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  Chapter One


  Frankie was expecting to have to wait until morning coffee. Usual time, usual place: in the kitchen, sitting at the table. Same routine as always.


  Almost the same.


  The diazepam tablets have already been crushed and mixed with Nescaf  a little more than usual, though the pills dont have much taste  and a level teaspoon of Tate
  & Lyle granulated at the bottom of Rozs favourite mug (the one from Caesars Palace in Las Vegas), waiting for boiling water and semi-skimmed milk.


  Its the second Wednesday in April. They always have coffee together at eleven-thirty on Mondays and Wednesdays, that being the earliest time Roz feels able to face company. Not a
  morning-people-person, she told Frankie when she first came to work for her last November.


  Five months ago.


  A night-bird, Roz said.


  She likes, as she told Frankie soon after, a bit of a flutter. Perfectly open about it, no false shame, and Frankie liked her for that.


  Fact is, Frankie is by now well aware, Roz Bailey is a gambler.


  Roulette, mostly, at the Lansdowne Casino in Regency Square in Brighton. Not every night; just Saturdays, Tuesdays, occasionally on Thursdays, almost every single Friday.


  She is, she has confided in Frankie, a reasonably successful gambler, has developed a system of sorts.


  You never really win, of course, Roz said. But if youre persistent, if you concentrate and if you know when to stop, you can have a great time and do okay.


  Roz is not, so far as Frankie knows, very rich, but she is comfortable.


  With a beautiful house, at the top of a hill in Rottingdean.


  The best house in the road.


  Roz is also unattached. No one to answer to. No one  so far as Frankie is aware  who cares about her. Acquaintances, of course, mostly fellow gamblers at the club. But no one who
  really cares.


  Thats the point.


  The reason for this.


  That, and, of course, the house.


  The two mugs  Frankies decorated with a black-and-white cat  are waiting on the tray by the kettle on one of the granite worktops in the beautiful
  grey-and-white kitchen  except that fate has just intervened in the form of Roz coming down twenty minutes earlier than usual and finding Frankie working at the garden end of the
  conservatory.


  Morning, love.


  Morning, Mrs Bailey. Frankies heart is pounding with shock, but she covers well. Youre early.


  Mm, Roz says.


  Shes wearing her blue dressing-gown, a velour-type garment with a zip, the kind some older women wear for entertaining at home because of its slinkiness. Though Roz does
  not, in fact, entertain, nor does she look particularly slinky. A nice-enough-looking woman, waistline probably a few inches more at forty-three than it used to be, dark, jaw-length hair touched up
  with semi-permanent tint every now and then, she looks nevertheless, some mornings, somewhat the worse for wear.


  This is one of those mornings, which could, Frankie supposes, mean that last night  Tuesday  was either a bad and very late night at the Lansdowne, or a very good and late one.


  No difference to Frankie.


  No difference to Roz either, if she only knew it.


  Frankies mind is on the coffee mugs standing out in full sight in the kitchen, the contents of the Caesars Palace one looking, perhaps, if one were to bother to look, a bit
  odd.


  All right? she asks casually.


  If you like that sort of thing. Roz is rueful.


  Bad night?


  Late night. And I couldnt sleep when I did get to bed.


  Oh, well, Frankie says, at least its a nice morning. She pauses. Coffee soon?


  Oh, now, I think, Roz says. If you dont mind.


  Course not. Frankies stomach lurches with excitement.


  Lets have it in here, shall we? Roz suggests. For a change.


  Fine, Frankie says, easily.


  Couldnt be better.


  Could not be better.


  In the right place.


  Roz appears to notice, for the first time, thanks to her gambling-insomniac hangover, that Frankie is holding one of her indoor gardening tools, a miniature scythe, in her right hand.


  Those damn weeds come up again?


  Indeed they have, the second crop this month to stick their stupid, springtime-eager necks up through some of the white-and-navy Spanish stone floor tiles.


  Yeah, Frankie says. Little buggers.


  Roz comes closer, peering. I suppose well have to take care of the roots.


  Ill buy some Weedol, Frankie says.


  Roz frowns down at the floor. Make sure it doesnt stain the tiles.


  Ill read the directions, Frankie says. Before I pay for it.


  Roz glances at the little scythe still in her hand, and her forehead puckers again. Hope you havent scratched the stone with that.


  For a moment or two, Frankies hand seems to itch.


  No, she tells herself. No blood.


  I do love my tiles, Roz says.


  Her tiles.


  Ill get the coffee. Frankie puts the scythe down, knowing shell have to clean it before she puts it back beside the baby trowel by the wall beyond the orchids.
  You have a sit down, Mrs B. You look like you need it.


  In the kitchen, waiting for the cordless kettle to boil, Frankie sees her hands are shaking.


  Stop that, girl.


  No going back now.


  She opens the biscuit barrel, takes out two digestives and two ginger nuts, puts them on a pale-grey plate, and the shaking stops.


  Could go back if she wanted to.


  The water in the Russell Hobbs bubbles and bounces, and the switch clicks off.


  Too late now.


  Frankie pours, first into the Caesars Palace mug, then her own.


  As it comes, Roz always says about coffee and tea.


  Good job, Frankie thinks now, adding milk to the coffee, crushed pills and sugar mix.


  And then she notices the crumbs.


  Two of them, on the worktop between the barrel and tray.


  She tears off a piece of paper roll and sweeps them into the palm of her left hand, then opens the pedal bin with her right foot, folds the paper neatly around the crumbs and drops it in.


  Except shes not sure, suddenly, if both crumbs went in.


  She starts to bend, going to check the floor.


  Not now.


  But if the crumb is on the Amtico, and if she forgets and treads on it later . . .


  Not now, Frankie.


  With an effort of will, she straightens, picks up the tray.


  Tread on it and one crumb becomes a hundred.


  Another voice speaks in her head.


  Stupid cunt.


  Bos voice.


  For a moment, Frankie feels the shaking begin again, and then she brings it back under control.


  Bugger the crumbs, she says quietly.


  And bugger you, too, Bo.


  She steadies the tray and, careful not to spill a drop of coffee, carries it out into the hall, and on into the conservatory.


  Here we go, she says.


  


  Chapter Two


  Even now, five years later, when Alex looked at the cooker  at least, whenever it was clean and properly polished and looking its handsome best, the way it was always
  supposed to be but all too seldom was  she remembered going out to order it.


  Three days after Matts funeral, the day after her mother, Sandra, had flown back to Stockholm, where shed been living with the latest man in her life, and Alex had been both
  relieved because shed gone and ashamed to be feeling that way.


  The Aga was her gift to him. Better than flowers on his grave, though she had taken those along, too, that same day, a bunch of delphiniums shed spotted in Selsdon Road, and which were,
  had been, his favourite in the wild.


  She had taken them out of their wrapping paper and scattered them so that it looked as if a wind had blown them there, and then she had crouched low beside the still fresh and incomparably
  desolate grave, and told him about the Aga.


  Ive done it, sweetheart. In the blue you wanted. Almost the same colour as these.


  She had remembered, an hour or so later, that delphiniums were poisonous, had jumped in the car and driven back to the cemetery to retrieve them, afraid that some bird or animal might eat them,
  or even (she had always been prey to over-the-top imaginings) that a toddler might pick them up and get belladonna or whatever the poison was on its fingers and stick them in its mouth.


  The flowers had still been there, all ten of them, for there was no wind and no creature or human had taken them away, and she had gathered them up and explained it to Matt. Had almost heard him
  laughing at her.


  Almost.


  The cooker was what Matt had aspired to for years, though the plan had been to wait till they could move out of the flat over Caf Jardin and find their house. Which was
  going to have at least three bedrooms, hed said, with a kitchen big enough for at least a two-oven Aga and a long table.


  Long enough for our kids and Suzy and any kids she might have and as many of our friends as we can fit in, but not necessarily all their kids, Matt had said.


  Alex had asked how many children he foresaw them having, and hed said it was up to her, that hed settle for any number from one to five, and if by chance there were problems that
  meant they couldnt have any, hed be glad to adopt, and if that didnt appeal to her, it was all right with him too.


  So long as I have you.


  Alex remembered crying when he said that.


  Less than a year later, Matt had been dead, and Suzy in a coma.


  Theyd all met on day one at Croydon Grammar aged eleven.


  Changing into PE kit for the first time, Alex cringing a bit about exposing her long, spindly arms and legs, darting glances around at the hotchpotch of body shapes and colours, certain that
  everyone else felt more confident than she did, her gaze had fallen on a pretty, petite girl with long blond hair done up in a messy plait, standing staring hopelessly into her gym bag.


  The girl had looked up, caught Alexs eye, and grinned.


  No kit, shed said, her voice low and a little husky.


  Alex had moved closer. Nothing at all?


  Shoes, the girl had said. Good bloody start.


  You could share mine. Alex had looked her up and down. Not sure about the shorts, but the top should be okayish. At least well both be half right.


  Why should you get a bollocking too? the girl asked.


  Alex had shrugged. They cant shoot us.


  Okay, the girl had said. Thanks.


  Im Alex Harper, Alex had said, pulling off her top.


  Suzy Levin, the other girl had said. Youve got great legs.


  He had been outside, waiting for Suzy after school.


  Thats Matt, my brother, Suzy had told Alex. He goes to Saint Aloysius.


  Alex had looked, had seen a boy of about fourteen, tall, with longish dark hair, brown eyes and a warm smile, and had felt herself start to melt.


  Suzy had pulled her across the pavement towards him.


  This is Alex, though I think Im going to call her Ally, shed said. I forgot my PE kit and she shared hers so we both got into trouble and were going to
  be best friends.


  Cool. Matt had given his sister a hug and grinned. Fancy a burger?


  Food from the word go.


  


  Chapter Three


  Nearly done now.


  Easy so far.


  So fucking easy, Frankie could cry.


  Or laugh.


  Cry in a way, she supposes, since she quite liked Roz. Its all right to cry when someone you like is dying.


  Nice enough way to go, mind. Going to sleep, no worries about whats going to happen next. No fear or pain. Better than what might have come naturally in the fullness of time. Cancer,
  maybe, or stroke. Or sitting on a plane knowing its going to crash.


  Not very likely, the last, but probably more likely than being murdered, though Frankies heard it said youre more likely to be murdered than win the Lotto.


  Roz would have loved winning the lottery.


  Most likely, given time, shed have got cancer. All those smoky casinos. Frankies only ever been in one, in Blackpool with Bo, years ago, and she couldnt stand it, the smoke
  and all the people packed round the tables, standing so close, touching her . . .


  Lung cancer, probably.


  Shes saved Roz that, at least.


  Just a mug of coffee  and if the tablets did make any difference to the taste, she didnt mention it  and then just dozing off in her lovely chintz-covered cane armchair in
  her pretty, glass-roofed conservatory.


  No idea of what was coming.


  Frankies been putting off the next bit.


  Wondering if she could change her mind, finish it with a cushion instead. Just pick it up, stick it over her face, push it down till its finished.


  But shes always really liked Rozs cushions, knows she had them made by some woman in Hangleton, and Frankie wont be able to ask her to make a replacement, and anyway the
  newer fabric would never match.


  So its got to be the plastic bag, hasnt it?


  Uglier to have to watch, but much cleaner.


  A clear winner then.


  Frankie often wonders what shed do without plastic.


  She notices just before she puts the bag on.


  Two spots of something on the padded arm of the chair.


  Drool from the corner of Rozs mouth, she realises with disgust, because theres still a little of it on the unconscious womans chin.


  Leave it for now.


  More important things to do first.


  She picks up the plastic bag, then hesitates.


  If she doesnt clean off those two spots right away, theyll dry into the fabric and mark it, and then, however much she scrubs, shell know theyre still there, like one
  of those infections they say people carry around inside their mouths.


  Frankie looks down at the floor, sees  is almost certain she sees  another spot of it on one of the Spanish tiles.


  I do love my tiles, Roz said before coffee.


  Frankies tiles now. Or they will be soon.


  Soon as shes dealt with this.


  She puts down the bag again and goes to fetch what she needs, hurrying, even though theres no chance of Roz waking for hours, but still, shes not going to run any risks now. She
  tackles the spots efficiently, removing and disinfecting, the new smell far from beautiful, but very satisfactory.


  Frankie is very good at what she does.


  And now, with that taken care of, she can attend to the other thing.


  


  Chapter Four


  It was Suzy who had finally  when Matt was almost twenty-one and she and Alex eighteen  pushed them out of the uncomplicated cosiness of great friendship into
  what she had always known was inevitable.


  For Gods sake, shed told them both, separately. You know youre made for each other, so why not just stop fucking around and start fucking
  around?


  They had opened Caf Jardin a year later  three months after their wedding  renting the flat upstairs. Matt was master of the kitchen, Alex controlled the business and what
  she called front of house, and Suzy, in PR by then, used all her contacts brazenly to plug them. Young as they were, together they had made the restaurant  in Selsdon, near
  South Croydon  pretty and exceptionally comfortable both inside and out in the garden; flowers for all seasons, a sheltered area and heaters outside, banquettes with plump floral cushions
  within. And customers had ventured in, swiftly taken pleasure in both the surroundings and, more crucially, in Matts cooking, and had spread the word.


  Matt Levin understands food and people, a Time Out reviewer had written, and soon Caf Jardin had sported a waiting list for weekends, Thursdays and
  Fridays.


  Alex had loved working with Matt more than shed ever loved doing anything, and living upstairs with him had been even better, and though the present had been more than good enough, it
  hadnt stopped them talking, sometimes, about the future, about the house and the Aga and children and dogs.


  And then, one spring Monday afternoon, Suzy had come to pick Matt up to take him to a radio interview shed set up for him at LBC, and a lorry coming the other way on Streatham Hill had
  burst a tyre and hit Suzys car head-on, and Matt had been pronounced dead on arrival at Kings College Hospital A&E, and when Alex had seen Suzy later that day in their ICU, her
  beloved sister-in-law and best friend had been almost unrecognizable, and the world as she had known it had come to an end.


  The blue Aga had sat in the kitchen in which it did not truly fit, either in dimension or style, in the small flat above Caf Jardin, had gone on sitting and gathering
  dust, because when the specialist fitters had arrived to connect it Alex had asked them to go away. It had, on the day shed bought it, been a defiant demonstration of surviving love, an
  attempt to create a solid, visible bridge from the old life to the new. The reality of the hopelessness of the gesture had hit home within days; without Matt there to use the Aga, it was worse than
  pointless, it was yet another cruel and constant reminder of the enormity of her loss.


  She had, in any case, no appetite, seldom ate at all, and then only as little as she could get down, keep down, in order to survive. Baked beans, toast or, on occasions, a boiled egg. Nothing
  that required an Aga.


  Suzys injuries had been profound and far-reaching. The facial wounds that had initially caused such distress to Alex and to Lyn Perry  Suzys and Matts aunt, flown
  over in a state of grief and shock from Florida  had been the very least of it, mostly cuts, abrasions and bruising, all of which could be either stitched or left to heal naturally. The
  damage to Suzys legs and pelvis, however, was much more severe; would  if she recovered sufficiently from her head injury to become aware of such things  cause her considerable
  long-term pain and take a long time to mend, and Suzys orthopaedic surgeon had refused to commit himself as to the extent of her ultimate recovery and mobility.


  She will walk again, whatever they say, both Alex and Aunty Lyn had insisted, both silently aware they were being unrealistic because the spectre of bubbly, vital, energetic Suzy
  in a wheelchair had seemed so unbearable to them.


  Though not nearly as unbearable as some of the alternatives.


  Suzy remaining comatose.


  Suzy permanently brain damaged.


  That wont happen, Alex had told Aunty Lyn early on with great firmness.


  We cant know that yet, honey, Lyn Perry had said.


  I can, Alex had said. I do.


  It was, for the most part, the only passion she had permitted herself in those early days, for if she had allowed herself to feel more  and Lord knew there seemed no space left in her
  because she was already so packed with blastingly agonizing feelings; but if she had let herself actually express any of that, if she had let all that devastation escape from her tightly
  strung self, she thought she might have exploded into a million fragments.


  Which would have been welcome, had Suzy not still been there, hooked up to life support, not yet conscious of how much love and patience and care she was going to need.


  Not yet aware that Matt had gone.


  No one else left for Suzy now except Alex and Aunty Lyn, who had a husband and two kids and a business to run in Fort Lauderdale.


  If she were well enough, Lyn had said, maybe we could fly her over.


  If she were well enough, Alex said, Im not sure thats what shed want.


  I know, Lyn had replied, unoffended, knowing as well as Alex that Suzy had turned down an offer to move into her guesthouse three years earlier, after Gerald and Judy Levin,
  Matts and Suzys parents, had died within six months of each other.


  My life is here, Suzy had told her aunt. My work and Matt and Ally.


  That life shrunk horribly down now, she would discover if she came out of her coma and was still Suzy.


  Alex still there for her, but no work for a very long time.


  And no Matt.


  Most of the time in the early weeks after the funeral and Suzys first life-saving operations, Alex had spent sitting beside her, talking to her, convinced that Suzy
  heard her, reassuring Lyn, before her return to Florida, that she would stay the course, would never give up on her.


  Nowhere else to go anyway.


  She had wandered, now and again, into Caf Jardin (shut down by her days after the crash, staff paid in lieu of notice, bookings cancelled), stepping over the debris of unopened post on
  the floor, walking past the barren, dusty tables into the kitchen, shutting her eyes, seeing Matt again in the place where he had been most in his element, preparing, stirring, sniffing, tasting.
  Then opening her eyes again, seeing no one, and leaving, returning to the hospital to continue her vigil.


  The moment Alex had longed for, Suzys wakening, had led, with relentless swiftness, to the moment she had most dreaded.


  Matt? Suzy had said.


  The name had sounded unfinished, no t at its end, but still, there had been no doubt about who she was asking for, what she was asking, and her eyes had told Alex that she
  already knew, and how could she not know, at least, that something was terribly wrong, when her beloved brother had not been to see her? When he would, had he been able to, have spent every
  possible second at his sisters side.


  Alex had known she had to tell Suzy the truth right away. Stark, agonizing as it was, there could be no wavering, no ambiguity.


  She had taken Suzys hand, held it firmly, looked into her eyes.


  Seen some of the light snuffing out even before she had said it.


  Matt died, Suzy, darling.


  What are you going to do now? people had asked Alex every now and then.


  I dont know, she had always answered, which was true. Shed felt aimless, directionless, lost. Pointless.


  Until the day Suzy  four months after waking from her coma  had strung together her first entirely comprehensible sentence.


  Food here such crap.


  She had been receiving speech and language therapy as well as physiotherapy since regaining consciousness, and Alex had been observing Suzys relationship with speech therapist Ginny Khan
  with particular interest. Fascinated by the steady build-up of trust, the precarious balance between professionalism and intimacy, being privy, finally, to their first major success had stirred her
  in a way that nothing had since Matts death.


  How patient are you?


  One of a stream of questions posed by Ginny when, after a fortnight of library study and contemplation, Alex had broached, very tentatively, the possibility of completely changing her life and
  applying for training as a speech and language therapist.


  How determined are you? Ginny had asked. In general.


  Very, Alex answered. When I need to be.


  Are you squeamish?


  Not especially.


  The questions grew harder to answer without consideration.


  Do you have any prejudices?


  How are you with failure? Your own and other peoples?


  How resilient are you?


  Do you think you could distinguish between your own goals and frustrations, and your patients?


  How do you think you would cope with being ordered to turn your back on a patient before reaching your mutual goal?


  Alex had begun to sag.


  Too hard, shed told Suzy later. You obviously need to be a very special kind of person, and Im not at all sure I am.


  Dont fish, Suzy had said.


  Her voice was still clumsy, but her succinctness undiminished.


  Do you really think I could handle it? Alex asked.


  On your head, Suzy had said.


  


  Chapter Five


  Frankie looked for a long time until she found Roz Bailey.


  Seven clients, to be precise, since thinking up and working out her plan.


  She knew, from the beginning, that she would need to be scrupulously careful, that it was vital she avoid the temptation to rush into anything. That she had to be, in all of her working
  situations, as ordinary as it was possible for her to be. The drabber the better, a woman no one would look at twice unless they had good reason to.


  Just the cleaner. No one special.


  Not one at all, so far as they were concerned.


  They. The haves.


  One of whom was going to give Frankie what she wanted.


  Which was, simply, what they had.


  She picked her shortlist of candidates carefully. Most cleaners tend to work in as many households as possible in a single area, but once shed come up with her scheme
  and left Calloways, Frankie arranged her own working week very differently. One client per day, six days a week, each in a separate town or district no less than six miles apart.


  The Calloway factory, just outside Romford, was the last place of work where Frances Rosemary Barnes had figured officially on anyones books, though even that had been on a casual basis
   cleaning there, too, of course, and doling out teas and coffees and sandwiches and sticky buns. And even in those days  before the idea  she had preferred living in rented
  rooms for cash, never asking for or wanting a rent book, finding landlords who were happy with the arrangement, especially once they realised their tenant was taking better care of their property
  than anyone ever had before.


  That was where it came to her.


  In the midst of washing up the directors Doulton cups and saucers and stainless steel spoons (the workers had polystyrene cups and multi-use plastic spoons). The plan to change it all.
  And once it was in her head, she knew there would be no turning back. She had to find the way, had to go through with it.


  Had to.


  Frankie has been a cleaner now for a little over eleven years, started when she was twenty-four, mostly because it was the job she was far and away most suited to, but also
  because she had tried just about everything else that was available to an unqualified no-hoper.


  Shop work first, in a boutique in Romford, where she learned that customers were not always right and often unspeakably rude. Then washing hair in a salon just down the High Road called Gloss,
  which she stupidly believed might be ideal for her, a nice, hygienic job; realizing too late that some peoples heads were disgustingly greasy, with all sorts of life forms living on them,
  and she tried bringing in her own gloves to use for it, but the boss told her that was offensive to the clients, so she left.


  She tried Moons Books next, in Chadwell Heath, because the only significant dirt in a place like that surely had to be dust, and because its customers, she supposed, were likely to be of a
  better class, but for the three months she was there hardly anyone ever ventured in, so the owner had to let Frankie go. After that she became a receptionist in the offices of Pelhams Chartered
  Accountants back in Romford, but sitting at a desk eight hours a day trying to smile at boring clients and bosses was unbearable; and anyway, like the shops and the superficially glitzy salon, the
  offices were filthy, and all Frankie had really wanted to do was pull on some extra-strength rubber gloves (and a mask wouldnt have gone amiss) and fill a bucket with Dettol or
  Domestos or even Jeyes, and get down on her knees.


  So that was what she started doing. Getting paid for what she was best at.


  Four years of job satisfaction.


  Until Bo came along and changed her life forever.


  And then, after Bo, after her trouble, when it was all different, she was different, all hope gone, stubbed out like one of his roll-ups, shed started working
  again, cleaning again, and she knew they would have disapproved, would have told her it was probably the last job on earth she should be doing; but she had to do something, had to earn a
  wage, support herself, and there was nothing else, and anyway, she loved it, it was all that kept her going.


  No shortage of jobs for her, at least. People were always saying, after all, that good, honest cleaners were like gold dust, and they certainly didnt come any better than Frankie Barnes.
  She thought, in one of her close-to-happy moments  as close as it was possible for her to come to happiness  that maybe she should have business cards printed with something like
  Dedicated to Dirt on them, except that was the opposite of what she was dedicated to, and Hooked on Hygiene might have put them off, and anyway, she didnt
  actually want cards, nothing in writing, nothing that could lead to official.


  Before Calloways, before the idea, Frankie always used to go for nice, or at least expensive houses, most of them in and around Chigwell. Not because the rich paid better;
  on the contrary, in her experience they were often meaner than those on much tighter budgets. But they did tend to appreciate the way Frankie took care of their homes, and the fact was it was more
  efficient vacuuming with a Miele or a Dyson, and scrubbing a strangers slimy bath or, worse, bleaching their revolting loos was more tolerable, too, if you were surrounded by cool,
  pleasure-to-clean marble or smooth granite. And maybe, in fact, if she had not been seduced by the ad in the local paper, lured by the prospect of more money at Calloways  Frankie was
  only human, after all, with bills to pay like everyone else; but maybe if she hadnt left the nice, shiny houses and gone to the factory and grown to loathe that place so intensely, to feel
  as if its grime-encrusted walls and scummy ceilings were closing in on her  maybe she might never have become desperate enough to come up with the idea.


  Though even in the Chigwell houses, nothing had ever felt quite good enough for her.


  Im not sure what it is you want, Mrs Binder, one of her clients, had said to her, not unreasonably, after Frankie had told her she was packing the job in. Its
  not as if Im on at you all the time, is it? I dont check your work, I dont say anything about you having the TV on in all the rooms youre meant to be working
  in.


  Not meant to be working, Frankie had said, quite savagely.


  No, of course not, Mrs Binder had said quickly, flustered, because there was no doubt about it, Frankie was the best cleaner shed ever had. But Im trying to
  find out what it is I can do to make you happier.


  Nothing, Frankie had said.


  But later, back in her rented room in Chadwell Heath, the answer to Mrs Binders questions had come to Frankie loud and clear.


  Give me what you have.


  Not everything, of course. Not Mr Binder, whom she wouldnt have wanted pickled. Not their spoiled rotten kids either.


  Just the house. And some of the money, just enough to pay to keep it really nice. Enough to replace roof tiles when they came loose, or get a bloke in to do the gutters, or paint the outside
  every few years and do up the inside now and then.


  Maybe even employ a cleaner.


  Not that shed trust anyone else to do the job.


  Anyway, chance would be a fine thing and great big pink pigs might fly.


  That was what Frankie told herself back then.


  Until the idea.


  Which changed everything.


  Change was the operative word. Change of scene above all, and right away. No more grungy factory. No more bleached Essex women. No more Romford or Chadwell Heath.


  Most important, no one who knew Frankie Barnes.


  She toyed briefly with the idea of the countryside, but the seaside, soon as she thought about it, appealed to her more. There was something liberating about all that endless water and waves and
  boats and, in season, all those outsiders clamouring to come there, and anyway, shed read somewhere that, pollution aside, saltwater was basically clean.


  Where though? The east coast, so far as she could make out from the nightly TV forecasts, was too cold, and the west seemed even worse. At least she knew bits of the south coast, had been to
  Eastbourne and Brighton and Bournemouth. She hadnt much cared for Eastbourne and had found Bournemouth a bit snobby, a bit geriatric, come to that, but shed loved Brighton.


  She went to WH Smith and bought a map.


  It looked easy enough. Managable, all in a nice straightish line she could trace with her fingers. Worthing, Portslade-by-Sea, Hove, Brighton, Rottingdean, Peacehaven, and Newhaven, though the
  last, she knew, was a port, because shed seen adverts for ferry crossings from there, and she didnt fancy a big place like that.


  Shed need a car, she decided.


  She hadnt driven since Bo.


  Hadnt done a lot of things since Bo.


  Like love. Or trust.


  Or imagine wanting to live with another human being ever again.


  


  Chapter Six


  If Suzy had not made quite such a good recovery and, more to the point, if she had not met (at their mutual orthopaedic surgeons consulting rooms, where he was awaiting
  the verdict on his damaged knee) and fallen in love with and married David Maynard  a fair-haired, blue-eyed lawyer who spent his working life defending men and women accused of often truly
  vile crimes, but who had a genuinely strong belief in his clients rights, and who adored and took the best imaginable care of Suzy  then Alex would probably not have considered taking
  the job in Hove.


  Even so, it had been a wrench.


  Its a brilliant offer, Suzy had told her. And this place that wants yous one of the best, I looked it up. A lot of footballers and athletes have gone there,
  and Davids had a friend to do some checking, says its rock solid.


  Are you trying to get rid of me? Alex asked.


  Yeah, big time, Suzy said wryly.


  Alex had come to the Maynards ground-floor flat in Roland Gardens off Old Brompton Road for dinner  as she did at least once a month  and to canvass their opinions, half
  hoping they would discourage her, guessing that was unlikely, knowing the real reason for that.


  Suzy hates the idea of you going anywhere, David said, pouring cold white wine into slender glasses. But we all know this is the first really ace job thats come up
  for you.


  And the fact of the matter  Suzy took over  is that unless you finally get out of that damned flat, and away from it, properly away, Matts going to go
  on haunting you forever.


  That was the nub of it. Caf Jardin had long since been sold and turned into a seafood restaurant, and the new owner hadnt needed the flat, though the manager had certainly fancied
  it, but Alex, slogging her way through her first year at City University, had not been able to face the upheaval of moving  or that, at least, had been her excuse.


  Matt doesnt haunt me, shed answered Suzy, more than three years after that, a BSc (Hons) under her belt, and highly motivated, but still living in the same place,
  physically and, in some ways, she sometimes realised, emotionally.


  Maybe not haunt, Suzy half agreed, but deep down you do still feel  I know you do, Ally, whatever you say  that as long as you stay there, a bit of hims
  still there with you, and hes not, darling. I wish to God he was, but hes gone forever, and its high time you accepted that and got on with the rest of your life.


  Alex had fallen silent for a little while.


  If I find a little house and adapt it, will you come and visit?


  Do piles itch? Suzy said flatly.


  So Alex had accepted the job at the Hove Neurological and Rehabilitation Centre, and found her lovely stone cottage set well back off Falmer Road in Woodingdean, five minutes
  from Rottingdean and just a short drive from the Centre itself; and the only things she had taken from the flat apart from her clothes and books and personal possessions were the menus of the first
  lunch and dinner Matt had cooked at Caf Jardin, their fat photograph album, his Crystal Palace scarf, and the royal blue Aga.


  The cooker slotted in perfectly in the new kitchen at Melton Cottage, looked splendid, made the place cosy, finally fulfilling its purpose, a source of comfort for its owner at the end of long,
  hardworking, sometimes gruelling days at the Centre.


  Her patients were a disparate bunch, made up mainly of stroke and head injury victims, and sufferers of degenerative diseases and head and neck cancers. Alex had learned more than shed
  ever believed possible in the years since deciding to change direction, and her priorities had shifted dramatically. It was not so much, she thought, that she had actually stopped being
  self-absorbed, but in the face of so much suffering, so much courage, so much sheer hard work, it was simply no longer possible to think as much about herself, or even to find time to take care of
  her own day-to-day needs.


  You look different, her mother, on one of her rare and, as usual, fleeting visits to England, had told her over a lavish cream tea in the luxurious but wonderfully relaxing
  Victoria Lounge at the Grand in Brighton. Too thin.


  Im really fine, Mum, Alex said, layering clotted cream and strawberry jam onto her second fruit scone to help illustrate the point.


  And Sandra had peered at her more closely.


  Yes, shed said. I think you are. She paused. Matt would be proud.


  Five years now since she had lost him. Slipping a little further back into memory now, the man and their wonderful partnership. The love itself still a warming energy inside
  Alex, but no longer the painful force field it had once been.


  Alex dated these days, work permitting.


  Anyone? Suzy asked regularly on the phone.


  Meaning anyone special.


  Nah, Alex always replied.


  Their conversations often followed much the same route. Suzy, so happy with David, fervently wanted Alex to find that happiness a second time. Alex told her regularly and truthfully that she was
  perfectly content, and far too busy to think much about that side of life.


  Never mind content, Suzy had said a couple of weeks ago. When did you last have a good shag?


  So long ago, Alex had thought, but not said, that she barely remembered.


  She tried not to think about that, because those thoughts inevitably brought back her longing, still intense and unquenchable, for Matt, for the physical side of their relationship as well as
  the rest of it. The togetherness, the passion, the constant awareness of the other, the warmth and comfort and confidence they had given each other.


  But she had dated a few men.


  One doctor, one orderly, one nurse and a social worker.


  Have they passed some Sussex by-law, Suzy enquired once, restricting speech therapists romantic lives to medical and related professionals?


  Alex laughed, replied that it was simply circumstantial.


  Im not that likely, she added, to pick up, say, a lawyer, in my line of work.


  Dont want to bother with lawyers, said Suzy. Not many like David. Not what you need at all, Ally.


  So what do I need?


  Someone wonderful, Suzy said.


  Like Matt, Alex thought, but once again, did not say.


  Not like Matt, really. Just Matt.


  Still.


  


  Chapter Seven


  In the early hours of the April morning after the accident in Luddesdown Terrace, Jude Brown dreamed about Scott again.


  Same old dream.


  The horrible bumping and the indescribable sound that the car made as it rolled over him.


  Their mothers face when she realised what had happened.


  What she had done.


  Her jumping out, already trembling, the first of her screams as she saw, the screams continuing, pitching ever louder, wilder, as she moved the car off him  off her son 
  her whole body shaking now, like a sapling in a storm.


  Nothing then for a moment in Judes dream. Just an odd blank, like a glitch in a faulty film.


  Then the sight of Scotts body.


  Looking normal enough. No blood or bruises.


  No breathing either.


  Jude woke up sweating, the way he always did when he had the dream.


  Twenty-two years later, and it came to him less often, thankfully, but its power, when it did grip him, was still just as intense.


  He looked around, saw he was on his small couch, remembered abruptly why hed never made it to bed last night.


  Remembered the accident.


  The reason, he supposed, for the reawakening of the dream.


  They had been restoring the shabby little row of terraced houses in Luddesdown Terrace in Kemp Town for the past several months, and while the completed buildings, newly creamily bright and
  jaunty, were almost ready for reoccupation, both of the end houses, east and west, were still languishing beneath scaffolding and tarpaulins.


  Jude was lucky enough these days to be able to pick and choose his freelance building jobs, having earned a local reputation as an all-rounder whose bricklaying, roofing, plastering and painting
  skills were all second, if not to none, at least to very few. His favourite Sussex projects to date had been the community theatre in Seaford, the new wing at the rehab centre in Hove, a small but
  quite beautiful hotel in Newhaven set up exclusively to offer holidays for the disabled, and, of course, the E Gallery opened the previous year by Ed and Eva Hauser in Worthing.


  He had taken the job in Luddesdown Terrace because hed liked the houses. As a rule, Jude disliked too much symmetry, rows of homes uniformly built; but these terraces, though all narrow,
  with the same dainty balconies on their upper floors and the same number of stone steps leading up from their front gardens, had enough minor proportional and design idiosyncrasies to make him feel
  fondly towards them.


  Which was probably one of the reasons hed been in a fine enough mood  despite working on pointing (which he did not enjoy) and despite it being a bleak, cold April morning 
  to have been singing along to the Robbie Williams number being played on Virgin, when Earl Cobbins, working up on the roof, had given a loud shout of what sounded like surprise, instantly and
  horrifyingly mutating into a scream of purest terror as he had plunged past
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