was so dense she couldn’t even see the banisters of the staircase less than four
			feet away. But even through the smoke she could see an orangey-red glow coming from down
			by the front door, and it was making its way towards the stairs.

		The house was on fire, and she was
			trapped.

		Shutting the bedroom door to hold the fire
			at bay until she could get out, she ran to the windows overlooking the
			street. They were both locked. She fumbled for the little key on the sill but
			couldn’t find it.

		On advice from John, who had installed the
			windows, she always closed and locked them when she went out for fear of a burglar. She
			hadn’t opened them when she went to bed because moths and daddy long-legs came in,
			attracted by the light. Frantically she rushed to switch on the light to help her find
			the key.

		She had just got back to the window sill
			when the light went out; she guessed the fire had burned some wiring and shorted it out.
			The key had to be on the sill, she always kept it there. But she ran her fingers all
			along both sills, and it wasn’t there.

		The smoke was belching in under the door
			now. She grabbed the duvet and shoved it down to cover the gap. Coughing and
			spluttering, she went back to the windows and crawled along beneath them feeling with
			her hands for the key. But she still couldn’t find it. Terrified now, she began
			hammering on the windows with her fists but soon realized that no one was going to hear
			her. She tried to think of something she could use to break the window.

		A chair was first, but when she cracked it
			against the glass she merely broke off the two front legs. She tried a shoe, but that
			made no impression at all.

		She knew she was going to die. Someone had
			once told her that smoke killed you before the flames did. And she was choking now – her
			lungs were filling up with it – and there was nothing heavy enough in the room to break
			the glass.

		In a moment of clarity she remembered what
			that smell was when she opened the bedroom door. It was petrol. It must have been that
			bastard Myles who had set the fire – his revenge for her going to the police.

		Coughing and wheezing, her lungs feeling as if
			they were on fire, she fell on to the bed and covered her head with a pillow. She had
			thought that sometime in the future she and Phil would get married; that they’d
			have children and have a long and happy life together.

		But now she wasn’t even going to get a
			chance to say goodbye to him.

		Phil was smiling to himself as he took the
			Hammersmith turn-off from the M4. He hadn’t knocked off work at five o’clock
			as usual. He knew, if he kept on working, he could finish the job by about one in the
			morning. And then he could drive home to Eva. The two joiners had teased him about being
			in love and growing soppy. But it was in their interests for him to finish the
			plastering early, as it meant they wouldn’t be held up in the morning waiting for
			him to get out of their way.

		Eva had given him a key, and he
			couldn’t wait to creep up the stairs and into bed with her. He just hoped she
			didn’t scream, thinking it was an intruder.

		As he was about to signal to turn left off
			Holland Park Avenue, a fire engine with sirens screaming came up behind him, overtook
			him and turned into Portland Road. Another one followed it, and Phil had pull right over
			almost on to the pavement.

		Even before he turned the corner, he knew
			the fire was close. The sirens had stopped, but halfway along Portland Road he could
			smell smoke and see the bright lights from the fire engines. He realized they must be in
			Pottery Lane.

		He parked his car in the first space he saw,
			got out and ran the rest of the way. As he turned the corner by the pub he saw it was
			No. 7, the small window beside the front door glowing red with flames. He felt himself
			go cold with fright.

		‘My girl’s in there!’ he
			yelled at the first fireman he reached. The man had just got out of the fire-engine cab
			and was unrolling the hose. ‘I’ve got a key, I must go in and get
			her.’

		The fireman caught hold of his shoulders.
			‘You can’t go in, the whole ground floor is alight. Which room will she be
			in?’

		‘The front room.’ Phil pointed
			up. ‘Get a ladder!’

		He was aware that, behind the man he had
			spoken to, the other firemen were moving quickly into their positions; one hose was
			already out, and he heard the gushing sound as the water ran into the gutter. The glass
			in the small window by the front door suddenly exploded, pieces falling out on to the
			pavement. The men lifted the hose and aimed it through the window. Phil heard sizzling
			as water hit the flames.

		It was then he became aware of how many
			other people were out in the street. There were dozens of them, huddling in small
			groups, all wearing dressing gowns or coats over their nightclothes. The police arrived
			then and started moving people back, away from the fire. One came over to Phil,
			signalling with his arms for him to go back too.

		‘My girl’s in there,’ Phil
			yelled again over the noise of the engines and the water. ‘Please get her
			out!’

		Everything seemed to have gone into
			agonizing slow motion. He saw the fireman he’d spoken to talking to a colleague,
			and pointing to the windows upstairs. His colleague spoke to someone else, and it seemed
			to take for ever before he saw them positioning a ladder.

		The first fireman came back to him.
			‘Is there anything in the house or garage we need to know about. Gas cylinders?
			Cans of petrol?’

		‘Her car will be in the garage,’
			Phil gasped. ‘Oh hell, there’s not only the petrol in the car, but
			there’s probably paint stripper, white spirit and God knows what else
			too.’

		This news seemed to have a galvanizing effect
			on the fire crew. The front door was instantly broken down and the hoses played right
			into the inferno of the hallway.

		A ladder was now firmly in place and a
			fireman with breathing apparatus went up it. Phil was unable to stop himself miming
			breaking the window, hopping from one foot to the other in agitation. He was vaguely
			aware that a woman had come to his side – a neighbour, he supposed. She spoke but his
			focus was on the window and he didn’t hear what she said.

		She shook his arm to get his attention.
			‘She’ll be alright, they’ll get her out,’ she said. ‘Look,
			an ambulance is here now.’

		At last Phil heard the sound of breaking
			glass falling into the street. He held his breath as the fireman on the ladder put his
			mask over his face and climbed in.

		‘I don’t suppose he’d have
			gone in if the fire was in that room,’ the woman said to Phil. ‘I called
			them, you know. I normally curse that I don’t sleep well, but I’m glad I was
			awake tonight. You see, I went out into the backyard, and that’s when I smelled
			the smoke and saw it coming over the gardens. Next door are away – they aren’t
			going to be too happy when they get back and find the smoke has damaged their house, are
			they?’

		Phil wanted her to shut up, even though he
			knew he should be grateful to her. He wanted to keep his eyes on that window, not look
			at the woman and make some response. His heart was pounding with fear that Eva was
			already dead from the smoke. He didn’t know what he’d do without her.

		At last he saw the fireman at the window
			with Eva over his shoulder like a sack of coal. At that point there was a loud bang from
			inside the house and a tongue of flame licked out of the front door and up the front of
			the house. Two more of the team advanced with another hose, and the
			sound of spitting and hissing as the water attacked the flames filled the air.

		Slowly the fireman came down the ladder with
			Eva. Phil rushed towards them.

		‘Steady on,’ the fireman said.
			‘She’s alive, but she needs urgent medical treatment.’

		The ambulance men came forward with a
			stretcher and laid Eva down on it, then gave her oxygen as they wheeled her back to the
			ambulance. She was wearing pink pyjamas with teddy bears on them; in the yellowy glow of
			the street lighting she looked about twelve.

		‘Will she be alright?’
			Phil’s words were a plea more than a question. ‘I’m her boyfriend. Can
			I come with you?’

		‘It’s too soon to say,’
			one of the men replied. ‘But sure, you can come with us.’

	
		
Chapter Eighteen

		Phil felt a surge of emotion as he looked
			down at Eva in the hospital bed. The smell of smoke still clung to her and she looked so
			pale, small and vulnerable. Even though he knew she was out of danger now, the terror of
			the past few hours when he thought he was going to lose her would never leave him.

		She had been unconscious on admittance to
			hospital, and so close to death from the smoke inhalation that they had to put a tube
			down her throat to give her oxygen. All he had been able to think of as he paced the
			hospital corridors was that he was to blame. He’d told her the electrical wiring
			was in good condition, and he’d clearly been mistaken.

		When the doctor finally came to tell him she
			was rallying, Phil wanted to hug the man for saving her. The doctor pointed out that she
			was very disorientated and nauseous, and she would be plagued by coughing bouts for some
			time. But he smiled as he said that Eva was a fighter.

		While Phil had been waiting for news, two
			different policemen had called in to see how she was. Phil had admitted that he felt
			responsible, because he should have recommended she get a qualified electrician to check
			the wiring in the house. They said that fires started for many reasons and that, until
			the fire service had made their investigation and discovered what had caused it, he
			shouldn’t go blaming himself.

		When he was finally allowed in to see her,
			the relief of knowing she was going to be alright made him feel almost euphoric.

		He took her hand and stroked it. She opened
			her eyes and looked at him.

		He was shocked at how sore her eyes looked,
			and he bent to kiss her forehead. ‘Don’t try to speak, your throat must be
			very raw. I’m going to stay with you, just go back to sleep, you are safe
			now.’

		‘Do they know it was Myles?’ she
			croaked out.

		‘Myles?’ he repeated. Then he
			remembered that it was the name of the man who had assaulted her. ‘What makes you
			think he was responsible?’

		‘I smelled petrol. Who else would pour
			that through the letter box?’ she said, her voice so hoarse it didn’t even
			sound like hers. ‘You must tell the police.’

		It hadn’t even crossed Phil’s
			mind that the fire had been started deliberately. The possibility that Eva could be
			right, and that the intention had been to kill her, made his stomach lurch.

		Somehow he managed to stay calm, to reassure
			her that he would deal with it, that everything would be alright and all she needed to
			do was go to sleep knowing she was in safe hands. But that calmness was just a front –
			inside, his stomach was contracting with anger. If he could lay his hands on that
			bastard, he’d tear him limb from limb and take real pleasure in it.

		A policeman was waiting out in the corridor,
			hoping for a few words with Eva. Phil went straight over to him and repeated what she
			had just said.

		The policeman was in his mid-thirties, a
			pleasant-faced man with brown curly hair. ‘One of my colleagues did mention that
			your girlfriend had been assaulted recently,’ he said in a very off-hand manner.
			‘We will check out Miss Patterson’s allegation.’

		‘The man is out on bail,’ Phil
			tersely reminded him, wondering why he wasn’t rushing out of the
			door now to catch Myles. ‘He should be arrested immediately and charged with
			attempted murder.’

		‘We will of course question him –
			should it transpire that the fire was arson,’ the policeman said. His tone had
			more than a touch of ‘allow the police to decide what is to be done’. He
			continued, ‘Does Miss Patterson have family we should contact? Will they be able
			to take her in when she is released from hospital?’

		Phil said that he would take care of her and
			gave the man his address and phone number. He explained that Eva’s mother was
			dead. And although she had a half-brother and half-sister, he didn’t think there
			was any point in contacting them, as their father was not on friendly terms with
			her.

		The policeman nodded, but wrote Andrew
			Patterson’s address down in his notebook anyway. ‘We should have the report
			back from the fire officers shortly,’ he said. ‘You look as if you could do
			with some sleep yourself. Go on home for now. And if we need to know anything else,
			we’ll contact you.’

		Phil didn’t go home. As tired as he
			was, he felt unable to leave in case Eva needed him. He rang Serendipity in Notting
			Hill, where Eva had been working, and told them what had happened to her, saying
			he’d contact them again once she was better. He also phoned his own boss to warn
			him that he might not be in to work on Monday. He wished he could phone Patrick, Gregor
			and Olive too, as he felt the need to share what had happened with people who cared for
			Eva. But she had their numbers, and he didn’t even know their addresses to look
			them up in a directory.

		They moved Eva later that morning from
			intensive care into a medical ward. As the ward sister wouldn’t let him sit by her
			bedside, he had to wait in the visitors’ room.

		He must have dozed off, as he came to with a
			start when his name was called.

		It was the same curly-haired policeman
			he’d spoken to earlier. ‘I just came to tell you that the fire was started
			deliberately,’ he said, looking grave. ‘Forensics have ascertained that rags
			soaked in petrol were pushed through the letter box. We are doing a house-to-house
			inquiry in the proximity, in the hope that someone saw something.’

		‘How likely is that in the middle of
			the night?’ Phil asked. ‘It’s obvious it was that creep who attacked
			her.’

		‘He wasn’t at his home when we
			called there. According to his neighbour, he went on holiday three days ago.’

		Phil made a dismissive snort. ‘How
			convenient!’

		‘We will of course be checking on
			that,’ the policeman said. ‘But we’ll also be checking around the
			neighbourhood. I’m going in to speak to Miss Patterson now, to tell her of these
			developments.’

		Phil looked at his watch; it was one
			forty-five. ‘It will be visiting time in another fifteen minutes!’

		The policeman gave him a sharp look, as if
			his visit was far more important. ‘I’ll come back and tell you when
			I’ve finished.’

		After the policeman had gone, Phil went to
			see if he could get a cup of coffee. He was irritated by the policeman’s lack of
			urgency in this case. Would he have pulled his finger out if Eva had died in the
			fire?

		The following evening, while Phil was
			visiting Eva, the policeman he had spoken to on the previous day came in with another
			officer.

		It was Saturday, so there were more visitors
			than usual around the other patients’ beds. ‘Couldn’t they have called
			when there aren’t any other visitors to gawp?’ Eva whispered to him. ‘It makes me feel like I’ve done something
			wrong.’

		She was much better today. Her face was a
			yellowy grey, her voice was still very hoarse and her eyes sore, and she also had a
			headache and the awful cough to deal with. But she had managed to eat some lunch and she
			was no longer disorientated.

		The curly-haired policeman introduced
			himself as Detective Inspector Turner. He came straight to the point, saying that he had
			proof Myles was in Cornwall on holiday. It seemed the local police had interviewed him;
			he had a cast-iron alibi, because he’d been in a restaurant in St Ives on the
			night of the fire with a group of friends until almost one thirty. Aside from the fact
			he’d left there very drunk, it was impossible for anyone to reach London by car in
			just over an hour.

		‘Maybe he paid someone else to do
			it?’ Phil suggested.

		Turner ignored him and just looked at Eva.
			‘A young woman in Portland Road did see something she thought was
			suspicious,’ he said. ‘She was dropped home by taxi about fifteen minutes
			before the logged call to the emergency services. As the taxi drew up outside her house
			she saw a man getting out of his car. But when he saw the taxi was stopping, the man
			ducked down behind his car. It made her nervous, because she thought it was an old
			boyfriend who has been making a nuisance of himself. However, when she got in she looked
			out of the window and saw the car was a BMW, and therefore not her old
			boyfriend’s. The man who had hidden was gone. And a little later she heard the car
			drive off, so she assumed he’d just been calling on one of her neighbours. But she
			still thought the man’s behaviour was suspicious enough to tell us about it.
			Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell us what colour the car was. Do you know anyone
			with a BMW?’

		‘Only my stepfather,’ Eva said.
			‘I’m not very good at recognizing cars, unless they’re a Mini or a
			Beetle.’

		‘My wife is the same,’ Turner
			said. ‘But your boyfriend did mention that you weren’t on friendly terms
			with your stepfather. Is this a recent falling out? Could you tell me a little more
			about your relationship with him?’

		Eva began coughing violently. Phil poured
			her a glass of water and held it for her to sip.

		‘He was unpleasant to her after her
			mother died,’ Phil said. ‘He was angry because she’d been left the
			house in Pottery Lane.’

		‘I see,’ Turner said.
			‘When did Miss Patterson last have contact with him?’

		‘Less than two weeks ago – we called
			on him on our way back from a holiday in Scotland,’ Phil said. ‘Eva had
			things she wanted to ask him about.’

		Even through her coughing Phil could see
			Eva’s eyes were imploring him not to say anything further, but he knew he
			must.

		‘Eva doesn’t want me to tell you
			this,’ he said. ‘I understand why, because it’s personal, complicated
			and we could very well be barking up the wrong tree. But whether we are or not,
			Patterson was rattled by some questions we asked him.’

		She caught hold of his hand as if to stop
			him. Her coughing subsided and she looked scared.

		He turned to her and smoothed down her hair.
			‘I’ve got to speak out, Eva. You could’ve died in that fire, and the
			police need to know all the facts if they are to find the person who started
			it.’

		‘We certainly do, Miss
			Patterson,’ Turner said.

		Phil was aware that some of the other
			patients in the ward were watching keenly. He looked back at Turner. ‘I’d
			rather tell you about this down at the police station, not here in a
			ward full of people with their ears pinned back.’

		Turner nodded in agreement.

		‘Then will you leave first? I’ll
			come down in my van in a few minutes, so no one gets the idea I’m being
			arrested,’ Phil said.

		As the two policemen left the ward, Eva
			clutched his hand even tighter. ‘It can’t be Andrew,’ she said, her
			eyes welling up. ‘He wouldn’t do that to me.’

		‘A year ago you wouldn’t have
			believed he would turn on you the minute your mum was dead,’ Phil pointed out.
			‘While I was away I thought a lot about his reaction when we went to his house. If
			he had nothing to hide, why was he so defensive? Especially in front of me! So maybe
			that baby in Carlisle isn’t you – I really hope so – but there is something weird
			about Andrew’s attitude towards you. And I think telling Turner about it all is
			the best way of getting to the bottom of it.’

		‘But what about Ben and Sophie?’
			she implored him.

		Phil shrugged. ‘You can’t brush
			this under the carpet just to save them some grief,’ he said. ‘And if Andrew
			did try to kill you, then he deserves whatever comes to him.’

		She lay back on the pillows as if
			defeated.

		‘I love you, Eva,’ he said,
			leaning over her and kissing her gently. ‘I want us to have a happy and secure
			future together. Whatever your mother did, it isn’t your fault, but at the moment
			it’s spoiling your life. What sort of man would I be if I didn’t try to make
			it better for you?’

		‘I’m afraid I’m spoiling
			your life,’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘What will your family think if all this
			comes out?’

		‘They’ll think the same as me,
			that it was nothing to do with you. They’ll admire you for being brave enough to
			expose it all. And they will all love you as much as I do.’

		He had to go then. He gave her one last kiss
			and walked away. He didn’t dare look round and see her stricken face.

		Whatever came of this, he knew it was the
			right thing to do.

		Two hours later Phil was still in an
			interview room with DI Turner. He had explained everything as well as he could, but as
			he talked about the diaries and the second-hand information Eva had gleaned on her trip
			to Scotland, the policeman’s incredulous expression made him falter.

		‘I know it is only supposition that
			Eva could be the baby snatched in Carlisle,’ he said. ‘I can’t even
			show you the diary, the picture of the shops or the set of tiny baby clothes – they must
			all have gone up in flames. But Gregor Hamilton and his sister, Grace, in Pitlochry will
			confirm the contents of the diary, as they read it. And surely a simple blood test will
			prove whether the woman in Carlisle is Eva’s mother or not …’ He paused
			for a moment, aware that this all must sound like a piece of fiction to a policeman. He
			had to make his case a little stronger if he wanted to be taken seriously.

		‘Look, I don’t want to believe
			Andrew Patterson tried to kill Eva. Would anyone do that to someone they’d looked
			after from a small child? But there is something fishy about the man – he couldn’t
			tell us where Eva was born, and I feel certain he did have some sort of hold over Flora.
			And do you think it’s mere coincidence that Flora killed herself on that other
			baby’s twenty-first birthday?’

		Turner sighed deeply. ‘I don’t
			know what to think. It isn’t unknown for a depressed woman, who has lost a baby,
			to steal one. But in such cases the woman is usually caught very quickly because she
			isn’t capable of all the guile, nerve and planning it would require to get away
			with it. So maybe Flora was just lucky, and cool-headed enough to
			drive down south with a new baby without drawing attention to herself. But tell me, why
			would any man, supposing he did actually know of such a crime, collude in it?’

		‘The only reason that would make me do
			it is if I loved the woman so much I couldn’t bear to shop her,’ Phil said.
			‘But from what I’ve seen of Patterson, he isn’t a man to allow his
			heart to rule his head. My gut feeling from the one meeting I’ve had with him is
			that he is a control freak. And Flora was the one with money when they met …’
			He paused, looking hard at Turner. ‘But whether Flora did or didn’t snatch
			the baby, and whether Andrew knew or not, he’s still been very nasty to Eva, he
			knew where she was living, and a man with a BMW was acting suspiciously near Pottery
			Lane. So surely that’s enough to bring him in for questioning?’

		‘Oh, we will. And his car will be
			checked by forensics.’

		‘Will you also open the case about the
			missing baby and run some blood tests?’

		DI Turner gave him a long, studied look.
			‘Go home now. Leave it to us.’

		On Tuesday, four days after her admittance
			to hospital, as Eva waited for the doctor to do his rounds and discharge her, she
			dressed herself in the clothes Phil had brought in for her the night before. He had
			bought them himself: underwear, jeans, black T-shirt, a grey zip-up jacket and a pair of
			sandals.

		He had seemed embarrassed about them, and
			apologized for picking such dull things. But Eva didn’t care what they were like –
			she was just impressed that he’d got everything the right size – and was very glad
			that she’d be going home with him the next day.

		Yet when Phil went home after visiting time,
			all at once the enormity of what had happened hit her.

		She didn’t think she could ever forget
			the terror of being trapped in the bedroom with the fire raging downstairs. If it had
			been an electrical fault, she might just have been able to feel grateful that the
			firemen had got her out in time. But the thought that someone wanted her dead was going
			to haunt her for ever.

		Aside from almost dying, she’d lost
			everything she owned. Her clothes didn’t matter so much – but photographs,
			Flora’s paintings, and the little things she’d had since she was a child,
			were all irreplaceable.

		Phil had said he thought some things in the
			bedrooms might be salvageable, as the flames hadn’t reached there. But even so,
			they would be badly smoke-damaged. He found it almost miraculous that the fire
			hadn’t got into the garage. If it had reached the car, the whole house would have
			gone up – and probably next door too.

		All the effort that had gone into making the
			house nice was for nothing. She tried to tell herself she didn’t care, that the
			place had been full of bad memories: the misery of her first days there, the snootiness
			of the neighbours and Myles attacking her.

		But there were so many good memories there
			too: Phil taking her home after her bag was snatched, seeing the house come together as
			Brian and John worked on it, the joy she’d felt at learning to do jobs for
			herself, meeting Patrick for the first time and planting up the garden. Phil had been
			the rock she leaned on, the man who made her laugh and restored her faith in men. She
			had spent so many nights wondering if he would ever make the first move, or whether
			she’d have to do it.

		She’d planned to take their
			relationship slowly, to savour what they had between them and just
			enjoy it. Now she was dependent on Phil, and that wasn’t the way she wanted it to
			be.

		Phil had said that the insurance would pay
			out, that he could get men in to do the house up again and then she could sell it, if
			she wanted to. She couldn’t tell him that she felt she’d been robbed of a
			period of courtship, that she had intended for them to have separate lives until such
			time as they were absolutely sure of one another.

		On top of all that, she wasn’t sure
			she’d ever feel safe again.

		Minutes after the doctor discharged her,
			Phil arrived to take her back to his place. The doctor had warned her she must take it
			easy for a while and get plenty of rest. ‘No going into smoky pubs or
			restaurants,’ he reminded her. ‘Get as much fresh air as you can, and that
			cough will soon go.’

		She felt pretty good, considering what
			she’d been through. Her eyes and throat were still a bit sore, and the cough was
			horrible. But when her mind turned to being trapped in the smoke-filled bedroom and the
			fire that threatened to overwhelm her, she made herself think about Scotland and the
			Lake District.

		‘All set then?’ Phil asked as he
			came in. ‘If I’m allowed to boast, I think I chose those clothes pretty
			well. But you’ll be able to go shopping yourself in a day or two.’

		‘You did outstandingly well,’
			she said, hugging him. ‘Everything fits perfectly.’

		‘We’ll stop at Boots on the way
			home and you can get some toiletries and make-up,’ he said. ‘That was
			Mum’s input – she turned up at the flat at eight this morning to give it a good
			clean, and then reminded me that girls need stuff men don’t think of. She’s
			dying to meet you, but I said you need a few days to get settled. That
			was my hint to make sure she left the flat before we got back.’

		‘Is your brother OK about me
			coming?’

		His brother, Lee, was two years younger than
			Phil. He had already told her that Lee was messy, played music very loudly and had no
			respect for his elder brother’s possessions.

		‘He’s gone to stay with Mum for
			a while. It was his suggestion too, so don’t feel bad about it.’

		Eva’s first impression on pulling up
			outside Phil’s home was that it looked very well kept. It was a semi-detached,
			two-storey ex-council house, his flat being on the ground floor, with a privet hedge and
			grass in front. It was in a crescent which curved around behind a busy road with a rank
			of small shops, but there were trees all the way along it. And there was a fenced-off
			small children’s playground in a grassy area further along the crescent.

		‘The front garden really belongs to
			the couple upstairs,’ he said as he led her through the gate. ‘But I cut the
			grass and trim the hedge for them, because they don’t bother.’

		Eva saw there was a stone staircase at the
			side of the house, which presumably was his neighbour’s entrance, and beyond that
			was a fence with a gate to the back garden.

		She liked the fact that Phil had painted his
			front door red – and although she didn’t say it, she was already thinking how much
			nicer it would be with tubs of flowers flanking it.

		Inside, the flat was bigger than she had
			expected. It had a decent-sized sitting room, two bedrooms, a tiny bathroom and a long
			narrow kitchen with a door at the end leading to the garden.

		Phil stood for a moment, and sniffed
			appreciatively at the smell of lavender furniture polish. ‘Mum’s done a good
			job,’ he said. ‘If you’d seen what it was like a
			couple of days ago, you’d have run off down the street.’

		‘No, I wouldn’t, I’d have
			got stuck in to clean it,’ she said, and kissed him. ‘I’m so glad to
			be here with you.’

		What she really meant was that she was sure
			she could feel safe with him. His flat might be what she expected from a couple of
			bachelors – uninspired decor in green and beige, a worn three-piece suite and a stained
			carpet which was a testimony to many parties – but she was glad to be there. The kitchen
			was very nice, though: pine units and a sparklingly clean cooker. When she looked out of
			the back door she found the garden was all paved, with not an empty beer can or
			overflowing dustbin in sight.

		‘When the Fire Department gives us the
			all clear, I’ll go and rescue all your tubs of flowers,’ Phil said. ‘I
			bet you are thinking how boring it looks out there?’

		She laughed; he so often seemed to guess
			what she was thinking. ‘When did men ever think of planting up tubs?’ she
			said. ‘I’m just delighted there is somewhere to sit outside. Mind you,
			autumn is here, it’s already chillier.’

		‘I’m going to make us some
			tea,’ he said. ‘Then we’ll sit down and make a list of all the things
			that have to be done. Not that you need to do stuff like contacting the insurance
			people, your bank, or even going to buy clothes yet. But a list is always a good place
			to start.’

		‘Shouldn’t you be at
			work?’ she asked, leaning into his chest. ‘You’ve had so much time off
			because of me.’

		‘I should go back tomorrow. But only
			if you’ll be OK on your own. Once you’d given me Patrick, Olive and
			Gregor’s phone numbers I did ring them. Patrick wasn’t there, so I could
			only leave a message, but Olive and Gregor have got this number and address and will
			ring to speak to you. Brian said he’d definitely call round to see you. He was
			horrified by what had happened, but he did say he could get a team
			together to sort out the house once the police have finished poring over it.’

		‘Dear Brian,’ she said with
			affection, ‘he’s such a nice man. Now, about that tea!’

	
		
Chapter Nineteen

		Detective Inspector Salway stepped forward
			as the front door of The Beeches was opened by a tall dark-haired man.

		‘Mr Andrew Patterson?’ Salway
			inquired.

		‘Yes, what can I do for
			you?’

		‘DI Salway,’ he said, and
			flashed his identity card. Then, half turning towards the other detective who was
			standing a few feet back, he introduced him as DC Connaught. ‘We have a warrant to
			search your house following the arson attack at your stepdaughter’s home in
			London.’

		It was just after eight in the morning –
			always a good time to catch suspects unawares. Patterson looked ready to go to work; he
			was clean-shaven, wearing a smart navy-blue suit.

		‘Arson attack!’ Patterson
			exclaimed. ‘Good heavens. How awful! Is Eva alright?’

		The two policemen exchanged glances. If they
			hadn’t been told of the issues between this man and his stepdaughter, they might
			have almost believed his concern for her was real.

		‘She’s recovering now,’
			Salway said. ‘But it was touch and go at first. We’re looking at an
			attempted murder.’

		‘But why do you need to search my
			house?’ Patterson asked as if bewildered. ‘She hasn’t lived here for
			some time, and she took all her belongings with her. Why wasn’t I told about this
			fire before? I would’ve driven down to London with her brother and sister to see
			her. Is she still in hospital?’

		Salway thought the man was a very cool
			customer. His reaction to the news of the arson attack was pitched perfectly to make him
			look entirely innocent: not just his indignation at the fact he
			hadn’t been informed, but his assumption that they wanted to search in order to
			find clues in the daughter’s belongings that might lead them to the arsonist. But
			Salway had looked at the file from the day when Mrs Patterson died, and it had been
			noted by WPC Markham that his attitude towards Eva on that occasion had been remarkably
			lacking in sympathy or support for the girl.

		‘It was up to her to say who she
			wanted us to contact,’ Salway said. ‘I don’t believe she included you
			in that number. The team who will be handling the search will be here any minute. But
			while they are doing their job we’d like you to accompany us to the station to
			help us with our inquiries.’

		At that moment two police cars turned into
			the drive. It was only then that Patterson looked nervous. ‘I don’t want
			them rampaging around my house while I’m not around,’ he said.
			‘Can’t I answer your questions here?’

		‘We prefer interviews to take place at
			the station, and my men will take great care not to damage anything,’ Salway said.
			‘Now, if we can have your house and car keys please? They will be returned to you
			as soon as we’ve finished.’

		Patterson’s face darkened. He looked
			as if he was about to start a protest, but as the other uniformed police got out of
			their vehicles and began walking towards him, he clearly thought better of it. ‘My
			other daughter Sophie is upstairs. I need to tell her what is happening.’

		‘One of the women police officers will
			inform her,’ Salway said firmly. ‘Now, please come with us.’

		Two hours later Salway left the interview
			room for a breather and to discuss his progress with Wilson, his sergeant.

		‘Patterson is very calm and
			controlled,’ Salway sighed. ‘He claims on that night he left his
			girlfriend’s place at around half eleven and went straight home to bed. He said he
			heard his daughter come in a bit later – around twelve, he thought. If
			she corroborates that, he’ll be off the hook. Anything found in the
			house?’

		‘There was a petrol can in the garage.
			But then who doesn’t have one, if they’ve got a petrol lawn mower? Nothing
			suspicious in his car – and nothing that matches the bit of rope used as a wick that
			they found outside the crime scene.’

		Salway was disappointed. But having spent a
			couple of hours with Patterson, he wasn’t really surprised the man had left
			nothing incriminating for them to find. He was a clever man; even when he was questioned
			about his relationship with his stepdaughter he managed to remain remarkably convincing
			that it was Eva who had turned against him. ‘We’ll get the younger daughter
			in for questioning too. I want to know where she was that evening, and how she got
			home.’

		‘What d’you reckon on this thing
			about the baby in Carlisle?’ Wilson asked. ‘Did you bring that up with
			Patterson?’

		‘No, I didn’t. I was waiting to
			see if he would mention it. I half expected he might use it to imply his stepdaughter
			was deranged, but he’s a very cool customer. When I asked him what made her go to
			see him on her way home from Scotland, when relations were a little chilly between them,
			he said she wanted to ask him some stuff about her birth. He said he couldn’t
			really answer her questions as he hadn’t met Flora then. He managed to give a
			first-class impression of a concerned father, pointing out that she’d lost her
			mother in the worst possible circumstances, and maybe regretted leaving home so soon
			afterwards. He even covered all the bases by admitting he could have handled her with
			more sensitivity and tact, and put that down to his own grief. It would be very easy to
			believe him.’

		‘But you don’t?’

		‘No. He’s suave, calm and
			charming, but I sensed the bully beneath. He’s a man who is used
			to having everything his own way, and he’s not a man to cross. I don’t know
			that I believe his wife stole a baby, but I’m sure as hell he did something to
			that poor woman which made her top herself. And I’ve got a gut feeling he set that
			fire, though I can’t see a motive for doing it. He doesn’t stand to gain
			anything by it.’

		‘So what now then?’ the sergeant
			asked.

		‘Apart from interviewing Sophie
			Patterson, there’s not a lot we can do. The Met will continue to make further
			inquiries in the locality of the fire, and they’ll be checking on all maternity
			cases on the 26th of April, 1970, when Eva was born – both hospital and home births. I
			was told they were checking on all doctors in the Holland Park area to find where Flora
			Foyle and her baby were registered, and to see if there were any checks made by health
			visitors back in 1970.’

		‘But what about Patterson?’

		Salway shrugged. ‘We haven’t got
			anything to hold him with, much less charge him. The daughter Sophie is on her way now.
			But if she confirms her dad was home in bed that night, we’ll have to let him
			go.’

		WPC Markham’s most vivid memory of
			the night of Flora Patterson’s suicide had been the coldness Andrew Patterson had
			shown towards Eva. It had played on her mind for some time afterwards.

		On hearing the news that Eva had been the
			victim of an arson attack in London, that Andrew Patterson wasn’t her father, and
			that he was the prime suspect, she felt justified in many of the thoughts she’d
			had about the man.

		When she was asked to interview Sophie
			Patterson, she just wished she had studied the younger daughter more closely that night,
			because all she really remembered about the girl was her hysterics. As she walked into
			the interview room, where Sophie was waiting with PC Holderness who
			had brought her in, she was surprised to find the girl had changed a great deal.

		Six months ago Sophie had been an innocent,
			pretty schoolgirl with a clear complexion and shining hair. Now she looked plain tarty:
			she was wearing far too much make-up, her jeans were so tight she could have been poured
			into them, and her T-shirt was very low cut, revealing impressive cleavage which Markham
			felt could only have been achieved with a substantially padded bra. Even her hair was
			spoiled. She’d had a perm, but it was frizzy rather than the kind of Botticelli
			curls she’d clearly been aiming for.

		She was chewing gum – something Markham
			hated – and her surly expression and the way she had her arms crossed suggested she no
			longer had any respect for authority.

		‘What do you want to talk to me
			for?’ she asked, tossing her hair. ‘I haven’t done
			anything.’

		‘No one suggested you had,’
			Markham said. ‘We just need to know where you were on the evening of last
			Thursday, the 20th of September.’

		‘Why?’

		‘Just answer the question,
			please.’

		‘I went to my mate’s
			house,’ she said, folding her arms and looking up at the ceiling.

		‘And her name and address?’
			Markham asked.

		‘Louise Randal, 47 Fortworth
			Road.’

		‘What time did you go there, and what
			time was it when you left?’

		‘’Bout seven. Don’t know
			when I left, I never looked at the clock.’

		‘Roughly will do.

		Sophie shrugged. ‘Might have been
			around eleven thirty.’

		‘And how did you get home?’

		‘I walked.’

		Fortworth Road was some half an hour’s
			walk from The Beeches, and it was unlikely a girl of her age would walk that far so late
			at night.

		‘And you were alone?’

		‘Yes, what of it?’

		‘Does your father approve of you
			walking back home so late at night alone?’

		Again Sophie shrugged. ‘What am I
			supposed to do, stay in on my own? He doesn’t care, he’s always out with his
			bird.’

		Despite the girl’s belligerent
			attitude, Markham felt some sympathy for her. She’d lost her mother at a very
			crucial time. She was neither a child nor yet an adult, and if she was being left to her
			own devices for long periods, it was hardly surprising she was getting in with bad
			company.

		‘So was Louise’s mother at home
			while you were there? We’ll need to contact her to verify you were with her
			daughter.’

		Sophie looked panicked then. ‘I
			can’t remember,’ she said.

		Markham knew the houses in Fortworth Road
			were very ordinary houses – too small for a visitor not to know who else was there.

		‘You do realize that telling lies to
			police officers is a serious crime?’ Markham pointed out. ‘If you
			weren’t really at that address, or you didn’t get home until much later than
			twelve, then it would be far better for you to tell me the truth now, as we’ll be
			checking. So let me ask you again. Where were you that evening?’

		Sophie picked at her fingernails. Markham
			could almost see her weighing up whether the consequences of telling the truth to the
			police would be greater than the trouble she’d be in with her father when he found
			out she hadn’t been where she’d said she was.

		‘I was with my boyfriend,’ she
			finally admitted. ‘Round at his place in Gloucester Road. Please
			don’t tell my dad, he’ll go mad with me. He doesn’t approve of
			Jake.’

		PC Holderness smirked at Markham.

		‘What time did you get home?’
			Markham couldn’t promise Sophie anything, but she hoped to get at the whole truth
			before she was forced to admit this to the girl.

		Sophie hesitated.

		‘Tell me the truth, Sophie,’
			Markham insisted.

		‘It was almost one,’ she
			admitted reluctantly. ‘Jake dropped me home on his motorbike.’

		‘Was your father home then?’

		‘Yes, he’d gone to bed. I crept
			in, so he wouldn’t hear me. He asked me the next morning what time I’d got
			in, and I said it was twelve. Please don’t tell him I lied or he’ll ground
			me for ever.’

		‘Are you sure he was there? Was his
			car in the drive?’

		‘It must’ve been or I
			wouldn’t have worried about him hearing me,’ Sophie said. Then she frowned
			and looked at the policewoman curiously. ‘What’s this about? Why would you
			care when I got in anyway?’

		‘Because, Sophie, someone set fire to
			your sister Eva’s house in London that night. She could’ve died in the
			fire.’

		Sophie’s eyes widened in shock.
			‘Oh my God!’ she exclaimed. ‘Is she OK?’

		‘She is now, but she has been very
			poorly,’ Markham said.

		All at once a flash of understanding passed
			over Sophie’s face. ‘You think my dad did it! You do, don’t you?
			That’s why the police were searching our house. Did she say he did it? The cow!
			She just wants to get some revenge because he chucked her out of our house.’

		‘I don’t believe Eva has
			suggested your father was responsible,’ Markham said. ‘In cases like this we
			question everyone involved with the victim.’

		Markham left Sophie with Holderness and went
			to report what the girl had said to DI Salway.

		His face dropped when she told him.
			‘Bugger. The chances are she was so drunk or stoned that she just assumed he was
			there and never thought about his car. And she’ll stick to her story no matter
			what, for fear of him finding out how late she was.’

		‘She doesn’t appear to care much
			about her sister either. That girl needs to wake up and see where she’s heading.
			We can check on the boyfriend – Jake. But you can bet he cleared off from The Beeches so
			fast he wouldn’t have noticed if there was a double-decker bus parked in the
			drive.’

		‘It wouldn’t hurt to do a little
			background check on Patterson, though,’ Salway said. ‘I’ve got a hunch
			he isn’t quite what he seems.’

	
		
Chapter Twenty

		Eva stood at the bottom of the stairs in
			her house in Pottery Lane, her hand over her mouth in shock at the black walls and
			charred remains of her furniture and belongings. Everything was ruined; the red sofa was
			only recognizable because some springs were sticking out of the blackened heap. All that
			remained of her bookshelves, which she had put up so proudly, were the metal brackets on
			the wall, the books a soggy mound of ash beneath. The kitchen units were still in place
			but were burned and distorted, doors hanging open, the contents just so much rubble.

		Then there was the smell, as if a hundred
			people had smoked twenty cigarettes each and then sprayed the room with a toxic mixture
			of mould, rotting vegetation and some kind of pungent chemical. The floor was still wet
			from the firemen’s hoses, the French doors had buckled, and the glass was broken.
			There was absolutely nothing left to show that this had once been a bright and pretty
			room.

		Even the garden was a mess, because her tubs
			of flowers had been knocked over and charred timber and scorched carpet thrown out on
			top of them. She had told herself over and over again since the fire that everything she
			had lost could be replaced – and that much was true. But what she couldn’t get
			over was the fact that someone had deliberately set the fire, intending her to die in
			it.

		She was sure that it was Andrew,
			and she sensed the police were convinced too. But without some evidence to prove it,
			they had no choice but to release him without charge.

		It was a horrible feeling, knowing that he was
			walking around free, probably gloating that he’d been clever enough to cover his
			tracks. To add to her anxiety, so far the police hadn’t been able to confirm or
			disprove that she was the baby taken in Carlisle. It seemed they hadn’t as yet
			been able to find Sue Carling, or any record of where Flora gave birth to Eva.

		But then, as Phil kept pointing out, it was
			only ten days since Eva had left hospital. And there would be an awful lot of legwork
			involved in checking London hospitals and doctors’ practices, as nothing was on
			computers twenty-one years ago. As for Sue Carling, it was hardly surprising she’d
			left Carlisle – no woman would want to stay in a town where people thought she was a
			baby killer.

		Eva wished now she’d never found her
			mother’s diaries, because Dena’s prediction about waking the sleeping
			serpent did appear to have come true. She’d not only put herself in grave danger,
			but she’d alienated herself from Sophie and Ben too.

		She had rung Ben a few days after she got
			out of hospital, but Andrew had got to him first.

		Ben’s voice grew harsh and cold as
			soon as she spoke. ‘If you’ve rung to try to convince me Dad started that
			fire, don’t bother. I can’t believe you’d try to destroy him, Sophie
			and me. You’re deranged, Eva. What possible motive would he have to kill
			you?’

		‘He didn’t like the questions I
			asked when I stopped by The Beeches on my way home from Scotland,’ she said.
			‘Did he tell you about that?’

		‘He told me you were talking a load of
			rubbish, slandering Mum. And you had some lout with you who was backing you up,’
			he said contemptuously. ‘Honestly, Eva, you’d better get a grip.
			You’re heading the same way as Mum – totally unhinged. Sophie and I don’t
			want anything more to do with you.’

		‘And you, Ben, are heading the same way
			as your father – cruel and spiteful,’ she retorted before banging the phone down
			and bursting into tears.

		Phil had tried to comfort her, saying that
			the truth would come out eventually, and she must just be patient. But shaken up by her
			experience in the fire, with everything she owned gone, and still coughing a great deal
			at night, she found it hard not to sink into self-pity.

		There had been brief moments of comfort: she
			had received flowers and chocolates from Olive and all the staff at Oakley and Smithson;
			Gregor and Grace had sent a gift box of Scottish biscuits, toffee and cake with a card
			saying she was welcome to come and stay with them to recuperate. But Patrick was still
			away, and she wished so much that she could speak to him.

		It was Phil’s idea to come here today,
			on Saturday morning, because he felt seeing the damage for herself might help her to
			move on.

		‘Your car seems fine. But I’ll
			get one of my mates to check it over and clean it up on Monday night,’ Phil
			said.

		Eva could only nod; at the moment she felt
			she would never laugh again, let alone drive. She wanted it sold. It was just another
			unwanted memory of Flora and Andrew.

		‘Why don’t we go upstairs and
			see what we can salvage,’ he said, putting his arm around her shoulders. ‘Or
			would you rather leave me to do it at another time?’

		‘No, I’ll do it now. You were
			right, I needed to see it,’ she said, forcing a smile.

		The staircase was still intact. The first
			two steps were badly burned, the carpet almost welded into a solid mass, but they had
			been told by the Fire Department that they were safe to use.

		Phil opened the door to the big bedroom
			first. Although it was gloomy, because the windows had been boarded
			over, the damage here was only from smoke. Eva touched the duvet tentatively, and her
			fingers came away black. She tried not to think about how she had felt the last time she
			was in here.

		‘There’s no point in trying to
			save things like that,’ Phil said. ‘It would take dozens of washes to get it
			clean. But your shoes and things in the drawers might be OK.’

		He had brought a large suitcase and some bin
			bags with him. He turned on a big torch, placing it on the dressing table so she could
			see better.

		‘Everything smells horrible,’
			Eva said. She didn’t really want to try to salvage anything, but common sense said
			she must, and as the clothes in the drawers didn’t look too bad she scooped them
			out and put them into a bin bag. A jewellery box that looked OK went into the suitcase,
			followed by shoes and clothes from the wardrobe.

		As she opened the drawer of the bedside
			cabinet, her spirits were suddenly lifted to find the book of sketches of herself as a
			baby. ‘I’d forgotten I’d put this in here,’ she exclaimed in
			delight. As it had been inside a large envelope, it wasn’t even sooty. ‘I
			just wish I’d brought Mum’s diaries up here too.’

		‘This picture doesn’t look too
			bad either,’ Phil said, taking down from the wall the Cornish beach scene painted
			by Flora. ‘It will need cleaning by an expert, and the frame looks grotty, but we
			can always get a new one.’

		It was the only one of Flora’s
			paintings that Eva had hung upstairs, and that was purely because it looked right
			against the turquoise wall. All the others, some on the living-room walls and some still
			stacked in a box until she decided where to put them, were now just ash. She was
			thrilled that the beach one was relatively undamaged. If she’d been given a choice of saving just one of Flora’s pictures, she would have
			picked that one.

		‘The dressing table will be fine with
			a good clean,’ she said. ‘I think the bedstead will be too. But where can we
			store them?’

		‘I can find room for them in the
			shed,’ Phil said. ‘But let’s leave them for now. I’ll get one of
			my mates to help me get them out.’

		They moved on then to the small bedroom and
			found that it was just as badly smoke-damaged, but the bedside lamp and a few other
			items were worth saving.

		‘That’s everything,’ Eva
			said, after rescuing a few toiletries from the bathroom and the ash-covered towels from
			the airing cupboard. ‘I’d like to get the table and chairs from the garden,
			though, and any tubs that aren’t broken.’

		Once Phil’s van was loaded he locked
			the padlock on the front door and they drove away.

		‘The smell has come with us,’
			Eva said as they drove down Holland Park Avenue.

		‘It won’t stay,’ Phil
			assured her. ‘We’ll put everything out in the garden, clean up the table and
			chairs, and wash the clothes. The fresh air and sunshine will make everything as good as
			new. Or do you mean you are afraid the bad vibes from the house have come
			too?’

		Eva was afraid of that, and once
			again she was astounded at how perceptive Phil could be. He’d been wonderful since
			she’d come out of hospital. He’d comforted her when she had nightmares, and
			sat her up and fetched her a drink when she had coughing fits. She had been very down,
			crying at nothing, yet he’d cooked her meals and listened patiently when she
			agonized about Andrew, Ben and Sophie. He hadn’t snapped at her once, or showed
			any irritation at her state of mind. But she couldn’t expect him to be so tolerant for much longer, and she knew she must pull herself
			together.

		‘No, I don’t believe bad vibes
			can travel with possessions,’ she said. ‘You did the right thing taking me
			there, it had to be faced. I can move on now.’

		Around five o’clock that afternoon,
			as Eva was emptying the washing machine in the kitchen, there was a ring at the
			doorbell.

		‘I’ll get it,’ she called
			out, because Phil was in the garden hosing down the table and chairs.

		She opened the door, fully expecting it to
			be one of Phil’s friends, only to find it was Patrick, with a huge bouquet of
			flowers.

		‘Patrick! What a lovely
			surprise,’ she exclaimed.

		‘I’m sorry to take so long in
			coming to see you,’ he said. ‘I’ve been in America, and I did try to
			phone you a couple of times but got no reply. The third time I tried, I got the message
			that the number was unobtainable. Of course, when I got back and found Phil’s
			message, I understood why. So I’ve rushed over as soon as I could today, to say
			how sorry I am and to see how you are.’

		‘I’m on the mend now,’ she
			said as she kissed him. ‘Do come in, Patrick. I’m sorry if Phil’s
			message gave you a shock.’

		Over coffee Eva explained everything: the
			things she’d discovered on the trip to Scotland, going to see Andrew on the way
			back, and then the fire.

		‘I know it was Andrew, even if it
			can’t be proved. And why else would he do that unless he’d known all along
			that Flora had stolen me?’

		Patrick looked absolutely stunned. His mouth
			opened and closed like a goldfish, and he shook his head too – as if finding it hard to
			believe.

		‘But the police haven’t found Sue
			Carling yet to test her blood against mine. I kind of made a resolution today that I
			must put it all behind me. If I don’t, I’ll go crazy.’

		Patrick put his hand on her cheek and
			smoothed it tenderly, a gesture that said far more than mere words. ‘You’ve
			been through a terrible ordeal, and all this uncertainty must be a terrible strain on
			you. But I am cheered in that Phil is taking care of you. Last time I saw you he was
			just a friend, but it looks to me as if things have moved on there. Am I
			right?’

		Eva smiled, got up and went to the window to
			beckon Phil to come in. ‘Yes, they have. And he’s going to be so pleased to
			meet you. I’ve told him so much about you.’

		Phil came in, drying his hands on a towel.
			Eva introduced them.

		‘Patrick!’ he exclaimed.
			‘I glanced through the window but thought you were from the insurance company –
			that’s why I didn’t come in. I am so glad to meet you at last.’

		‘Do I look like an insurance
			man?’ Patrick asked, grinning and shaking Phil’s hand. ‘I am so
			pleased that Eva had you to lean on through all this. What a shocking
			business!’

		‘It certainly is.’ Phil looked
			grave. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever forget the night of the fire. I was
			afraid I was going to lose Eva. But she made it! We can replace a house and possessions,
			but we couldn’t have replaced her.’

		One of the things that Eva loved most about
			Phil was his ability to mix with all kinds of people. He didn’t try to impress
			them, or fawn round them; he just had a knack of asking the right questions to get
			people talking, and he listened. In fact he was a far better listener than a talker, and
			he made people feel special because he was genuinely interested in what they said.

		The way he reacted to Patrick really pleased
			her. He was as respectful as if the older man was his prospective father-in-law, yet he
			didn’t try to ingratiate himself. They had a brief man-to-man conversation about
			the damage done to the house, and what would be needed to rebuild it. But he also asked
			about Patrick’s trip to America, and said how much he liked his children’s
			book illustrations.

		Later, over a bottle of wine, they told
			Patrick about the best moments in Scotland and the Lake District. But inevitably they
			were drawn back to discussing all that they’d discovered about Flora, and
			Eva’s shock when she found out about the snatched baby.

		‘Tell me honestly, Patrick. Can you
			believe that of Flora?’

		He frowned. ‘My first reaction was
			that it was impossible. But thinking now of how distraught she was when she lost our
			baby, and how reckless she could be, plus what you’ve told me about her time in
			Scotland, I’m no longer quite so positive. While I really hope the police will be
			able to prove Flora gave birth to you, Eva, this whole business of Andrew setting the
			fire makes that look unlikely.’

		He paused for a moment. ‘Eva, you told
			me that the mother you knew didn’t seem to match up to what others told you about
			her. So it is possible that Andrew may well have used what she’d done to control
			and manipulate her. But the police seem to be dragging their feet,’ he continued.
			‘How difficult can it be to prove if you are, or are not, this stolen
			baby?’

		‘I’ve rung them twice,’
			Phil said. ‘I think one reason for the delay is because the investigation involves
			London, Cheltenham and Carlisle police forces.’

		‘Hmmm,’ Patrick frowned.
			‘I suppose even if they had found the mother in Carlisle straight away, they could
			hardly rush into telling her about this until they were almost a hundred per cent sure you were her child. Imagine what a shock it would be for
			her!’

		Eva could only nod. From what she knew of
			Sue Carling from the newspapers of the 1970s, she dreaded being told this woman was her
			real mother.

		‘Even if she is your mother, you
			don’t have to meet her,’ Patrick said, looking at Eva intently as if reading
			her mind. ‘You are the innocent in all this. And although it might seem too cruel
			for the woman to be told you are her child but don’t wish to see her, that is your
			prerogative.’

		‘It would be cruel,’ Eva said.
			‘What sort of person would that make me?’

		‘An honest one.’ He
			shrugged.

		‘You have to keep in mind that Sue
			Carling isn’t blameless,’ Phil said, reaching out for Eva’s hand and
			squeezing it. ‘She cared more about putting on a bet than taking care of her
			baby’s welfare. We read that she’d had other children taken away from her
			too. I agree with Patrick, you don’t have to meet her. You can be nice about it.
			Write her a letter and say it’s all been very distressing but you are an adult now
			and, on balance, you think that there’s nothing to be gained for either of you in
			taking it further.’

		‘I don’t think I could do
			that,’ Eva said, and her eyes filled up with tears.

		‘Let’s cross that bridge when we
			come to it,’ Phil said soothingly.

		‘She might not be your mother
			anyway,’ Patrick said. ‘But if she is, the police might be able to offer the
			services of a counsellor to mediate between the two of you. But shall we talk about
			something more cheerful? Tell me about your plans for the old studio.’

		‘I couldn’t bear to live there
			again,’ Eva said. ‘It will have to be renovated, though, so that I can sell
			it.’

		‘I’ll be getting some of my
			builder pals to sort it,’ Phil said.

		‘One of my closest friends is an
			architect,’ Patrick said. ‘He’s drawn up plans for many renovations in
			that area. I could put him in touch with you, if you like? It might be a good idea to
			scrap the garage and make an extra room downstairs. You could probably add another room
			in the attic too. That would get you a much better price when you sell it on.’

		Eva thought about that for a moment.
			‘That makes sense, doesn’t it, Phil?’

		‘It does,’ he agreed. ‘The
			garage is a waste of space – too hard to get into, and lots of people buying around
			there don’t even bother with a car. A good architect has ideas that ordinary
			tradesmen wouldn’t think of too. I think you should get Patrick’s friend in
			on it, Eva.’

		‘Will you give him our number
			then?’ Eva said. ‘The insurance is all going through, so we’ll have
			the money to do all the work.’

		‘I will,’ Patrick said.
			‘My friend’s name is Simon Curlew. But there is another thing I wanted to
			ask you. The man who attacked you, Eva. What’s happening about that?’

		‘He’s still on remand, waiting
			for a court date. But I’m tempted to drop the charges,’ she said a little
			sheepishly. ‘In the light of everything else that’s happened, I
			haven’t got the stomach for more nasty stuff.’

		Patrick raised his eyebrow in surprise.

		‘I didn’t agree when Eva first
			said that’s how she felt,’ Phil said. ‘But when I think what giving
			evidence means – the defence lawyers picking holes in Eva’s story, maybe even
			bringing up things about her past – I’m inclined to side with her now. The chances
			are he’ll only get a suspended sentence. Is it worth seeing Eva get upset again
			just for that?’

		‘I suppose not,’ Patrick said.
			‘I just don’t like the idea of him getting off scot-free.’

		‘Nor me,’ Phil said. ‘If it
			was down to me, I’d like to go round to his house and give him a good kicking. But
			I’d be arrested immediately, and that won’t help Eva.’

		Patrick laughed. ‘I’m so glad
			she’s got you beside her. You are a man after my own heart. I want you both to
			know that I will help in any way I can with the house, and giving any evidence about
			Flora – if that becomes necessary.’

		‘There is one thing I wanted to ask
			you about my mother,’ Eva said. ‘Do you see anything of her in
			me?’

		He looked at her for the longest moment.
			‘Not physically,’ he admitted. ‘Well, aside from both being small and
			blue-eyed. But there is something – whether that’s nature or nurture, I
			couldn’t say. You’ve got the directness I always liked about her, and her
			inquisitive nature. But you are kinder, Eva, and you also have inner strength. You will
			come through all this, and she would’ve been very proud of how you turned
			out.’

		Just before Patrick left, Eva showed him the
			Cornish painting which had survived the fire.

		‘I remember that one so well,’
			he sighed. ‘We used to talk all the time about going down to Cornwall to paint –
			the light is so good there – but sadly we never got around to it. I’m so glad it
			wasn’t burned, it was always my favourite one of hers. It needs a good clean.
			Would you like me to take it and get it done for you? I have a friend who restores old
			paintings, and he’ll make a lovely job of it. You’ll be amazed at how
			vibrant the colours will come up.’

		‘That would be lovely,’ Eva
			said. ‘I intended to get it reframed too. That gilt frame is horrible and all
			wrong – it needs something more contemporary.’

		‘Well, that will be my little
			housewarming present to you both,’ Patrick said with a wide smile.
			‘I’ll take it with me now.’

		After Patrick had left Phil looked
			thoughtful. ‘How different things would be for you if either
			Patrick or Gregor had turned out to be your father.’

		Eva felt a shiver run down her spine. It was
			bad enough thinking Sue Carling might be her real mother. And if that was the case, she
			certainly didn’t want to think who her father might be.

	
		
Chapter Twenty-One

		‘Are you sure this is the
			place?’ PC Clive Avery pulled up the collar of his waterproof coat against the
			heavy rain and shone his torch at the derelict old cottage tucked down in a dip on the
			Cumbrian fells. ‘I can’t imagine anyone choosing to stay out here,
			especially a young girl.’

		The call had come in from a farmer from
			Caldbeck who had seen a girl out on the fells several times in the past couple of weeks.
			He didn’t think anything of it at first, because the weather was still good – this
			was, after all, a favourite place for walkers – but when he spotted her early this
			morning, in the rain, without a waterproof coat, he became suspicious that she was
			sleeping rough.

		Unfortunately, he hadn’t got to a
			phone to call the police until the evening. Now it was pitch dark, raining cats and
			dogs, and on this part of the northern fells the roads were just dirt tracks to remote
			farms.

		‘When Sarge told me we had to check it
			out I knew where he meant, because I used to come out here camping with my
			brother,’ WPC Sonia Banbury replied. ‘We stayed in that cottage one night
			too when it was tipping down with rain just like tonight. My brother said he’d
			never take me camping again, because all I did was cry to go home. The cottage was
			tumbledown then, and that was twelve years ago.’

		Avery turned his torch off for a moment and
			then put it on again. ‘Well, there’s not a glimmer of light coming from it.
			So if she’s in there, she can’t be right in the head,’ Avery said. ‘Come on then, we’d best go down. I’ve got
			water dripping down my neck already.’

		Leaving the car headlights on to give them
			some light, they slithered down a narrow path flanked by rocks on both sides. It was so
			muddy it looked more like a stream in the light from their torches, and it was hard to
			get a firm foothold.

		‘If this is a wild goose chase, or one
			of Sarge’s sick jokes, I’m going to make him pay to get my uniform
			dry-cleaned,’ Sonia said.

		The tiny cottage, little more than a hut,
			was built into the hillside and would have belonged to one of the hardy tenant fell
			farmers in the last century. Part of the roof had caved in, and if there had ever been
			glass in the two windows it was gone now.

		‘My brother tried to light a fire when
			we stayed here,’ Sonia said. ‘But the rain came down the chimney and put it
			out. We were freezing – and that was in July.’

		The old door was hanging off its hinges. But
			when they shone their torches on the ground around it, they could see the earth was well
			trampled. Avery yanked the door open enough for him to squeeze in, and Sonia followed
			him.

		‘Someone’s been here
			alright,’ Avery said. In the light of his torch they could see a wooden crate with
			a saucepan, a tin plate and a mug on it. The side of the cottage where the roof had
			caved in had nothing in it other than a plastic bucket. But as he shone the torch around
			the other side, they saw what looked like a mound of old sacks, ancient blankets and
			bits of carpet. ‘No one here now. Maybe the girl was just meeting a boyfriend
			here, or something.’

		Sonia moved closer to the mound of sacks and
			blankets and shone her torch directly on to it. Seeing a slight movement, she jumped
			back thinking it was a rat.

		‘What is it?’ Avery asked.

		‘Something moved there,’ she
			said.

		Avery picked up a stick lying on the floor
			and flicked back the sacks. There was more slight movement and what sounded like a low
			groan.

		Sonia forgot her fear of rats and darted
			forward to pull the sacks further back, revealing a young girl, her eyes wide and
			fearful in their torchlight.

		‘Don’t be scared, we’re
			police officers.’ Sonia realized the girl was blinded by the torchlight.
			‘What on earth are you doing here?’ She reached out and took the
			girl’s hand in hers; it was very cold, yet she could see beads of sweat on her
			forehead. ‘What’s your name, love? Are you hurt?’

		‘It’s Freya,’ she
			whimpered. ‘I’m not hurt, but I don’t feel very well.’

		‘Then we’d better take you to
			the hospital to get you checked out,’ Sonia said. ‘How long have you been
			living out here?’

		‘I think it’s about a
			month,’ she said, her voice weak and shaky. ‘I lost my job and
			couldn’t pay the rent, so I came here.’

		‘Freya Carling!’ Sergeant
			Withers exclaimed when Avery and Banbury reported back to him later that night that
			they’d found the girl and taken her to hospital. ‘Is she Sue Carling’s
			daughter?’

		Avery and Banbury looked at each other in
			consternation. In their concern for the girl’s health her surname hadn’t
			registered with either of them as being the same as the woman whose whereabouts were
			currently being sought.

		‘Sorry, Sarge, we didn’t think
			of that,’ Avery said. ‘But she isn’t fit for questioning right now
			anyway. They think she’s got pneumonia.’

		‘Well, as soon as she is up for it,
			she’ll have to be asked where her mother is. The Met are getting
			very impatient – they think all the police north of Blackpool are useless turnips as it
			is.’

		‘She said she lost her job and
			couldn’t pay her rent, so it doesn’t sound like her mother is around,’
			Banbury said. ‘She’s a sweet little thing, and she strikes me as a kid who
			hasn’t experienced much kindness in her short life.’

		‘Sue Carling was in trouble right from
			the age of sixteen. She had two kids taken away from her because of neglect before she
			had the baby that was allegedly taken from the street,’ Withers said. ‘But
			there was another child, born a few years after the baby disappeared. One of the
			bleeding-heart-brigade social workers got involved at the time, and she wanted Sue to be
			able to keep the new baby. I’m assuming that child is Freya. I don’t recall
			Sue getting into any more trouble after that, so maybe she did turn over a new leaf – at
			least for a while.’

		‘Well, Freya is only seventeen, and I
			got the idea she’s been living on her own for a good while,’ Banbury said.
			‘Maybe her mother isn’t around any longer?’

		Withers sighed. ‘I was always
			surprised that she didn’t leave right after her baby was taken. Most folk believed
			she killed her and buried her somewhere. Sue certainly never behaved like a grieving
			mother. Now there’s this girl in London who might be that child!’

		‘And we’ve got Freya,
			malnourished and sick in hospital,’ Banbury said.

		‘You found her and clearly made some
			sort of connection with her, so be at the hospital first thing in the morning and see
			what you can find out,’ Withers said to the WPC.

		Two days after seeing Eva, Patrick called
			on his friend Nathan Cohen with Flora’s Cornish painting.

		They had been friends since meeting at
			Goldsmiths Art College in the 1960s. Back then Nathan had ambitions to be an artist too
			but, as happened to so many of their friends from that era, the need for a real income
			took over. Nathan was offered work on an art restoration project in Italy and soon found
			it to be his forte – along with being well paid – and he’d never looked back.

		Nathan hadn’t aged as well as Patrick.
			Spending so long bent over old canvases had made his back stooped; he wore thick
			glasses, and his once thick black hair was now white and sparse. Patrick often dropped
			into Nathan’s home in Primrose Hill to see his old friend. As always when he
			visited, Nathan’s thin lined face broke into a wide and welcoming smile.

		‘I’ve brought you work as well
			as a drink,’ Patrick said, waving a bottle of brandy with one hand, the other
			firmly holding Flora’s painting wrapped in brown paper.

		‘The brandy would’ve been
			enough,’ Nathan said. ‘I’ve got enough work to last me till they carry
			me out in a box.’

		‘Ahh, but I thought you’d like
			this little job,’ Patrick said as he followed Nathan down the passage to his
			studio at the back of the house.

		The house was a beautiful Edwardian semi
			with three floors and a basement. Rosemary, Nathan’s wife, lavished all her time
			and energy on it now that their four children had all left home. The wood floors were
			polished, not a speck of dust sullied the lovely antiques, the cushions were always
			plumped, and the curtains were draped to perfection. But Nathan’s studio was a
			different story, and he claimed he never allowed Rosemary to set foot in it.

		Books covered two of the walls – not
			arranged neatly, but thrust in wherever they would fit. An ancient sofa with stuffing
			coming out of the arms was by the fireplace. Two large trestle tables
			were covered in everything from paints, cleaning materials and brushes to piles of
			papers and works waiting for collection, or to be started. There were several easels by
			the huge north-facing window, each with paintings on them, and the floor was littered
			with crates of chemicals, old newspapers, paint-splattered overalls and other
			equipment.

		‘I think you’ll quite enjoy
			doing this,’ Patrick said once they were sitting on the sofa. ‘It’s
			not an Old Master!’

		As Patrick removed the brown paper
			he’d wrapped it in, Nathan grinned. ‘Why, it’s an Old Mistress!’
			he exclaimed. ‘And it looks like she’s been in a fire!’

		Patrick chuckled. He had told Nathan about
			Eva getting in touch with him, and that Flora had died, but little else. ‘She
			has,’ he said.

		He then proceeded to tell Nathan about the
			fire in Pottery Lane, though not that it was believed to have been started by her
			stepfather. Nathan had been to Pottery Lane many times when Patrick and Flora were
			together. But despite being such good friends, Patrick didn’t feel it was right to
			tell him the whole story. ‘I told her I’d ask you to clean it up and reframe
			it. It’s the only one of her mother’s paintings that survived the fire, and
			it’s important to her.’

		‘I’d forgotten what a good
			painter Flora was,’ Nathan said, looking at it carefully. ‘Such a shame she
			gave up, she had a rare talent. It won’t be difficult to clean it, though I expect
			under the ash and soot there’s twenty-odd years of grime too. I’ll just take
			the frame off now, so I can assess it better.’

		He got up and went over to one of the
			tables. ‘You can make yourself useful and pour me a drink,’ he said.
			‘This is a hideous frame. I suppose her philistine of a husband, thought a gilt
			frame would make it look more valuable?’

		Patrick laughed. He found two dirty glasses
			and rinsed them out in the sink.

		‘My God! Flora didn’t intend
			anyone to remove this frame easily!’ Nathan exclaimed. ‘I’ll have to
			break the frame to get the canvas out.’

		‘That’s no great loss,’
			Patrick said.

		As he was pouring the brandy, he heard the
			frame crack and then Nathan mutter something. ‘What’s up? Broken a
			fingernail?’ Patrick joked.

		‘There’re letters or something
			in the back of it,’ Nathan said. Patrick turned to look and saw his friend
			standing there with a sheaf of foolscap paper in his hands. ‘I think Flora
			must’ve hidden this. It is her writing, isn’t it?’

		Patrick moved quickly to take a look.
			‘Yes, it is.’

		He read the first page, which was dated
			April 1986, the year Eva was sixteen. By the time he’d got to the bottom he felt
			faint, as if his blood had suddenly been drained away.

		‘What’s up, Pat?’ Nathan
			asked. ‘You’ve gone as white as a sheet.’

		Patrick couldn’t answer for a moment.
			Just from the first page he knew that this was Flora’s explanation – or perhaps it
			should be called a confession. He would have to read on to know exactly what it was.

		But for the fire it might have stayed hidden
			behind the painting for a hundred years or more. He had a feeling that was what she had
			planned – it had been the writing of it which had been important to her. By putting it
			down on paper she had hoped to find some kind of absolution, rather like making a
			confession to a priest.

		‘What is it, Pat? You’re scaring
			me now,’ Nathan said.

		‘I’m scared too,’ Patrick
			said. ‘I need to take it home and read it.’

	
		
Chapter Twenty-Two

		Sonia Banbury looked down at Freya Carling
			in the hospital bed and felt a rush of pity for the girl. She looked much younger than
			seventeen: her face was almost as white as the pillowcase, with dark circles beneath her
			eyes. She had light-brown hair that was straggly and dirty, and she was terribly thin.
			‘How are you feeling this morning, Freya?’ she asked.

		‘Much better, thank you,’ the
			girl said, but her voice was little more than a husky whisper, and her blue eyes were
			clouded with anxiety.

		‘Sister tells me you have a severe
			chest infection, but the antibiotics they are giving you will soon sort that out. I
			believe they are going to keep you in until the infection is clear. Now, can you tell me
			where Sue, your mother, is at the moment?’

		‘She went to Spain,’ Freya
			whispered. ‘But that was nearly two years ago, and I haven’t heard from her
			since.’

		‘Do you have an address for
			her?’

		‘No.’ Freya’s eyes filled
			with tears. ‘She said she’d send me a ticket to come and join her when she
			was settled, but I haven’t even had one letter or a postcard.’

		‘Who did she go with?’

		‘Some man,’ Freya sighed.
			‘She never told me his name. But that’s how Mum was – always a man in her
			life, and they always let her down.’

		Sonia sensed this was true by the utter
			resignation in the girl’s voice. She also sensed that Freya had been let down,
			over and over again, and maybe her mother had taught her she should expect it to always
			be that way.

		‘So tell me why you were living in that
			place on the fells?’

		‘I had nowhere else to go,’ she
			said.

		‘You said last night that you lost
			your job. Where was that, and where did you live then?’

		‘I worked in the bakery – I’d
			been there since I left school. Before Mum left for Spain she arranged for me to lodge
			with Ena Willoughby. She let me live there cheap, as long as I helped her out with the
			cleaning and stuff.’

		Sonia nodded. She knew Ena Willoughby by
			reputation as a rough loud-mouthed woman who offered long-haul truckers bed and
			breakfast. Mostly they slept four to a room, and the sheets were rarely changed. It was
			generally thought that Ena had a price list for her personal services too.

		‘So what happened at the bakery? Was
			it Harris’s, the one that closed down?’

		‘Yes, they were going bust,’ she
			said, and her eyes filled with tears again. ‘I was happy there, but when I had no
			wages to pay the rent Ena said I could make more giving the drivers …’ She
			paused, clearly unable to say the word ‘sex’. ‘I didn’t want to
			do that, it’s dirty. But she said if I had no money, I couldn’t stay there.
			And then she told me to sod off.’

		‘You should have gone to talk to a
			social worker,’ Sonia said. ‘They would’ve helped you get benefits and
			somewhere else to live.’

		‘Mum said social workers screw up your
			life,’ she said.

		Sonia tried hard not to roll her eyes.
			She’d been a social worker before she joined the police and knew what people like
			Sue Carling meant by such remarks. Social workers tried to show their clients how to
			curb their destructive behaviour. But mostly it was a fruitless exercise, as the clients
			usually ignored all advice. Then when their lives fell apart, or their children went off
			the rails, they had the cheek to scream from the rooftops that it wasn’t their
			fault. The public were quick to use social workers as the whipping
			boys for the whole of society; no one these days seemed to believe that people should
			take responsibility for their own lives.

		‘That isn’t true, Freya; they
			are there to help people in difficulties. Didn’t you have any friends or relatives
			who could help you?’

		The girl shook her head. ‘I thought I
			would be able to find another job straight away, but all I could get was some casual
			work washing up in a restaurant. You need a deposit to rent a room, and I didn’t
			have that.’

		Sonia knew that most people who ended up
			living on the streets were caught in the same situation. Sadly, the longer they lived
			rough, the dirtier and less employable they became. But with Freya being so young, if
			she’d asked for help she would have got it.

		‘I’ll get someone to come and
			talk to you while you are still in here,’ she said. ‘No more living rough –
			you could have died of pneumonia out there. Now, is there anyone who might know where
			your mother is? A friend maybe?’

		Freya gave her a long sad look. ‘Mum
			didn’t have no friends, only people she used.’

		Sonia was only a child at the time
			Sue’s baby disappeared, and she’d known nothing about the case – not until
			it was reported that a young woman in London believed she might be that child. Reading
			through Sue Carling’s case notes she couldn’t feel any real sympathy for the
			woman, as she sounded like the mother from hell.

		Freya’s poignant statement about her
			mother having no friends said so much about her own mindset. She was a kid who had been
			brought up in the shadow of her sister’s disappearance; she must have heard the
			gossip that Sue had killed and buried the baby, and always felt like an outcast.

		Sonia thought that even the most
			dysfunctional woman who had lost a baby for whatever reason would
			treasure the next one and always keep it in her sight. Yet she’d callously gone to
			Spain leaving a vulnerable fifteen-year-old in the care of a harridan who was well known
			for her lack of morality, without any thought as to what might become of her.

		And yet, despite the terrible start in life
			she’d had, Freya seemed a nice kid.

		Patrick didn’t ring Eva immediately
			and tell her what had been found in the back of the painting. He needed to read it
			several times more and think about her reaction first.

		The woman who had written the diaries that
			Eva had found was the Flora he knew. The cryptic style was typical of her – sarcastic,
			vague, often lacking in feeling. And yet she could be very funny too. It had been no
			surprise to him that she didn’t date any of her entries, because she had never
			been organized about anything. He hadn’t even asked Eva if Flora had written about
			losing their baby, because he knew she wouldn’t have. She had always kept anything
			that was important to her locked away, inside her.

		He could see her now, lying in that bed in
			Hammersmith Hospital, her red curly hair too vivid against the white pillow and hospital
			gown. Her mouth was a scarlet gash, because she’d put lipstick on in a desperate
			attempt to hide her sorrow. But her eyes gave her away – not just the red rims, but the
			bleakness in her gaze. They had always danced with mischief or sparked with passion.
			That day they were dead.

		Patrick had called an ambulance late on the
			previous afternoon when the pains started. By the time they reached the hospital she was
			losing blood. The baby was dead already, but she had to go through with a normal
			delivery. He wasn’t allowed to go into the delivery room with
			her; he had to wait outside, hearing her screams. But unlike the other expectant fathers
			pacing the corridor, he knew there would be no joy for him and Flora when the screaming
			stopped.

		It was just on midnight when she
			haemorrhaged, but he didn’t know that until much later. He had to draw his own
			conclusions as to why the doors of the delivery room suddenly burst open and she was
			rushed past him on a trolley. All he was told by a young nurse was that Flora had been
			taken to theatre with ‘complications’.

		He had never been a man for praying before,
			but he did that night. He found the hospital chapel and got on his knees, begging God to
			save her. He was still in there at four in the morning when that same young nurse came
			to tell him what had happened. She said that he might as well go home, as Flora was now
			on a ward recovering. He wouldn’t be allowed to see her till the visiting hour in
			the afternoon.

		Hospitals weren’t like that any more,
			thank goodness. Maybe if they’d allowed him to be involved, to comfort Flora and
			to be with her as she came round from the emergency operation, she wouldn’t have
			slipped into that dark hole where no one could reach her.

		He remembered going into the little nursery
			when he got home, looking at the frieze of bears and the second-hand cot they’d
			bought and painted white. The blankets and sheets were still in their cellophane
			wrappers, waiting to be opened and the cot made up. He picked up a little white coat
			he’d bought for the baby, buried his face in it and cried.

		When he got to the ward the following
			afternoon her lipstick told him straight away how her mind was working. They could have
			the most unholy row and then, when she was tired of it, she’d put new lipstick on
			and suddenly start talking about something else. He’d admired
			that attitude once. But that was before he realized that she didn’t deal with
			issues, she just brushed them under the carpet, where they festered, only to rear up
			again at another time.

		‘Don’t look like that,’
			she said reproachfully – presumably because his face showed the deep sorrow he felt for
			her and the baby they’d lost. ‘It was an awful thing to happen, but maybe
			there was a good reason for it.’

		Now, in the 1990s, women were encouraged to
			have counselling; they got to see their baby, and what went wrong was explained to them.
			But back then there was nothing – no counselling, no advice on how to deal with the
			grief, and precious little sympathy. Yet although he knew very little about the effects
			losing a baby could have on a woman, his instinct told him that they should talk about
			it and cry about it together. But Flora wouldn’t do that.

		Months later when she turned on him and made
			his life a misery, he had put it down to her having no heart. But now, as he read this
			long statement from her yet again, he realized that she’d just grown a thick shell
			around her heart, thinking she was protecting herself.

		Her statement wasn’t from the Flora he
			knew. There were no sharp comments or sarcasm, nothing cryptic that you had to struggle
			to understand, just an account of what she’d done, and the consequences. But as
			horrified as he was, he felt he’d found the nicer, kinder sister of the Flora he
			fell in love with all those years ago.

		Although she had written it retrospectively
			in 1986, and underlined this heavily to make it quite clear, she had begun the
			confession with the date: 1 April 1970.

		
			Today, sixteen years ago, I took a
				three-day-old baby girl from outside a betting shop in Carlisle. It was raining and
				I just wheeled her little pram to two streets away where my car
				was parked, put the carrycot on the back seat, folded up the wheels and put them in
				the boot, then drove to London with her.

		

		Patrick brushed away a stray tear and
			carried on.

		
			I intend to hide this somewhere where
				it may never be found, and I have asked myself what is the point in writing it if no
				one ever reads it. But the point to me is that I have a need to put it on paper, and
				that perhaps when I’m done I might even be brave enough to go to the police
				and confess.

			I went to Scotland after I lost the
				baby Patrick and I were expecting. I knew I was growing crazier by the minute, being
				vile to Patrick and anyone else who came near me. I thought if I was entirely alone,
				in a peaceful place, I could heal myself.

			It almost worked. There were good
				people there – especially Gregor, who made me laugh again and paint. I’m not
				sure if I really loved him, or just wanted to, but it did feel like love at the
				time. When I found I was pregnant again, I really thought I could be happy with him
				for ever. But at only a few weeks, in early December, I miscarried and the craziness
				came back even worse than before.

			I had never told Gregor I was
				pregnant – perhaps because a sixth sense told me I might lose it. So I did what I
				always seemed to do in those days: I was nasty to everyone who cared about me,
				withdrew into myself, and then lay low.

			Six months before that, Scotland had
				looked so beautiful. But after the miscarriage I found it ugly, and all through
				January and February I holed up in that little house by the river, in bed most of
				the time, thinking constantly about committing suicide. By late March I knew I had
				to get away, and I slunk out like a thief in the night without
				saying goodbye to anyone.

			I didn’t go straight back to
				London, even though Patrick had left the studio. I stayed in Edinburgh for a few
				days, then went down to the Borders – a night here, a night there – and ended up in
				a village not far from Carlisle. I went into the town one day and I was having a cup
				of tea in a cafe when a very pregnant woman of about twenty-five came in. She
				ordered tea and a cake, then found she had no money. The owner of the cafe
				wouldn’t let her have it without any money. I felt sorry for her, because it
				was very cold, so I paid for her.

			She was very rough, her accent was
				so thick I could barely understand her, but I gathered she didn’t want the
				baby she was carrying. She expected the social workers would take it from her
				anyway. I left then – I found what she said upsetting, and it played on my mind all
				that night.

			A few days later, on the 1st of
				April, I decided I would go back to London. My plan was to go into Carlisle first to
				buy some new canvases, then drive on down as far as the Lakes, stay the night there,
				then continue on to London the next day. I was told there was an art shop in
				Botchergate but I couldn’t see it, so I parked my car in a side street, and
				walked up the road a bit to see if I’d missed it. I went into a
				newsagent’s to buy a newspaper, and while I was in there I saw that woman
				again, passing by the window. She’d had her baby and she was pushing it in a
				small green pram. I remember thinking that the baby couldn’t be more than a
				few days old, and I couldn’t believe she’d brought it out on such a
				cold, rainy day.

			Perhaps it was fate that as I was
				walking back to my car, I saw the green pram left outside a betting shop. I looked
				in the pram and saw the tiny baby; she was wearing a pink bonnet and crying. Instinct made me rock the pram. I couldn’t see through the shop
				window, because it was covered over with pictures of racing horses, but I knew the
				mother was inside, I could hear her voice shouting as she watched a race on the
				television. I knew I ought to open the betting-shop door and tell the woman off for
				leaving her baby outside, but suddenly I took the brake off the pram and wheeled it
				away.

			I wasn’t thinking clearly at
				all – although, in my defence, once I’d put the carrycot part of the pram in
				my car, and folded the wheels and put them in the boot, I did drive back on to
				Botchergate where I’d found her. I told myself that if the mother was outside,
				frantic because her baby had been taken, I’d give her back straight away and
				tell her what a lousy mother she was.

			I stayed parked in that street for
				some time. I saw a couple of men go in to put a bet on, and another three come out.
				But the mother didn’t emerge. So I drove off.

			I wish I could claim I was shocked
				by what I’d done, but all I could think of was that I’d lost two babies,
				and there was that woman stuck in a smoky betting shop while her brand-new baby was
				out in the cold and the rain. I felt the baby was meant for me.

			I was so calm. On the other side of
				Carlisle I stopped in a side street and took the waterproof storm apron off the
				carrycot. There was a bottle of milk made up, wrapped in a nappy to keep it warm,
				tucked down the bottom, and there was a new tin of baby milk too, which she’d
				clearly bought earlier. In my mind that was further proof the baby was meant for
				me.

			I got the baby out and fed her there
				in the car. She took the bottle like a dream, and all I could think while I cuddled
				her was that I’d rescued her, and no further harm could come to her.

			Putting her back in the carrycot, I
				drove away and didn’t stop till I got to Preston. Eva – I decided to call her
				that – was fast asleep, the rain was pelting down outside, but we were snug and
				warm.

			In Preston I found a branch of Boots
				that I could park outside, and I bought another couple of bottles and teats, plus
				other baby essentials, including a packet of disposable nappies, and then drove off
				again.

			Eva slept the whole way to London –
				I suppose that was the motion of the car – and it was just as well, as I
				couldn’t make up a bottle with powdered milk anywhere without drawing
				attention to myself. I guessed that Patrick would have left the little nursery at
				the studio just as it was when I lost our baby; he wasn’t the kind to pack it
				all up without my permission. And knowing it would all be there still – clothes,
				bedding, even a sterilizer – I felt I was taking our baby home.

			Looking back at that day, sixteen
				years on, I find it astounding that I didn’t panic or worry about anything.
				Eva felt like mine from the moment I held her in my arms. Instinct took over, and I
				seemed to remember all the advice I’d read in baby books before.

		

		Patrick put down the statement, because his
			eyes were swimming with tears. He could remember Flora reading baby books all the time
			when she was pregnant; he used to tease her about it, because he hadn’t expected
			her to become so maternal.

		She was right, he hadn’t touched the
			nursery; he couldn’t bring himself to. He was also glad he’d cleaned the
			studio thoroughly before he left it back then. He’d been tempted to trash it just
			to spite her, but in the end he couldn’t.

		Reading her words, he got a picture in his
			mind of her arriving back with the baby. The studio must have been icy after being empty so long, and the enormity of what she’d done must have hit her
			hard as the practicalities of sterilizing bottles, four-hourly feeds and wet nappies
			kicked in.

		How did she summon up the nerve to go and
			register the baby’s birth? Wasn’t she afraid they had some way of checking
			the baby was really hers? And to put down the date of birth as nearly a month later than
			it was! That was such a risk, but he supposed she took it because she thought the police
			might look at all registered births around the time the baby was taken.

		But Flora said nothing about any of that. Or
			perhaps by the time she’d begun her statement all that had faded from her memory,
			and she could only recall the joy of having a baby to love?

		Tomorrow he would have to give this
			statement to Eva, and he wondered how she would react. At least it was clear that Flora
			had loved her deeply and that she’d been a far better mother than her real one
			would ever have been.

	
		
Chapter Twenty-Three

		Patrick rang Eva on Monday afternoon. Using
			the excuse that he had a brochure of picture frames for them to choose from, he asked if
			he could pop round that evening if Phil was home. He didn’t want to leave Eva on
			her own after she’d read Flora’s statement.

		Phil opened the door when he arrived at
			seven thirty. ‘You didn’t have to rush and get the picture done,’ he
			said. ‘But Eva will be pleased to have it hanging up again.’

		‘I’ll be there in a sec,’
			Eva called out from the kitchen. ‘Just finished the washing-up, and I’m
			making a cup of tea.’

		They went into the lounge. Coronation
				Street was just starting as Eva came back into the room with the tea on a tray.
			Patrick thought she looked very pretty in a fluffy turquoise sweater and jeans. Phil had
			said she hadn’t been sleeping well after the fire, and he thought she was
			depressed, but she looked rested now. He hoped his news wasn’t going to set her
			back.

		‘Is everything alright,
			Patrick?’ she asked as she put the tray down on the coffee table. ‘You look
			very tense.’

		Patrick was tense, but he hadn’t
			thought either of them would notice. If nothing else, her question gave him the perfect
			opener – something he’d been worried about all day.

		‘Selecting the right frame is a tough
			job, but someone’s got to do it,’ Phil joked.

		‘Showing you this is an even tougher
			job,’ Patrick said, opening the battered old music case he used as a briefcase and
			pulling out the folder containing the statement. ‘It isn’t a catalogue of frames; it’s something my friend the art restorer
			found behind Flora’s painting.’

		‘What is it?’ Eva asked.
			‘You’re scaring me, Patrick, with that grim face.’

		‘It’s the answer to all your
			questions about Flora,’ Phil said. ‘Written by her. I think you need to sit
			down and read it.’

		Eva frowned in puzzlement. Phil turned off
			the television, and the pair of them sat down side by side on the sofa. Patrick handed
			the folder to Eva, then sat back in his chair to watch her reaction as she read it.

		Patrick had found it hard to keep a lid on
			his emotions while he read it – even on the second and third reading it still had the
			same impact. He didn’t know how Eva would take it. She’d already been dealt
			enough bad cards this year; most girls of her age would have crumbled under the
			strain.

		Yet as disturbing as this statement was, the
			truth – however unpalatable – was always better than supposition and half-baked
			theories. He really hoped she would see it that way.

		Eva had tears running down her cheeks as she
			finished the first page and handed it to Phil. But she made no comment and carried on
			with the second page without once looking up. At the end of the third page, which
			Patrick knew was the part where she arrived as a baby in Pottery Lane, she handed it to
			Phil and put the other pages down beside her.

		‘I know what she did was wrong,’
			she said to Patrick, the break in her voice even more telling than the tears on her
			cheeks. ‘But why does it sound so right?’

		Patrick had asked himself that same question
			too when he read it. ‘Because she gave you the childhood you deserved,’ he
			said. ‘Somehow I doubt you’d have fared so well with your birth
			mother.’

		Phil had finished it too. He took Eva’s
			hand in his and for a moment said nothing, clearly overwhelmed by what he’d read.
			‘Losing the second baby must have tipped her right over the edge,’ he said
			eventually. ‘Yet even if she was mentally ill at the time she did it, she sounded
			rational and calm as she wrote the story.’

		‘Well, that comes of writing it down
			sixteen years later. I doubt she’d have presented it so clearly at the
			time,’ Patrick said. ‘She doesn’t say very much about the first few
			weeks with you, Eva. I’d say that was because she was overtired, like all new
			mothers are. But that book of sketches she did of you is proof enough that she held
			everything together and that the pair of you bonded well.’

		‘I can’t imagine how anyone with
			no experience of newborn babies could cope alone.’ Eva’s voice cracked with
			emotion. ‘Especially when the baby isn’t your own. I’d be terrified if
			it wouldn’t stop crying.’

		‘As she makes no comment on that, I
			think we can surmise that the joy of taking care of you wiped out her depression. The
			bit that puzzled me most was how she had the nerve to go and register your birth as her
			child. I think most people would be far too afraid of getting caught out to do that. I
			didn’t know anything about the process of registering, so I made some inquiries.
			It seems she must’ve had some prior knowledge, because the only documentation
			needed is a marriage certificate in order to put the husband’s name on the birth
			certificate. Without that, the section for the father’s name is left blank –
			unless he accompanies the mother. I suppose she rang them and asked what was necessary
			in advance. It seems a doctor or midwife’s signature isn’t
			needed.’

		‘That’s amazing,’ Phil
			said. He shook his head as if in disbelief. ‘But then, I suppose the people who
			set up birth registration never imagined anyone would lay claim to a
			baby that wasn’t theirs?’

		‘I’m sure that loophole must
			have been closed by now, since computers have started to take over,’ Patrick said.
			‘Anyway, to move on, the next part is about meeting Andrew – and Flora was clearly
			back to her normal self by then.’

		Eva looked at Phil, then back to Patrick.
			‘Can you just tell us about it, and we’ll read it all later?’ she
			suggested. ‘I’m finding it hard to deal with hearing her voice in this. It
			will be easier if you tell us.’

		Patrick knew exactly what Eva meant; there
			was a rawness in Flora’s writing that revealed how painful she found it to open
			up. Yet she had clearly been determined that she must tell the truth and justify her
			behaviour to herself – that she hadn’t been mad, or bad, but motivated only by
			wanting to give the baby love and care.

		‘OK then. But when you read this part
			yourself, do take it slowly. Try to put yourself in her shoes as a single mum who has
			been forced to cut herself off from all her old friends because of her guilty secret.
			She’s lonely, and desperately needs someone to talk to. Most new mums I’ve
			known can’t wait to show off their baby, but she couldn’t do that straight
			away as she had to build a back story for herself that was entirely plausible. You must
			also remember that back in the early 1970s there was a stigma attached to being an
			unmarried mother.

		‘Anyway, to get back to her story, she
			met Andrew at the end of June. It was a hot day and she’d stopped for a drink at
			The Prince of Wales and sat outside with the pram –’

		‘Andrew told us that too,’ Eva
			interrupted.

		‘I expect he put his own spin on it,
			and I’m going to tell you how I think it was,’ Patrick said. ‘I
			suspect from what she says that she went there on purpose, hoping to get into conversation with other adults and make new friends. She must have
			been delighted when Andrew began chatting to her. He was, after all, young, handsome and
			single. Flora pointed out that he was rather serious, but she seemed to see that as a
			plus. She also liked the fact that he was attentive and seemed very caring – he even
			asked if he could hold you.

		‘From then on, it sounds like he
			really wooed her. He turned up with flowers, toys for you, they had picnics in
			Kensington Gardens, and cosy dinners together. He moved in with her after just a couple
			of weeks, and soon asked her to marry him.’

		‘Did she say she loved him?’ Eva
			asked.

		‘Not exactly. She speaks of respecting
			him, that he was the marrying kind. That they were good friends, and that he loved you,
			but not that he made her weak at the knees! She didn’t agree to marry him straight
			away. That came about when you were almost two, Eva. I got the idea that she thought he
			was almost too good to be true. Perhaps she wondered why someone as eligible as he was
			would want a woman with a baby?’

		‘Lots of men are attracted to the idea
			of a ready-made family,’ Phil said. ‘I think it’s because they
			don’t have to do the home-building stuff or take any responsibility.’

		‘I’d never thought of it that
			way,’ Patrick replied. ‘There could’ve been an element of that in
			Andrew’s mind, but I’m afraid I’m more of a cynic. You see, house
			prices began to rise around the middle of 1970. Later on, in 1972, it got quite crazy. I
			remember reading about it in Canada. Andrew worked as an estate agent then, and he
			would’ve been aware of this happening before the man in the street started to
			notice.’

		‘So you think he was a
			gold-digger?’ Phil said.

		Patrick grimaced. ‘It’s
			difficult for me to imagine any man not loving Flora just for herself,
			but I’ve got a feeling from the moment Andrew got his feet under her table, he saw
			the main chance. It also transpires – something I never knew – that she had money
			stashed away. I always thought she used all her inheritance to buy the studio, because
			that was what she implied. But she says in the statement that she had over twenty
			thousand pounds in the bank. And that of course explains why she didn’t get a job
			while in Scotland, and how she was supporting herself. With a house and that nest egg
			she was rich by the standards of the early 1970s.’

		Phil let out a low whistle. ‘Quite a
			catch then!’

		‘So who did Andrew think was my
			father? Presumably he didn’t find out the truth for a while?’

		‘Like he told you, a brief affair in
			Scotland,’ Patrick said. ‘It was a smart explanation on her part, as most
			men feel less threatened by a casual fling than a serious relationship which might not
			be quite over. Everything appeared to be fine between them. Flora only admits to a
			certain wariness just after they got married, when he suggested they should both make a
			will. She said Andrew sulked for days when she told him she’d already made one,
			and that she wanted the studio to go to Eva. She said he made a big thing out of her not
			trusting him. He said that if anything happened to her, then he would take care of
			you.’

		‘And we know how well he did
			that,’ Phil said drily.

		‘Moving on, Flora was all for it when
			Andrew suggested they move out of London. The studio was getting too small for a growing
			child. Andrew landed a job in Cheltenham and then they found The Beeches.’

		Patrick took the statement and riffled
			through it. ‘I’ll read you this section, as it is the bit that explains so
			much,’ he said.

		
			I loved The Beeches as soon as I saw it,
				even though it was in a terrible state, and I could also see its huge potential.
				Andrew kept on grousing that we couldn’t manage a big mortgage. But I pointed
				out we’d only need one for a short time, because we could sell the land at the
				back of the house. That money would not only pay for all the work needed to restore
				the house, but we could pay off the mortgage too.

			Andrew came round to the idea then,
				but he wanted me to sell the studio for the huge deposit we needed. I wasn’t
				going to do that – I wanted to let it out, and keep it for Eva – so I had to tell
				him about my inheritance money and use that. But in order to safeguard it, I
				insisted The Beeches was put in both our names.

		

		Patrick looked from Eva to Phil. ‘It
			wasn’t common practice to have property in joint names back then. Men were
			considered to be the breadwinners and therefore they mostly took the sole responsibility
			of a mortgage.’

		‘So was she suspicious of him?’
			Phil said.

		‘It doesn’t sound like it. But
			Flora always had a keen sense of the value of money,’ Patrick said. ‘We were
			all so poor at college, and she hadn’t had much as a child either. All her parents
			had of value was their home, and she would never have risked or squandered what they
			left her. I dare say that was why she never told me that she had twenty thousand tucked
			away along with owning the studio. Perhaps she didn’t trust me not to suggest
			doing something extravagant with it? But what I do get a sense of in this part of her
			statement is that she is very aware that Andrew wasn’t putting anything into the
			pot. I think that was what made her cautious.’

		‘He used to boast to our neighbours
			about his “foresight” in buying The Beeches,’ Eva said indignantly.
			‘Mum never said anything, so it never occurred to me she was the
			driving force behind it. Why didn’t she ever insist on getting the credit for
			it?’

		‘The reason for that becomes clear
			later on,’ Patrick said.

		‘Then carry on reading,’ Phil
			said. ‘I’m dying to know more.’

		Patrick cleared his throat and continued to
			read the next section.

		
			We stayed in a lovely hotel in the
				Cotswolds for a couple of nights while we completed on the house and took
				possession. Eva stayed with Andrew’s parents. I can only put my stupidity in
				telling Andrew about Eva that night down to the excitement of the move, having a
				break from Eva, and getting rather drunk. It seemed to me, as we were married and
				starting a new life in a new town, there shouldn’t be any secrets. So out I
				came with it, while sitting in the hotel garden after dinner with another bottle of
				wine.

			He was shocked of course, but he
				said he was glad I’d told him. And I felt so relieved, because keeping the
				secret had been such a huge burden. He said we should change Eva’s name to
				his, and we should tell people we’d got married in 1969 so that everyone would
				think she was his child. That made me ridiculously happy. I felt that all the
				sadness and anxiety about the past was over.

			The first couple of years at The
				Beeches were wonderful, so exciting and fulfilling. I found a property developer
				interested in buying the land at the back, saw to all the legal stuff, and I did all
				the negotiations with the Council for planning permission for The Beeches. And I
				found the right tradesmen to do the work. Although I say it myself, I was the brains
				and the creative force behind it all. Andrew was too staid, unimaginative and often
				too churlish with people who needed to be won over.

			I almost forgot about my art, because
				along with Eva to look after, there was so much to do in restoring the house and
				working on the garden. There were banisters and doors to strip, workmen to oversee,
				materials to be sourced. It was me who repaired and made new pieces of cornice where
				they were missing, to match the original design. I was really happy too. I felt
				I’d found my niche in life, creating something beautiful, a
				‘forever’ home.

			Andrew was as proud as punch when
				Ben was born. He was considerate towards me, he was happy at his job and, as
				we’d paid off the mortgage when we sold the land at the back, there were no
				money worries either. I thought then that I’d picked the right man to marry
				and settle down with. We seemed the perfect team.

			Everything was fine between us right
				up till when Sophie was about a year old. We’d more or less finished the work
				on the house, and the garden was beginning to look beautiful too.

			I certainly hadn’t expected to
				get pregnant again so quickly after Ben, and when Sophie was born I was very tired
				and run-down. I put the changes in Andrew down to that; he often got annoyed when he
				came home to find toys all over the floor and the kitchen a mess. But then he began
				picking on Eva about nothing. She was only little and the things he complained about
				– such as her making crayon marks on the kitchen table, or spilling drinks – were so
				petty. We had a row about it one night, and he hit me for the first time. His
				message was clear: ‘Don’t you dare criticise me, or else.’

			What he was implying was of course
				that he’d tell the police about Eva. I couldn’t really believe he meant
				it, but it frightened me. So I tried harder to keep things in order, just to appease
				him. But I am what I am: I was never a great housekeeper, and I needed creativity to
				be happy. He came in once and found me painting in the kitchen,
				and he went mad. He threw all my paints on the floor, crumpled up the canvas, and
				said he didn’t want a crazy artist for a wife.

			That was the start of what was to
				become my life of walking on eggshells. He would tell me what I was to cook for
				dinner; he decided which of the neighbours were to become our friends. On occasions
				if I’d met and liked another mother at the playgroup or school, he would check
				out who she was, where she lived, and if he didn’t approve he said I
				wasn’t to see her. If I ever tried to challenge him about this, he hit me.

		

		Patrick looked at Eva’s stricken face.
			‘You didn’t know he hit her?’

		She shook her head. ‘No, I had no
			idea. He was like she said – telling her what to cook, who to invite round and stuff –
			but I thought she did that because that was the way she was.’

		‘She says he was always careful where
			he hit her – never her face, or people would know. If she said one wrong thing when they
			had visitors, she knew he’d punish her as soon as they’d gone,’
			Patrick explained.

		‘I saw bruises on her legs and arms
			sometimes,’ Flora exclaimed. ‘I believed her when she said she’d
			banged into something. But after I was about nine or ten Andrew never let me go into
			their bedroom when she was dressing. He was nasty to me once and said adults needed
			privacy. But that was so I wouldn’t see anything, wasn’t it?’

		Patrick nodded grimly. ‘I would say
			so. Let me read out another bit where she tries to rationalize it.’

		
			Looking back now, I don’t know
				why I didn’t recognize he was a control freak as soon as I met him. Even at
				the start he liked everything to be his own way. But of course I
				had the power then. It was my studio and he was living with me. I just thought he
				was a bit bossy and critical – nothing more – and I could tease him out of it. While
				we were doing all the work at The Beeches it was impossible to be tidy and
				organized, and he seemed OK about it then.

			But I had no more power once the
				house was finished, I was just housewife and mother. I’ve read articles by
				women who have been beaten and they always say it was a gradual thing. The first
				time he swears he’ll never do it again, and he doesn’t for months. But
				then it happens again and before long every time she puts a foot wrong he lays into
				her.

			Before Andrew began hitting me I
				thought women who allowed their men to beat them were spineless wretches. I even
				imagined they got some sort of buzz out of the violence. I couldn’t understand
				why they stayed with the man.

			Whoever reads this will probably
				think I was spineless too. After all, I still owned the studio and I could’ve
				gone there. Or they might think my lifestyle, the big house, the garden and a
				husband who provided for me – along with my inheritance, which I’d sunk into
				the house – meant more than my own self-respect.

			But it wasn’t being spineless,
				or money, that made me stay. I would gladly have lived in one room with the
				children, just to have peace and happiness. The real stumbling block was that I
				knew, if I left, he’d make good his threat and tell the police about Eva. That
				would mean prison for me, and losing all three children. Goodness knows what
				would’ve happened to Eva – she’d have probably ended up in care. So I
				didn’t get my paints out again, and I tried very hard to have everything
				perfect when he came home.

			You have to experience living with
				someone who is holding a gun to your head to know what it does to
				you. Bit by bit it erodes your confidence, your personality. The more you try to
				appease, the more critical they become. You lose your sense of fun, you are always
				trying to second-guess your abuser. You can’t ever let your guard down. I
				never dared tell people that just about everything in the house was my idea, or that
				it was me who stripped doors and banisters, repaired damaged cornices and sourced
				the antiques. I became a nothing. And I missed painting, talking to people who liked
				to laugh and were fun. I haven’t been allowed to make any decisions for years,
				and I’m not even allowed to have an opinion about anything.

			The only thing he hasn’t tried
				to alter is my dress sense. He is sarcastic about me wearing vintage dresses, but he
				doesn’t try to stop me. I know why that is. My clothes are a smokescreen. No
				one who sees a woman dressed in old velvet and beaded dresses would imagine her
				husband controlled her. I am quite sure that he confides in people that I am
				‘arty’, highly strung and reclusive, feeding people the idea I’m
				halfway round the twist. He gains sympathy, and people don’t try to get to
				know me.

			It is obvious to me now from
				spiteful things he says that he’s used me right from the start. Moving in with
				me saved him money; then he wanted to get married, because he saw that as a way to
				get the studio. Maybe he even knew I had the other money all along. He used my
				vision and creativity to turn an old wreck of a house into something beautiful and
				very valuable. Perhaps he hopes, if he keeps pushing and pushing at me, that I will
				go mad, or kill myself – that way he’ll get everything and be free of me.

		

		‘Oh God, how could that have gone on
			and I never knew?’ Eva sobbed.

		‘She made sure you didn’t know,
			because she loved you all so much,’ Patrick said. ‘I don’t think she
			was even afraid of prison, really – only of losing you three. She says in one part that
			she sometimes felt it was payback time, for being horrible to both me and Gregor. So she
			tried so much harder to be a good wife to Andrew.’

		‘Does she say if she loved him?’
			Phil asked. ‘I mean, in the beginning?’

		‘She said: “It is true I never
			felt the same way about him as I did about those two other good men. But I thought that
			love like that comes to most people only once, and I’d been lucky enough to have
			it twice already. But I gave Andrew everything I was capable of giving.” You can
			make what you like of that, Phil!’

		‘I know she hints that Andrew would
			like her to kill herself, but is there any suggestion that’s what she planned to
			do?’ Eva asked in a small voice. ‘I was such a pain to her at the time she
			wrote that. I can’t bear to think I added to her misery.’

		‘No, she doesn’t, Eva. She said
			how glad she was that she had the foresight to put the studio in trust for you, that at
			least Andrew would never get that. So I think you can put it out of your mind that you
			were in any way responsible. She was wild herself at the same age, and she understood
			the need teenagers have to rebel. I think at the time she wrote this she must’ve
			had the idea of waiting until all three of you came of age, and then making the break –
			whatever that cost her.’

		There was more – so many unpleasant
			incidents with Andrew that Flora had described in detail – but Patrick felt Eva had
			heard more than enough for one night.

		Phil had his arm around Eva, because she was
			distressed and crying. It was an awful lot to take in as it stood, but no doubt Eva would wonder what worse things occurred after Flora had
			hidden this away. Only a fool would think the abuse and bullying had stopped at that
			point.

		‘You must read the rest for
			yourselves,’ Patrick said. ‘She could see no way out when she wrote it, you
			can hear her despair in every word. It was her love for the three of you alone that kept
			her going, and I feel ashamed that I ever called her selfish.’

		‘Do we take this to the police?’
			Phil asked.

		‘I think you must,’ Patrick
			said, ‘because it makes it absolutely clear what kind of man Andrew was. When you
			read on from the part where I stopped, she goes on to say about him belittling Eva –
			another new way of hurting Flora. And he was hitting her more and more often for the
			most trivial of things. She also says she knew he had other women.’

		He paused, sighing deeply at the profound
			sadness of it all. ‘I spent all day yesterday reading this over and over again. A
			part of me didn’t want to hand it over to you, because I knew how distressing you
			would find it. But of course I had to. You needed to know.’

		‘To think if Eva hadn’t asked
			Andrew for the painting, the statement might never have come to light,’ Phil said.
			‘Why did she put it in there? Why not send it to someone to be opened after her
			death?’

		Patrick rubbed his face with his hands; he
			felt exhausted now, but he felt a duty to make both these two young people understand
			Flora’s motive. ‘I think it was symbolic. He’d taken so much from her
			– her personality, her self-esteem and also her art. Writing it all down was probably
			cathartic; she might never have intended it to be found. Yet when I looked at that
			ghastly frame, which would never in a million years have been her choice, perhaps she
			smiled to herself knowing that if Andrew ever sold or gave away the painting to spite her, the frame would be ripped off immediately.

		‘I doubt he had any idea at all what a
			great artist she was – or he wouldn’t have let you have it, Eva. If it went to
			auction, an art collector would have paid a lot of money for it. There is also a bitter
			irony in that if he’d let Flora paint, she would’ve made far more money than
			he ever did as a salesman.’

		He got up then. ‘But I must go now and
			leave you two to discuss this. If you need me, just ring.’ He held out his arms,
			and Eva rushed to them. Patrick held her tightly and stroked her hair with tenderness.
			‘Look after yourself, little one. I wish I could’ve brought you something
			more uplifting that would make you happy. But they do say “the truth shall set you
			free”.’

		The next morning Phil got up when his alarm
			went off and went into the kitchen to make some tea, leaving Eva still sleeping.

		After Patrick’s visit they had both
			read the whole statement right through. Eva had been very upset, and she’d woken
			during the night with a bad dream. Phil didn’t really want to leave her today, but
			he had to. He made two cups and took them back into the bedroom. As he put Eva’s
			down on the bedside table she opened her eyes.

		‘Morning, handsome,’ she said
			with a forced smile.

		Her pluckiness touched him. He knew that
			this wasn’t something she could just brush away and forget about. He bent over to
			kiss her. ‘I don’t want to leave you alone today, but I’ve got
			to,’ he said.

		‘Stop worrying about me, I’m not
			that fragile,’ she said and sat up to drink her tea.

		Phil sat down beside her. ‘I’ll
			be home by six,’ he said. ‘Shall we go out for something to eat?’

		‘No, I’ll cook something
			nice,’ she said. ‘I really am alright this morning. I woke up during the
			night and thought about it all. I feel more clear-headed about it now. I’ve
			accepted that I’m a Carling, not a Foyle. I shudder to think who my real father is
			– I suppose some casual pick-up in the pub or the bookies, as there was no mention of
			him in the newspaper cuttings we got.’

		‘He can’t have been a bad man to
			have produced you,’ Phil said. ‘But all your influences were from Flora. And
			the way I see it, she made a pretty good job of bringing you up. Until I read that
			statement I’d imagined her as some self-centred cow, but I was wrong.’

		‘Why didn’t I realize that
			Andrew was hurting her?’ she asked plaintively. ‘The policewoman who took my
			statement after Mum died asked me if they’d had a happy marriage, and I said they
			had. Did I say that because I believed it? Or just because I chose to forget how sad Mum
			seemed sometimes? Since then, I’ve remembered lots of things that were pointers to
			them being far from OK. At my age surely I should’ve suspected Andrew was violent.
			I was a bit afraid of him myself.’

		‘Does any kid really question whether
			their parents are happy together?’ Phil shrugged. ‘I mean, we all grow up
			thinking whatever our parents do or say is normal. We have no other yardstick to measure
			it by. Your dad might be grumpy, or your mum a battleaxe, but you just accept that. I
			had a mate at school whose parents had blazing rows, his mum would throw his dad’s
			clothes out of the window. But they are still together. Flora said how careful she was
			to keep it from you all. She was afraid of what Andrew might do if she let it slip.
			Anyway, children – even ones in their twenties – don’t examine their
			parents’ behaviour very closely.’

		‘Do you think that Mum never told us
			kids anything about her past, because she was afraid she’d let
			slip how unhappy she was?’

		‘Possibly, or she was afraid that if
			you repeated anything she’d said in Andrew’s hearing, she’d get into
			more bother. But I think it was admirable that she kept quiet about everything that was
			going on between her and Andrew, so that you three kids would remain secure and happy.
			That was very noble and loving. If you keep that in mind, perhaps it won’t hurt so
			much.’

		‘You are loving and noble too,’
			Eva said, leaning towards him to kiss his cheek.

		‘And I’ll be late for work if I
			sit here any longer.’ He smiled. ‘Now go back to sleep. But if you go out
			later, get that statement photocopied before we show it to the police. We can’t
			risk losing the original.’

		He paused as he went to go out of the
			bedroom door, and looked back at her. ‘I love you, Eva. However bad this seems
			now, together we’ll get through it.’

		Eva lay in bed for some time after Phil had
			left, forcing herself to look back with adult eyes at incidents she remembered from her
			childhood. One which stood out was being dropped home one afternoon by a friend’s
			mother after a sleepover in the summer holidays. She was eleven then, and Sophie and Ben
			were spending a few days with Granny and Grandpa, Andrew’s parents.

		She walked in the back door and Flora called
			out to her from the sitting room. ‘I’m in here,’ she said.
			‘I’ve had a bit of an accident.’

		Flora was sitting on the sofa with her legs
			propped up on a stool. There was a large lint dressing on one of them, but both her legs
			were covered in what looked like bad grazes. Eva remembered that she was dressed, but
			that her hair was very tangled, as if she hadn’t brushed it that
			morning. She also looked like she’d been crying.

		Eva had been horrified, and asked how it had
			happened.

		‘I was really silly,’ Flora
			said. ‘I was having a bit of a clear-out in the attic rooms this morning and I
			tried to carry a heavy box of old tools and things downstairs to put them in the garage.
			I tripped and fell, and I landed on some of the tools.’

		Eva hadn’t for one moment thought that
			it wasn’t the truth. Her anxiety was only about how much pain Flora was in and if
			she should call the doctor, because Andrew was going to be away overnight.

		But Flora said it wasn’t serious
			enough to trouble the doctor, and she felt better already now Eva was home.

		She quite enjoyed playing nurse that
			evening, as it wasn’t often she got her mum all to herself. She made them both
			some tea and sandwiches and she supported Flora when she wanted to hobble to the loo
			and, later in the evening, up to bed.

		But looking back at that incident now, where
			were these tools Flora was supposed to have fallen on? Anyone taking a tumble like that,
			and finding they could barely walk, would have left them where they’d fallen; they
			certainly wouldn’t have packed them back into the box and got them to the garage!
			Besides, why would there be tools stored in an attic room anyway?

		Clearly the truth of the matter was that
			there had been a row that morning, and because there were no children in the house
			Andrew had attacked Flora. Thinking about her injuries now, Eva thought he must have
			knocked her down and then kicked her hard, again and again. Then he’d calmly gone
			off to work after warning her she was to tell no one.

		Eva’s stomach contracted painfully at
			the thought of Flora being alone and hurt, forcing herself to struggle to dress the
			worst wound, then inventing a story to cover her injuries.

		‘You evil bastard,’ Eva muttered
			to herself. ‘I’m going to make sure you pay for everything you did to
			her.’

	
		
Chapter Twenty-Four

		‘Hello, Eva! How are you feeling
			now?’ DI Turner asked as she opened the door to him. He had a WPC with him who she
			hadn’t met before.

		‘Oh! I’m much better, thank
			you,’ she replied. She was somewhat startled to see Turner, because she’d
			just been mulling over what she ought to do about Flora’s statement.

		It was Wednesday morning, pouring with rain.
			Phil had left for work at seven and would be away for two days. Everything had seemed so
			clear and straightforward yesterday. She’d gone out and had five photocopies made
			of the statement. She intended to send one to Gregor – she thought that he deserved an
			explanation of why Flora had acted as she did towards him – and two would go to Sophie
			and Ben. But after Phil left this morning she wasn’t so sure about anything. Phil
			didn’t think she ought to send copies to Sophie and Ben, at least not yet. He said
			she mustn’t do anything until he got back, when they could discuss it
			properly.

		‘May we come in?’ Turner asked.
			He half turned towards the tall and rather severe-looking WPC. ‘This is WPC Rose,
			and we’ve come to tell you about some new developments.’

		‘Yes, of course,’ Eva said,
			opening the door wider. ‘Do come in. You just took me by surprise.’

		She led them into the lounge, picked up a
			jacket of Phil’s from the sofa and quickly removed a plate and mug from the coffee
			table. ‘Let me make you a drink. Tea or coffee?’

		Turner and Rose looked at one another as Eva
			darted into the kitchen to get them coffee. They could see she was
			rattled about something and wondered if she was alright.

		She returned a few minutes later with coffee
			and biscuits on a tray.

		‘You’ve come to say you
			can’t find any record of my birth here in London?’ she said as she put the
			tray down on the coffee table.

		‘That’s right,’ Turner
			said. ‘Not at a hospital, or as a home birth. The first record of you apart from
			your birth registration is at about three months old when Flora registered you with her
			doctor in Holland Park for immunization. But you sound as if you already knew
			that.’

		‘I did know I wasn’t born in
			London,’ she said, handing them their coffee and then sitting down. ‘Not
			about the immunization.’

		Turner was confused about how she could know
			that. ‘We’ve also got the blood test results from Carlisle,’ he
			said.

		‘And that proves I’m Sue
			Carling’s child?’

		Turner glanced at the WPC; neither of them
			had expected such calm acceptance. The girl seemed almost dazed.

		‘Well, Eva, I’m afraid I
			can’t give you utter certainty, but it’s about 85 per cent probable that she
			is your mother,’ Turner said. ‘I did explain to you before that all blood
			tests tell us is who couldn’t be a child’s parent. They are not so good at
			proving parentage. And the Carlisle police were unable to trace Sue Carling –’

		‘So how did they test her blood
			then?’ Eva interrupted.

		‘They couldn’t. But they were
			able to test her daughter’s. That result, and a close physical resemblance to
			yourself, does suggest she is your full sister.’

		Eva’s eyes widened at that. ‘I
			read in the press cuttings that she had two other children before me, but weren’t
			they taken into care?’

		‘They didn’t trace either of them.
			This girl is younger than you, only seventeen. Her name is Freya. They only found her
			when they had a report of a young girl sleeping rough out on the fells. She was very
			sick with a chest infection and malnutrition, and they took her to hospital. On being
			questioned she said her mother had gone to Spain two years earlier and she hasn’t
			heard from her since.’

		Eva frowned. ‘She left a girl of
			fifteen?’ she exclaimed. ‘My God, it sounds like Flora ought to have been
			given a medal for taking me away from her! How could anyone leave a girl of that age and
			go swanning off to Spain?’

		‘It seems she left her in the care of
			a friend who ran a bed and breakfast. Freya was already working there on Saturdays and
			during school holidays, and she had a full-time job lined up in a bakery for when she
			left school. Of course that doesn’t make it right to leave her, she was far too
			young.’

		‘Poor kid! Girls of that age can get
			into serious trouble if they aren’t supervised,’ Eva exclaimed.

		‘Quite so, but according to the
			Carlisle police she’s never been in trouble with them. She wasn’t sleeping
			rough for fun or because she got into bad company. She’d lost her job, because the
			bakery went bust, and the so-called kindly friend of her mother’s at the bed and
			breakfast threw her out when she hadn’t got the rent. Anyway, they are keeping her
			in hospital until she is well again and can be found a new home.’

		All at once Eva came out of the dazed state
			she’d appeared to be in when they first arrived. ‘That’s absolutely
			dreadful,’ she said, and her eyes filled up with tears. ‘She must have felt
			very alone and frightened. Does she know about me?’

		‘Only that someone of the right age to
			be her sister has been making inquiries. She doesn’t know your name or address.
			She did tell the police, though, that her father, and yours too, was Michael Borthwick,
			a drayman for a local brewery. He died of stomach cancer when Freya
			was thirteen, but by all accounts he was a good father. He paid her mother maintenance,
			he visited Freya regularly and took her on little holidays. He had no police
			record.’

		‘So we really are full
			sisters?’

		‘So Freya said, and the blood test
			bears that out. The Carlisle police are redoubling their efforts to find her
			mother.’

		Eva didn’t respond to that. She just
			sat there, looking at her hands in her lap, and appeared to have gone back to her
			earlier dazed state. Knowing what she’d been through recently, Turner wondered if
			everything was getting too much for her.

		‘Are you alright, Eva?’ WPC Rose
			ventured. ‘I’m sure this has been a great shock to you.’

		Eva looked up at her concerned face.
			‘Perhaps it would be as well if they never found her. There doesn’t appear
			to be anything good about her.’

		The policewoman was right about shock.
			Patrick bringing round Flora’s statement had left her reeling. That same night,
			and all day yesterday, she’d thought about nothing else. She’d told Phil
			last night that she felt oddly comforted to know the whole truth, but that wasn’t
			strictly true. Flora’s statement had been like opening Pandora’s box, and
			the stuff that had come out was just too much to deal with.

		Now to get a second shock – to learn that
			she had a sister – had taken her a step too far. She felt shaky, frightened and very
			vulnerable, and she knew she really needed time to digest what this meant to her, before
			she said or did anything further.

		Yet at the same time she felt she must tell
			these two police officers now about Flora’s statement. She needed them to
			understand why Flora took her, and to prove that Andrew had a real motive in trying to
			kill her.

		‘Phil, my boyfriend, said I was to wait
			until he was with me before I showed you this,’ she said, and got up to fetch the
			folder she’d put Flora’s statement in. She took out one of the photocopies
			and handed it to Turner. ‘But under the circumstances, I think you need to see it
			now.’

		She explained carefully who had found it,
			and where. And she confirmed it was Flora’s handwriting.

		Turner took about ten minutes to read the
			first few pages. Eva could see he was as affected by it as she and Patrick had been.

		‘My goodness. This is something I
			didn’t expect,’ he said, looking very troubled. ‘No wonder you
			didn’t seem that surprised or even interested in our inquiries at the hospitals. I
			will of course read it all thoroughly when I get back to the station, but there’s
			far too much detail about taking the baby for it not to be true. This must have been
			overwhelming for you?’

		‘I seem to reel from one shock to
			another these days.’ Eva shrugged. ‘Mostly I wish I’d never found the
			diaries Phil told you about. I could’ve been happy in blissful ignorance. A
			psychic up in Scotland gave me a weird warning about “waking the sleeping
			serpent”, and I really wish I’d heeded that warning, however barmy that
			sounds. Nothing good has come of me trying to solve the mysteries – even my brother and
			sister have turned against me for claiming their father set the fire.’

		She stopped for a moment, overcome with
			emotion. The policewoman got up and put a comforting arm around her, urging her to sit
			down and asking if she’d like a cup of tea.

		‘A cup of tea won’t make this
			any better,’ Eva said sharply. But she did sit down again. ‘But what might
			help me is if you arrest Andrew Patterson.’

		‘We’ve already explained we have
			no evidence against him to charge him with starting the fire at your
			house,’ Turner said.

		‘Just read on in that statement and
			you will see that he knew all about Flora taking me. It was Flora who financed getting
			the house in Cheltenham, and he used blackmail and physical abuse to keep her in line.
			He drove her to kill herself too.’

		Turner shook his head as if unsure of what
			to say. ‘I will read it, Eva. And believe me, I have every sympathy with you. It
			must be utterly devastating to discover such unpalatable truths and to realize the
			people you trusted and believed in were not as you thought.’

		‘Are you trying to tell me you
			can’t arrest Andrew now?’ Eva asked, her voice shaking as she pointed to the
			statement. ‘That proves his motive for trying to kill me.’

		Turner looked abashed. ‘I’m
			sorry to disappoint you, Eva,’ he said. ‘This statement could possibly be
			used by the prosecution to show the man’s character if we had firm evidence to
			prove he set the fire, but it has no other value in this case. Even then, the defence
			could argue that Flora had made it all up. A self-confessed baby-snatcher would not be
			considered a reliable witness alive. And as she’s dead, she can’t be
			cross-examined.’

		Eva felt as if he’d stuck a pin in her
			balloon. ‘He drove Flora to kill herself, tried to kill me too – and he gets away
			with it?’

		Turner shrugged. ‘Unless some firm
			evidence turns up, I’m afraid so,’ he said. ‘The police in Cheltenham
			are still keeping an eye on him and making inquiries. We will pass this on to them too.
			I know they do think Sophie lied, or was mistaken, when she said he was in bed when she
			arrived home that night. She might have a change of heart – people do sometimes, when
			they get a guilty conscience.’

		‘So it all rests with Sophie to tell the
			truth?’ Eva was incredulous. ‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this.
			I know it was Andrew who set the fire. By the time you’ve read the whole of that
			statement you won’t have any doubt he was capable of it either. Get the police in
			Cheltenham to talk to Sophie again. Give her a guilty conscience, for God’s sake,
			before he tries to shut me up again!’

		‘We’ll look at this statement
			and try to see if it gives us another angle to bring him in for questioning,’
			Turner said soothingly. ‘Now, speaking of guilty consciences!’ He put his
			hand in his pocket and brought out an envelope. ‘I very nearly forgot this. We had
			to open it of course, just to check the contents.’

		Puzzled, Eva pulled the letter out of the
			envelope and gasped when she saw it was from Myles.

		‘Go on, it’s alright,’
			Turner urged her.

		Hesitating slightly, Eva started to
			read.

		
			
				Dear Eva,
			

			
				I am writing to apologize for my appalling behaviour towards you. I can offer no
					good excuse at all; you didn’t do anything to deserve it, and I am ashamed
					of myself. I guess I didn’t see the light until I heard about the fire and
					you being trapped in it. That was such a terrible thing that it made me see it
					was so very wrong to keep on lying and saying I didn’t insult, hurt and
					frighten you.
			

			
				You may think this is a cynical attempt to get you to drop the charges against
					me, but it isn’t. I have already changed my plea to guilty, as the police
					will tell you, and I will accept whatever punishment the court deems
					appropriate.
			

			
				I really hope you have fully recovered now and that you can rebuild your house
					and your life soon.
			

			
				All my good wishes for your future,
			

			
				Myles
			

		

		‘Hum!’ She sniffed. ‘I
			suppose someone told him I was in two minds about dropping the charges against
			him!’

		‘No, they didn’t,’ Turner
			said. ‘We were told he was changing his plea to guilty some time before we got
			this. I promise you, I hadn’t told anyone that you were considering dropping the
			charges – because, quite honestly, I didn’t think you would. He just came into the
			police station and asked for this to be passed on to you.’

		‘He sounds sincere,’ Eva said
			thoughtfully. ‘But then men like him always do. There’s no way I’m
			going to decide right now, I need to think about it, and talk to Phil. Meanwhile, he can
			sweat a bit longer with the court case hanging over him.’

		Turner nodded. ‘I think that is a wise
			decision. Now, what would you like to do about this sister of yours?’

		Eva realized he wasn’t going to be
			drawn back to the subject of Andrew, and she felt too weary to even try further.
			‘She’s still in hospital in Carlisle?’

		‘Yes, and I believe she’ll be
			there for a few more days.’

		Eva thought about it for a moment. ‘I
			really don’t know. Freya and I might have a mother in common, but that’s
			all. And by contacting her I could open up another can of worms.’

		WPC Rose had said almost nothing all this
			time. She reminded Eva of a bird, because she had small dark eyes which kept darting
			from Eva to Turner.

		‘I got the Carlisle police to send
			down a photograph of her for you,’ she said. ‘It’s only a Polaroid,
			and as it was taken in hospital she looks a bit gaunt. But we thought you might like to
			see what she looks like.’ Rose reached into her tunic pocket and pulled it out.
			‘We both think she’s very like you – her eyes are identical to
			yours.’

		Eva stared at the photograph.
			‘We’ll leave it with you then,’ Turner said, as she
			seemed to be transfixed by it. ‘Thank you for letting me see this statement.
			I’ll be in touch again soon.’

		Eva let them out and said her goodbyes.
			Still holding the photograph, she went into the kitchen and just stood there studying
			it.

		Turner was right, Freya did look like her.
			She was very thin, and her eyes dominated her face; they were the same blue and the same
			shape as her own. Her nose looked the same too, though that could just be the angle of
			the photograph, and her hair was the same light brown that Eva had been born with. It
			made goosebumps come up all over her to see a younger version of herself. For as long as
			she could remember she had been compared unfavourably to Sophie and Ben, and in some
			strange way it was comforting to see her own features mirrored in this photograph.

		Yet it was more than the physical
			resemblance that spoke to her. There was sadness and resignation in Freya’s face
			that said she’d learned long ago not to expect anything good to come to her. Eva
			had felt that herself at the same age – never quite belonging, feeling second-rate.

		She wondered too about their father, Michael
			Borthwick. She had a mental picture of a big burly man wearing a leather apron, rolling
			barrels. He was dead, Sue Carling was missing, and Eva didn’t think she wanted to
			know anything more about either of them. But Freya was all alone and sick.

		At two that same afternoon the Glasgow
			train pulled out of King’s Cross Station with Eva settled in a window seat.

		She felt compelled to visit Freya in
			Carlisle. It might not be wise, but the more she’d looked at the picture of her
			sister, the more she felt she must go. Her nerves were jangling, she’d had a
			recurrence of coughing while on the tube, and she knew Phil wouldn’t approve. But
			the alternative – to sit at home looking at that sad, forlorn face of
			a young girl with nothing and nobody in her life – was too grim to contemplate.

		In an effort to calm her nerves and make the
			train journey pass more quickly she opened her book, The Thorn Birds by Colleen
			McCullough. It had come out years ago, but it wasn’t until she was in Scotland
			that she had got around to buying it. She had only read a few pages before that copy
			turned to ashes in the fire, so she’d bought another one from W. H. Smith before
			boarding the train.

		Books had always been her escape from
			reality ever since she’d learned to read, and she soon found this one so
			enthralling that she was barely aware the carriage was packed and the rain was pelting
			down outside. She had a small overnight bag with her, and she intended to find a bed and
			breakfast when she got to Carlisle. She’d telephoned the hospital to make sure
			Freya was still there, and had also rung Phil’s company so they could tell him
			where she was. She was afraid he’d be worried, if he rang home tonight and got no
			reply.

		It was only as the train got to Cumbria and
			the sun came out that she put her book down and looked out of the window. The trees here
			were already in full autumn colouring and it looked very beautiful, reminding her
			poignantly of when she saw the same scenery before – on her way to Scotland, full of
			hope she might find out who her father was.

		So much had happened since then: discovering
			more about Flora, meeting Patrick and Gregor, falling in love with Phil, her terrible
			suspicions about her own origins, and then the fire. But she did feel that all these
			things, good and bad, had given her new strengths. She thought she was more confident,
			less concerned about other people’s opinion of her, and she was becoming more
			self-reliant.

		It had been a severe body blow to learn
			Flora’s statement wouldn’t put Andrew behind bars. Not
			just because he’d tried to kill her, but for all the hurt and humiliation he had
			heaped on Flora. Maybe a great many people would think Flora deserved the life he gave
			her. But Eva knew better; she was a good woman.

		In another ten minutes she would be arriving
			in Carlisle, and it was even more unclear to her now why she felt compelled to come all
			this way.

		Was it purely an emotional response, because
			the girl was young, sick and alone? Did she think that it was some form of restitution
			or apology for what Flora did? Or because she could hear Dena’s voice telling her
			that one of the tarot cards she’d turned up, the rabbit, was a vulnerable family
			member who needed her help?

		She’d told herself hundreds of times
			that the whole tarot thing was just ridiculous mumbo-jumbo, but she couldn’t deny
			that some of what Dena had told her appeared to have come true. But what if this was
			more of the sleeping serpent thing? What if, by seeing this girl she knew very little
			about, Eva would get drawn into something that she’d regret later?

		Her stomach began to churn with anxiety.
			Freya might be her biological sister, but she’d been brought up in a different
			world to her, and there was no guarantee that they would like one another. In fact it
			was quite likely that Freya might resent her, because she’d had a much better
			childhood.

		On arriving at Carlisle Station Eva stood
			for some time looking at the departure board, wondering if it would be wisest to get the
			next train back to London. She looked down at the carrier bag in her hand. In it was a
			basket of toiletries from The Body Shop, which she’d bought for Freya at
			King’s Cross.

		‘You can’t go back without
			seeing her,’ she told herself. ‘That’s plain cowardice.’

		That decided her – she’d come all this
			way, and it would be pathetic to chicken out now. She didn’t have to take on any
			responsibility for the girl; it was just a visit, and she could make that quite
			clear.

		There was just half an hour before the
			hospital’s evening visiting hour. So, bracing herself, she bought some fruit and
			chocolate too, then caught a taxi to the hospital.

		With butterflies in her stomach, Eva walked
			down the big ward. Nearly all the other beds were occupied by old ladies, and the sister
			had told her Freya was at the far end. As she approached the bed, she saw Freya was
			lying on her side, hunched up with her back to all the visitors coming in. Eva’s
			heart went out to her. It was awful to think that someone so young had no one other than
			a total stranger to visit her.

		‘Freya?’ Eva said softly as she
			approached the girl’s bed.

		She rolled over on to her back to look at
			whoever was speaking to her. She had been crying, and she quickly put her hand over her
			eyes to hide the tears.

		‘I’m Eva, and it looks as though
			I’m your sister. I’ve just come up from London.’

		Freya took the hand away from her eyes.
			‘Really!’ she said, looking startled. ‘You came all that way just to
			see me?’

		Eva didn’t speak for a few moments,
			because it was extraordinary how alike they were: two sets of identical blue eyes, the
			same full lips and small nose slightly turned up at the tip. Freya was painfully thin,
			her long hair desperately needed washing and trimming, her nails were bitten down to the
			quick and her skin was rough and wind-burned from being outside in all weathers. But the
			similarities between them would be obvious to anyone.

		‘Yes, just to see you. I was told you
			weren’t very well.’ Eva smiled. ‘Now, are you going to sit up and talk
			to me?’

		In books long-lost relatives always seemed to
			have an instant connection, falling upon each other’s necks to hug and kiss. But
			it wasn’t like that with Freya. Although she sat up, wiped her eyes and thanked
			Eva politely for the fruit, chocolate and toiletries, she was very guarded and awkward.
			Her strong Cumbrian accent was a little hard to understand too.

		Eva had to make all the running. Having no
			idea how much Freya knew about the sister who had been taken long before she was born –
			or even if the police had made it clear to her why her blood had been tested, and what
			that meant – she had to explain everything. Then she went on to tell her about finding
			Flora’s diaries after her death, and how she began her own investigation in
			Scotland to see if she could find out who her real father was.

		Freya didn’t react to any of it; she
			just sat up in bed picking at her nails and avoiding looking directly at Eva. It was as
			if she wasn’t interested in any of it.

		‘There was a photograph of a row of
			shops in her stuff too, and someone in Scotland told me it was in Carlisle. So I came
			here looking for that street,’ Eva went on. ‘Then I found out about the baby
			that had been taken from there and I suspected that baby was me. I didn’t want to
			think the woman I thought was my mum had done such a terrible thing, but I’ve
			found proof now that she did.’

		‘Is that right?’ Freya said with
			what seemed to Eva complete contempt.

		‘The police officers who came to tell
			me about the results of the blood test also said you’d told the Carlisle police we
			had the same dad. Have we?’

		‘Yes, but he’s dead now. And Mam
			might as well be. Everyone thought she’d killed you. Did you know that?’

		She spoke in an accusatory manner, which
			unnerved Eva. ‘Yes, I did hear that, Freya. That was very unfair
			of people to claim such a thing without any evidence to back it up. And it must’ve
			been very hard for you growing up with that hanging over you?’

		‘You aren’t kidding! It followed
			me everywhere. Mam didn’t help things neither, what with her drinking and carrying
			on. She’s a bad ’un.’

		Eva had every sympathy for the girl. But
			having come so far to see her, she had expected to receive a little warmth, not
			hostility – after all, she wasn’t the one to blame for anything.

		‘I’ve had some very bad times
			too since Flora died,’ Eva said in an attempt to make Freya see she wasn’t
			the only one who had suffered. ‘The man I always thought was my dad tried to burn
			my house down with me in it, because I found out about all this. His children, the
			people I thought were my brother and sister, hate me too because of it. But what
			I’m trying to say, Freya, is I know you’ve had it tough ever since your
			birth, and I had a cushy childhood compared with you. But we’ve both got to move
			on now.’

		‘Easy for you to say.’ Freya
			looked Eva up and down in contempt. ‘You’re posh. You’ve got nice
			clothes, pretty hair and somewhere to live. I’ve got nothing. Even my clothes are
			all gone, and they weren’t much to start with. Mam sent me to stay with that witch
			Ena, even though she knew what it was like there. Ena wanted me to have sex with old
			dirty truckers. She hit me when I refused! She asked what I had to be so stuck up about.
			Said that my mam would do it with anyone for just a tot of whiskey. She threw me out
			then, and I had nowhere to go.’

		Freya’s voice was gradually becoming
			shriller with anger. The old lady in the next bed and her younger visitor were both
			turning their heads to see what was going on.

		‘Do you know what it’s like to
			sleep on the ground in a place that don’t even have a
			roof?’ Freya went on. Her eyes were flashing, and red angry spots were appearing
			on her white face. ‘Do you know what it’s like to not be able to have a
			bath? To sleep in your clothes because it’s so cold, and be so hungry that you
			hang around picnic places hoping someone will leave some food behind? You were the lucky
			one that got taken away by someone that wanted a bairn. All I’ve ever known was
			people sneering at me.’

		Eva was shocked at the angry tirade. She was
			embarrassed that people were looking at them, and her instinct was to rush out of the
			ward and get the first train back to London. But she knew, if she did that, it would
			just prove to Freya that no one in the world cared whether she lived or died.

		‘Don’t take it out on me,
			Freya,’ she said sternly. ‘I didn’t have to come all this way,
			remember. I came because I thought it was the right thing to do, because we are sisters.
			I know you’ve had a bad time, and I am sorry about that, but don’t think
			I’m so soft that I’ll take you being rude to me.’

		Freya looked quite shocked.

		‘Right, I’m leaving now.
			I’ve got to find somewhere to stay tonight. I’ll be back tomorrow to see you
			again, before I go home. And I hope by then you can be polite.’

		Eva walked away and didn’t look back,
			but as she got to the ward door the sister stopped her. She was a big woman with a very
			red face. ‘How was Freya with you? I can see you are related, you are so much
			alike.’

		Eva guessed that the sister knew about the
			Carling family history and perhaps even suspected Eva was the stolen baby. But Eva felt
			far too despondent to admit that.

		‘Yes, we are related, but I’ve
			never met her before today,’ Eva said. ‘I don’t know that I did the
			right thing coming here. She’s so angry, and I might have just made her feel
			worse.’

		The ward sister put her hand on Eva’s
			shoulder. ‘That poor girl has been dragged up. God only knows
			what terrible times she’s lived through. She doesn’t feel she can moan or
			complain to any of us – I dare say she’s afraid, if she did, we’d discharge
			her. But you arriving with gifts probably made her think that she could unburden
			herself. She’s only a child still, and one that has had precious little love and
			care.’

		‘I know that.’ Eva felt she just
			might burst into tears herself. ‘I just don’t know what to say, or what to
			do to make her feel better. She seems to resent me.’

		‘I’m sure she doesn’t
			really. From what I’ve seen of her, she’s grateful for just the tiniest bit
			of kindness. But I’ll have a word with her later, tell her that you only wanted to
			help her. And please come back tomorrow. Don’t worry about visiting hours, morning
			or afternoon will be fine with me, I know you’ve come a long way.’

		Eva looked at the nurse’s kindly face
			and felt a bit ashamed. ‘If I buy her some clothes and bring them in, will she see
			that as me being a do-gooder and throw them back in my face?’

		‘If she does, I’d be tempted to
			smack her bottom!’ the sister said with a smile. ‘The trouble is,
			she’s got so far down she can’t see the way to climb up. New clothes will be
			the first rung on the ladder. And I know the social worker is looking out for a home for
			her right now.’

		Eva spent a restless night in a guest house
			she found close to the hospital. All she felt for Freya was pity; she was sad, because
			she had wanted to feel something more than that. But maybe Freya thought she had come to
			visit her like she was some exhibit in a zoo. And then she was going to walk away,
			having satisfied her curiosity.

		She did intend to go back again – she
			hadn’t come all this way to give up at the first hurdle. But what then? Even if
			Freya was different in the morning and they did strike up some sort of
			bond, she couldn’t go home afterwards and forget about her. That would be too
			cruel, and would confirm the girl’s opinion that no one cared about her. But it
			was 300 miles from London; she couldn’t keep coming up here. She needed to get
			back to work, and there was Phil to think of too. Neither could she suggest that Freya
			came to London. If she did that, she’d have to be responsible for her.

		That was what really scared her – feeling
			she owed Freya. But why should she feel that way?

		After a shower the next morning and a big
			breakfast, Eva was feeling a little more positive. She’d made a list of things
			Freya would need when she left hospital, including a warm coat. Buying clothes for her
			might be seen as patronizing, but Freya needed them desperately. And besides, it was the
			only concrete thing Eva could do to help.

		She packed up her overnight bag, paid her
			bill and then walked into the town centre to the Lanes Shopping Centre.

		It suddenly occurred to her as she was
			walking that Flora must have come back here at some time and taken the photograph of the
			row of shops where she’d snatched Eva. She couldn’t have taken the photo on
			the day she stole the baby – no one would do such a thing, even if they had a camera on
			them. Did she feel it was a necessary bit of evidence to back up what she’d done?
			Was it some compulsion to return to the scene of the crime? Or maybe she even hoped to
			discover if the hue and cry was still going on here? Eva doubted that the papers in
			London would have reported much on a crime that took place so far away.

		She’d learned so much about Flora in
			the past few months, yet there was still so much she didn’t know.

		In Chelsea Girl she first ascertained if
			whatever she bought could be changed if she’d got the wrong size. Finding that it
				could, she picked out a black quilted coat with a furry lining and
			some size eight jeans in a short leg length. She’d noticed a lot of girls in
			Carlisle were still wearing ski pants – a trend that had died a death in London. But she
			wasn’t going to encourage that awful fashion statement. She bought two different
			sweaters – one pale blue with an appliquéd satin bow on the front, and the other a
			leopard print in fuchsia pink and black. With a pair of plain black trousers and a
			couple of T-shirts, she felt she’d made up a basic wardrobe that was both
			practical and pretty.

		Next she went to Marks and Spencer to buy
			underwear. She got two bras, in different cup sizes – to be sure one fitted her
			properly, and then she would change the other one – and four pairs of knickers that
			matched the bras. Some pyjamas, slippers and a warm turquoise scarf with matching
			gloves, plus a card with three different-coloured scrunchies to tie her hair back, and a
			hair brush completed the shop.

		At a charity shop she found a small black
			suitcase with wheels for just £2 and packed everything into it.

		Finally, she just needed to buy some shoes.
			She chose trainers, after noticing that was the only thing anyone of Freya’s age
			was wearing, and bought size four – that was what she wore, and the chances were her
			sister had the same size feet.

		Then, pulling the suitcase along behind her
			with her own bag over the handles, she walked to the hospital.

		It was scary that she’d written out
			cheques for nearly £200. The money she’d got from her mother was nearly all gone
			now, and she had to find the payments for the £1,000 loan she’d got for the
			central heating and new bathroom. She had no money coming in, but the bank did know
			about the fire now. She supposed they’d let her be overdrawn until the insurance
			for the house paid out.

		Besides, Freya’s need was greater than
			hers – and she knew what it was like to lose all her clothes.

		Freya was sitting up in bed reading a
			magazine. She was still wearing a hospital nightgown, but she’d washed her hair
			and it was fluffed out around her face making her look a great deal prettier.

		‘I’m sorry I was nasty
			yesterday,’ she blurted out, looking embarrassed.

		‘That’s OK,’ Eva said.
			‘It must have given you quite a shock, me turning up out of the blue.’

		‘Yes. And you look so nice and you
			speak so posh,’ she said. ‘People like you don’t usually speak to me,
			so I said stuff that was just in my head.’

		‘You are going to look nice soon
			too,’ Eva said. ‘I’ve bought you some new clothes and packed them all
			in this case so nothing gets lost. Would you like to see them?’

		Freya’s face tightened. ‘You
			didn’t have to do that,’ she said.

		Eva realized that Freya didn’t like to
			be thought of as a charity case, so she tucked the suitcase beneath the bed. ‘No,
			I didn’t have to, but I wanted to. I’ll leave them for you to look at later.
			I hope they are the right size, but the receipts are in the case. You can change them,
			if they’re wrong.’

		The start of the visit wasn’t much
			better than the one on the previous day. Eva was at a loss what to say to the girl. When
			she said anything about her own life, she felt she sounded smug. And yet when she asked
			Freya any questions, the girl’s face tightened again as if she thought Eva was
			prying.

		‘Will you tell me about our
			mother?’ she asked after a somewhat stilted conversation about the television
			programmes they liked.

		‘What’s to tell? Mam never stood a
			chance – her mam was a drunk, and so was her da. And one minute they were skelping her
			backside and the next sending her off to chaff.’

		Eva didn’t understand; she had to ask
			what those words meant. ‘Skelping’ meant slapping and ‘chaff’
			meant stealing, Freya told her.

		‘They took Mam’s other bairns
			away cos she didn’t care for them right. But then when she met our da, I think she
			settled down a bit – well, she always said she did. But then when you was stolen, she
			went right off the rails again. Da loved her, you know. He used to say, “Freya, I
			wish I could walk away from her, but I can’t, she’s only got to flash those
			lovely eyes at me and I forgive her.”’

		‘Did she look after you properly when
			you were a baby?’

		‘Well, me da said she tried. He was
			staying with her then, that’s why they never took me away from her too. But when I
			was about four she met some new bloke and she was up and off with her old tricks and
			chucked Da out. He did his best for me, the only one that ever did. See, everyone but Da
			thought she’d killed you. He always stuck up for her. I know she weren’t a
			good mam, but with everyone whispering about her all the time, that got her down and
			she’d turn to the drink.’

		Freya had painted an even uglier picture
			than Eva had imagined. But she was touched that Freya seemed to understand why their
			mother was like she was.

		‘Did she ever tell you how she felt
			about losing me?’ Eva so much wanted to hear that Sue Carling had normal maternal
			feelings.

		‘She was always goin’ on about
			folk believing she’d killed you. Every time she got drunk she’d bring that
			up. “As if I could do that,” she’d say. But she knew she were a bad
			mam. She said she couldn’t help it cos no one had ever taught her how to be a good one. She used to talk about how she thought your life was.
			She’d show me pictures in magazines of rich people’s houses and say she knew
			you lived somewhere like that. I think that’s the way she made it alright in her
			head, like she gave you away to a nice woman with lots of money. Was your mam
			nice?’

		‘Yes, she was,’ Eva said.
			‘She was wrong to do what she did, and she had to live with the guilt of it. But
			she loved me and I loved her.’

		‘Then you was bloody lucky,’
			Freya said, her mouth turning down. ‘It’s like one of those kids’
			storybooks where one gets brought up like a princess and the other in a slum.’

		‘Not quite, Freya. My life
			hasn’t been a bed of roses either.’ Eva felt she had to drive that point
			home. ‘Flora committed suicide, and my stepfather, brother and sister have all
			turned against me. But one thing I’ve learned is that you have to live with the
			cards you’ve been dealt, and make something out of that.’

		‘You tell me what I can make with my
			cards,’ Freya said.

		‘I don’t know you well enough
			yet,’ Eva said. ‘But I’m sure there is something you are good at that
			you can use. Now, will you me tell about our dad?’

		Freya’s face softened then. ‘He
			was that handsome, lovely thick hair and eyes like ours. He could’ve had his pick
			of women really. He wasn’t too tall, but big muscles and very strong. He liked to
			go walking up on the fells, he knew the names of all the birds, and he liked animals
			an’ all. He used to take me up there with him. When I was little he used to carry
			me on his shoulders and sing to me as we walked. That’s how I knew that old house
			was there, where the police found me. I had a couple of pictures of him that I took up
			there with me. Maybe when I get out of here I’ll go up and see if they are still
			there.’

		‘He sounds lovely,’ Eva replied.
			‘I’m sorry I won’t ever get to know him. The man I thought was my
			father turned out to be a real snake.’

		It was only at that point that Freya began
			to look interested, so Eva told her about finding Flora dead in the bath. ‘She did
			it on what was my real twenty-first birthday. But now I know her whole story and how
			that man was with her, I understand why she felt she couldn’t go on. He told me he
			wasn’t my father just a week after she died. He couldn’t wait to get me out
			of the house. I hate him now.’

		‘I don’t hate our mam,’
			Freya volunteered. ‘She was useless, selfish and weak, but when she weren’t
			drinking and that, she could be right funny. Sister, the big lady with the red face, she
			said to me last night. ‘Now look here, Freya, you can lie here and feel sorry for
			yourself if you like, and nothing will change for you. But if you put on a brave face,
			let the social worker find you a new home and a job, you could do well.’

		Eva had to smile, as Freya had copied the
			sister’s way of speaking exactly. ‘And what did you think of
			that?’

		‘She were right. Now I know Mam
			didn’t kill you and bury you out on the fells, I can put two fingers up to all
			them what said she did. I’ll be OK, I’ll get them to stick me on some
			training course, or whatever. I reckon I’m more like me dad than me mam. I can
			stick at things.’

		‘You are a brave girl,’ Eva
			said. Tears came into her eyes, because she knew she could never be that stoic.

		‘Don’t you start crying over
			me,’ Freya said sharply. ‘A year from now I’ll be doing alright. I can
			promise you that.’

		‘Is that a firm promise?’ Eva
			asked. She couldn’t look after this girl – and what’s more, she realized
			Freya wouldn’t want her to. To make some sort of pledge that they’d look
			each other up a year from now seemed the ideal solution.

		‘Yeah, OK. But you’ve got to
			promise me you’ll stop harping on about the past and make a future for yourself
			too. We ain’t so different, Eva, even if you do speak posh and wear nice
			clothes.’

		Eva wrote down her address and telephone
			number, and also took out twenty pounds from her purse. ‘That’s just so
			you’ve got a little something to fall back on until they arrange benefits for you.
			I wish I could give you a bit more, but that’s all I’ve got. Let me know how
			you get on and your address once you’re settled.’

		Freya looked hard at her and smirked.
			‘You’re a bit of an old woman,’ she said. ‘I don’t mean
			that nasty, like, cos you’ve been right kind coming here and getting me clothes
			and stuff. But I don’t need another mam. And from what you’ve told me about
			your’n, you don’t neither.’

		Eva put her arms around Freya then and
			hugged her tightly. She was so thin, she felt like a child, and that brought more tears
			to her eyes. ‘Get well soon, and be good,’ she said. ‘Old woman or
			not, I’m pleased to be your sister.’

		She had to break away then, hurrying down
			the ward and struggling not to break down. When she got to the ward door, she glanced
			back and saw Freya was already out of bed and opening the case of clothes.

	
		
Chapter Twenty-Five

		
			March 1992
		

		Eva came out of Holland Park tube station
			deep in gloomy thoughts. Not only had she had an awful row this morning with Phil, but
			it was the 29th of March, the first anniversary of the day Flora died. She’d been
			having flashbacks about it all day. She wondered whether Sophie and Ben were thinking
			about it too, and what their reactions had been to the copies of Flora’s statement
			she’d sent them a couple of weeks ago.

		But the way she felt today was not just a
			one-off mood, brought about by the row or the anniversary. Since Christmas she’d
			felt herself gradually sinking deeper into a black hole of depression, and she
			couldn’t find a way of climbing out of it.

		She had tried to pull herself together,
			asked herself a thousand times what she had to be depressed about. She wasn’t
			broke, homeless, sick or hungry. She had people who cared about her, and Phil would
			probably lay down his life for her. But telling herself these things didn’t make
			her feel any better. She might be able to function adequately on a day-to-day basis –
			indeed, at work no one even realized there was anything wrong. But she knew there was,
			and she was scared it would escalate into something much worse.

		Looking back she could see it was the fire
			that started the ball rolling. What with the revelations from Flora, and the police
			unable to prove it was Andrew, she was left feeling shaky.

		On top of that, after returning from her trip
			to Carlisle last autumn she had been left with anxiety about Freya. She had waited in
			vain for a phone call or letter from her, telling her where she was and what she was
			doing, but there was nothing. As she had no idea how to contact Freya, all she could do
			was just wait and hope she would surface again.

		Phil was not all that sympathetic; he took
			the line that it was probably for the best. He felt that Freya was too damaged to value
			a relationship with the sister who she possibly felt had ruined her own life. Although
			that might be the case, Eva still couldn’t help feeling hurt and disappointed.

		Fortunately Horace, the owner of Serendipity
			– the shop she’d just started working at before the fire – rang her around the
			same time to say her job was still open for her if she wanted to come back. She had
			accepted gratefully; aside from desperately needing to earn some money, she needed
			something to divert her.

		It felt good to be back at work, and it
			lifted her spirits to be part of a friendly team. There was exciting new stock coming in
			daily for Christmas, and each day the shop became busier, leaving her little time for
			dwelling on unresolved problems.

		Soon after starting back at Serendipity she
			also got the go-ahead from the insurance company to renovate the house in Pottery Lane.
			Phil took over as project manager, getting Patrick’s architect friend to draw up
			plans, and took on builders he knew to do the work.

		All through November and December she and
			Phil saw far less of each other: she was working more hours in the run-up to Christmas,
			Phil had his own work, and in the evenings and weekends he helped out at Pottery
			Lane.

		She had sent off a copy of the statement to
			Gregor, and he’d rung her as soon as he’d read it. Like
			Patrick he had found it very upsetting, especially the revelation that Flora had been
			pregnant by him and had later miscarried without ever telling him.

		‘I would’ve made sure she had
			the best of care,’ he said, his voice breaking. ‘Maybe she would still have
			lost the baby, but at least I would’ve been there to comfort her.’

		Eva didn’t really know what to say; to
			bring up that Flora had withdrawn into herself when she lost Patrick’s baby too,
			seemed like rubbing salt in the wound.

		‘If only I hadn’t gone off after
			the Christmas party,’ he admitted. ‘If I’d stayed, she might have told
			me about it. And even if she hadn’t, I might have realized something was badly
			wrong and got her some help. I can’t bear to think she spent the rest of her life
			being blackmailed into subservience. I know taking you was wrong, but she didn’t
			deserve such a terrible punishment.’

		Eva felt very sorry for Gregor, yet at the
			same time she began to feel resentment that Gregor and Patrick seemed to be centring on
			their part in the story and forgetting about what it had done to her. When she brought
			this up with Phil one night it caused their first real row.

		‘How can you even think that?’
			he said. ‘Both of them really care about you, they would gladly have accepted you
			as their daughter, and they both feel for you. Of course they talk about their part in
			it, that’s just human nature.’

		‘Don’t take that line with
			me,’ she said angrily. ‘I was only trying to explain how I felt. I’ve
			lost my entire family through this, but it couldn’t be helped that Flora
			miscarried.’

		‘They both loved her,’ he said
			in an exasperated voice. ‘It isn’t all about you, Eva.’

		She should of course have agreed that he was
			right, because she knew he was. But instead of admitting it, she brought up other minor grievances – such as his mother saying, ‘She should
			forget all about it.’

		‘As if I can,’ she screamed at
			him like a madwoman. ‘It’s there in my head every day. It’s not like a
			light switch I can turn off.’

		Phil’s mother tended to rub her up the
			wrong way. It wasn’t that she was nasty; she was just blunt, and she had very
			fixed opinions about almost everything. Eva felt she wished her son had found himself
			someone without emotional baggage. Mrs Marsh wasn’t worldly enough to understand
			such a phrase, her words would be that she wanted someone ‘normal’ for
			him.

		That time, Phil just put his arms around her
			and cuddled her until she cried, said she was sorry and they made it up. But it was
			still at the back of her head. She tried to explain to Olive how she felt when her old
			boss came down to London and they met up for a meal. But Olive wasn’t overly
			sympathetic either. She just said that Eva had to look at the positive things in her
			life, like Phil, and stop torturing herself with all the negatives ones.

		Eva held off sending Sophie and Ben copies
			of Flora’s statement because of Phil. He believed they were too young to cope with
			such distressing information, and it was likely to send them both off the rails. She
			hadn’t agreed with him, and that caused another argument just before
			Christmas.

		‘You just want to punish them for not
			believing Andrew tried to kill you,’ Phil flung at her. ‘But we
			haven’t any proof he set the fire, have we? I agree that they ought to see that
			statement, but not now when Ben is in his first year at uni, and Sophie is already a
			mess. Give them a chance to grow up a bit.’

		That was the point when this awful sinking
			feeling began. She was convinced that Ben and Sophie ought to know what their father was capable of, so they would be wary of him. And she couldn’t
			believe Phil would interpret her anxiety for them as spite.

		Myles was due to be in court in early
			December, and she was dreading having to attend – even though the police had said it
			would be all over in minutes, as he’d pleaded guilty. Three days before the
			hearing she told the police she was dropping the charges against him. She thought it
			would be a relief, but instead she just felt cowardly and weak.

		Phil’s mother looked like she was
			sucking lemons when Eva told her what she’d done. She didn’t actually
			comment, but Eva got the idea Mrs Marsh thought she’d done it out of guilt because
			she had led Myles on.

		When Christmas arrived – the first one away
			from her brother and sister – she felt very sad. She went through the motions of
			decorating the flat, buying Christmas food and presents for Phil and his family, but her
			thoughts kept turning back to previous Christmases. There wasn’t even a card from
			Freya, let alone one from Ben and Sophie, and though Phil claimed to understand how she
			felt, he kept pointing out that his family were hers now. But they weren’t her
			family. They had no shared history, and his mother’s tactless remark – that from
			what she’d heard about Ben, Sophie and Freya, Eva was better off without them –
			really hurt.

		In mid-January, when the shop grew quiet
			after the New Year Sale, that was when she began to find it increasingly difficult to
			cope. It was cold and wet. The washing machine broke down and flooded the kitchen one
			day, and that made her hysterical. The noise of traffic seemed too loud, the crowded
			tube in the morning made her panic, she craved solitude. But then when Phil went away to
			work, she felt frightened on her own.

		She knew Phil was growing irritated by her
			moods and negativity, but she just couldn’t snap out of it. She
			felt so tired, she would go to bed the minute she’d eaten the evening meal. And on
			her day off during the week, and Sunday, all she did was lie on the sofa watching
			television. She didn’t want to make love any more; she gave up caring about her
			appearance, and even keeping the flat clean and tidy. She wasn’t interested in how
			the work at her house was going. If she was truthful, she didn’t really care about
			anything.

		To be fair to Phil, he did try to jolly her
			along by saying they could go on a holiday to somewhere warm once the house was finished
			and up for sale. But she couldn’t even find the will or enthusiasm to collect any
			brochures from a travel agent. She got the idea into her head that the only thing which
			would make her feel better was if Ben and Sophie knew the truth about their father.
			Finally, two weeks ago, without telling Phil, she sent the statements off to them.

		Because she was afraid Andrew might
			intercept Sophie’s copy, she sent them both to Ben at his address in Leeds with a
			covering letter asking him to give Sophie hers, and explained where the original was
			found. She said how sorry she was that they had to find out the truth about their father
			like this. But even though she knew now she had no blood tie to them, she would always
			think of them as her brother and sister. Her final message to them was that they
			mustn’t allow Andrew to get them to sign over their half of the house to him. She
			pointed out that Flora had gone through hell to keep them all secure. Therefore, it was
			their duty to ensure they honoured her wishes.

		Yet almost as soon as she’d posted the
			envelope, she’d panicked and wished she hadn’t. Was her motive just spite,
			as Phil had suggested, because they hadn’t believed their father had set the fire?
			What she had perceived as an act of a loving and concerned elder sister suddenly seemed
			callous and irresponsible. As her anxiety grew, she withdrew even
			further from Phil, and she sensed he was reaching the end of his tether.

		The row they’d had this morning had
			brought all this home to her. He’d brought her a cup of tea, as he always did. But
			as he went to put it down on the bedside table he tripped and spilled the tea everywhere
			– on the bedclothes and the carpet.

		‘I tripped on those magazines,’
			he said accusingly, pointing to the ones on the floor. ‘Do you have to leave them
			there?’

		She said something about him leaving dirty
			clothes on the bathroom floor for her to pick up. And suddenly they were off, shouting
			at one another.

		‘I haven’t seen you pick up
			anything for weeks,’ he yelled. ‘Yours or mine. We haven’t had a
			decent meal, a night out, or even a real conversation either. It’s like living
			with a zombie.’

		‘You’re never here to do any of
			those things,’ she screamed at him. ‘What’s the point in me cooking
			something nice if you don’t come back until after nine at night?’

		He exploded with rage then. ‘Anyone
			would think I was down the pub. I’m at your house, doing it up, for God’s
			sake! I don’t know what to do with you any more. I thought we were going to be a
			team, but it’s more like I’m your handyman, here to sort everything for you
			so you can lie around feeling sorry for yourself. My friends have all worked their socks
			off to get the house finished, and you can’t even be bothered to go along there
			and see their work!’ he roared at her. ‘Every time I go there I have to make
			excuses for you, but I’m running out of them now. I wouldn’t blame them at
			all if they thought you were just a money-grabbing bitch who can’t wait to pocket
			the huge profit you’ll make when you sell it. What happened to the girl who used
			to help, who made the guys tea and cared about someone other than herself? My mum takes more interest in the house than you do. She even came
			over on the bus last Sunday to bring some stew for our lunch. She was shocked that you
			weren’t there helping.’

		‘I bet that made her day!’ Eva
			shouted back. ‘It would confirm what she’s always thought – that I’m
			not good enough for you. I bet she even told you that you should get half the money from
			the sale of the house, and get shot of me.’

		The moment those words came out of her
			mouth, Eva knew she’d gone too far. She had never seen Phil look so angry.

		His face darkened and his eyes flashed
			dangerously. ‘You bitch!’ he exclaimed. ‘You must think that’s
			what I’m after, or you wouldn’t have said it. As for my mother, she was just
			being kind bringing some stew round. She wanted to please both of us, to help in the
			house if she could. If you can twist that into something nasty, then I think it’s
			time we called it a day.’

		He left then, slamming the front door so
			hard it was a wonder the glass panel didn’t break.

		It was fear that he would leave her that had
			made her decide to meet him this afternoon at Pottery Lane. Any other man would have
			taken himself off to the pub, or even to his mother’s for Sunday lunch and some
			sympathy, and he certainly wouldn’t have gone back to Pottery Lane after the
			things she’d said to him. But Phil would never leave a job half done, however
			angry he was with her.

		Besides, Brian would be there, completing
			the new kitchen. And aside from trying to make amends with Phil, she needed to thank
			Brian for all the work he’d done on her behalf.

		She did feel very ashamed that she
			hadn’t been there since early January, but she just hadn’t been able to face
			the cold, the mess and seeing Brian too. She knew a perceptive man like him would notice she wasn’t herself and would ask Phil about it.

		She hated the idea of them discussing her
			state of mind.

		As she opened the door at No. 7, she was
			greeted by loud male laughter. To her surprise Patrick was there with Brian and Phil,
			and she felt a momentary stab of jealousy that they were all happy when she was feeling
			miserable.

		‘Eva!’ Patrick came towards her,
			smiling a warm welcome. ‘I only came round on the off chance Phil might be here,
			and now I’ve got you both. How lucky is that?’

		Patrick had gone to America for a month in
			late January. Although he had phoned a couple of times since he got back, they
			hadn’t met up.

		‘Hi, Patrick,’ she replied,
			trying hard to smile. ‘Lovely to see you.’

		‘Isn’t this great now?’
			Patrick waved his arms at the room. ‘It’s so huge.’

		When Eva had last seen it the men were
			knocking down the wall to the garage. There were metal posts holding up the ceiling,
			with debris everywhere, so it was difficult to imagine what it would be like when it was
			finished. Patrick was right; it was a huge room now, with two windows either side of the
			front door. The kitchen area was at the front by the left-hand window. A new, very
			attractive pine staircase came down against the opposite wall, leaving what seemed a
			vast open living space with new, even larger patio doors on to the garden.

		She knew she should be jubilant that it
			looked so wonderful, yet she couldn’t feel anything but resentment that Phil had
			become far more interested in the project than he was in her.

		‘The kitchen looks beautiful,
			Brian,’ Eva said, knowing she must say something positive or
			risk alienating him too. It was pale golden beech and it had everything: integrated
			fridge-freezer, washing and dishwashing machines, even a cooker hood that was ducted to
			the outside. ‘I don’t believe this one fell off a lorry!’

		‘Sadly not.’ He grinned.
			‘If you want the top price for this place you have to put in top-quality fittings.
			But why are you looking so sad today? Come here and have a hug.’

		‘I’m not sad, just tired,’
			she lied and let him hug her.

		Phil hadn’t greeted her at all. She
			could hardly blame him after the things she’d said that morning. To imply he was
			after her money was appalling, and completely untrue. Phil hadn’t got a mercenary
			bone in his body.

		She looked across at him fixing door handles
			on the cupboards; he hadn’t even looked round to acknowledge she was there. But
			she couldn’t apologize to him in front of Brian and Patrick – and she was afraid
			he wouldn’t accept her apology either.

		‘You’ve done a wonderful job
			here, Brian,’ she said, hoping he hadn’t noticed how Phil was with her.
			‘I’m sorry I haven’t been round lately, you must think I’m
			really unappreciative.’

		‘I expect you find being on your feet
			all day in the shop tiring,’ Brian replied, his voice oozing sympathy. ‘By
			the time you get out of there, I expect the last thing you want is a walk down cold dark
			streets to come here.’

		She saw Phil looking at her, his expression
			so cold it sent shivers down her spine.

		‘I’ll just go and look
			upstairs,’ she said. ‘Then I’ll make you all some tea. The staircase
			is fabulous, by the way.’

		She scooted up the stairs to inspect the
			newly painted bedrooms. Phil never normally brooded about things she said in the heat of
			the moment. But then she’d never said anything as bad as that
			before. She would have to try to make it up to him tonight.

		Phil had skimmed all the walls and ceilings
			upstairs and painted the walls cream. There were smart new doors too. When she went into
			the small bedroom she felt a stab of sorrow to see the teddy bear frieze had gone, even
			though she knew it had to go. She looked out of the window to see that the garden was
			bare aside from one lone daffodil. She remembered that she’d intended to plant at
			least a hundred when they got back from Scotland last year. That was just another bitter
			reminder that the fire had spoiled all their plans.

		‘Brian was right, you do look
			sad.’ Patrick’s voice came from behind her. ‘What’s
			wrong?’

		Eva wheeled round. ‘It was a year ago
			today that Mum died. And today is my real birthday,’ she said. ‘I
			didn’t think it would affect me, but I woke up thinking about it this
			morning.’

		He came up to her and put his arms around
			her. ‘I didn’t know it was today. But maybe I tuned into something, because
			I felt I had to come here this afternoon, and I hoped you’d be here. What’s
			wrong between you and Phil? And don’t say “nothing” – I could sense
			the bad vibes.’

		She leaned into his shoulder, very tempted
			to admit she felt like an overwound clock and that the spring was likely to break any
			minute. But she couldn’t admit such things – not to him, or anyone.

		‘We had a row this morning. I said
			something very hurtful. I seem to get sad about everything these days, even because the
			bears have gone from this room. And that’s really silly, as they were covered in
			soot.’

		Patrick stroked her hair gently. ‘When
			you have a baby I’ll paint more bears for him or her.’

		‘I’ve done something really
			stupid,’ she whispered. ‘Phil will be even angrier with me if I tell him,
			because he said I wasn’t to do it.’

		‘You’ve ordered a
			Rolls-Royce?’ he joked. ‘Or is it just a very expensive dress?’

		‘I wish it was something like
			that,’ she sighed. ‘You see, I sent the statements off to Ben and Sophie.
			Phil said they were too young. I’m panicking now in case he’s
			right.’

		‘Oh dear,’ Patrick sighed, but
			he rubbed her back soothingly. ‘Last time I saw you both, Phil told me his views
			on that. My opinion was that there would never be an ideal time to read something so
			dreadful but that, young as they were, they had every right to see something their
			mother had written. I even told Phil that I felt the longer you kept it back, the more
			likely they were to hold that against you.’

		‘So you don’t think it was wrong
			of me?’

		‘I do think you ought to have told
			Phil what you intended to do. You are a couple, and such things should be shared. But
			Phil is a good and compassionate man, not an ogre. He’s not going to bite your
			head off for doing something you thought was right.’

		‘But what if Ben and Sophie do go off
			the rails because of it? I’ll always feel responsible for that.’

		‘You must stop feeling responsible for
			everyone,’ he chided her, putting his finger under her chin to lift it and look at
			her face. ‘You might be officially twenty-two today, but that’s very young
			to be a mother hen. You need to have some fun, splash out a bit, be rash and
			bold.’

		‘I seem to have forgotten how to have
			fun,’ she admitted.

		‘Then you must remember,’ he
			said. ‘Now, patch it up with Phil this evening. This place is nearly ready to
			sell, and you must make plans then together about what comes next. You look pale and listless, I think you need a holiday. That will get you focused
			again.’

		Phil had said similar things to her many
			times, but she always took it as criticism. Coming from Patrick it sounded caring, and
			she wondered why she got things so mixed up.

		‘I’d better go down and make the
			tea,’ she said. ‘Don’t let on I’ve said anything to you, will
			you? I’ll apologize to Phil on the way home. I’ll make it right between us
			again.’

		‘Good girl. I’d like to take you
			both out for lunch next Sunday. There’s a lovely place down by the river in
			Chiswick. I want you dressed up all pretty and a big smile on your face.’

		An hour later, as Phil drove Eva towards
			home, she turned to him. ‘I’m really sorry, Phil. I’ve been awful to
			you for weeks now, but what I said today was unforgivable. I don’t know why I said
			it. I think I must be losing my mind.’

		He was clenching his jaw. When he
			didn’t answer immediately, she was afraid he’d say that an apology was
			useless now and he’d had enough.

		But after a few moments he glanced round at
			her and reached out to take her hand. ‘I’m sorry too that I didn’t
			insist you talk to an expert on these things after the fire. It’s pretty obvious
			to me now that the fire and finding out the truth about Flora unhinged you a
			bit.’

		‘You mean you think I really am losing
			my mind?’ she asked in horror.

		Phil chuckled. ‘Not as in needing a
			straitjacket or a spell in the funny farm, but I’d say you were clinically
			depressed. That is of course unless it’s because you wish you weren’t with
			me?’

		‘Of course not,’ she exclaimed.
			‘You are the one good thing in my life.’

		‘There’s more than one good
			thing in your life,’ he reproved her. ‘You have lots of people who care
			about you. You’ve got a job you like, and enough money coming to
			set you up for ever. You are young and pretty, you’ve got plenty of love to give,
			and the world is at your feet. You’ve got to find a way of seeing that, and give
			up dwelling on the past.’

		She didn’t reply immediately, just sat
			there looking at her lap. ‘In my defence can I just say that it’s a year
			today since Flora died? And it’s my real birthday.’

		‘Is that a defence or an
			excuse?’ he said. ‘But Happy Birthday anyway, and let’s go out tonight
			to celebrate it with a slap-up meal?’

		A warm feeling ran through her. One of the
			things she loved most about Phil was the way he didn’t sulk or bear grudges.

		‘That would be lovely,’ she
			replied. ‘But then you are always lovely. I’ve got the day off tomorrow.
			I’ll make an appointment at the doctor’s, get my hair done and clean the
			flat up. I think if I try to think positive, I can prevent a trip to the funny
			farm.’

		He squeezed her thigh. ‘Get some
			holiday brochures. And ring some estate agents to get them to value the house. That
			should keep you from moping!’

		At half past eight they were sitting at a
			table in the Italian restaurant they both loved in Chiswick. Phil had ordered a taxi, so
			he could drink. They started on a bottle of wine while they looked at the menu.

		It was good to be out in a busy place
			surrounded by other people enjoying themselves, and Eva found herself sitting back and
			relaxing in a way she hadn’t done for a very long time.

		They talked about places where they’d
			like to live: Phil said he thought a village in Buckinghamshire would be good, while Eva
			said she fancied living by the sea. But they both agreed, if they had
			to stay in London, Chiswick would be ideal. It felt like a village, it had the river and
			it was easy to get out into the countryside from there on the M4.

		While they were eating their main course the
			music began – a duo playing guitars, who made their way through the tables singing
			Italian songs.

		‘We should go to Italy for our
			holiday,’ Eva suggested. Patrick talked about it often, and had made her want to
			see Florence and Rome.

		‘I don’t mind where we go, as
			long as it’s warm and the food’s good,’ Phil said with a smile.
			‘And I can make love to you to the sound of waves breaking on the
			shore.’

		They were both quite tiddly when the taxi
			came to take them home, and Eva nestled happily into Phil’s arms in the back
			seat.

		‘This is what’s
			important,’ Phil whispered to her. ‘Just you and me, and a night of love
			ahead of us. We’ve got it all, babe. Don’t let’s fight any
			more.’

	
		
Chapter Twenty-Six

		As Phil and Eva were sitting in the
			restaurant being serenaded, Ben and Sophie were driving down from Leeds to The
			Beeches.

		Ben had asked Sophie up for a long weekend
			with him in Leeds. Once he’d read the statement Eva had sent him, he knew he must
			let Sophie read it while they were together.

		The large manila envelope addressed to him
			had been posted to his old flat, and it hadn’t been redirected to the halls of
			residence where he’d been living since October. It was pure chance that he
			happened to call round there to see a friend and saw it lying in a pile of other mail on
			the hall table.

		He thought it was only junk mail, as his
			name and address were typed. Once he opened it and found it was from Eva, he knew why
			she’d typed it – she was afraid he wouldn’t open anything with her
			handwriting on.

		She was right about that; he would have
			binned it unopened. And as he began to read the contents, he wished that was just what
			he’d done. He only read the first page as he stood in that grubby draughty
			hallway. Instead of going into his old flat, he had to rush out to his car, drive away
			and find somewhere away from other people to read the rest.

		He had believed, until he read Flora’s
			statement, that the worst experience he would ever have in his life was his mother
			killing herself. That still haunted him; he had once described it to a friend as like
			having some sort of growth inside him. A benign one – he knew it wouldn’t grow or
			kill him – but it was just there, something he felt compelled to prod
			at, and feel the ache. And it would never go away.

		But as he read his mother’s story that
			ache he’d learned to live with grew into real pain.

		He had fully understood why Eva wanted to
			discover who her father was, and he was as intrigued as she was about their
			mother’s time in Scotland. But he hadn’t for one moment believed her insane
			idea that Flora could have taken some other woman’s baby and brought it up as her
			own.

		Then there was her conviction that his
			father had tried to burn her house down with her in it! That was so far-fetched, it was
			laughable. Yet neither he nor Sophie had laughed, because they’d seen what it had
			done to their father being taken off for questioning like a criminal and having The
			Beeches searched. Hadn’t they all suffered enough in just one year?

		Ben had always taken Eva’s part in the
			past. He knew his dad had hurt her badly, and she must have felt totally isolated when
			she rushed off to live in London. When he visited her there she didn’t tell him
			what had gone wrong with Tod, but he’d guessed the guy had dumped her. She’d
			had a struggle to make the house habitable, and she was only working part time as a
			waitress. He knew too that he had disappointed her that weekend by going off to see some
			friends.

		But none of that was a good enough reason to
			blame their father for the fire, and Ben had felt he must distance himself from Eva. He
			was inclined to agree with his father’s opinion that she’d got mixed up with
			a rough crowd again. Possibly she’d been taking drugs too, which would account for
			her paranoia. He thought it was likely that when she went off to Scotland with the man
			she later took to The Beeches, whoever she’d been keeping company with till then
			didn’t like it, and he torched the house when she returned.

		Yet as Ben read his mother’s words,
			hearing her voice as if she was talking to him, he wasn’t quite so sure he was
			right to dismiss Eva’s claims. He totally believed that his mother had stolen Eva;
			no one would make up something like that, and he knew women sometimes got very low after
			losing their own child. But he didn’t want to accept that his father was a bully
			and a blackmailer.

		At the first reading he thought his mother
			had lied about his father’s behaviour to justify herself, but by the second
			reading incidents that he hadn’t understood at the time came back to him.

		One which stood out in his mind most clearly
			was when he was about eight. He woke in the night to hear banging and shouting. He got
			out of bed and went downstairs, and through the open door to the sitting room he saw his
			father struggling with his mother. She was crying, the coffee table was turned over and
			there was broken china on the floor.

		He was frightened and he ran back to his
			room. His father came after him, and he made a joke of it, saying Mummy had tripped over
			the coffee table and was upset because she broke a vase she really liked. The next day
			he’d asked his mother about it, but she said exactly the same as his father. She
			even said she was silly to make such a fuss about a broken vase. But that didn’t
			explain the big bruise on her arm or the fact that she was limping. He looked in the bin
			too – there were broken cups and glasses, but no pieces of a vase.

		There were so many other times too when he
			had a feeling something was badly wrong. He had memories of Mum with puffy eyes, of her
			shouting to him to help clear up before Dad got home, and of her looking scared. There
			were the long silences and tense atmosphere when Dad was home, with Mum scurrying around
			to appease him with drinks or cake. Ben had always wondered why she never stood up for
				herself when his father laid down the law about what he wanted. Or
			why she would laugh, dance and sing with her children when their father was out, but was
			always so quiet and subservient when he was in.

		When Ben was about sixteen, he remembered
			helping her to prepare vegetables for a dinner party. He asked who was coming, and
			she’d told him. But she sighed as she said the names and wrinkled her nose, the
			way she always did when she didn’t like something. He asked why they’d been
			invited, if she didn’t like them.

		And she’d replied, ‘It
			doesn’t matter how I feel, your father wants them here.’

		Ben had come downstairs to the kitchen later
			that evening. He could hear the guests talking in the dining room, but to his surprise
			his mother was in the kitchen, just standing there, staring into space. He sensed
			something was wrong and asked what it was.

		She smiled at him, and cupped his face in
			her hands. ‘Just escaping from the boredom,’ she said. ‘They are the
			most tedious bunch of right-wing morons I’ve ever met.’

		‘Can’t you pretend you’ve
			got a headache and go to bed?’ Ben suggested.

		‘No, I can’t. I’ll have to
			go back in there and be nice. But this is our little secret. Don’t you say
			anything to Dad.’

		With hindsight many other incidents took on
			a different hue. He had heard his father speaking on the phone and been puzzled that he
			wasn’t using his usual brisk tone – often he waved Ben out of the room. Were those
			other women he was speaking too? How many of the nights away from home were really
			work?

		Ben was absolutely certain by the third
			reading that his mother had been entirely truthful. There was such clarity, no flowery
			adjectives, no attempts to pull at heart strings, just a plain
			statement of facts. And the financial transactions could be checked. He even felt her
			deep fear that she would lose her children, if she went against her husband.

		Yet despite Ben’s disgust at how his
			father had entrapped her, and his growing conviction that his mother was driven to
			suicide, he still couldn’t really believe his father had tried to kill Eva. Why
			would he? He didn’t know of this statement’s existence then. He hadn’t
			met Flora at the time she took Eva, and so he could never be charged with being an
			accessory. So why would he take such a huge risk?

		‘What are you thinking
			about?’

		Sophie’s question startled Ben out of
			his reverie.

		‘Same old stuff,’ he said,
			glancing sideways at her.

		Their weekend together had started out
			badly. Sophie had arrived looking like a tart in a very short leopard-print skirt, a
			black lace shirt that left nothing to the imagination and boots with four-inch heels.
			She had expected a weekend of wild student parties, and she sulked when he explained he
			had got her a guest room in the halls with no question of her taking anyone back to her
			room. He had intended to wait until Sunday before showing her the statement. He wanted
			her to have one day of shopping and chatting and drinking with his friends before he had
			to break the news. But she showed him up on Friday night – not just by the way she was
			dressed, but by being rude to some of the girls Ben liked, being too full on with two of
			his friends, and guzzling down drink like she had a death wish.

		He had to almost carry her up to the guest
			room, and she threw up on the landing before he could get her into the room. It took him
			about half an hour to clear it up, and at one point she came out of the room again and
			shouted that he was a drag because he wouldn’t take her clubbing.

		She looked pale and shaky the next day when
			he met her in the refectory for breakfast, but she was still eyeing up
			his friends and kept going on about wanting to go to a club that night. She didn’t
			even apologize for showing him up the previous evening and expecting him to clear up her
			vomit. Then when she asked why he was being such a bore, he lost patience with her and
			blurted out about the package he’d got from Eva.

		That did bring her round quickly. He told
			her the main facts of Flora’s statement and suggested they go somewhere quiet
			where she could read it herself and they could talk about it.

		He took her to a cafe he knew that had a
			room at the back with old-fashioned booth seats. And there, armed with coffee, Sophie
			read it.

		As she read, Ben watched her. He despaired
			over the way she’d changed since their mother had died: the tarty appearance and
			the rough people she was hanging around with. And her general belligerence was awful.
			She was eighteen now, and she kept saying she was old enough to do what she wanted. But
			Ben felt she was as lost as Eva had been when she went through her goth period.

		‘I can’t believe it!’ she
			said at one point, her eyes full of tears. ‘Could Dad really be that
			evil?’

		They talked through many aspects of the
			story, both bewildered that the home they had always thought of as happy, had only been
			that way because their mother made it seem so.

		‘There is one thing,’ Sophie
			said. ‘Dad did suggest a few weeks ago that we both see a solicitor and sign our
			half of the house over to him. He made it sound like a really good idea. The Beeches is
			too big, and we could both have smaller places of our own. He said now was the time for
			us to get a foot on the property ladder and have our independence.’

		‘I hope you didn’t agree,’
			Ben said. ‘Eva warned us about that.’

		Sophie shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t
			take any notice of Eva. Dad’s the one that knows about property, not
			her.’

		‘If he was on the level, he’d
			just put it on the market in all our names, then the solicitors would divide up the
			proceeds when it was sold. Do it his way and he could walk off with the lot.’

		‘He wouldn’t do that, he loves
			us.’

		‘He said he loved Mum too, but he
			didn’t mind hitting and blackmailing her.’

		‘We can’t be certain this is
			true,’ Sophie said desperately, pushing the statement away from her in defiance.
			‘Mum could’ve written it when she was upset about something, and
			exaggerated.’

		‘You don’t really believe
			that,’ Ben said. ‘No one writes a pack of lies and then hides it. Nor do
			they change their will just a few weeks before they kill themselves unless they
			don’t trust the person they were previously intending to leave everything
			to.’

		‘But you surely don’t believe
			Dad tried to kill Eva?’

		Ben shrugged. ‘How could he have done?
			You said he was home that night.’ He sensed Sophie squirm. ‘You were
			speaking the truth, weren’t you?’

		‘Yes, of course,’ she said.

		But she dropped her eyes, and Ben knew she
			was lying.

		They had spent the rest of the day mooching
			about Leeds, half-heartedly looking in the shops and trying to put aside the question of
			what they were going to do about this statement. Ben felt they should confront their
			father with it; Sophie wasn’t so sure, because she was still living at home with
			him.

		After having a meal they went to the cinema
			to see Final Analysis with Richard Gere and Kim Basinger. One of Ben’s friends in Leeds had asked them both to his parents’ house for
			Sunday lunch. On the way home to the halls of residence, Ben asked Sophie if she
			wouldn’t mind toning down her appearance for the day. Predictably, she was
			offended and stalked off to bed. Yet to Ben’s surprise, this morning she was
			dressed in jeans and a sweater, with very little make-up.

		It turned out to be a good day. Mr and Mrs
			Price, Rod’s parents, welcomed them warmly to their rambling and comfortable house
			in Bramhope and fed them an enormous roast dinner – the first one Sophie and Ben had
			eaten for weeks. Rod’s two sisters and his brother were there too, and after lunch
			they all lay around in the drawing room watching television and chatting. Ben
			couldn’t help but compare it with past Sundays with his parents. He didn’t
			ever remember all of them relaxing together like this. Sophie enjoyed it too; on the way
			home she said she wished she came from a family like the Prices. But at least a nice day
			with them had stopped her thinking about what would happen when she got home.

		Perhaps it was because they were both scared
			of going back to Cheltenham that Ben took Sophie to see all his favourite places in
			Leeds before going back to the halls, and then said there was no point in leaving till
			after the early-evening traffic had cleared. Now it was gone nine and they were just
			leaving the motorway. In ten minutes they would be back at The Beeches.

		‘How are you going to start?’
			Sophie asked.

		When Ben looked at her he could see she was
			biting her lip with nerves. ‘I don’t really know,’ he admitted.
			‘I’ll have to wing it. But if he gets nasty with us, we’ll leave,
			right? We’ll get a bed and breakfast, or something.’

		‘It’s not going to come to
			that,’ she said, but there was alarm in her voice.

		The gates to the drive were open, the light
			above the porch illuminating their father’s car parked close to
			it, and there was a light on in both the hall and the sitting room.

		‘He’s going to be surprised to
			see you,’ Sophie said as they parked up. ‘He was expecting me to come back
			on the train.’

		Ben was suddenly very scared. He had only
			been slapped by his father a couple of times in his life, so he had nothing really to
			fear. But then he’d never before tried to stand up to him.

		Sophie opened the door with her key. As they
			walked in she called out, ‘It’s me, Dad. Ben’s come back with
			me.’

		Andrew appeared in the hall within seconds,
			wearing a dark-red pullover and grey slacks. ‘Well, this is a nice
			surprise,’ he exclaimed with a wide smile. ‘Good to see you, son. Needed to
			see your old man?’

		‘Yes, Dad,’ Ben said somewhat
			sheepishly. ‘I had some things I wanted to talk over with you.’

		Sophie shot him a ‘not straight
			off’ kind of look.

		‘Need some cash, I suppose?’
			Andrew said. ‘You kids need to learn to live within your means. I’m not a
			bottomless pit of money.’

		‘I’ll make us some tea,’
			Sophie said, dropping her holdall in the hall and darting into the kitchen. ‘Do
			you want one, Dad?’ she called out.

		‘No, I’ve got a whiskey,’
			he said, moving to go back into the sitting room. ‘Get your tea and come in here
			to sit down, it’s chilly in the kitchen.’

		Ben hung his coat up on the peg in the hall,
			took Flora’s statement from the pocket and went to the kitchen.

		Sophie made a face when she saw it in his
			hand.

		‘I have to,’ he said.

		‘What’s that you’ve got
			there?’ Andrew asked as Ben sat down in an armchair, a mug of tea in one hand and
			the statement in the other. ‘A list of your debts?’

		‘No, it’s something Mum wrote six
			years ago. You know the Cornish picture you let Eva have? Well, it survived the fire,
			and when she took off the frame, this was tucked behind the canvas.’

		There was a momentary tightening of
			Andrew’s face, but he was quick to control it. ‘Oh, I see. Not satisfied
			with blaming me for the fire, now she’s trying a different tack.’

		‘What makes you think it’s
			something bad?’ Ben asked. ‘My first thought would’ve been that it was
			a love letter, or something along those lines.’

		‘Are you trying to be clever with me,
			son? Has that little witch been getting to you?’

		‘Dad, I’m telling you Eva found
			this behind a painting – or rather, an art restorer did. It isn’t a fake,
			it’s Mum’s handwriting. And Eva sent Sophie and me a copy because she
			thought we had a right to see it. Why are you being so defensive? Do you know
			what’s in it?’

		‘I can tell by the way you look that
			it’s upset you. I know too that your mother could be a conniving bitch. All I did
			was put two and two together. So what is she claiming?’

		‘She has written about stealing
			Eva,’ Ben said. ‘Exactly how, why and when.’

		Andrew didn’t come back with a retort
			immediately. ‘She really did that?’ he said after a few moments.

		‘You know perfectly well that she
			did,’ Ben said scornfully. ‘Maybe not at first, but she told you when you
			were buying this house. Don’t lie about it now, it’s all in here.’

		‘OK, so she did tell me. What was I
			supposed to do? Go to the police and get her arrested? She was my wife, for God’s
			sake. She’d had Eva for nigh on two years. And from what she said about the real
			mother, Eva was better off with us.’

		‘I can understand you not wanting to
			shop her, if you loved her,’ Ben said. ‘But what excuse are you going to
			offer for the blackmail, the bullying and for hitting her? That
			disgusts me.’

		‘How dare you say such things to
			me!’ Andrew got to his feet and moved threateningly towards Ben, his hand clenched
			in a fist. ‘Your mother was a pathetic, neurotic woman with an overactive
			imagination. What blackmail? When was I supposed to have hit her? God Almighty, Ben, she
			killed herself. Doesn’t that tell you that she was loopy? You don’t know
			what I had to put up with.’

		‘Stop it, Dad!’ Sophie yelled
			out from the doorway. ‘Don’t you dare hit Ben. I’ve read it too, and I
			believe it.’ She moved to stand next to Ben’s armchair in a gesture of
			support for her brother.

		Andrew looked at Sophie, his face darkening.
			‘You too? She’s poisoned your mind against me? You would rather take the
			word of a woman who didn’t even care enough about her children’s feelings to
			live and sort herself out, rather than the man who has fed and clothed you all these
			years? I’ve worked my fingers to the bone to buy and restore this house, I even
			took on her kid. Your mother was an idle, selfish woman who thought of no one but
			herself.’

		‘But you didn’t work your
			fingers to the bone to buy and restore this house,’ Ben said, jumping up and
			getting between Andrew and Sophie. ‘It was Mum’s money that secured it. She
			came up with the plan to sell the land. She made you a rich man, and you treated her
			like the housekeeper. That’s why she killed herself. You pushed her into a corner
			she couldn’t get out of – she knew you would grass her up for taking Eva, she
			would be sent to prison and she’d lose all three of us kids.’

		Andrew gave an angry hollow laugh. ‘Is
			that what crap she’s told you? Well, look here, any woman who snatches another
			woman’s baby is mad. And if she gets away with it she’s
			clever too. This is her final bit of revenge, leaving a pack of lies behind to make me
			look like the villain of the piece.’

		‘Why didn’t you let her
			paint?’ Sophie burst out, squaring up to her father. ‘Why didn’t you
			let her have her own friends? And how come you had another woman lined up before she was
			even buried? And why did you ask me to sign over my share of the house?’

		Andrew’s fist shot out at Sophie
			before Ben could prevent it. It made a loud crunch as it connected with her cheek, and
			Sophie screamed.

		Enraged, Ben swung a punch at Andrew, and
			knocked him back on to the sofa. ‘You bastard,’ he hissed at him. ‘You
			have just proved everything Mum said about you.’

		‘I’m sorry, Sophie,’
			Andrew pleaded. ‘You just made me so mad, accusing me of all those
			things.’

		Sophie had blood dripping out of her mouth;
			she was holding her cheek and looking at her father in horror. ‘You did try to
			kill Eva, didn’t you? You weren’t here that night. I told the police you
			were, because I came home late and I didn’t want you to know. How stupid am I? To
			think I was angry with Eva for saying such things about you. I’m going to call the
			police right now and tell them the truth.’

		As she walked towards the phone in the hall,
			Andrew leapt off the sofa to stop her. Ben went to hit him again, but Andrew parried the
			blow, kneed Ben in the groin, then grabbed his shoulder and punched him so hard in the
			face that he fell to the floor writhing in agony.

		‘Run, Sophie!’ Ben managed to
			call out before he felt the room swirl around him and blackness descend.

	
		
Chapter Twenty-Seven

		Ben came to, and the moment he felt the
			broken tooth in his mouth he remembered Sophie and hauled himself to his feet. The room
			was spinning but a cold blast of air told him the front door was open. Fear for his
			sister overrode his giddiness and the pain, and made him move.

		As he got to the front door he saw movement
			on the lawn down by the gate. It was too dark down there and too far away to make out
			whether it was Andrew or Sophie. Seeing the heavy cast-iron boot scraper in the porch,
			he picked it up and ran with it across the gravel on to the lawn.

		Once out of the pool of light from the porch
			lamp he saw it was both of them. Andrew had Sophie pinned down on the ground. Her legs
			were moving but she was silent.

		‘Get off her, you bastard,’ Ben
			roared out, and forced himself to run even faster despite the pain in his groin. Andrew
			looked round at him for a second, his face just a white blur. Ben could now see he was
			pressing Sophie down by the throat.

		Ben hurled himself forward, brandishing the
			boot scraper. Once he was close enough, he brought it down hard on Andrew’s head.
			He heard a scrunching noise and a gasp, and Andrew toppled to one side, across
			Sophie’s body.

		Pushing him off his sister, Ben picked
			Sophie up in his arms and ran back to the house with her. He kicked the front door shut,
			laid her on the hall floor and grabbed the phone to dial 999. While he told the operator
			the address he knelt beside Sophie. He could see the vivid marks on her neck where Andrew had tried to throttle her, and he knew that if he
			hadn’t got there when he did, she would have died.

		‘My father tried to kill my
			sister,’ he cried out to the operator, tears running down his face and his heart
			thumping like a steam hammer. ‘He’s in the front garden. I hit him very
			hard, he might even be dead. But I had to stop him.’

		He heard the operator repeat his address.
			She calmly asked him how Sophie was, and where she was now. ‘I brought her into
			the house. She’s breathing, but only just. Please get here quickly.’

		The phone ringing at eight in the morning
			woke Eva. She had stirred when Phil got up for work at seven, but went back to sleep
			again as she had the day off. She thought the call was going to be from Horace, to ask
			if she could come into work because someone hadn’t turned up. But instead it was
			DI Turner.

		‘I’m sorry to call you so early
			in the morning,’ he said. ‘I wanted to catch you before you left for work.
			There was an incident last night at your old home in Cheltenham, and I felt you should
			know about it. I don’t want to discuss it over the phone. Can I pop round
			now?’

		‘Yes, of course. But what do you mean
			by “incident”?’ she asked, suddenly wide awake. ‘Is it Sophie?
			Is she in trouble?’

		‘I’ll explain when I get
			there,’ he said. ‘Ten minutes at most.’

		Eva rushed to wash and dress. Her mind was
			working overtime, imagining what could have happened.

		What had Sophie done? And why were the
			police informing her?

		Half an hour later, Eva was crying. Turner
			was trying to convince her that the ‘incident’ in Cheltenham, which
			he’d explained, was not her fault.

		Sophie had been admitted to hospital. Turner
			said she was in no danger now, but she was traumatized and needed to be kept under
			observation. Ben had been checked out at the hospital too. Although he was battered and
			sore, he was just relieved Sophie was alive.

		Andrew, however, was in a coma. The heavy
			object Ben had hit him with may have caused permanent brain damage, but as yet the
			medical staff were unable to say more.

		Turner hadn’t yet got the full story.
			The information that had been passed on to him from the local police was that Ben and
			Sophie had a row with their father. Sophie said she was going to tell the police he
			wasn’t home the night of the fire in London. Ben tried to stop his father from
			strangling her by hitting him with a heavy object, and it was he who then called the
			emergency services.

		‘How can it be your fault?’
			Turner asked.

		‘I sent Ben copies of Flora’s
			statement,’ she sobbed out. ‘He must have done what I asked and showed it to
			Sophie. Then they went together to have it out with Andrew. I should’ve warned
			them not to be too hasty. But I never thought Andrew would hurt them. Why did
			he?’

		‘Well, that’s for the Cheltenham
			police to uncover,’ Turner said. ‘But it seems to me that your stepfather is
			trying to keep the lid on something more. This isn’t just about not blowing the
			whistle on Flora snatching you, or even abusing her.’

		Eva was too upset to be intrigued by his
			remarks. ‘What will Sophie do now? She can’t live there on her own,
			she’s too young.’

		Turner put one hand on her shoulder to
			comfort her. ‘She is eighteen, Eva, not a child. But I tell you what, I’ll
			phone Cheltenham Police Station and ask them to get your brother to ring you.’

		Eva spent the day like a coiled spring,
			waiting and hoping that the phone would ring. She wanted to go to
			Cheltenham. But not knowing what kind of reception she’d get, she didn’t
			dare. She hoped Phil would phone her, so she could tell him about it. But she was
			frightened of that too, because he’d said she shouldn’t give them
			Flora’s statement.

		Last night had been almost like the old
			times. When they got home from the restaurant in Chiswick they’d made love for the
			first time in weeks, and Phil had been so loving and tender. She actually believed that
			she’d turned a corner and things would get back to how they’d been before
			the fire.

		To fill the time she spring-cleaned the flat
			– even the windows and inside the oven. Then, at four o’clock, finally the phone
			rang.

		She rushed to snatch it up. It was Ben.

		‘Oh, thank goodness! I’ve been
			worrying all day,’ she blurted out. ‘I’m blaming myself for sending
			you that stuff. How are you? Were you badly hurt? And what about Sophie?’

		‘One thing at a time,’ he said,
			and he sounded bone weary. ‘I’ve got a real shiner, a broken tooth and I
			feel sore where he kneed me in the groin. But I’ll live. Sophie was bad last
			night. Dad tried to strangle her, and if I hadn’t hit him over the head he
			would’ve killed her –’

		He broke off for a moment, and Eva guessed
			he had been overcome by the memory. ‘It’s OK, Ben. Take your time,’
			she said. Then she sat down, because her legs were shaking.

		‘I’ve never been so scared. It
			was awful. Dad punched and kneed me first, and I think I was knocked out for a moment.
			When I came to, I ran out into the front garden and saw he had Sophie pinned down on the
			grass with his hands around her neck.’

		‘Oh, Ben, how terrible for you both!
			Can you tell me more about how Sophie is now?’

		‘She was unconscious when the
			ambulance arrived, but she came round in hospital. Her neck looks
			terrible, but she’s recovering now.’

		‘Thank God for that!’ Eva
			exclaimed. She wanted to know every detail – where they were in the house, what was
			said, everything – but she knew it wasn’t appropriate now. ‘I never thought
			he’d harm either of you.’

		‘Until this happened I couldn’t
			really believe he’d hurt anyone. But he was like a savage animal,’ Ben said,
			his voice thickening with emotion. ‘Anyway, I’ve been with Sophie all
			afternoon. She’s doing her drama queen act of course. But she’s entitled to,
			after what she went through. She said to phone you. And one of the police officers said
			it too.’

		‘She wanted you to phone
			me?’

		‘Yes. Well, I wanted to anyway. We
			both need you, Eva.’

		He was crying as he spoke. Although Eva
			thought it was the nicest thing he’d ever said to her, her eyes welled up; she
			couldn’t delight in it under these circumstances. ‘I’ll be there, Ben.
			I’ll leave right now. I sold my car, so I’ll have to come by train. Where
			will you be? At the hospital?’

		‘Yes, I don’t want to go back to
			the house on my own.’

		‘No, of course not. I should be there
			by nine.’

		‘Bye then, and I’m
			sorry.’

		‘Sorry for what?’ she asked.

		‘For not believing you. We both
			are.’

		‘None of that matters now. You know
			I’ve always loved you both.’

		Eva had flung a few things in an overnight
			bag, and was just writing a note for Phil when he came in.

		‘Leaving me?’ he said, half
			serious.

		She explained in a hurry.

		‘Bloody hell!’ he exclaimed.
			‘Those poor kids.’

		‘It’s all my fault. You were
			right – I shouldn’t have sent them that statement. That’s what’s done
			this. And I didn’t even tell you I’d sent it. But
			I’ve got to go. Ben can’t be on his own overnight.’

		He put his arms around her and held her
			tight for a moment. ‘I’ll drive you there in the van. I can’t stay
			with you – I’ve got a rush job at work – but at least we can talk on the
			way.’

		She leaned into his chest, finding comfort
			in his calm manner. ‘I expected you to say “I told you so”,’ she
			whispered. ‘I should’ve listened to you. But thank you for not saying it,
			and for being so nice.’

		He lifted her face up and kissed her nose.
			‘Things are bad enough without me adding to them. Now, if you’ll make me a
			couple of sandwiches while I have a quick shower and change, we can leave in ten
			minutes.’

		They arrived at the hospital just after
			eight. Visiting time was over, and Ben was in the waiting room. He looked terrible; his
			eye was closed over and very swollen.

		Eva introduced him to Phil.

		‘I’d have liked to meet you
			under better circumstances,’ Phil said. ‘But if there’s anything I can
			do to help you and Sophie, just ask. Now, let me take you home. You look dead on your
			feet. And when Sophie is discharged, if she wants to come and stay with Eva and me,
			she’ll be very welcome – as you will be too.’

		‘Thanks, Phil.’ Ben tried to
			smile, but his eyes were brimming with tears. ‘I’m really glad Eva’s
			got you in her corner.’

		The police had been at The Beeches all day,
			making a thorough search of the place, and a couple of them were still there when they
			got back. They left shortly afterwards, but told Ben to stay out of his father’s
			study and bedroom, also the sitting room and dining room, until they’d completed
			their investigation.

		Phil stayed only long enough for a cup of tea,
			and to see Ben into bed. As he kissed Eva goodbye he advised her to sleep in the other
			bed in Ben’s room. ‘He might have a nightmare tonight. And if he does,
			you’ll be right there. Tell him how proud you are of him for defending Sophie and
			saving her life. I expect his feelings are very mixed up – no boy ever expects to have
			to fight off his own father.’

		She looked up at his face, which was
			wreathed in concern, and felt bad that she’d been nothing but trouble for him. He
			was such a good man; he deserved better than a girlfriend who lurched from one crisis to
			another.

		After he’d gone she went back upstairs
			to check on Ben. He was fast asleep already – which was hardly surprising after not
			getting any sleep the previous night, and so much stress today. The other bed was
			already made up; it was a little reminder of when Ben and Sophie were small. They used
			to share the room then, because they didn’t like being alone, and the bed had
			remained in here. She tucked the duvet around him more firmly and lightly kissed his
			forehead, struggling not to cry.

		She went back down to the kitchen and washed
			up the cups. It felt very strange, being back in the house – creepily strange. So quiet,
			so large and empty. She had never imagined that it would feel so alien, and even
			hostile, when it had been her home for as long as she could remember.

		Ben had said on the way home from hospital
			that he’d refused to see Andrew in intensive care, and he was never going to. It
			was obvious that he was freaked out by opposing feelings. On the one hand, he was
			shocked to find he was capable of hitting someone so hard, and felt an enormous amount
			of guilt that Andrew might never recover. Yet on the other hand, he was also still full
			of anger that the father he had loved and looked up to had tried to kill Sophie.

		Phil had been good with him; when they got
			back to the house he gave Ben a man hug and said he’d done the right thing.
			‘Your instinct was right – to save your sister at any cost. Don’t be ashamed
			of that, because it was very brave. It won’t be easy to come to terms with what
			your dad has done, but you’ve got nothing to feel guilty about.’

		But what was going to become of Sophie now?
			Ben would of course go back to university. He’d spent enough time away from home
			during the last year to adjust to taking care of himself. But Sophie needed a real home
			with supervision; after this attack she was likely to feel very insecure for some
			time.

		And what would happen to this house? If
			Andrew remained in a coma, would it even be possible to sell it without his agreement?
			If he recovered and was sent to prison – what then? Sophie couldn’t live in the
			house alone or take care of it. But without anyone living there, it would fall into
			disrepair.

		‘No point in worrying about that
			now,’ she said aloud, and her words seemed to echo eerily. The house didn’t
			look as well cared for now as it had when Flora was alive: she saw there were
			fingermarks on the cupboards and doors, the skirting boards were dirty, and when she
			opened the oven she saw it hadn’t been cleaned for a long time, perhaps not since
			she last cleaned it.

		Was Rose still coming in? If she was, she
			wasn’t doing a very good job.

		She wandered back into the hall.
			Sophie’s holdall from the weekend in Leeds was still there, and there were traces
			of grass on the carpet that had perhaps been brought in on Ben’s shoes when he
			carried Sophie back in here.

		Looking up at the skylight above the stairs,
			she could see stars in the night sky. She remembered she used to sit on the stairs as a little girl and look up at them, imagining angels lived
			on them. She thought Flora must have told her that.

		‘If you’re there, Mum,’
			she whispered, ‘help us through this. I don’t know what to do.’

		When Eva walked into the hospital ward to
			see Sophie the next day, she wasn’t prepared for the rush of emotion she
			experienced on seeing her sister after such a long time.

		In a hospital gown, and wearing no make-up,
			she looked closer to fifteen than eighteen. When she saw Eva she held out her arms, like
			a small child wanting to be picked up.

		Eva ran the last few yards to her and hugged
			her tight to her chest. ‘Poor baby,’ she murmured. ‘I’m so
			sorry.’

		‘It’s me who should be
			apologizing to you,’ Sophie sobbed, her voice very hoarse and strained.
			‘I’ve been so horrible to you. I can’t believe that you would come to
			see me after that.’

		‘I didn’t stop loving
			you,’ Eva said, and she gently moved back from Sophie and dried her eyes with a
			tissue. ‘How are you feeling?’

		She could see the vivid fingermarks on her
			sister’s neck. The amount of pressure Andrew must have used left no doubt that he
			really was trying to kill her.

		‘It’s hard to swallow.
			I’ve only had drinks so far,’ Sophie said, catching hold of Eva’s hand
			and holding it as if she wasn’t going to let go. ‘But the worse thing is, I
			thought Dad really loved me. How could he do it?’

		‘I don’t know,’ Eva
			admitted. ‘But people do all kinds of things when they feel threatened – even to
			those they love.’

		‘I’ve been knocking off college,
			hanging around with dodgy people and staying out half the night,’ she croaked out
			to Eva. ‘If I hadn’t lied to the police about Dad being home that night, it
			wouldn’t have come to this.’

		‘But you’ve told the truth
			now,’ Eva said. ‘And you haven’t done anything worse
			than I did when I was younger – with far more reason, because you’d lost your
			mum.’

		‘Everyone will be talking about us.
			First Mum and now Dad. I don’t want to be in Cheltenham any longer,’ she
			said as tears trickled down her cheeks.

		‘You don’t have to stay
			here,’ Eva said. ‘You can go anywhere you want. But first you have to
			recover from this, and I’ll help you.’

		‘Is Dad going to die?’ Sophie
			asked.

		‘I don’t think so. But
			he’s got to have an operation in the next day or two. The doctor told me
			he’s got a good chance of recovery, but I doubt he’ll come out of it the way
			he was before.’

		She didn’t tell Sophie that perhaps it
			would be better if he didn’t recover completely, because with two charges of
			attempted murder hanging over him, he was likely to face a long prison sentence. But she
			knew there was something more. The police were going through the house with a fine-tooth
			comb, delving into all his business interests, as if they knew something more about
			him.

		‘Do you mean he’ll be
			paralysed.’ Sophie’s eyes went wide with horror.

		‘I doubt that,’ Eva said.
			‘But stop worrying about him. You need to think about yourself and what you want
			to do now.’

		‘I’m so glad you’re here,
			Eva,’ Sophie said, and tears filled her eyes again.

		‘Ben’s here too. He decided to
			wait outside to give us time to talk alone. Shall I go and get him now?’

		Sophie just nodded, and tears streamed down
			her face.

		In the next few days, in between visiting
			Sophie in hospital and supporting Ben as he struggled to make sense of everything, Eva tried to do what Flora would have done. She cleaned the kitchen
			properly, tidied Sophie’s bedroom ready for when she came home, made a couple of
			cakes and cooked enough food so that, after she and Ben had eaten some, the rest could
			go into the freezer for the future.

		But however upbeat Eva tried to be, she
			could see no easy solution to anything. The Beeches, the on-going police investigation,
			Sophie and herself – it was all too much to get her head around. She’d rung Horace
			at Serendipity, and he’d been very understanding. But he wouldn’t keep her
			job open for her indefinitely.

		If she took Sophie back to London, it would
			soon become difficult living in Phil’s flat; it wasn’t as if the two of them
			had always been close. Eva didn’t want to stay one minute longer in The Beeches
			than she had to. But she couldn’t leave Sophie on her own in the house – or
			anywhere – until she knew she really was alright.

		Ben had made a tentative suggestion that if
			The Beeches was sold, he could buy a place in Leeds and Sophie could stay there with
			him. But did he mean that? And how long before the house could be sold, if at all?

		The police finished searching the house and
			took away many files and folders from Andrew’s study. Eva wondered what they were
			hoping to find. What had Andrew’s accounts and work files got to do with his
			attack on her, or on Sophie? When she asked one of the officers, he just said it was
			routine. But she didn’t really believe that.

		At the end of the week Sophie was allowed to
			come home. Phil drove up on Friday night with more clothes for Eva. Despite all the
			problems they had, nothing seemed quite so bad once he was there: the weather suddenly
			turned a bit warmer, the bruising on Sophie’s neck was less vivid and she could
			eat solid food again. The swelling around Ben’s eye had gone
			down a little, and it had turned from red to black – but with a purple tinge, which Phil
			said meant it was beginning to fade. Phil was good at making them all feel more
			optimistic and safe. He cut the grass, checked all was well with the swimming pool, and
			even changed the locks on the front and back doors as a precaution in case Andrew had
			given a key to anyone.

		It was Phil’s suggestion that Ben go
			back to Leeds on Sunday. He pointed out that Ben shouldn’t miss any more lectures,
			and Sophie was fine with Eva. The plan was that both Ben and Phil would come back the
			following weekend, and during the week Eva would go to the solicitor to find out the
			legal position about the house. Phil hoped that by the time he and Ben returned, the
			police would have decided if Ben was going to be charged with anything. And there might
			also be news from the hospital about Andrew.

		‘Ring an insurance company and get
			cover to drive Andrew’s car, so you aren’t cut off,’ he said to Eva as
			he was getting ready to leave for London on Sunday night. She had been using taxis and
			she couldn’t go on doing that. ‘Sophie will be OK in a week or two. Try not
			to agonize over what to do with her, because she’s a bright girl and I bet
			she’ll come up with a plan of her own. I’m going to ring Patrick tonight
			when I get back, to tell him what’s happened. I wouldn’t be surprised if he
			didn’t come up here to hold your hand. Now, will you promise me you’ll stop
			worrying about your job and being away from me? The job isn’t really important,
			and we’ve got the rest of our lives to be together.’

		Eva clung to him. She knew he was right
			about everything, but she didn’t want him to go. She was scared to be alone with
			Sophie in a house that held so many bad memories.

		Several journalists had phoned to ask
			questions, and a few of the neighbours had called too. They pretended to be concerned, offering help, but she knew full well they were just
			digging for dirt. She hated being under all this scrutiny, feeling she had to be
			responsible for everyone. The awful tiredness and the desire to be alone that
			she’d been experiencing in London were coming back again. They had disappeared in
			the rush to Cheltenham, and stayed away while she was looking after Ben, but now the
			feelings were here again, creeping up on her, and she was afraid she wouldn’t be
			able to cope.

		But she didn’t say any of that to
			Phil. He’d said today that he was proud of the way she’d taken care of Ben
			and Sophie, and how she’d instantly forgiven them for doubting her. She
			didn’t want him to think she was the kind of person who crumbled under
			pressure.

	
		
Chapter Twenty-Eight

		Eva opened the front door of The Beeches on
			Tuesday morning to a policewoman accompanied by a tall dark-haired man in plain
			clothes.

		‘Hello, Eva,’ the woman said.
			‘I’m WPC Markham. We’ve met before, but I don’t expect
			you’ll remember.’

		‘I do,’ Eva replied. ‘You
			were here the night I found Mum. You were very kind. Do come in. I expect you want to
			talk to Sophie.’

		Markham introduced the man with her as
			Detective Inspector Fellows. ‘We’d actually like to speak to both of you –
			and Ben too, if he’s here. How is Sophie now?’

		‘Ben’s gone back to
			Leeds,’ Eva said over her shoulder as she led them to the sitting room. ‘We
			thought it was best he didn’t miss any more lectures. He’ll be down again at
			the weekend. Sophie’s a bit down in the dumps, but no one would expect her to be
			anything else after just a week.’

		‘And you? It must be difficult for you
			to come back here after all that’s happened?’ Markham said as she sat down
			on the sofa.

		‘I don’t like being here much,
			but I’ve got no choice. Sophie needs me right now. But let me call her,
			she’s doing something upstairs.’

		Eva returned moments later with Sophie and
			introduced her sister to both the officers.

		Markham hadn’t been on duty the Sunday
			night when Patterson attacked his daughter. The last time she’d seen Sophie was
			when she interviewed her after the fire in London, when she had looked
			very tarty and was astoundingly belligerent. But now she looked more like the young girl
			she’d met a year ago: no make-up, hair in two plaits, wearing a pink tracksuit,
			and with a thin scarf hiding the bruises on her neck. But she was very pale and she
			looked frightened.

		‘Hello, Sophie,’ Markham said.
			‘You’ve had an awful time of it. I wish we could tell you and Eva that
			it’s almost over, but I’m afraid these things take time.’

		‘I made a statement in hospital about
			lying when I said my dad was here the night Eva’s house was set alight,’
			Sophie blurted out, perching on the edge of the sofa and wringing her hands with nerves.
			‘Am I in trouble for that?’

		‘No, we aren’t here about that.
			Detective Inspector Fellows wants to tell you both about some new
			developments.’

		Sandra Markham liked and looked up to Ian
			Fellows. He was in his late forties and dedicated to his job. He had superb insight into
			the criminal mind, was sensitive with victims and easy on the eye – six foot tall, with
			sparkling blue eyes and a physique a man half his age would envy.

		‘Well, Eva and Sophie,’ he said,
			looking from one to the other, ‘you’ve both had a rough time of it and I
			don’t want to make it any worse for you. But as you are probably aware,
			we’ve been checking your father’s financial affairs since he attacked
			Sophie. We found some discrepancies, which led to an audit at Portwall Papers, his
			employers. I’m sorry to tell you this, but we have found evidence of fraud and
			embezzlement.’

		Eva gasped, and Sophie looked at her as if
			expecting an explanation of what this meant.

		‘I won’t go into all the
			details, as it’s very complicated, but basically your father has been
			supplementing his salary in various fraudulent ways for some years. He’s been very
			clever. The system he used might not have been discovered for years,
			if we hadn’t been looking for reasons why a normally calm family man had reacted
			so violently towards his daughter.’

		‘But fraud, embezzlement?’ Eva
			repeated in puzzlement. ‘How can that be connected to what he did to
			Sophie?’

		‘Let me take you back and make things
			a little clearer,’ Fellows said patiently. ‘When our colleagues in London
			were investigating the fire there, Andrew appeared to have no motive for an arson
			attack. I know that you believed it had to be because of Flora taking you as a baby, but
			Andrew had no involvement in that – he hadn’t even met Flora when that took
			place.’

		‘My boyfriend thought that,’ Eva
			nodded. ‘He said it didn’t add up.’

		‘Well, Eva, we still have no real
			proof that Andrew did start the fire. But thanks to Sophie admitting he wasn’t at
			home that night, and his reaction to her telling him that she was going to the police,
			we are fairly certain he was responsible. As for his motive – well, we think it was
			because of the old diaries you found. This is only supposition, but it is possible that
			when you told him about them he was afraid there was something damaging about him in
			them.’

		‘But there wasn’t. The diaries
			ended before Flora even met him,’ Eva said.

		‘Did you imply to him there was
			something?’

		Eva thought about it. ‘Well, yes. He
			phoned me when I was up in Scotland and he was nasty, so I hinted I’d read
			something about him. I just wanted to wind him up, because he’d been mean to
			me.’

		‘That clearly touched a nerve,’
			Fellows said. ‘You see, the Met made some inquiries about him after the fire. They
			found that, a year or so after he met your mother, he came under suspicion of
			malpractice with the company of estate agents he worked for in London.
			It was believed, though it couldn’t be proved, that he was taking bribes from
			people wishing to buy a property. He ensured the owners of the property never knew that
			there were other potential buyers offering a higher sum. It is well nigh impossible to
			get evidence of such transactions – the person who offered the bribe isn’t going
			to admit it, and it would have been cash, no paper trail. But he acquired a very
			expensive car at that time, for which there was no hire-purchase transaction. Nor was
			there any other evidence of how he paid for it. And he left the company he worked for,
			and London, in something of a hurry.

		‘We have no way of knowing whether
			your mother knew about this – somehow, I doubt it. But he might have thought she had her
			suspicions and had written about it in her diary. When you said you were going to the
			police about your birth, he was afraid you’d be showing the diary to
			us.’

		‘But if it couldn’t be proved
			twenty years ago, how could it be proved now?’ Eva asked.

		‘Quite so,’ Fellows agreed.
			‘But his alarm was caused by realizing that if the suspicions about him back then
			came to light, we would be likely to probe into his more current affairs. As we
			did.’

		‘So it wasn’t ever about me
			being snatched then?’

		‘We very much doubt it. We think his
			plan was just to destroy any evidence that might be in your house.’

		‘And me with it!’

		Fellows pursed his lips. ‘That appears
			likely. Though he may have thought you weren’t in the house.’

		‘Was it a lot of money he took?’
			Sophie asked in a small voice.

		‘Over the years, yes.’

		‘But how?’ Eva was puzzled.
			‘Portwall is a paper company, and he was a sales manager. He
			didn’t handle cash, as far as I know.’

		‘But he did deal with setting up
			subsidiary companies, factories, finding new suppliers. And he made deals on
			Portwall’s behalf all around the world. Portwall have some proof now that he took
			backhanders for negotiating deals, just as he did in the London estate agency. That sort
			of practice is common enough in many quarters, and not actually illegal, but a
			principled company like Portwall would never countenance it. But what is totally illegal
			is diverting funds owed to Portwall into an account he set up for himself.’

		Eva didn’t really understand how that
			would work. But then she knew very little about business, and it hardly mattered to her
			anyway.

		Fellows nodded knowingly, as if he
			understood what she was thinking.

		‘We think it took him a few years
			working for Portwall, and gaining their trust, before he took the plunge and began his
			scams. We found a ledger kept by Flora while they were renovating The Beeches. Bribes,
			by their very nature, have to be kept secret by both parties and cannot go through a
			bank account. We found nothing to suggest that Andrew had been paying workmen in cash at
			that time. Flora had itemized the cost of materials, labour charges and so on, and also
			cheques issued from their bank account to pay for this. It all balanced with invoices
			that show who the payments were made to.

		‘But several years later, although
			your parents appeared on the face of it to be living within their earned income, we
			discovered they had acquired a number of expensive items, which did not show up as
			having been paid for through a bank account or with a hire-purchase agreement. We found
			the bank account into which he’d been diverting money from Portwall, and also a
			fake passport. We also found proof that he was disposing of the cash
			he took in bribes by paying workmen in cash, buying antiques and gambling.’

		‘How can you prove that?’ Eva
			asked.

		‘A tip-off led us to a builder who
			admitted he was paid several thousand for a job he did for Andrew, and signed a
			statement to that effect. He’s no longer working and has cancer. But we think he
			was anxious to cooperate because he was appalled by Flora’s death and
			Andrew’s attack on Sophie.’

		Eva didn’t know what to say. She found
			it hard to believe that the man who had always lectured her about being honest should be
			so dishonest himself.

		‘However, I don’t expect you two
			girls need chapter and verse about the fraud. I think that you probably want to know
			what made a measured, methodical man turn into someone capable of being a potential
			killer?’

		Eva nodded.

		‘We believe it was the aftermath of
			your mother’s death,’ Fellows said, looking from Eva to Sophie.
			‘First, he found he couldn’t claim on her life insurance, and it was a very
			large sum he lost out on. Then, to find she’d made a new will leaving her half of
			the house to his children, and not to him, must have enraged him. We also discovered in
			our investigation that he took out a mortgage on this house ten years earlier, forging
			Flora’s signature to do it.

		‘If the house had been left to him, he
			could have sold it, paid off that mortgage and bought somewhere smaller. Maybe
			he’d even intended to go straight. But that was no longer possible. He
			couldn’t sell the house without Ben and Sophie’s agreement. He must also
			have been very scared that it would come to light that he’d forged the mortgage
			document.’

		‘But why did he take out the
			mortgage?’ Eva asked. ‘He had a good job, and if he was doing all this other
			stuff on the side, what did he need more money for?’

		Fellows shrugged. ‘He had become
			accustomed to living beyond his regular salary. We discovered he stayed in very grand
			hotels when he was away from home, entertained lavishly, and he frequently gambled in
			casinos. All in all, he appeared to see himself as something of a playboy.’

		‘What an idiot!’ Eva
			exclaimed.

		‘Don’t say that,’ Sophie
			retorted. ‘We all had a nice life, and he paid for it – like the swimming pool,
			for instance.’

		At the mention of the swimming pool Eva was
			sharply taken back to five years earlier. She had come downstairs late at night to get
			some hot milk, because she couldn’t sleep, and had stopped short in the hall. She
			could hear Andrew talking on the phone in the kitchen.

		‘I’ll collect the cash from you
			in Paris,’ she heard him say. ‘Next Monday OK for you? Usual
			place?’

		There was a brief silence as he listened to
			the person he was speaking to. ‘Don’t worry, it won’t be going in any
			bank. I’ve got plans for it.’

		Andrew laughed at something the caller said.
			‘Don’t worry on that score. I don’t tell her anything,’ he said.
			‘She’ll just think I got a bonus.’

		Afraid she would be caught eavesdropping,
			Eva went back upstairs. She was a bit puzzled by what she’d overheard, but it
			didn’t really mean anything to her. The only reason she remembered it now was
			because of what Fellows had said. A few days after hearing her father speaking on the
			phone she saw architect’s drawings on the dining-room table.

		She asked Flora what they were for.

		‘Your dad has been going on about
			converting the old stables into an indoor swimming pool for years,’ she replied.
			‘Those are plans for it.’

		Eva was thrilled and started asking excited
			questions about when it would be done, how big it would be, and things like that. But she immediately saw by Flora’s expression that her
			mother didn’t share her excitement.

		In fact Flora looked very worried about it.
			‘I can’t tell you anything, darling. It’s probably only one of your
			dad’s pipe dreams that won’t happen anyway. We haven’t got that kind
			of money.’

		Eva almost reassured Flora that Andrew had
			got the money. But she stopped herself, because she thought he might be intending to
			surprise them all with it. It certainly never occurred to her then that he was doing
			something shady.

		But she was a little confused by
			Flora’s continuing anxiety when the work began. She spent a lot of time watching
			the men with diggers doing the excavation work, and Eva overheard her questioning Andrew
			more than once about where the money was coming from to pay for it. Andrew had been very
			flippant about it, at least in Eva’s hearing, but back then she fully believed
			that her dad was utterly reliable, straight as a die, and if he said he could afford it,
			then he could.

		In fact her view was that Flora was just
			being a wet blanket.

		But now that she knew the other side of
			Andrew, she wondered if Flora had guessed he was getting the money dishonestly. Was that
			another worry for her?

		‘Was that builder who made the
			statement the same one who put in the swimming pool?’ she asked.

		‘Yes, Eva. He was – it was the last
			big job he did before he became ill. He kept a record of all the payments he received,
			and the dates.’

		‘What’s going to happen to my
			dad?’ Sophie asked in a small voice.

		‘We’re told they are operating
			on him tomorrow,’ Fellows replied.

		‘But what if he dies?’ Sophie
			asked, her eyes wide and frightened.

		‘His surgeon is optimistic he will
			recover, Sophie.’

		‘But if he does, you’ll send him
			to prison for years and years,’ she said accusingly.

		‘Let’s just cross that bridge
			when we come to it, shall we?’ Fellows said.

		Sophie fled from the room, sobbing.

		‘Oh dear, I did my best to be
			tactful,’ he said.

		‘Sophie’s very confused and
			easily upset at the moment,’ Eva said. ‘She was always a daddy’s girl
			and it’s very hard for her to hear he wasn’t the man she thought he was. But
			can you tell me what will happen to him, if he does pull through?’

		‘He’ll be charged with two
			counts of attempted murder, and fraud. I’d say he’s likely to get something
			between ten and fifteen years in prison.’

		Eva thought about this for a moment.
			‘But what will happen to this house then? And if he should die, will Ben be
			charged with manslaughter?’

		‘First, I would advise Ben to see a
			solicitor as soon as possible to apply for Power of Attorney – that way, he can deal
			with the sale of the house and any other assets. As to whether he will be
			charged …’ Fellows paused, looking to Markham as if unsure of how to
			proceed.

		‘Well, Eva,’ Markham continued
			for him, ‘should Andrew not recover from the operation, I’m afraid that
			unfortunately Ben will be charged with murder or manslaughter. That is the law. I know
			that sounds grossly unfair, given the circumstances, but let me assure you now that he
			is certain to be acquitted at the trial. Self-defence, or defence of another, is a
			complete defence, and no jury would find him guilty when they hear what happened. But
			Ben will need a solicitor to act for him.’

		This all sounded like a nightmare to Eva.
			‘So what happens if Andrew survives the operation but doesn’t recover enough
			to stand trial?’ she asked.

		‘I can’t answer that now,
			Eva,’ Fellows replied. ‘Let’s wait until he’s had the operation.
			We’ll be off now, and let you go and comfort Sophie.’

		‘I hate that expression,
			“Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it”, don’t you?’
			Sophie said when Eva found her up in her bedroom after the police had gone. ‘It
			means people haven’t got a clue about anything.’

		‘No, it doesn’t,’ she
			said, sitting down on the bed beside Sophie. ‘It means that sometimes things sort
			themselves out while you wait. So there’s no point in getting into a state about
			something that might not happen.’

		‘I suppose you mean if he dies, then
			they don’t have to do anything. What about if Dad does survive but he’s a
			vegetable?’

		‘I suppose he would have to be moved
			to a hospital that specializes in head injuries.’ Eva stroked her sister’s
			hair in an effort to comfort her. ‘But he’ll still get the kind of care
			other injured people get. They won’t ill-treat him because he’s done
			something bad.’

		‘It will be better for him if he does
			die during the operation, won’t it?’

		Eva didn’t know how to respond to
			that. It was true Andrew’s future looked grim – either stuck in a hospital for the
			rest of his life, or a very long spell in prison. She thought he richly deserved it. But
			it was different for Sophie; until she read her mother’s statement she’d
			only seen his good side. She was probably clinging to the idea that, if she hadn’t
			said she was going to tell the police he wasn’t home on the night of the fire,
			none of this would have happened.

		‘But it won’t be better for Ben.
			He’d be charged with murder, or manslaughter,’ Eva said. She wasn’t
			going to remind Sophie now that, but for her father, she might still have a mother.

		‘Can you still love someone who
			isn’t the person you thought they were?’ Sophie asked, and she began to
			sob.

		Eva drew her sister into her arms. She
			realized she’d underestimated the effects of shock. Sophie had seemed almost her
			old self by Sunday afternoon when Ben left for Leeds. But perhaps the reality of what
			had happened to her hadn’t quite kicked in then. Now, along with knowing her
			father had tried to kill her, she had to deal with hearing he was a thief.

		‘Remember Mum used to say she
			didn’t always like us, but she’d always love us?’ Eva said. ‘I
			think that covers your dad too. He’s turned everything upside down for you. But it
			will get better, I promise. Look at me! I thought I was going to die in that fire, but I
			got over it.’

		‘I used to think I was an OK
			person.’ Sophie sobbed into Eva’s shoulder. ‘I was popular at school,
			top of the class most of the time, I had a nice home and parents that all my friends
			envied, and I thought I was going places. But it was all fake. I’m not anything,
			I’m going nowhere. People will always whisper about me. “Remember her? Mum
			topped herself, dad tried to kill her, and he stole money from the company he worked
			for.” I can hear them saying it, Eva. I can’t bear it.’

		Eva’s stomach turned over in sympathy.
			She had never thought of herself as a person who was going places, but she certainly
			knew what it felt like to be ashamed and second-rate.

		‘You are still an OK person,
			Sophie,’ she replied, holding her sister tightly and rocking her. ‘You are
			still clever and pretty, and all that stuff about our family will be
			forgotten in a while. You don’t have to stay in Cheltenham. You can start again in
			London, Leeds, anywhere you fancy. Just like I did.’

		‘I’m not strong like you,’
			she whimpered. ‘I go to pieces.’

		‘Ben and I won’t let you go to
			pieces. We’ll hold you up until you are strong enough to stand on your own. I
			promise you.’

		‘Why are you so kind to me?’
			Sophie asked. ‘I’ve been vile to you. I didn’t stick up for you when
			Dad was nasty to you. I didn’t try to see you after you left here. I didn’t
			even care that you’d nearly died in a fire.’

		‘If you can admit that now,
			there’s nothing much wrong with you,’ Eva said. ‘You were too young to
			lose your mum, you were all mixed up. I was vile when I was your age too. Can you
			remember me in all my goth stuff? How embarrassing was that!’

		‘You were never vile – not to
			me.’ Sophie sniffed. ‘And I thought your goth stuff was pretty
			cool.’

		Eva chuckled. ‘Now that is worrying!
			So why don’t we go and get a couple of videos to watch tonight, and make ourselves
			something nice to eat?’

		Sophie moped about all day, and finally
			went off to bed about ten. Eva rang Ben then to tell him about the police visit. She
			hadn’t wanted to talk about it in Sophie’s hearing, as she was so disturbed
			by it all. She ran through about the operation Andrew was to have at the hospital, and
			then the news of the fraud.

		Ben was horrified and incredulous to hear
			about the fraud. ‘But he was always going on about being honourable and
			stuff,’ he said. ‘What a bastard! After everything he’s done, I hope
			he does bloody well die.’

		‘I think I’d rather he gets well
			enough to stand trial and go to prison,’ Eva said. ‘Then he’ll have
			years of reflecting on what he’s done to us all. Besides, I
			don’t want you to be charged with murder – even if the police do say you’ll
			be acquitted. However much public sympathy there would be for you, it would still follow
			you around afterwards like a bad smell. Journalists are sniffing around here still. They
			can’t write anything much about it until after his trial, but you can bet
			they’re collecting up dirt even now in readiness.’

		The story about ‘an incident’ at
			The Beeches had hit the local paper within twenty-four hours. It described the
			Pattersons as a troubled family, and went on to report that Andrew Patterson was
			believed to have attacked both his two younger children. In defending themselves, their
			father had received serious injuries and was in hospital in a critical condition. A
			footnote was added about Flora’s suicide a year earlier and an arson attack on
			Eva’s home in London. As yet there was no mention of Eva’s parentage, or
			about Andrew’s fraudulent transactions, so presumably the police had kept a lid on
			that. But the reporters were bound to discover it soon, and when they did, they were
			going to have a field day. It wouldn’t only be the local papers then, but also the
			nationals – and even television. It didn’t bear thinking about what that would be
			like for all of them.

		‘You must stop Sophie talking to any
			of her friends about it,’ Ben said. ‘No one would have known much about
			Mum’s suicide, if it hadn’t been for her.’

		‘To tell the truth, I’d be happy
			to see her phoning someone, or talking to a friend,’ Eva admitted. ‘But she
			doesn’t want anyone near her. It’s like all the stuffing has been knocked
			out of her. She’s totally mixed up about her dad, one minute hating him, and then
			crying because she loves him. I really don’t know what to do or say.’

		‘I just hate him now,’ Ben spat
			out. ‘To think I used to look up to him! All those lies he’s told, making
			out he was so perfect when he was stealing from his company. The stuff
			he did to Mum, and to you. Just dying on the operating table is far too good for him. I
			want to see him suffer.’

		‘I don’t like to hear you saying
			things like that,’ Eva reproved him. ‘You’ve always been such a
			peacemaker and so understanding. Don’t let this change you, Ben.’

		‘Of course it will change me, none of
			us is the same any more,’ he said.

		‘But we must all try to calm down. I
			know it’s terrible, but ranting doesn’t make it any better.’

		‘I bet you’re glad you
			aren’t his daughter now,’ Ben said, and it sounded as if he was crying.
			‘At least you can distance yourself from it.’

		‘No, I can’t, Ben,’ she
			said. ‘Because I love you and Sophie. And I will never distance myself from either
			of you.’

		She asked him a few questions about how he
			was coping, and how he’d explained away his black eye to his fellow students. Then
			she told him he must get a solicitor’s advice about both Power of Attorney and in
			case any charges were brought against him.

		‘You are being marvellous. I
			don’t know what Sophie and I would’ve done without you,’ he suddenly
			blurted out. ‘I’m so very sorry that I was nasty to you about the fire. I
			should’ve trusted you.’

		‘Forget it, Ben,’ she said.
			‘I have. The main thing now is to stick together and get through this.’

		Olive came round on Wednesday afternoon.
			She looked anxious when Eva opened the door to her. ‘Tell me to go away if you
			can’t face visitors,’ she said.

		‘I’m really pleased to see
			you,’ Eva said, and meant it. Olive’s straightforward manner and often blunt
			advice was just what she needed. ‘Come on in.’

		‘I see a couple of vultures are still
			hanging on outside.’ Olive looked back at the two journalists hovering down by the
			gate. ‘I hoped they’d stop me to ask me something. If they had, they’d
			have got a piece of my mind. But I suppose they took one look at my face and guessed
			what I was about.’

		‘They’ve been such a
			pain,’ Eva sighed. ‘They try to waylay us if we go out, and they keeping
			phoning. I’d disconnect the phone, but someone important might want us.’

		Olive handed Eva a carrier bag with some
			clothes in it. ‘I don’t suppose you care much what you look like now,’
			she said. ‘But there’s a dress, some trousers and a couple of tops. When
			things are bad for me, I always feel a bit better if I’m wearing something nice. I
			hoped it might work for you too.’

		‘That was very thoughtful,’ Eva
			said, peeping in the bag. ‘You’ve got such good taste. I’m sure
			I’ll love them when I try them on later. Thank you so much. Coffee?’

		Over coffee Eva explained the recent events.
			Olive only knew what had been in the local paper, and that had been somewhat vague.
			‘I should have phoned you. But to be honest, I’ve found it a struggle just
			to keep things together here.’

		‘I can imagine,’ Olive said in
			sympathy. ‘You’ve been through hell, Eva, and it sounds as if it will get
			worse before it gets better. But if there’s anything I can do, anything at all,
			even if you just need someone to let off steam to, I’ll be there. You can just
			leave a message on the answerphone for me, and I’ll pop round. Everyone at work is
			thinking of you and your family. They all want to express their sympathy and affection
			too, but I did tell them you need privacy just now.’

		‘I really appreciate their kindness.
			Do tell them that I miss them all, and think of them a lot. Perhaps one day when this is
			all over I can pop in and say hello to them …’ She paused then, overcome by
			emotion.

		Olive put her arm around her and gave her a
			rather awkward hug. ‘I’m no good at this kind of
			thing,’ she said. ‘I think when I was designed they left out the
			“ability to demonstrate affection” bit. But I think you know that I care
			about you, Eva. So forgive me for my shortcomings.’

		Eva gave her a watery smile.
			‘You’ve proved to me many times that you’ve got a big heart,’
			she said. ‘If you started to get soppy with me now, I’d find it
			scary.’

		Olive planted a kiss on her forehead and
			said she had to get back to work. ‘Keep in touch, even if it’s only a couple
			of words on a postcard or the briefest phone call. And ask that man of yours to feed you
			up. You are getting very skinny.’

		On Thursday afternoon Patrick arrived with
			all his customary warmth and strength – and a couple of bags of food from Marks and
			Spencer. ‘I’m betting you haven’t felt much like shopping or even
			eating much, so I got a few treats.’

		He had rung Eva the previous night to
			suggest he came, and it was just what Eva needed. She was finding it hard to cope with
			Sophie’s mood swings. One minute it seemed like she was on the mend – calm,
			rational and even talking about the future – the next she was crying, full of
			self-recrimination and convinced that her whole life was ruined for ever. In the blink
			of an eye she veered from hating her father to feeling sorry for him. Whatever Eva said
			was wrong, and there were moments when Eva wanted to run away and hide from it all. She
			was all talked out, her sympathy was drying up, and although she might have promised
			Sophie she would support her till she was strong enough to stand alone, she could feel
			herself buckling under the strain.

		Ben had telephoned in the morning to say
			that Andrew’s surgeon had contacted him. He reported that the operation had gone
			well and he was cautiously optimistic for his father’s recovery. He was being kept
			in a coma for now, to aid the healing process, and when they did bring
			him out of it they would assess if he had any permanent brain damage.

		It was typical of Ben to say little about
			his own plight. He was happy to tell her he had been busy finding a solicitor to help
			him sort out the Power of Attorney. And he had also arranged an introductory meeting
			with another solicitor in the same practice who handled criminal cases. But he dismissed
			Eva’s anxious questions about how he felt. All he would say was that immersing
			himself in his studies worked for him, and that he wasn’t allowing himself to look
			further ahead than a week at a time.

		Eva felt that meant he was avoiding thinking
			about himself. And because of that, she didn’t burden him with her anxiety about
			Sophie. She could share that with Patrick – she knew his advice would be sound, and
			Sophie would probably feel more secure with an older man around.

		As Eva had expected, Patrick was brilliant
			with Sophie, hugging her and telling her she was beautiful. He struck just the right
			note, saying he hoped she would look upon him as an uncle, and that he’d come to
			offer support – not to judge or criticize.

		It was good to have him there that evening.
			They had a meal together, and Sophie came out of herself a bit, telling Patrick how
			she’d wanted to be an actress but had been turned down at an audition for drama
			school.

		‘Even if you aren’t made of the
			right stuff to be an actress, there are other jobs going in the film, TV and theatre
			world,’ he said encouragingly. ‘Backstage work, costumes, make-up, all
			sorts. I could make some inquiries for you – I know lots of people in that
			world.’

		Later, they watched television together.
			Sophie lay with her head on Eva’s lap and seemed much calmer. When Eva went up to
			tuck her into bed at the end of the evening she said how nice Patrick
			was, and that she was sorry she was being such a drip. Eva’s response was to laugh
			and say she thought Sophie was entitled to be a drip for a while.

		Eva stayed up with Patrick for some time,
			talking over all that had happened. She felt she had to tell him how shaky she was
			feeling.

		‘I’d been sinking into a black
			hole since Christmas,’ she admitted. ‘The stuff about the fire was dragging
			me down, and then Freya. And I was being horrible to Phil. That Sunday I saw you at
			Pottery Lane I resolved to pull myself together, and that same evening I went out with
			Phil for a meal and we had a good time. So I felt things were taking a turn for the
			better. But that very night all this happened. I didn’t have time to consider how
			I felt at the time, I just had to come and take over, but now –’ She broke off in
			a flood of tears.

		He hugged her to his chest and let her cry.
			‘I’m not surprised,’ he said. ‘You’ve had one hell of a
			year – even the strongest will in the world would crack with it. But why don’t you
			try to tell me about what’s worrying you most now?’

		‘I can’t see an end to it,
			that’s the biggest thing. This house, Sophie, Ben – I can’t just walk away
			from it all when I’ve had enough. Sophie needs looking after, and I want to do the
			right thing by her. But how long can I reasonably go on doing that for?’ She
			leaned back, moving away from him. ‘And I keep worrying about stupid stuff – like
			what we’ll do with all the furniture when the house is sold, and how to pay the
			bills when they come in. It’s really scary.’

		‘OK. First, there’s no point in
			worrying now about what will happen when the house is sold. That might be a year on – or
			it might never be sold. As for the bills, that’s a far more sensible thing to
			worry about. And the solution is to sell something from the house to pay them and to buy
			food for you and Sophie. Is there any of your mother’s jewellery
			around? Any antiques? That china cabinet there, for example.’ He pointed to a
			walnut bow-fronted cabinet in the alcove by the fire. ‘If I’m not much
			mistaken, that’s Queen Anne and must be worth at least six or seven hundred
			pounds. That would solve any immediate money worries. But you should talk to Ben about
			it at the weekend and get his approval. Likewise, you should have a chat with him about
			Sophie too. Maybe she has a friend in Cheltenham she could move in with in a few
			weeks’ time, or perhaps she could go to Leeds and share a flat with Ben? But I
			suspect that there’s something else the matter. Whatever it was that got you down
			in London isn’t resolved. Can you tell me about that?’

		‘I just kept wanting to be
			alone,’ she said in little more than a whisper, because she felt ashamed to voice
			it. ‘I didn’t want people around me. I was even pushing Phil away, and I
			love him. I used to daydream of being in a little house miles from anywhere, with
			absolutely no one asking anything of me. Isn’t that crazy?’

		‘Not at all. I’ve felt like that
			many times in my life,’ he admitted.

		‘You have?’ She was
			astonished.

		Patrick smiled and stroked her cheek
			affectionately. ‘Oh yes. The time I remember best of all was after Flora left me,
			and I was living in Pottery Lane. People kept coming round, trying to jolly me along.
			But all I wanted to do was to be utterly alone, in silence. It got so bad I didn’t
			answer the door or the phone. I used to go for a walk at night, so I wouldn’t run
			into anyone. People who were concerned about me tried to get me to go to yoga, on blind
			dates, adopt weird diets, or take tranquillizers. They didn’t understand that I
			was OK alone, that people were the problem. Mostly I found they only
			really came round, under the guise of sympathy, so they could tell me their own
			troubles. I felt like I was a crutch to half the world.’

		‘How did you get over it?’ Eva
			asked.

		‘I went to Canada.’

		Eva was surprised that was his solution.
			‘That’s why you went there? I thought you had a job lined up?’

		‘I had had a tentative offer of work
			there, but nothing definite. I was just running away from everyone and everything. I
			didn’t go to the people I knew there – not for a while. I travelled around,
			looking at the breathtaking scenery. And the beauty of the mountains, forests and lakes
			cured me.’

		‘That sounds wonderful. But I
			can’t run away, though,’ she said, pulling a glum face. ‘Sophie and
			Ben need me to be strong for them, to stay here keeping things together.’

		‘No, you can’t, not now. But
			later, when this is all over – and it will be over, you must believe that. Then you can
			go somewhere peaceful. But I’ll pass on a tip to you that always works for me.
			When you are feeling stressed and worn out, lie back in a chair or in bed and picture a
			turquoise sea, palm trees and a white sandy beach with no one on it but you. Listen for
			the sound of gulls and the waves lapping, feel the hot sun burning into your skin. Just
			keep that image in your head, and let your mind float off there.’

		‘I’ll try it tonight,’ she
			said. ‘Thank you, Patrick. I feel a bit better just for talking about how I
			feel.’

		The following morning it felt like summer
			was almost here, with warm sunshine and a clear blue sky. Over breakfast Patrick
			suggested they go out to the Cotswolds for a walk and to have some lunch in a pub.
			Sophie seemed very listless and distant, but she didn’t put up any resistance to
			the plan.

		They arrived back soon after four – all with
			flushed faces from the sun and feeling tired, because they’d
			walked a long way. Sophie had remained distant, hardly speaking at all, and she’d
			only picked at her lunch in The Swan.

		‘I’m going up to have a bath and
			a lie-down,’ she said, as soon as they got in. ‘Thank you, Patrick, for
			today. It was lovely.’

		Eva raised her eyebrows to Patrick. When
			Sophie had gone upstairs she remarked that Sophie didn’t often remember to thank
			anyone for anything.

		‘Did any of us at that age?’ he
			said. ‘Sometimes it takes tragedy and disaster to make us see what we’ve
			got.’

		Eva and Patrick took cups of tea out to the
			conservatory. The sun was shining in there and it was really warm. Patrick dropped off
			to sleep after just a few minutes, and soon Eva reclined her chair and followed
			suit.

		She woke feeling cold, and saw that the sun
			had sunk down behind the garden wall. As she got up, Patrick woke and looked at his
			watch. ‘Heavens, it’s nearly seven,’ he exclaimed. ‘I must be
			turning into an old man, nodding off even in stimulating company.’

		Eva giggled. ‘I’ve only just
			woken up too. Must have been the wine at lunchtime.’

		They went into the kitchen and Eva put the
			kettle on. Patrick was looking in the fridge and suggesting he make a prawn salad for
			them.

		‘I’ll just go and see what
			Sophie’s doing,’ Eva said.

		Upstairs, Sophie’s bedroom door was
			open. But she wasn’t in there. The duvet was crumpled, though, as if she’d
			just got up.

		Eva went to the bathroom next door.
			‘Do you fancy some prawn salad for tea?’ she shouted out at the closed
			door.

		There was no response.

		Eva tried the handle, but the door was
			locked. She hammered on the door with her fists and shouted more loudly.

		Patrick came running up the stairs.
			‘What’s the matter?’

		‘She’s in there with the door
			locked, but she’s not answering,’ Eva said in alarm. A cold feeling of dread
			and déjà vu was creeping over her. ‘You don’t think –?’ She
			couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.

		Patrick banged on the door. ‘Sophie!
			Answer me! You’re scaring us,’ he yelled.

		When there was still no reply he told Eva to
			stand back. Putting his shoulder to the door, he forced it open. The door frame creaked
			and splintered and the door gave way.

		‘Oh God!’ he exclaimed, then
			pushed Eva back. ‘Don’t look,’ he said.

		But it was too late. She’d seen Sophie
			lying there in a copycat death of her mother’s – the bathwater red with blood, her
			eyes wide open, staring sightlessly, and a similar knife dropped on the floor.

		‘No!’ Eva screamed. ‘Not
			Sophie too!’

	
		
Chapter Twenty-Nine

		Ben increased the pressure on Eva’s
			hand as the curtains closed around Sophie’s coffin and they heard the faint whirr
			of machinery rolling it away to the incinerator. Eva was blinded by her tears, but she
			knew Ben was crying too.

		Phil, on the other side of her, put his arm
			around her. But there could be no real comfort for her and Ben today. It made no
			difference that the sun was shining, slanting in through the chapel windows of the
			crematorium and playing on the flowers, the polished wooden floor and the faces of all
			those who had come to pay their last respects to Sophie. Eva felt cold – as if it was
			midwinter, not a glorious spring day.

		‘I can’t live with this’
			was all Sophie had written in a note left by her bed. When Eva had been told about this
			by the police, she’d felt much the same.

		It was like being caught up in an avalanche:
			first the shock of the impact, then the desperate struggle to the surface to deal with
			everything. If it hadn’t been for Patrick – and Phil too when he arrived late the
			same night – Eva felt she would have crumbled completely. As it was, she was barely
			holding it together.

		She’d scarcely heard a word of the
			service, because her mind kept turning to what more she might have done to prevent
			Sophie thinking that suicide was the answer. Ben, Phil, Patrick – even the police – all
			said she had done everything possible, but she still kept asking herself why she
			hadn’t taken Sophie to see a doctor when it was obvious that she needed professional help. And how could she have slept peacefully in the conservatory
			while her sister was preparing for, and taking, her last breath?

		But Sophie had always been a drama queen.
			And because of that, Eva had imagined that if she ever had suicidal thoughts, she would
			have announced them loudly. The knife was new; she must have bought it on the one
			occasion she went out for a walk alone. She’d picked her moment to do it when Eva
			wasn’t alone, which was uncharacteristically thoughtful. But alone, or with
			Patrick, the moment of finding her dead was just as terrible and devastating. A young
			life had been wiped out because Sophie was unable to bear the shame of what her parents
			had done.

		Andrew was at the back of the chapel in a
			wheelchair, handcuffed to a police officer. He’d been told of his daughter’s
			death shortly after he was brought out of the drug-induced coma he’d been kept in
			since his operation. Ben said he looked wizened and very old, but Eva had refused to
			even glance at him. She hoped he’d be in that wheelchair for the rest of his
			useless life. He was to blame for everything.

		They weren’t inviting the ten or
			twelve people – mostly friends of Sophie’s – who had turned up today back to the
			house afterwards, because neither she nor Ben could face their inevitable questions. Ben
			had said he’d rather have a little wake with Phil, Patrick and Eva, because
			they’d been the only people who had helped since the night Andrew attacked Sophie.
			The neighbours and many of Sophie’s friends hadn’t even rung or written a
			card to show they cared.

		The whole story was out now. The headline on
			the front page of the local paper two days after Sophie died, was ‘The Sins of the
			Father’, and the story of how Andrew Patterson allegedly drove first his wife to
			suicide, then assaulted his son and attempted to kill his daughter,
			who subsequently took her own life in a carbon copy of her mother’s death, was
			sensationalized for the maximum effect.

		It was clear that someone in the police must
			have leaked the story, because it was all there – albeit using the word
			‘allegedly’ in front of everything. The fraud and the arson attack on
			Eva’s house were dredged up, and the fact that Ben had attacked his father to
			defend Sophie, which had left Andrew with brain damage. There was a picture of The
			Beeches, taken with the wrought-iron gates closed, and they’d used that image to
			suggest that neighbours never really knew what went on behind closed doors. A quote from
			one of them, who chose not to give his or her name, was: ‘We always wondered how
			Patterson could afford his millionaire lifestyle.’ They had published a photograph
			of Andrew and Flora – one taken at a black-tie dinner and dance a few years earlier –
			and that too implied that the Pattersons lived a glamorous life.

		The only part of the story which
			hadn’t come out in the local press, even when the nationals picked it up, was
			about Eva being a stolen baby. That in its way was so juicy that, when it did leak, it
			was likely to cause mayhem. Eva didn’t know what she should do about it. Even now,
			ten days after Sophie’s death, reporters with cameras were still hanging around
			The Beeches. She’d had to take the phone off the hook, because it rang so
			often.

		Phil had said last night that she
			mustn’t let bitterness take over. He didn’t really understand that she
			wasn’t bitter. Just empty. What she wanted now was to see Ben go back to his
			studies, and then she craved being entirely alone. Ben seemed to understand what she
			meant; he’d admitted that he felt much the same way as her, only his way of
			dealing with it was to immerse himself in books.

		The final prayers were over. As ‘Nessun
			Dorma’ sung by Pavarotti began to play, Ben and Eva looked at one another and
			tried to smile. It was the most unlikely record for Sophie to love – she was more of a
			Madonna and Kylie Minogue fan. But she had loved it, playing it over and over again. As
			Pavarotti’s voice soared, Eva hoped he was letting her sister’s spirit
			free.

		She could remember one day, shortly after
			Sophie was born, when she’d heard her crying in her crib. Although Eva was only
			four, she’d gone into the nursery and picked her up to cuddle her. Flora had
			laughed when she found them together, but after giving her a warning that babies were
			far more fragile than dolls, and she wasn’t to do it again, they’d sat
			together on the nursing chair. Flora let her continue to hold Sophie, and she said she
			wanted Eva to always be a good big sister and to love Sophie. She said she hoped
			they’d always be best friends as well as sisters.

		Eva knew she had always loved her, even when
			she didn’t like the way she behaved. She felt now as if a chunk of her heart had
			been ripped out, and she couldn’t possibly imagine a time when it wouldn’t
			continue to hurt.

		Six weeks after the funeral, Phil arrived
			home early from work one day. He was holding in his hand the details of a house that was
			for sale. ‘I’ve found this dream house in Chiswick,’ he said, grinning
			like a Cheshire Cat. ‘It’s everything we want. I looked at it this morning
			and knew it was the right one. I said I’d bring you round at five. I’ll just
			have a shower and change. After we’ve seen it I thought we could go to the Italian
			place we like.’

		He disappeared into the bathroom, seemingly
			unaware that she hadn’t grabbed the details with any enthusiasm. She glanced at
			the leaflet, and then tossed it aside. She couldn’t cope with
			viewing a house right now, and she felt angry that he expected her to.

		He was back in ten minutes, buttoning up a
			clean blue shirt. ‘What do you think?’ he asked. ‘Isn’t it
			great? Those photos show how it really is too – high ceilings, all the original
			cornices, fireplaces and doors. It needs a new kitchen, but that’s no problem. You
			are going to love the garden.’

		‘I don’t want to see it,’
			she said quietly. ‘I’ve had enough stress and upheaval to last me a
			lifetime. I’ve got nothing left in me to cope with moving.’

		‘You what?’ he exclaimed.
			‘Oh come on, Eva. You can’t carry on sitting in here day after day doing
			nothing. You’ll love this place, I know you will. And if we don’t act
			quickly, we’ll lose it.’

		‘You call all I’ve been doing
			nothing?’ she said, her voice rising. ‘I’ve hardly had a minute to
			myself since Sophie died. Aren’t I entitled to sit about for a while?’

		Since the funeral she’d had so much to
			do that she hadn’t even been able to consider going back to her old job. But
			keeping busy hadn’t made the desire to be alone go away. In truth, the only times
			she’d felt anywhere near being happy again was when she had been alone,
			giving the house at Pottery Lane a final clean and sprucing up the garden before putting
			it on the market, and sorting out things at The Beeches.

		She hadn’t expected to feel so sad
			about Pottery Lane being sold. Once she’d cleaned it all and polished the windows
			till they gleamed, she had sunk down on to the floor and cried. It wasn’t just
			because it was so beautiful now, but because it was her legacy from Flora. On some deep
			level she could understand how Flora must have felt arriving back there with a tiny
			baby. And whether it was right or wrong to take another woman’s baby, Flora had
			loved her, and to Eva she would always be her dearly beloved mother,
			whatever the rights or wrongs were.

		The terror of the night of the fire
			wasn’t something she wanted to be reminded of, but she did want to hold on to the
			memory of Phil taking her back to the studio after the handbag snatching, all those
			lovely moments with him when they were just friends, and the bliss of their lovemaking
			after they came back from Scotland.

		She’d become a grown-up there, met
			Patrick for the first time, learned so many practical skills from Brian. Flora had
			always claimed the dead looked down from heaven and watched over those they loved. She
			hoped that was true, and that Flora would understand why she was selling it now.

		Phil’s words interrupted her thoughts
			and brought her rudely back to the present. ‘I was only trying to help you to move
			forward,’ he said. ‘This place is dreary and shabby, and a few pots on a
			patio don’t make a garden. You’d be much happier with a project. Interior
			design is your thing, isn’t it?’

		‘I thought it was, until my house was
			set on fire,’ she snapped at him. ‘All that effort, planning and hard work
			went up in smoke. I can’t think about doing another house yet.’

		‘What can you think about then?’
			he asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘You certainly aren’t thinking
			about us any more. Since you wound up things in Cheltenham I’ve hardly had a word
			out of you. You’re either sitting there staring into space, or you’ve got
			your nose stuck in a book. You show no enthusiasm for anything – not food, lovemaking,
			going to the pictures, or even your appearance. I get the impression that you’d
			rather be anywhere but here with me.’

		‘For God’s sake!’ she yelled
			at him. ‘Just because you saw a house today that you like, it doesn’t mean
			I’ve got to jump up and down with joy. Just leave me alone, can’t
			you!’

		His face darkened. ‘Did you want me to
			leave you alone after that guy assaulted you, or after the fire? Did I leave you alone
			when all the stuff happened with Andrew and poor Sophie? I’ve bent over backwards
			to help, I’ve felt for you every step of the way. But it’s all over now. And
			now you say you want me to leave you alone? How could you?’

		‘You don’t understand. I’m
			sick of being talked at, of being expected to snap out of it. I don’t want people
			asking me how I am, what I’m going to do next. I can’t answer those
			questions, because I never get the peace and silence I need to find the answers,’
			she snarled at him.

		‘Fuck off! I was only trying to
			help,’ he roared back at her. ‘If you bloody well thought of someone else
			but yourself for five minutes, maybe you’d see that.’

		He turned and stomped off into the bedroom,
			leaving Eva shocked that he’d sworn and shouted at her. But she felt unable to go
			after him to apologize, so she just stayed on the sofa, rigid with tension.

		He came back a few minutes later. He’d
			taken off the smart shirt and trousers and had changed into jeans and a T-shirt.

		‘We can’t go on like this,
			Eva,’ he said. His voice was so sad, it made her feel even worse than when he
			shouted at her. ‘You won’t let me in. It’s like living with a
			domesticated robot. I’ve done everything I can to try to help. But the Eva I fell
			in love with has gone, and somehow I don’t think she’s ever going to come
			back.’

		‘I want that Eva to come back,’
			she said wearily. ‘But it’s like I’m dead inside. The kindest thing I
			could do for you would be to clear off, and leave you to find happiness with someone
			else.’

		‘I don’t want anyone else,’
			he said firmly. ‘But I can’t live like this either. The sale of the studio
			will be completed next week. You’ve dealt with everything you can at The Beeches,
			Ben’s got the Power of Attorney now, and he’s off the hook with the police.
			It’s time you decided what it is you want for yourself. I had hoped that it would
			be a house for us to share, and to get married. But I know that isn’t what you
			want, and so I’m waiting to hear an alternative.’

		He picked up the keys to his van.

		‘Where are you going?’ she
			asked.

		‘To see a man about a plastering
			job,’ he said. ‘Think on what I’ve said while I’m gone. I want
			an answer when I get back.’

		He left then. No door slamming, that
			wasn’t his way.

		Eva sat there on the sofa, not even able to
			cry.

		Andrew hadn’t made a complete
			recovery. But he was considered well enough to stand trial, which was set for September.
			Meanwhile, he was being held on remand in Gloucester Prison. When Ben went to see him
			there, he likened his condition to that of a stroke victim. His speech was slurred, his
			memory was affected, and he had lost some of the movement in his right arm and leg.

		Ben said it was difficult to know whether it
			was the shock of Sophie’s suicide or his injuries that had changed Andrew, but he
			had broken down and made a complete confession to the police. He was intending to plead
			guilty, and he insisted that all charges were to be dropped against Ben. He also agreed
			to give him the Power of Attorney.

		‘He’s like a pathetic little old
			man,’ Ben had said after the visit. ‘He’s shrunk in every possible
			way. I wanted to hate him, but the dad I knew isn’t there any more to hate. Maybe
			it’s just as well his mind isn’t as sharp as it used to be – the way he is now, he can deal with the boredom and the lack of freedom
			in prison.’

		Ben didn’t intend to see his father
			again once he was sentenced. ‘There’s no point, Eva. I can’t forgive
			him, so I’m going to airbrush him out of my life. I’ll take the money due to
			me from The Beeches when it’s sold, for Mum’s sake, but only my share.
			I’m going to instruct the solicitor to give Dad’s share to Portwall, to try
			to make restitution for what he took from them.’

		Eva could hardly believe that her little
			brother could be so grown-up and honourable.

		She had stayed in a bed and breakfast near
			The Beeches while she sorted everything out and organized an auction room to take all
			the furniture and household goods.

		It was so strange going through drawers and
			cupboards, finding things – such as the board games she, Sophie and Ben had played with.
			She found an emerald-green scarf of Flora’s in Sophie’s room, and guessed
			her sister had been taking it to bed with her. She found herself rubbing it against her
			cheek and sobbing for both of them. Reminders were everywhere: old dressing-up clothes
			in the attic rooms, dolls and teddy bears packed away in an old suitcase, Ben’s
			collection of Matchbox cars, and a bracelet of Flora’s tucked down the side of a
			chair.

		It was easy to stuff Andrew’s clothes
			into bin bags for the charity shop; nothing of his brought on pangs of sorrow. Yet the
			pastry cutters in the kitchen, the secateurs in the potting shed, and a half-used pot of
			face cream of Flora’s made her dissolve into tears.

		Olive came round to give her a hand on two
			consecutive days, and it was good to have her there. She was practical – not given to
			analysing, or offering advice unasked. What she brought to the table was common sense, a
			listening ear, and a knowledge of which items were valuable enough to
			sell in an auction and which would only be fit for a charity shop. Anyone else would
			have picked over things and asked about them. But Olive didn’t; she just packed
			them into the appropriate boxes and didn’t allow Eva to get sentimental about
			anything.

		‘Take a few things of Sophie’s
			and Flora’s, if you like,’ she said casually. ‘But let everything else
			go. Possessions can become like chains – especially ones that act as unwelcome
			reminders.’

		When Olive left on the last day, she hugged
			Eva. ‘I know you think you’ll never get over all this. But you will. Write
			down how you feel each day. In a little while you’ll have a day when you feel
			happy, and you’ll suddenly realize you haven’t thought about Sophie or your
			mum for a few hours. That will be the start of better times. And believe me, it will
			come sooner than you think.’

		Once everything had been taken away by the
			auctioneers, and the clothes and oddments had gone to a charity shop, Eva had cleaned
			the house from top to bottom. Then she locked the doors and took the keys to the estate
			agent who would be handling the sale for Ben.

		Eva had hired a car for the week she was at
			The Beeches. As she drove out for the last time, she stopped at the gates, got out and
			took one last look back at the house. It was beautiful, and even though the flower beds
			around the lawn were now choked with weeds, she could still imagine Flora kneeling on
			the grass, at her happiest with dirty hands, tending her flowers. Eva hoped whoever
			bought it would be happy. She certainly wouldn’t want to buy a place where so much
			tragedy had taken place.

		Later she drove round to Crail Road. The
			house looked just the same, though the tenant in her old room had stuck plastic sunflowers on the window. She wondered if Tod still lived there, and if he
			ever did enrol on his counselling course. He was bound to have read about what happened
			to her family in the papers; she wondered how he had reacted to the story.

		Now as she sat in the flat, Phil’s
			last words ringing in her ears, she remembered that Tod had said she was needy. She had
			been then, but she wasn’t now. Needy people didn’t want to be alone.

		It crossed her mind that her real sister,
			Freya, could be feeling the same as her, and maybe that was why she’d never got in
			touch again. It was just as well she hadn’t – Eva knew she hadn’t got
			anything left inside her for anyone else.

		So what was she to do? Patrick had said
			shortly after Sophie’s funeral that she ought to get away, right out of England
			and far away from all the bad memories. He’d meant with Phil of course – but even
			if Phil was free to go, that wouldn’t work. They’d just be taking the same
			problem with them.

		But what if she was to go alone – go to
			Paris, to Rome and Florence? See all those works of art Patrick often talked about, and
			find out if being completely cut off from everything and everyone was what she really
			wanted?

		She considered that for a few minutes, but
			just the thought of having to get tickets, then pack and get on the right plane all
			seemed far too hard. Yet imagining herself walking around Florence, seeing the wonders
			of the Uffizi Gallery or the Pitti Palace, was a lovely daydream. Patrick had once said
			that he’d like to take her there and show her all his favourite paintings and
			sculptures, but that wasn’t likely to happen, he was always too busy.

		Would it really be that hard to pack and get
			tickets? Why was she being so pathetic?

		Just thinking of doing it gave her a twinge of
			hope.

		But would Phil go along with it? If she
			went, would he say that was the end?

		Did she want it to be the end?

		She put her head in her hands. She felt like
			that famous and hideous picture called ‘The Scream’. Was she speeding
			towards a mental breakdown? How did she think she was going to cope in Europe with just
			schoolgirl French and a smattering of Italian, if she couldn’t cope here?

		Yet that in itself was an attraction – if
			she didn’t know the language, she couldn’t be drawn into conversations.
			Without talking, perhaps she could nurse her inner self back to what it once was?

		One thing was very clear to her. If she
			stayed here, she was never going to recover. She would carry on doing what she’d
			done for months now – pretending she was fine, and dying a little more inside every day.
			Sooner or later, Phil would lose patience and ask her to go. He was getting nothing out
			of this relationship now, other than having his clothes washed and his meals cooked. A
			few months down the line she might be too apathetic to even do that.

		He deserved better.

		Phil came back soon after eleven, and she
			knew he’d been in a pub by the smell of cigarettes clinging to him. He went to the
			fridge and got himself a can of beer.

		‘Well,’ he said as he sat down
			opposite her, ‘your time is up. What are you going to do?’

		His directness was one of the things she
			loved about him. He said he liked it in other people, now she was going to test him.

		‘I’m going to Europe,’ she
			said.

		‘For ever?’

		‘No, just for as long as it takes to
			find myself again. Sorry, that sounds like one of those dippy-hippy sayings.’

		‘And am I supposed to sit and wait for
			you?’

		‘I wouldn’t have the cheek to
			ask that of you,’ she said, hanging her head. ‘But you’re right, we
			can’t go on like this. I’ve leaned on you long enough, Phil. It’s time
			I learned to stand alone.’

		He leaned back on the sofa and put his hands
			on his head. The gesture was one of bewilderment.

		‘I love you,’ he said, his voice
			cracking. ‘Right now I wish I didn’t, because then I could show you the
			door, and I could pick up the life I had before I met you. We’ve been through so
			much together, Eva. This isn’t how it should end.’

		‘I don’t want it to be the end.
			But until I’m mended inside I’m no good to you.’

		‘And how will going off to Europe
			“mend you”?’ he said with more than a touch of sarcasm.

		‘I don’t know if it will. But I
			know if I stay here, feeling the way I do now, I’ll end up in a loony
			bin.’

		‘Then go. I don’t want that for
			you,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘But do it quickly. Send me a postcard
			from Paris.’ He walked off to the bedroom and shut the door.

		An hour later, Eva was still sitting in the
			same place and crying. She knew she’d hurt Phil really badly, and her whole being
			wanted to go and cuddle him and say she wasn’t going anywhere. But she
			couldn’t do that. All she could guarantee was that she would wear him down with
			her silences, her distance, and it would poison his life. He really did deserve
			better.

		She slept in his brother’s old room,
			and she woke in the morning to hear the familiar sound of Phil making tea and his
			sandwiches for the day. He didn’t bring her tea as he usually
			did. She was glad, because she didn’t think she could bear to go if she saw his
			face one more time.

		Lying there, she waited for him to open the
			front door and then close it behind him. She half expected him to shout out something
			nasty, or at least bang the door shut. But, considerate as always, he did it quietly
			with no last bitter remark or an order to leave her key behind when she left.

		She heard the van starting up and then
			pulling away. Tears rolled down her cheeks, because she knew he was hurting. It was
			tempting to pull the duvet over her again and cry into the pillow. But having told him
			she was leaving, she had to.

		It was after twelve when she left, with a
			medium-sized wheeled suitcase. She’d packed the rest of her more wintry clothes
			into a bin liner and tucked it tidily under the spare bed. She would go directly to the
			airport and buy a ticket to Paris there. She’d telephoned her solicitor and her
			bank to tell them she was going away and would be in touch with a forwarding
			address.

		Her bank and solicitor had Phil’s bank
			details, and she’d asked them to pay £10,000 into his account when the funds from
			the sale of Pottery Lane were cleared. She knew he would have refused it if she’d
			given him the money, but she owed it to him for all the work he’d done on the
			house. She intended to write to Ben, Patrick, Olive and Gregor later today and
			explain.

		Finally she cleaned the flat, and last of
			all wrote Phil a letter. She had so much she wanted and needed to say, but
			couldn’t put it into words. So in the end all she wrote was a simple note.

		
			
				Phil,
			

			
				I loved you, I still love you and I always will. But I can’t make you
					happy until I’ve learned how be happy again. I wish more than anything
					that all this awful stuff hadn’t happened, because it’s made me
					someone I don’t want to be.
			

			
				You have been the very best person in my whole life. I’ll never forget how
					you loved and supported me through everything.
			

			
				My love always,
			

			
				Eva
			

			
				PS: I’ve left some clothes under your brother’s bed. I’ll
					understand if you throw them out.
			

		

	
		
Chapter Thirty

		
			Sorrento
		

		Eva leaned on the rail of the swimming deck,
			looking down at the waves washing over the rocks some four feet below. The afternoon sun
			was beating down on to her bare shoulders, and the decking was too hot to stand on
			without her flip-flops.

		She was alone. All the other guests at The
			Royal Hotel had retreated up the steps to the shade of the gardens. She could hear their
			laughter, the clink of glasses and the soft murmur of the same tape of Italian songs
			she’d heard almost continually for the whole time she’d been staying
			here.

		The ferry to Capri was just leaving the
			harbour. As the swell from the boat reached the rocks beneath her, she saw the fish.
			About ten of them, four or five inches long – sardines perhaps, because there was a
			flash of silver as the waves tossed them from one rock pool to another. They appeared to
			be trying to get back into the open sea. But each time they almost made it, another wave
			came and they were tossed back.

		She watched them for some time, almost
			mesmerized by the futility of their exertions, and it suddenly occurred to her that she
			had a great deal in common with them. In the last eighteen months she’d been
			tossed around by outside forces, reeling from one disaster to another, and she had lost
			all sense of direction.

		Just like the sardines in the rock pools
			with their desire to reach the open sea, she’d left England
			almost four months ago in the belief that if she just removed herself from her past
			life, she’d save her sanity and find the ability to be happy again.

		She had no fears for her sanity any more.
			She’d had times in Paris when she’d been terrified and felt totally
			isolated. She missed Phil so badly, it was like an open wound – just a glimpse of a man
			who looked a bit like him made her heart race. Yet however scared she was at first in
			Paris, and however much she wanted to stay in her room in the pension in St Germain and
			hide away, she made herself leave there each morning. First, she would have a coffee and
			a pastry at a sidewalk cafe while she people-watched, then later she went off to explore
			whichever area of Paris she’d decided on the night before. She found her way
			around the Métro, walked for miles, visited all the well-known tourist attractions – and
			most of the less well-known ones too – and went to parts of the city most people
			avoided.

		Loneliness, she had finally decided,
			wasn’t the same as being alone. She did feel lonely sometimes – usually when she
			saw something that made her laugh, and she wished Phil was there to laugh with her. She
			felt lonely too eating on her own; food was something which was always better shared.
			But mostly she found being alone almost a guilty pleasure, because she didn’t have
			to consider anyone else’s feelings or tastes.

		She had felt very sorry for herself when she
			first left England, and the only way she could stop the self-pity was by reminding
			herself how fortunate she was that she had money in the bank from the sale of the
			studio. She still lived frugally, because she had never been a spendthrift, but it was a
			safe feeling knowing she had that big cushion of money behind her.

		Maybe it was Olive’s suggestion that she
			write down her feelings, or Flora’s influence, which made her start a diary.
			Certainly the irritation she’d felt at Flora’s lack of real information in
			her diaries made her record not just what she did each day, what she saw, but also how
			she felt.

		Looking back at her diary almost a month
			after she started, she noticed that on her tenth day in Paris she’d written that
			the noise of the traffic didn’t seem so loud any more, that she didn’t mind
			being jostled by crowds, and that sometimes she even wanted to talk to people. That was
			the point when she began to feel better.

		Writing had been her saviour, she was
			convinced of that. It filled time, it both soothed and kept her mind sharp, and it
			became a reason to explore further, just for the joy of writing about it. One day, while
			scribbling away in a cafe, an English couple asked her if she was writing a book. They
			said they’d seen her there before, always writing. Without even stopping to think,
			she said she was. Knowing she was never going to see them again, she told them a
			fictionalized story about herself, and it was the most liberating thing she’d ever
			done. To invent a different past for herself meant she could be anyone – rid herself of
			old scars, emotional baggage and a bad self-image.

		It was only once she was in bed that night,
			with the hum of traffic coming through the open windows on a warm breeze, that it
			occurred to her that maybe the story she’d told that couple – that she’d
			taken a sabbatical from her job in an advertising agency in order to write – could well
			be turned into a book. She found herself excited by the idea of inventing a heroine who
			was all the things she was not: someone beautiful and brave, who had amazing adventures
			as she travelled from city to city.

		From Paris she took a train, first to
			Florence and then to Rome. As she assimilated the turbulent histories
			of both those ancient cities and found herself wowed by their magnificent works of art,
			she wrote about what she saw and experienced. Paige, her heroine, did things Eva
			wouldn’t dare: she had an affair with a snake-hipped, doe-eyed waiter who stole
			her money, she accepted invitations to the homes of total strangers, and she drove a
			Vespa around the narrow streets in tiny shorts and a cropped top. There really were
			handsome waiters who made eyes at Eva, but her heart was still with Phil.

		Sitting in pavement cafes or strolling past
			expensive shops, she’d observed the elegance and self-assurance of Italians,
			marvelling that the design of their clothes, shoes, lighting and furniture were all so
			much more stylish than their English counterparts. She wrote that Paige was asked to
			design an interior for a splendid old palazzo Eva had seen on the banks of the Arno near
			the Ponte Vecchio, and she delighted in writing about the fabrics, the colours and the
			beautiful antique furniture she would put into it. Paige let herself be seduced by the
			owner of the palazzo – wild, steamy sex that made Eva feel even more wistful about
			Phil.

		However exciting Rome was, in July it became
			too hot and crowded for even Paige to enjoy it. So Eva caught the train to Naples and
			arrived here in Sorrento, on the Amalfi coast, to find that it was a different Italy,
			one of natural beauty that man had no hand in.

		The clear sapphire sea, the terrifying
			hairpin bends along cliff roads with sheer drops to rocks hundreds of feet below, the
			slower pace and the air, heavy with the scent of lemons, enchanted her. She had no fear
			of walking about here after dark, although it was often more tempting to just sit on the
			balcony of her room in The Royal Hotel to watch the sun set over the sea. The comfort,
			friendliness and location of the hotel were seductive too. She could
			catch a train to see the wonders of Pompeii. The ferry went to Capri, Positano and
			Amalfi, and the staff greeted her each morning like an old friend or a member of the
			family. And they seemed glad she stayed on and on.

		The warm sun, the profusion of flowers and
			trees, and the writing of her story all worked more magic on her. When she looked in the
			mirror she saw an attractive girl of twenty-two, small, curvy, with pretty blue eyes and
			shapely legs – not the plump and plain girl she had once believed she was. So the blonde
			streaks in her hair weren’t natural, but her suntan was; she looked good in her
			turquoise bikini, and not a day passed without men smiling or whistling at her.

		She wasn’t really aware that
			she’d started to enjoy other people’s company. It crept up on her. First it
			was Sadie from Essex, who sat next to her going across on the ferry to Capri. She was a
			student, alone too, and they talked about the thriller Sadie had with her, one Eva had
			also read, found on the hotel bookshelf. By the time they got to Capri it seemed natural
			to explore the pretty little town together. When they arrived back in Sorrento harbour
			in the early evening, they went to a bar and got drunk together, talking and laughing as
			if they’d known each other for years. Eva told Sadie about how she had first lied
			and said she was writing a book, and now it seemed she really was. They talked about the
			plot and made up more and more ridiculous adventures for her heroine. It was such a fun
			evening, but Sadie was going back to Naples to meet up with a couple of friends the next
			day. When they parted, Eva was genuinely sad.

		From then on there were many more people to
			spend a day, an afternoon or an evening with. Each one had a story: betrayal, divorce,
			sickness, trouble with parents, or a love affair that had ended badly. And this made her
			realize she wasn’t unique; everyone got a share of misery in
			their lives. Eva found she had no need to tell anyone about herself. She listened and
			sympathized and let them believe she was intrepid, independent and nothing had given her
			a moment of heartache.

		From almost the first day in Sorrento,
			she’d thought this was the place she could stay for ever. She’d begun to
			learn Italian, she’d asked about getting work and even buying property here.
			She’d been convinced that there was no reason to go back to England.

		Until she noticed those fish.

		The fish were better off in the rock pools
			than out in the sea. They could bask in the warmer water; they couldn’t be eaten
			by bigger fish or be scooped up by fishermen. Yet they were striving to get back into
			deeper water because, dangerous or not, they knew that’s where they belonged.

		So where did she belong? Was it in England?
			There was only really Ben, Patrick, Gregor and Olive there. Freya had no interest in
			her, and she’d burned her bridges with Phil. The half a dozen postcards
			she’d sent him had been intended to tell him she was thinking of him all the time,
			but maybe he found them insulting – as if she was thumbing her nose at him. She thought
			he must have got a new girlfriend by now. That stung – she didn’t want to picture
			him with someone else – but after leaving the way she did, she couldn’t expect
			anything else.

		As for her brother and friends, they would
			be perfectly content with only a letter or phone call from her once in a while, if she
			was really happy and settled here. Ben and Patrick would come and visit her too. Maybe
			even Olive would.

		She was happy now. She woke every
			morning feeling good about herself, and felt she’d dealt with all the hurt of the
			past. Her sorrow at losing Flora and Sophie would never go away
			completely. And in some strange way she was glad she had that sore place inside her; it
			was evidence of their importance to her.

		But loving Phil was quite different from
			loving Flora or Sophie. He was there in her heart and mind every day, a raw place that
			would not heal. Each meal she ate, every beautiful view she saw, she wished she was
			sharing it with him. At night in bed she pictured his face: those soft brown eyes, the
			way his lips curled up at the corners like a smile even when he was serious. She heard
			his laughter, whispered words of love, and she remembered how the lovemaking had been
			before all this other stuff got in the way.

		Lots of men had tried to chat her up – in
			France, Rome, Florence and here – but she had no interest in any of them. Phil had been
			special, and no one else would ever make her feel the way she did about him.

		But she had blown it with him. She had to
			accept that and just be grateful that he’d been there for her when she most needed
			love. He’d also let her go without bitter words or nasty accusations. A man like
			Phil only came along once in a lifetime.

		Tears sprang up in her eyes at the thought
			of what she’d thrown away. She might have got used to loss in her life: Flora and
			Sophie, and all those precious things that were destroyed in the fire. She could accept
			that now. But there would always be deep regret at losing Phil.

		She moved away from the rail and walked
			towards the ladder at the end of the deck to go for a swim. As she descended each rung
			of the steel ladder and the cold water crept up her sun-baked skin, she gasped at the
			exquisite torture. Her hands moved down the smooth steel of the rail till they met the
			waterline, where the metal became covered in slimy green weed.

		She let herself flop into the sea and then
			swam away from the ladder, out to where a string of buoys prevented boats coming close
			to shore. She turned on to her back and floated, enjoying the sensation of the cool
			water caressing her hot scalp.

		Above, wisps of cloud like candyfloss
			drifted across the periwinkle-blue sky. And as always when she swam here, she looked
			back at the land and marvelled at the hotels and houses built right on to the edge of
			the cliffs. She wondered how the builders had the confidence to believe the cliffs would
			hold them safe.

		Perhaps that was the exact reason why she
			needed to go back to England? To prove to herself that all the bad things in her past
			life really were over, that nothing else was going to crumble beneath her, and more
			importantly too that she was now capable of forging a career and a real life for
			herself, that she wasn’t dependent on anyone but herself.

		Eva turned over, took a deep breath and
			dived down into the water, staying down and swimming fast until her lungs felt as if
			they were about to burst.

		As she surfaced, she heard someone shout.
			Treading water, she wiped the water from her eyes and saw a man on the decking, waving.
			She looked around, but there was no one else in the water, so she swam back to the
			ladder to see what he wanted.

		Climbing up, to her astonishment she saw
			that the man was Patrick.

		‘I can’t believe it!’ she
			exclaimed breathlessly as she scrambled up the last few steps. ‘How did you know I
			was here?’

		‘Elementary, my dear Watson,’ he
			said with a wide smile. ‘The last postcard you sent was a picture of this hotel. I
			rang yesterday to check you were still here.’

		‘I’m too wet to hug you,’
			she said, but she took his hand in both of hers. He looked handsome in
			a white short-sleeved shirt and pale-blue slacks, still with his ponytail, but his face
			and arms were brown and healthy-looking. ‘What a wonderful surprise.’

		‘It’s equally wonderful to see
			you looking so fit and well,’ he said. ‘But it’s too hot for me down
			here. Shall we go up into the garden and have a drink or two?’

		‘What made you come?’ she asked
			later, when she’d dried herself off, put on a sarong and they were sitting at a
			table under the trees.

		‘To get you to come home,’ he
			said simply. ‘Phil showed me the postcards you’d sent him a couple of nights
			ago when I called round to see him. I got the distinct impression from them that you
			might be miles away but he was still in your heart.’

		‘He is,’ she admitted.
			‘But I’ve hurt him too badly to hope that he still feels anything for
			me.’

		‘He isn’t one to wear his heart
			on his sleeve or to cry into his beer, but I know he wants you back.’

		‘He does?’

		Patrick put one of his hands over hers and
			smiled at her. ‘Yes, he does, Eva. He understood why you felt you had to run away.
			He said if he’d been through what you had, he’d have done the
			same.’

		A delicious bubbly feeling coursed through
			her veins. ‘Does he know you’ve come here?’

		‘No, I came on an impulse after I
			phoned the hotel. But the fact you were still here might have meant you had someone new,
			so I wasn’t going to give Phil false hope. Have you got someone?’

		She shook her head. ‘There
			hasn’t been anyone at all. I don’t want anyone but Phil.’

		Patrick grinned. ‘Well then, this
			wasn’t a wild goose chase. I suggest we ring the airport and get you on a plane
			home tomorrow.’

		The waiter came, and Patrick ordered a
			bottle of wine. Then he beamed at her. ‘You mentioned on my card you were writing
			a book. Tell me about it?’

		Eva laughed. ‘Oh, it’s just
			rubbish really – certainly not publishable. But writing it brought back my sanity. It is
			very cathartic. While pretending something is fiction you can write stuff that really
			happened, and make it so it doesn’t hurt any more.’

		He put a hand over hers. ‘I can see
			that you are mended. You look fabulous – shining eyes, glowing skin – the way you looked
			the first time I met you. You know that I went through something like this after Flora
			left me. I know how it feels. I cured myself too by going to Canada. I wrote very bad
			poetry, I drank far too much, and then gradually that black mist lifted. But no one ever
			captured my heart again the way Flora did. I sometimes think if I’d gone up to
			Scotland and found her, that maybe …’ He paused. ‘I think she sent me
			that picture of the cottage because she wanted me to come. But I was too hurt and weak
			to do that. Phil is stronger than that. I dare say some people would say he let you walk
			all over him. But in my opinion only the strongest of men can let their woman go, and
			trust that love doesn’t die, and she’ll come back.’

		Eva’s eyes filled with tears.

		‘Don’t cry,’ Patrick said
			reprovingly. ‘Today is for celebrating. I’ve got something else to tell you
			too. Your sister, Freya, is in London. I met her with Phil a few weeks ago.’

		‘Really!’ she exclaimed.
			‘Where? What is she doing? Is she OK?’

		‘Don’t look so anxious,
			she’s a great little thing. As forthright as you! It seems after
			you saw her in hospital she had a spell working in a nursing home, which she hated. She
			didn’t ring you, because she was too proud. She said she was determined to get a
			good job before she contacted you again. She said something about you both making a
			promise to see each other in a year’s time.’

		‘Yes, we did.’ Eva grinned.
			‘But I’d forgotten about that. So tell me, what is she doing?’

		‘Well, she managed, in her words, to
			“blag her way on to a training course in computers”. That was in Newcastle.
			She lived in some seedy digs while she did it, passed with flying colours and got taken
			on by one of the big computer companies in London. I can’t remember the name of
			it.’

		‘That is amazing!’ Eva felt
			jubilant to hear such unexpected good news.

		‘She’s a tough cookie and
			fiercely independent. She’s sharing a flat in Hammersmith with three other girls,
			and she only rang to speak to you at Phil’s after she’d settled in. Phil was
			a bit worried about meeting her alone, having to explain how things had been for you and
			such like. So he took me along. I really liked her – she’s an awful lot like
			you.’

		‘Did she say anything about her
			mother … ?’ Eva paused. ‘Our mother,’ she added.

		‘She still hasn’t surfaced, and
			Freya said quite bluntly that part of her reason for coming south was so that Sue will
			never be able to find her. Both Phil and I thought that was both wise and
			brave.’

		‘What did Phil tell her about me being
			away?’

		‘The truth, Eva. That everything got
			too much for you after Sophie died, and that you were cracking up. Do you know what she
			said?’

		‘No, tell me.’

		‘“I felt so ashamed that I
			didn’t tell her how glad I was she came to see me. She bought me
			such lovely clothes, and it was she who really motivated me to get myself together. I
			have to be on my own too when I’m troubled. I bet even now she’s wanting to
			come back, but afraid you don’t want her any more.”’

		Eva’s eyes filled up again.

		‘Don’t,’ Patrick said, and
			with his thumb he wiped her tears away. ‘Celebration time now. So let’s
			drink to the future? You’ve got a good man, a sister and a brother to go back to.
			And I’ll be around too.’

		Eva had felt she was happy earlier, but now
			she felt she just might burst with it. Life, it seemed, was offering her a second
			chance. She was going to take it with both hands.

		‘To new beginnings,’ she said,
			raising her glass.

		Patrick clinked with his glass. ‘And
			happy ever after, like my Mr Bear books,’ he grinned.

		It was two thirty in the afternoon on the
			following day when Patrick put Eva’s case into a taxi to take her to Naples
			airport. He was going to stay on at the hotel for a few days, then go to Rome to meet up
			with an old friend. He said he had rung Phil that morning, as soon as he’d
			arranged her flight home.

		‘I’m scared,’ Eva admitted
			and leaned against his chest.

		Scared didn’t really cover it. She was
			in a state of elation mixed with terror.

		‘Flying’s nothing these
			days,’ he said, even though he knew perfectly well it wasn’t the flight home
			she was afraid of. He hugged her tightly. ‘Everything will be fine, trust me. Now
			clear off so I can get back to some sunbathing.’

		She laughed then.

		‘That’s better,’ he said
			approvingly. ‘And I forgot to say you look so gorgeous that if there’re any
			newshounds at Heathrow waiting for someone famous to appear,
			they’ll think you’re a celebrity and they’ll start snapping
			you.’

		Eva was actually very pleased with her
			appearance. She’d bought the short pink silk dress and matching jacket a couple of
			weeks earlier in Capri, and had been shocked at how many lira it cost. But it had been
			irresistible; it fitted her perfectly, and it made her feel like a film star.
			She’d had her hair cut and blow-dried that morning, and she looked so different
			from the pale miserable girl who had left London four months ago. She could hardly
			believe it.

		‘Off with you.’ Patrick kissed
			her on both cheeks and nudged her into the taxi. ‘When I get back, we’ll all
			go out to dinner.’

		Eva’s suitcase was one of the first
			to come round on the carousel. As she moved forward to take it off, a man lifted it for
			her and smiled at her. ‘A pretty woman shouldn’t have to haul her own
			case,’ he said.

		She blushed and thought how odd it was that
			she got compliments like that all the time now. But perhaps it was only her tan.

		Clutching the bag with duty-free Bacardi and
			some Chanel aftershave for Phil in one hand, and dragging her case along behind her, she
			passed through Customs and out into the arrivals hall, wondering whether she could
			justify the expense of a taxi rather than a bus or the tube. There were lots of people
			waiting, many of them holding up cards with a name on, and a young man just ahead of her
			was nearly knocked over by a girl who ran towards him full tilt to welcome him with a
			hug.

		Then she saw Phil.

		He was just leaning on the rail, smiling at
			her, and he’d clearly spotted her some time before she’d seen him. Her legs turned to rubber, her heart began to race. How like him to
			surprise her.

		He looked far more handsome than she
			remembered. He was very tanned, wearing a pale-blue short-sleeved shirt and smart grey
			trousers. His smile lit up the whole arrivals hall.

		She tried to run to him, but the wheels on
			the case seemed to stick to the floor. But suddenly he was there in front of her, arms
			open wide, and she forgot the case and threw herself into his embrace.

		‘Welcome home, babe,’ he said.
			‘You look amazing.’

		He caught hold of the case with one hand,
			and her with the other. Then he drew her over to a spot near a wall, and kissed her.

		Nothing in the world was so good. Warm,
			loving and full of promise for the night ahead. It sent tingles all through her body to
			her toes.

		‘Patrick said you’d be waiting
			at home,’ she said when he finally released her.

		‘Do you really think I could wait
			there?’ He laughed. ‘Anyway, we aren’t going home tonight. My brother
			is back there again. So I’ve got us a room in a posh hotel in Bayswater.
			We’ve got a lot of time to make up for.’

		Eva felt unable to speak as they walked to
			the car park. There was so much she wanted to say, to ask, but the words just
			wouldn’t form.

		As they approached the van she remembered
			the day they first met, and how he’d helped her into the front seat and put the
			seat belt around her as if she was a child. And all at once she knew what she had to
			say.

		‘Will you forgive me?’

		He stopped, reaching out to tuck a strand of
			hair behind her ear, and his hand lingered on her cheek. ‘For what?’ He
			smiled. ‘For just having a wobbly attack and needing space? You
			don’t need forgiveness for that. I’m your lover, not your keeper.’

		She put her arms around him and stood on
			tiptoe to kiss him. Just the word ‘lover’ sent delicious thrills down her
			spine.

		It was going to be a night to remember.
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