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Emergence

This novel is the second in a trilogy.

The first was Illusion, available at Smashwords and iBooks.




In Illusion, Scottish-born Elizabeth Wallace faces personal and professional challenges as she navigates a senior executive role in the Western Australian government. She will discover a great deal about women, power and leadership as well as her own limits before she overcomes the ethical dilemmas that descend upon her.




It is not necessary to have read Illusion to understand Emergence but I hope you enjoy both.










Part One




Death Visits Far From Home










CHAPTER ONE

Crespigny Bay, Western Australia, February


SHE COULD NOT shake her unease. The short distance along the cliff-top path should not have made her breathless. The heaviness in her chest could be explained by days of heat under a sky laden with smoke and ash from bushfires, days that drove her indoors, longing for the grey drizzle of her Glasgow home. But this early February morning in Western Australia the sky was clear above an ocean already blue, the air cool even if the dying easterly breeze would give way soon to another hot day. On the clear waters below a single surfer bobbed in hope on a disappearing swell.


Elizabeth knew she had much to be grateful for. Two years before, she had retreated from Western Australia without a backward glance to her native Scotland. Hoping she had done so with dignity and what looked like triumph. Walking away from what she had expected to be a dream job. Walking back towards Alex and a relationship she dared not expect to heal.


There should be no reason for her current disquiet. Everything was ready for the opening of The Vale. Buildings waited along the water's edge below. Guest rooms were ready, each themed for an Australian plant featured in Valerie’s paintings. The technology worked so connecting with Valerie’s friend in India should be possible. She could see the local caterers unloading their specialties, including cheeses, exquisite chocolates and cakes. She could think of nothing left undone. 


Perhaps she ought to descend and help but she wanted a moment longer to herself. Stepping back from the edge of the cliff, she leaned against a limestone boulder, sighed and stretched her bare legs, pushing her sneakers into the gravel. Valerie had taught her how to settle into her body and find the welcome silence. Not an easy task for her monkey mind, Elizabeth thought, as she recalled the old woman’s patience and kindness. Focusing on the chattering magpies in the trees behind her and the breeze on her neck, she closed her eyes, placed her hands on her heart and observed her breath.


She had been awake most of the night, not uncommon but something had been different. A strange mood had claimed her in the early evening. It would not let her settle to work or read, her usual antidotes to insomnia. It was not only the hot house or the howling easterly wind that disturbed. Normally she could lose herself in a novel or, in her publishing days, scour the slush pile of manuscripts for an overlooked gem. But in the heat of the night her body refused to be cooled by the air conditioner. Even her current fascination with Muriel Berry's The Elegance of the Hedgehog had not been enough.


Valerie had introduced her to the magical book on its publication in French in 2006. When Elizabeth was at her lowest ebb, Valerie had poured them a Drambuie, commanded her to stretch out on the couch and listen to her reading the exquisite language, made all the more poignant by Valerie's equally exquisite French accent. When the English translation had come out only weeks before her death, Valerie sent Elizabeth her much-annotated French edition along with the new English edition. Read and compare, Valerie wrote on the title page, then you'll understand why the English and French view each other as alien species. 


Taking both volumes from the shelf, Elizabeth had begun to read at midnight but the sentences refused to make sense. Not in French at two o’clock. Not in English at three.


For five days Elizabeth and her team had worked frenetically to prepare for the official opening of the refurbished house once so loved by Valerie and the new buildings that completed the retreat complex. Calling it The Vale brought thoughts of sanctuary but for the last two days Elizabeth’s mind had at times been preoccupied with something she could not name. As when one sees a shape in one’s peripheral vision, something glimpsed then gone, leaving a shadow.


Was it just anxiety over meeting the same people she had left in such an abrupt manner two years before? Things left undone, things left unsaid. Or was it the absence of Valerie, the dear person she would never meet again, the wise woman who left the buildings below in her care? Left them with only one request: Do whatever you think is right and proper. I trust you to do good things.


From her sunny vantage point at the top of the cliff path Elizabeth could see her own house at the other end of Crespigny Bay, a twenty-minute walk from Valerie’s house. Book-ends, Valerie had called their homes. Almost three years later Valerie’s death upset Elizabeth still. To have met the vibrant ninety-year-old on their beach, to make such a strong connection in an instant, a connection that would support her unconditionally through the Institute mess, only to watch Valerie slip away, had been a cruel blow. Of all the bruises to her soul Valerie's death was the most tender.


Elizabeth let her mind drift to memories of reading aloud to Valerie The Man Who Loved Children, hoping against hope it would not be the last time. Poring over photographs of India and laughing at Valerie's witty imitations of stuffy diplomats in the corners of Britain’s waning empire. But it was their shared love of Paris that Elizabeth remembered most. Conversations in French on places visited, books read, food and art. Above all, Elizabeth cherished the way she had become comfortable enough to share her fears and doubts, in ways she seldom did even with close friends. Even with Alex, who she wished had met Valerie, sure he would have loved her, sure she would remind him of his own mother's still vibrant presence. Elizabeth had always cherished the wisdom of old women.


Thinking Spaces. Meeting Places. It was Alex who had come up with the essence of their intentions for The Vale. Yes, Elizabeth thought, Valerie would approve of that intention. Imagining crazy ideas, literary conversations, creating connections through art and literature. To help people find their purpose, she once said, was the most beautiful gift you can give someone. Words central to Valerie's nature and her life's work. The death of her husband then her only child had set Valerie adrift until she settled into her family’s childhood cottage at the edge of the Indian Ocean. Restored by the sea, she often said. Only when she spoke of her son, Ioann, did Valerie reveal her unalloyed grief.


Elizabeth pushed her shoulders against the cool boulder and looked up into the shade of the peppermint trees. She should be getting on with her own preparations, finish her speech, check the welcome packs but she lingered with her memories.


She would have liked to have met Valerie’s son, a world-famous international architect. From New York he sent the plans for a community centre next to Valerie’s house. Elizabeth had found them after Valerie’s death. Alex had been so excited when he saw Ioann's sketches. More than anything else it had been poring over the designs together that had healed the scars of the betrayals they had inflicted on each other. To have Alex here with her for the opening, given his fear of flying, had bathed the last few weeks in a luminous joy that flooded her heart, often prompting her to kiss his surprised cheek for no reason at all. The Vale below would be a haven for lost souls, for meditation and healing, but also a centre for new ideas. Yes, Elizabeth thought, we will do good here, my dear friend.


So why this unease that was marring those memories and spoiling this perfect place? It was understandable to be nervous about bringing people together from all sides of politics, from wealth and poverty, even online from India and Hong Kong – a motley group that she hoped would celebrate their visions and talk of how to contribute resources as well as ideas. That was reason enough to be apprehensive. Alex had teased her about setting up her own Club of Rome, seeking world leaders to deal with the world’s problems. She was not trying to be that ambitious but she did believe that fine minds brought together could generate new solutions.


Standing and stretching, Elizabeth eased the tension in her neck. Get a grip, she told herself. Everything’s fine. It's only the effects of too little sleep and hunger. Maybe even too much Margaret River wine.


Breakfast, that's what's needed. Then walk back to her house along the beach, blow away the cobwebs. Shower and discard the shorts and T-shirt that had become her summer uniform. Put on the green silk dress she chose with Alex at their stopover in Singapore. He had insisted she needed a ‘knock-em dead in their tracks at first sight’ dress. It was perfect to face the invitation-only crowd.


Stepping towards the path leading down to the beach she heard barking. A little white dog stood on its hind legs, leaning on one of the verandah posts of Valerie's house. Hamish the Fourth, descendent of the last of Valerie's line of West Highland terriers. He barked again in Elizabeth’s direction, a familiar greeting.


A tall black-haired figure stepped from the house. It was Alex, dressed in a black T-shirt that Elizabeth recognised, with the logo of a local brewery, garb that he would never be seen in back home. It had been a gift from his new friend John Barratt, a fanatical fisherman who had persuaded Alex to join him on his boat, the result being a sunburnt face and arms. He had convinced Alex that Australian beers were as mild as lemonade and got him very drunk one night. He had also been sharing a great deal of Australian slang.


Alex patted the dog's head then looked up and waved. ’G’day, Bluey,’ he yelled. ‘The billy’s on.’ He lifted his cup in the air. 'Coffee!'


Elizabeth waved and laughed. Alex’s legal fascination with words had flourished during his Australian visit. He interrogated people then wrote the new expressions on palm cards he carried in a business card folder that went everywhere, even into the pocket of his shorts. He had taken to calling her Bluey, constantly puzzled how red hair could give rise to the colour blue. He was even more perplexed when she told him Bluey was the name of a favourite children’s TV character who was actually an adorable blue heeler dog. That made sense but not the red hair. Why didn’t they call the dog Red then? She said there was already a famous canine called Red Dog but that was another story and no, he wasn’t called Bluey.


As she navigated the tricky path, her sneakers sliding on the gravel, something made her look up for a moment. A sudden flash of silver. A dolphin leaped where before there had been the surfer. 


She pointed to the sea and shouted to Alex who turned to watch as the dolphin leaped almost in slow motion again and again then swam out to sea. ‘Bloody fantastic,’ he yelled as Hamish joined in with excited barks.


As clear as the cries from the rosellas swooping overhead, Valerie’s voice was with her again. Elizabeth could hear the favourite words spoken whenever they said goodbye, echoing the unique bond they forged over their love of Paris and Christina Stead’s famous novel.


‘Courage, ma chérie. N’oubliez pas Louie!’


No, Elizabeth thought, I have not forgotten. Nor will I ever forget you, mon ami.










CHAPTER TWO

Gunyulgup restaurant, Western Australia, February





‘HERE’S TO OUR new venture and to new friends — not to mention changing the world for the betterment of all, especially women.’


Felicity Preston Lui raised her glass of dessert Semillon that she had insisted everyone try and glowed with pride at her companions. Elizabeth’s delight at the success of the day’s events was outshone only by the excitement in her friend's face. After the death of her devoted husband, Roger, Felicity had lost all interest in their joint philanthropic activities. Her children and friends, including Elizabeth, worried as Felicity sank into secluded depression in her Margaret River home. Then, ten months ago Elizabeth had suggested that The Vale needed an Australian partner. Felicity's acceptance and subsequent joy in their success was but one more reason for Elizabeth to celebrate as she compared her friend’s happiness to the sad shadow she had been.


‘Thanks in no small part to you, Felicity.’ Elizabeth raised her coffee cup, clinking it with the others’ glasses. She had eschewed alcohol, allowing for the possibility that her persistent unease might be the harbinger of a migraine. That dreaded dark angel had stayed away for six months but the previous morning’s off balance sensation had worried her. As the invited guests had left, completely satisfied with the events of the day, she and Alex had retreated to her house. They had settled into the quiet evening after the chaotic enthusiasm of the day, she resting on the deck while Alex lay on the sofa, eyes closed, earphones on. Elizabeth had promised him that he would really enjoy their lunch with Felicity and Anne at her favourite southwest restaurant, Gunyulgup, where not only was there brilliant food, there was also an equally brilliant gallery of fine art and objects where they could buy their gifts to take home.


They were finishing their celebratory meal, grateful for the air-conditioning that protected them from the forty- degree heat raging outside. Throughout the meal the three women had shared their delight at their purchases from the gallery, interspersed with repeat congratulations to each other with a growing consensus that The Vale’s success had been mainly Anne’s work. But Anne was having none of that and continued to deflect their praise.


‘Truly, Anne, we couldn't have done any of it without you,’ said Felicity. ‘You just need to gracefully agree with us.’


‘Oh, I've loved every minute. It is I who should thank you for rescuing me from my fury and idleness after I left the Institute.’ Dressed in a simple blue silk sheath dress and wearing a silver and pearl necklace, a gift from Elizabeth, Anne Oldham lifted her glass. There were tears in her eyes.


Elizabeth delighted in Anne's most recent reincarnation — her familiar dishevelled self a thing of the past, transformed into a new elegance. Elizabeth suspected the months in the company of the always elegant but understated Felicity had a lot to do with it. But perhaps not the whole story as Anne’s oversight of the redevelopment had also revealed an aesthetic sense and a charming manner that had dissolved all difficulties with contractors and even the local council’s architectural heritage officer.


‘You’ve given me freedom and control I never thought I would achieve in my working life,’ Anne said. ‘No thanks needed. I should be thanking both of you. As well as your network, Felicity. Is there any influential person you don't know? Above all, we must compliment you on the way you handled Jeremy Hayes.’


'God, that was my fault,' Felicity said. 'I didn't expect Claudia to bring the Premier with her, for goodness sake.' She shook her head. 'Their so-called friendship is becoming a scandal.'


'Never mind,' Elizabeth said. 'It was a shock but speaking to him reminded me how fortunate I am to have escaped his clutches. Metaphorically speaking, of course.’ She lifted her fingers in inverted commas. ‘The International Institute for Information Services and Research. What a name! It was doomed from the start.’


Alex nodded to Elizabeth. 'You didn't look too happy when you were speaking to him. I know that steely stare of yours. What was he telling you?'


'That he was delighted to be part of my new venture. Always knew I would go far.'


‘So patronising.' Felicity put her hand on her heart. 'Such genuine admiration. I hope you told him how much more interesting our plans are than his silly Institute.'


‘I heard they're going to close it down in any case,' Anne said. 'Good riddance to bad rubbish, although I'm glad in a way because we wouldn't be here if it wasn't for all that nonsense.'


Felicity nodded. ’It’s still a shame. The idea was good. It was kind of you to invite Catherine Goodman to say a few words. I always liked her. So did Roger.’


Elizabeth remembered her conversations with the former Premier with mixed feelings. 'I liked her too but in the end she couldn't help us. Too trusting to be a Premier. Jeremy was always going to roll her and now he's cock of the walk. He puffed out his chest and said that the Institute had never served its purpose. WA doesn't need to focus on the so-called digital economy. Under him we’re going to stick to what we do best. Mining and resources, what else?.’


‘Dig it up. Ship it out,’ Felicity said. ‘Roger despaired of Jeremy’s lack of imagination.’


Felicity, Anne and Elizabeth had also chatted throughout lunch on their plans for The Vale. Elizabeth had insisted Alex join them despite his protests because they valued his opinions. He had called himself an interested, silent partner, insisting the Impossible Thinking Unlimited venture was Elizabeth's and joked that there was no value in including a former Scottish Parliamentarian in such heady matters. When all three women pressed him he declared himself surrounded and cancelled his video conference with Brussels colleagues. He would bask in their glory from the sidelines, he said, and he liked Elizabeth’s idea of buying gifts to take home.


Normally a thoughtful conversationalist, Alex had fallen quiet during the meal but Elizabeth was not overly concerned. She knew his silences and this one held neither indifference nor irritation. He chimed in with light-hearted comments from time to time but mostly he focused on the meal and smiled benevolently at his lunch companions. Elizabeth returned his smiles, grateful again for his support, not just for The Vale’s development but also for his quiet patience as they had found their way back to each other. The separation, he in Glasgow, she in Australia, when she had accepted the Institute job almost destroyed them. Elizabeth put all that from her mind. Today was a new beginning, just as she had told herself every day for the last two years, ever since the day she had taken her courage to Alex’s front door and he had welcomed her back into his arms.


‘I must say you ladies exhaust me,’ Alex said in a pause in the conversation. ‘You worked tirelessly to achieve The Vale’s renovation and its programs and now you’re debating who gets the credit. As a distinguished advocate and an independent observer, may I pronounce you all equally praiseworthy and culpable. There are no shrinking violets here.’


He waved his hand in benediction, winking then lingering his gaze on Elizabeth. She reached over to press his hand, touching his love. She was surprised at how cold his fingers were but his eyes were warm as he leaned slightly toward her.


‘Now, I insist I pay this bill.’ He beckoned to the waiter. ‘Go powder your lovely noses and then put them to work ferreting out even more treasures in the gallery. I'll meet you outside. Then I need a rest, if we’re driving to Albany tomorrow.’ He pronounced Albany the way the Americans do. Allbany.


The women rose, gathering their handbags and bottle carriers, evidence of their earlier shopping. They wandered along the path leading to the car park, blasted by a wall of heat.


Elizabeth and Felicity walked ahead of Anne.


'He is truly a gorgeous man, your Alex,' Felicity said. 'I'm so glad you reconnected. You shine brighter when he is around.You deserve a week in Beverley’s Albany house. It’ll make you feel you’re in Scotland and it will definitely be cooler.’


‘Dare we go look at those scarves again?’ Anne called.


Felicity stepped back and put her arm around Anne's shoulders to steer her towards the car.’ No, you've already got two bags full. Let’s get out of this heat.’ 


Elizabeth paused at the gallery door. ‘I've bought two beauties for Lynda's birthday but I could get those pearl earrings for Marjorie. I’m tempted by the small Juniper painting but it's — ’ Elizabeth was interrupted by screams from the restaurant.


‘Is there a doctor here?’ A young woman's voice, full of panic. Sounds of furniture being moved.


Elizabeth turned back towards the entrance. Alex? Why was he taking so long to pay the bill? Alex! She knew there was something wrong. She dropped her parcels. Oblivious to the crash of breaking wine bottles, she wrenched open the door.


Empty tables with overturned chairs. A dozen people huddled over someone on the floor. She did not scan their faces. She knew the still body was Alex. Two elegant women stood frozen in place. She pushed them aside. A grey-haired man with muscled arms was administering CPR.


Alex's ashen face was unresponsive. His body moved only when the man pressed on his chest. All she could do was keep saying his name. She knew now what people meant when they said time stops in a crisis. 


The CPR went on and on and on yet the man did not tire, and then there was hope. Alex was still ashen but at least taking ragged breaths on his own. The man took a stethoscope from a bag thrust at him by a young woman. ‘Who’s here with him?’ 


‘Me, I am. He's my…’ Elizabeth stopped. My friend. My lover. My soulmate.


‘I’m Dr Chopra. We need to get him to hospital right now. Let's put him in my car. Can you drive?’


Of course she could drive. Did he think she was an idiot? ‘Will he be okay? What’s happening? He was fine this morning.’ Even as she said it she knew that he had not been fine. Why had she not paid more attention to that gut feeling? 


‘Heart, I'd say. Massive but he’s breathing now. Let's just get him to hospital.’ The doctor handed his bag to the young woman and asked three men to help carry Alex.


Felicity and Anne lifted Elizabeth by her elbows to her feet and moved to the side as the men carried Alex through the restaurant, up the path, and placed him in the back of a four-wheel-drive. The doctor climbed into the back and instructed a woman to drive while the younger woman got into the front passenger seat and began talking on the phone. 


‘We’ll follow you,’ Felicity said as she stepped towards her Mercedes.


Elizabeth stood, staring at the car as the engine revved. The quacking of ducks on the pond sounded like mocking laughter.


Felicity gathered their bags and placed them in the boot. Anne took gentle hold of Elizabeth’s back and helped her into the car. She connected Elizabeth’s seat belt. Elizabeth’s mind was screaming. Alex! She must go to Alex. She must be with him. Where were they taking him?










CHAPTER THREE

Margaret River Hospital, Western Australia, February


‘WE’VE STABILISED HIM but he's very unwell.’ Doctor Chopra, now wearing a white coat, looked every bit the confident professional. He explained what they were doing, given Alex’s serious condition but Elizabeth heard little. The perilous state of Alex's heart. Enough words to chill her own. Other sounds echoed in and out making no sense.


Unconscious. Unpredictable. Severe damage. Next twenty-four hours critical. Airlift to Perth.


‘He's in ICU. You can see him in a little while. Let's make him as comfortable as possible first. The nurse will come and get you.’


Felicity thanked him. Anne draped a comforting arm around Elizabeth's shoulders, trying to persuade her to drink sweetened tea, her English heritage's solution to every crisis. All it did was make Elizabeth nauseous.


It was 10pm and they were the only people in the Margaret River Hospital waiting room. There had been four other people earlier but they had left an hour before with chatter that suggested their loved one was on the mend.


Elizabeth’s mind was a fog, all connections between brain and speech lost. There must be questions she should ask. One minute she was struggling with what twenty-four hours meant; the next she was staring at the huge photograph of the rocky coast on the wall opposite. Whoever had taken it was a brilliant, and patient, photographer. The sun caught the waves in a pink glow while the granite red boulders at the ocean's edge glistened with moisture. They could be the rocks near Valerie’s house. Where Alex and Elizabeth had stolen a few moments to enjoy a coffee before the crowd arrived.


The Vale. Valley. Valley of death. The words of Psalm 23 came unbidden into her befuddled mind. No, no. She wasn't religious. Neither was Alex. What was she thinking? A childhood spent in the Scottish Presbyterian Church had provided a readily available biblical quote for every situation.


Alex was a distant cousin four years older so Elizabeth was not always included in his group of unruly village children who roamed the woods or seaside cliffs, following him as Rob Roy or the great Wallace himself. Every Sunday Alex sat with his family in the upstairs pew where Elizabeth could see him. He would pull faces and she would giggle until her mother shushed her.


He could always make her laugh.


‘You can see him now.’ The young woman who had been in the front of the car, now wearing a nurse’s uniform, approached Elizabeth who sat with Anne and Felicity on either side. 


‘I’m so sorry,’ she said.











Elizabeth told Anne and Felicity to go home. She would sit with Alex. Anne said she would go to Elizabeth’s house and fetch warmer clothes.


At 3am the hospital was quiet, still. Silence, punctuated only by the ventilator that breathed for Alex and the air-conditioning set on full-blast.


There were three beds in the ICU but Alex was the only patient. The night nurse checked him regularly and wrote on his chart. Each time Elizabeth looked hopefully towards her but each time the response was a shake of her head and a whispered ‘No change.' 


The doctor who had saved Alex - she’d forgotten his name. Yes, she was sure that Alex would have died if the doctor had not been dining with his daughter, the nurse. He had left earlier, handing Alex over to the younger colleague who came on duty at midnight. Dr Chopra, yes, that was his name, a kind Indian face. A gentle voice. Before he left he had sat with Elizabeth in the tiny anteroom next to the ICU and had explained, as if to a child, the facts of Alex's condition. Elizabeth had watched her mind operate on two levels. Her logical brain absorbing the facts, calculating the risk, assessing possibilities but behind the calm conversation was the place where facts offered no solace. That part was screaming with disbelief. When Dr Chopra spoke of a remote possibility of recovery she clung to that, a life raft in an ocean of doubt. She knew he understood her refusal to accept his analysis but he had persisted with his frank prognosis. She would never forget the sadness in his eyes as he had touched her hand and turned to go. 'I'm so sorry we couldn't have done more for your husband.'


Now Alex lay immobile in the bed, distanced from her by the remote machines of modern medicine. His grey skin and sunken eyes belonged to an exhausted man ten years older. Elizabeth watched every breath. She knew the machine was helping him but an irrational thought grabbed her. If she stopped he might forget to breathe.


'You can speak to him,' the nurse said at the 4.30am check. 'Keep him connected to this world.'


This world. Elizabeth wondered whether she meant he had reached the edge of another world. The nurse was gone before she could tell her that Alex didn't believe in an after-life. Ashes to ashes, he had joked once, so true. No point in wasting good ground and timber burying bodies. They had been sitting in his mother's house. She had been horrified. Ashes may be, she had said, but only after the soul has gone to its resting place. The body needs to be in a place where the soul finds its home. Elizabeth had always been puzzled by Alice’s odd collection of beliefs, presbyterian dogma mixed with a love for nature as a source of wisdom and, above all, a deep sense that a woman's way in the world was driven by forces that would always remain a mystery to men, especially the men of the Old Testament.


Alice! Alex's mother! She should call her. Maybe not. What could she do but worry? At her age the news could give her a heart attack. She had had two scares in the last fifteen years, each episode robbing her of some vitality. Not all of it, however. And it could never rob her of her love for her only son.


'You have to get better, Alex.' She leaned over him and spoke next to his ear. 'Your mother needs you to get better.'


I need you to get better, she whispered to herself. I can't imagine life without you.


That's what he had said to her only three days ago.


'I can't imagine my life without you. Marry me. Let's not waste any more time. Marry me, Elizabeth Persephone Wallace.'


They had been watching a television programme on royal marriages in the lead up to the wedding of Prince William and Catherine Middleton. Alex had mocked her desire to watch it, fervent Scottish Nationalist that she was. They were in Valerie's house because that was where Alex had camped with Anne since they had arrived at Crespigny Bay. This had been a major irritant for Elizabeth because she had assumed that Alex would stay with her in her house at the opposite end of the bay but he was adamant.


‘That's your place, your house, your sanctuary. You've told me how much it means to you and what a lifesaver it was when you were in Australia. We have separate houses in Glasgow and if you won't live with me there then I won't stay with you here. It's a beautiful house but it's not a couple’s house.'


His voice had been gentle, without rancour, but Elizabeth suspected she had disappointed him somehow. Yet she had to admit he was right. Her house on the beach at the edge of the forest was hers alone. They slipped into arrangements similar to those in Glasgow. Sometimes he cooked in Valerie's house and she stayed the night with him if Anne was on a trip to Perth, Elizabeth returning to her house in the morning. While he was delighted to spend time in her beach house and enjoy her superior cooking, he would not go upstairs with her to her bed. She wondered whether it was because originally the house had been built by her and her husband. He joked that it was much cosier to make love on the huge sofa in front of the fire, whether the fire was lit or not, than to go upstairs. That he enjoyed walking along the beach back to Valerie's house in the glorious warmth of the summer's night. That the stinking hot days were almost worth it for the magical midnights. Almost.


Elizabeth remembered again how, despite his teasing, he had said he would watch the three-hour special on the royals with her but she must swear to never divulge that a former member of the Scottish Parliament had sunk so low. 


'Your secret's safe.' She had crossed her heart. ‘While you’re here with me, you can pretend you're Australian. Here, you can be a republican and enjoy royal spectacles without fear. In any case, you know no one does pageantry as well as the Sassenachs. I just hope Catherine will be happier than her dead mother-in-law.'


By the end of the programme, Elizabeth thought Alex was asleep as he had ceased his banter over women's hats and silly rituals. When she sighed, a surprising tear in her eye, and turned to him, she noticed his eyes were glassy and watching her rather than the television.


'You probably think it's daft,' he said, 'but I've had the strangest notion since we got off the plane that this is the right thing.’ He slipped off the couch and, pushing the glass coffee table behind him, rested on one knee. He ran his fingers through his hair and took a deep breath. ’I’d like to tell the world you are my wife.'


He had asked her before, only once before, on a short break on Hayman Island, after they had watched a glowing young couple make their vows atop a hill in a tiny chapel floating above a turquoise ocean. She thought then that his request was an impulsive response to the ceremony. This time they had been watching a program that sentimentalised hope for aristocratic bliss, probably as truthful as the front pages of the British tabloids that Alex loathed.


He held a purple velvet box, frayed at the edges, clasp askew. 'Mum gave me this at Christmas. She told me to stop dithering and ask you again.' He opened it with great care to show a ring nestling in faded violet silk. A small sapphire, set with tiny diamonds on a thin band of gold. Elizabeth recognised it as Alex's mother's engagement ring. Alice wore it only on special occasions. Each time the story would be told how her husband bought it in Morocco on his army service and carried it for five years until he could put it on his beloved's finger. How he had lived only a few short years after that, long enough only to see his son reach his third birthday.


Elizabeth had not answered him. For a second time, she had not answered him.


Now she gazed fiercely at his pallid face under the harsh hospital lights. ’Wake-up, Alex, wake up and I'll say yes. You can put the ring on my finger right now. Just, just open your eyes, my darling. Come back.' She reached into her handbag. ‘Look, I have it here. I didn’t want to lose it.’ She took the ring from its box and tried to put it on her ring finger but she already knew it was too small.


Holding his hand, she watched his face for a sign that he had heard her but his expression was unchanged. She slipped the ring over her left little finger, still tight but she held up her hand to Alex’s cheek. ‘We can get it remodelled so it fits,’ she whispered.


She felt his hand clench around hers for a moment. ‘Yes, we will,’ she whispered again. His hand went limp and his fingers lost their grip on hers. The machine above his head began to beep and a nurse walked to the bedside. 'You need to step back for a moment, Mrs Wallace, please.' She pushed Elizabeth aside and leaned over Alex. The resident doctor rushed in and began working the knobs on the machine while issuing orders to a second nurse who appeared at Elizabeth's side. She tried to usher her from the room but Elizabeth stood, frozen, with her back to the wall. Felicity appeared at her side and gently put her arm at Elizabeth’s back, directing her to the waiting room.


’The doctor will come and speak to you soon,’ the nurse said. ‘Just wait there.’ She turned back towards Alex.


'Let them do their work,’ Felicity said. ‘Come, sit down.'


Elizabeth complied but she wondered with a wry smile whether she was locked in some B grade medical drama. Grieving partner refuses to leave ICU, kind woman puts arm around distraught friend, doctor arrives with serious face to say we could not save him. What was she doing in this drama? This could not be happening. After all she and Alex had been through to find each other again, she would not, could not, accept this insanity. She shook off Felicity's arm and walked towards the hospital exit.


Stumbling through the doors, she stood, gasping. The morning air was fresh and moist from unexpected rain. Farmers will be surprised, she thought. Rain was an oddity in Australian summers normally dominated by bushfires and the overpowering hum of buzzing insects. From her first summer as a reluctant migrant Elizabeth had hated the heat, longing to escape to the embrace of a Scottish winter. Avoid the desiccation that summer in Australia brought to nature and humans alike. She had warned Alex of the intense heat but he proclaimed often that he found the warmth nourishing. Swimming in a warm ocean. 5am breakfasts on the verandah as the morning brightness grew. Then as the relentless heat returned with each day becoming hotter than the one before he had retreated indoors, setting the air-conditioning at temperatures that Anne declared could manufacture snow.


Elizabeth realised she could not go far. She had no car. She watched a honey-eater hop onto a grevillea bush, shaking drops of water that sparkled in the early morning sun. Alex had become mesmerised by the Australian bush flowers and the myriads of chattering birds. He had taken hundreds of photos, demanding to know the name of every one. What if he never saw summer again? Anywhere? 


The panic in her chest made it difficult to breathe. She should be by his side, not standing on the edge of a car park with a mind rattling on about the weather. Yet she dreaded to return. She knew what waited. She knew. In her very being, even as she railed against it, she knew. That cramping knowing in her stomach was not going to leave any time soon.


'Elizabeth? There you are.' Felicity touched Elizabeth’s shoulder. 'The doctor wants to speak to you.'


'Is he? Has he?'


'No, he's not gone but you need to come inside.'


‘He doesn’t like it, you know. He pretends he can cope with the heat but he can’t. We’re going to Albany tomorrow. He’ll be cooler there. It’s his birthday present. Then I’ll take him home. They had snow near Glasgow yesterday. He does like snow so much.’


‘Yes, darling, I know. But you still need to come with me.’










CHAPTER FOUR

The Lui plane, March





THE LUI CORPORATE jet roared off the tarmac and into the skies above Singapore. Elizabeth had visited the city many times and loved its vibrancy but the spectacle of light patterns below held no attraction. They had stopped only long enough to refuel and for Elizabeth and Felicity to shower and change their clothes in their suite at the Changi hotel. Elizabeth had slept little on the plane from Perth despite taking a sedative. She had been grateful for the long hot shower but she had refused food, the idea of it making her nauseous. Her mind had been obsessed for days with images of broken plates and scattered food on the restaurant floor. In the ten days since Alex’s death, her mind returned to that fluorescent-lit ICU with its shiny cold floor and the terrifying silence when his life support had been turned off and she alone of all the people who loved him witnessed his last breath.


She forced herself to focus on the ring on her left little finger, looking for solace in the deep blue of the tiny sapphire, attempting to have only that image in her mind.


'You're looking a little better,' Felicity said from the seat opposite Elizabeth once the jet reached cruising height. The plane could carry ten passengers but tonight it held only the two of them. And Alex. In a coffin in the hold. Elizabeth had wanted to know exactly where. She told the pilot she didn't want to sit on top of him but beside him.


'Nothing like hot water and fresh clothes to cheer a girl.' They had both changed into loose clothes at the hotel. Felicity pulled a pink pashmina over her shoulders. ’And now I insist you eat the dinner Antoine will serve. I know you feel sick at the thought of it but you must eat. You've a lot to face in the next few days and, believe me, starving yourself won't help.'


The last thing Elizabeth wanted was a drawn-out elegant dinner. She would prefer sleep but suspected that oblivion would be denied. She felt obliged to play along with Felicity's arrangements. It was the least she could do after all her support. A widow of barely eighteen months, Felicity could not have found the situation easy as she took charge, organising paperwork to export a body, rearranging the commitments that had been made for the two months Elizabeth and Alex were to be in Australia. Felicity had also been in touch with Cailean, Alex’s best friend, to organise the funeral director. Then she helped Elizabeth close up the Crespigny Bay house and took her first to her Margaret River home then to Perth for three days. Anne assured them she would take care of everything. All Elizabeth needed to do was to get back to Glasgow. They would talk later.


Later. Such a strange word, Elizabeth thought. Later than what? Later than when? She had no use for the word. It was already too late for so many things. 


The reliable Antoine approached with cocktails, gin and tonics over ice. They brought memories of Alex and Elizabeth refusing Singapore Slings, opting for what Alex called the English solution to every crisis. Was that really only four weeks ago? Those four days on their way to Perth. Elizabeth had met with the Indian academic who was to speak at the opening of the Scottish house in a few months but otherwise they treated the break as a holiday. Alex wandered all over Singapore photographing the buildings, his lifelong passion for architecture warring with the humidity that saw him return each time with drenched shirts to the freezing hotel.


Elizabeth accepted the drink from Antoine's tray but the first sip brought a choking sensation as another memory consumed her. Alex raising a toast to their holiday, or as he said, ‘as much of a holiday as you would ever allow yourself. We must do this again on the way home.’ His voice was as clear as if he was sitting next to her. The first time this had happened was while she packed up her Crespigny Bay house. It was so real she found herself checking the rooms until once again her mind screamed that it was no use. He was gone.


Felicity leaned over and touched the back of Elizabeth's hand. 'I said you are looking better and the drink will make you feel even better. This is a time when it's totally permissible to drown your sorrows. Have as many as you need.’


'Sorry,' Elizabeth said, lifting her glass. 'Yes, it was a good idea to break up the flight.' She sipped her drink again, tasting only coldness.


'No apologies needed. I'm going to let you be but I'm not going to let you drift away completely. I know what it's like to disappear into some parallel world where life is less painful.’


Elizabeth attempted a smile, resisting the weight of her heavy eyelids.


'At least we have the jet,' Felicity said. 'Can't imagine what this would have been like on a commercial flight. Now, you must feel free to ignore me. Lie down on the bed at the back if you want. But I’m going to make sure you eat first.'


Antoine placed a platter of hors d'oeuvres on the table between them, flipped their napkins onto their laps and removed their G&T glasses, Elizabeth's barely touched.


Elizabeth watched him. His tall, strong frame was clothed in a white coat with a mandarin collar that would not have been out of place on a guest at a gala dinner. He had ministered to their every need, from driving the Lui Mercedes to carrying bags, dealing with customs and now acting as cabin steward. He had been Roger's driver but Elizabeth knew he was a former British Special Services soldier who travelled everywhere with Felicity's husband. She suspected Antoine was not his real name. It was clear that he adored Felicity but he always behaved with impeccable respect, his turquoise blue eyes inscrutable.


As Felicity placed a selection on Elizabeth's plate, instructing her to eat, Antoine disappeared into the galley. 'I never imagined after Roger's death that I would enjoy anything ever again,' Felicity said. 'Food was tasteless and I lost a lot of weight. Good thing some would say but I've always been thin so I became skeletal. I think Caroline despaired of me. She told me one day through tears that she could see death in my sunken eyes. My sons returned to work but she insisted on caring for her frail mother. I appreciated it for the first few weeks but then I just wanted to be left alone. We had a terrible row – oh, it blew over – but she got the message. No one can grieve for another and I finally saw that by looking after me she was ignoring her own grief. That shook me out of it. Made me think of someone other than myself.' Felicity popped a salmon roe circle into her mouth. 'Eat anyway, even if it tastes like cardboard. Feed your body. Grief is exhausting.’


Elizabeth did as she was told, chewing methodically, washing it down with the Riesling.


Felicity gazed out the window, sipping her wine. 'I've been remembering those first days after Roger died …'


'I'm so sorry,' Elizabeth said. 'This is bringing everything back. It's too soon.'


'Tosh! I can look back now and embrace that poor woman's suffering. Even admire how she coped and appreciate where I am now. I miss Roger every day but given the gap in our ages, Roger would not have wished different and, egotistical as it sounds, he would not have coped without me.'


Felicity put down her glass, leaned over and grasped Elizabeth's hands. 'Look at me. It does get better. Just put one moment in front of the other, tend to the body and be with the present. It sounds like Buddhist advice but then the Buddha knew what he was talking about. The future's unknown. Yes, it will be different but it doesn't have to be bad. And it’s not your job to invent a new one right now.’


'But if I don't want to be different?'


'Sorry, darling. It's already different.' Felicity leaned back, sighing. 'I don't mean to be harsh but I wish someone had said that to me earlier.’


Elizabeth gulped her wine, trying to suppress a rising irritation by clenching her fingers around the glass.


Felicity continued. 'I know you could slap me right now. Bleeding obvious isn't it? Silly me. But it's one thing to have that little voice in your head telling you and another to be actually paying attention. Beverley told me to grieve with the living but I didn't for at least six months. When I resumed duties with our Foundation I pretended Roger was on a business trip and he'd be back soon.'


Elizabeth watched Antoine remove their plates and ask Felicity if she would like the fish course now. She told him to wait a while after he had topped up their glasses.


Elizabeth pulled at a loose thread at the hem of her cardigan. She noticed her nails were too long, one was broken.


'I'm going to explain what I mean and then I won't mention it again,' Felicity said. 'I can look back now on the twelve months after Roger died and see how I handled everything wrongly. The children took over and I let them. I became the child. When I carried on with the Foundation and my social activities, only without Roger, friends assumed I was coping. People forget quickly that you are lost. You behave as if you're better but you're not. Nothing is the same. Where once you were two halves, now there's only one. Where in nature does an organism lose half of its being and survive? Half a tree? Half a horse?’ 


Felicity paused. Elizabeth hoped she was done. Message received. Like she had said, bleeding obvious.


But Felicity was not finished. 'I was so tired. After three months of isolation Caroline forced me to see my Margaret River GP. He was kind, said he could do tests. Caroline insisted on coming with me so we had the tests done. I know grief is not only an emotional journey. It's physical as well. Caroline wanted more tests when the first lot were fine. She's so logical. Roger's daughter in every way. For each problem there is a solution. Cause and effect. Her analytical mind gets her into all kinds of arguments with her children. She is a brilliant thinker but I realised she was terrified of losing me too. I needed to be there for my children, especially my daughter who I knew would never cope with a sick mother. Or an absent one. Not yet, anyway.’


Felicity waved her hand as if to clear the air in front of her. ‘In any case, tired as I was with the GP’s advice ringing in my ears, I had more tests done in Perth with the same result. I returned to Margaret River on my own. That led to another argument. Being on my own seems to cause my children great distress but I found enough energy to stand my ground, my only concession being that Antoine would come with me. That was a good idea because I don't think I could have managed a three hours drive. I found out later it caused a bit of gossip but Antoine was a gem. Cooked, cleaned, hid the wine bottles, insisted on my walking every day. Taught me yoga, would you believe? He practises karate every day. Black belt. Yin and Yang, I guess.'


Elizabeth's eyes drooped. Perhaps she could sleep, ignore what Felicity was trying to tell her. All this talk about children and friends, the loyal retainer. This had nothing to do with her childless world. Alex was her best friend, her family, after Fionn’s death her only solace.


'I spent four months in Margaret River.' Elizabeth thought Felicity was talking to herself now. 'I ignored the telephone and as I've never been a smartphone addict it was as if I had disappeared. On a subconscious level I think I was withdrawing from my old life but I didn't realise until I returned to Perth how much I had done that, and how unattractive that old life had become.'


Elizabeth wondered if she should say something. Take an interest. After all, Felicity was only being kind. 'Was that when you decided to step away from the Foundation?'


'Yes. Hosting fundraisers, lunching with the glitterati, tennis. A funny thing happened. I thought I would have to explain my refusals but the invitations petered out very quickly. Single woman not useful at dinner parties.'


'Single, rich, beautiful, intelligent …'


'Yes, of course. All that.' Felicity smiled and circled a hand over her blonde hair as if posing for a photograph. 'If only they knew how uninterested I was in their ageing, unhealthy, business-obsessed husbands.'


'Maybe their sons?'


'Elizabeth! Did you just smile? Well done. Oh, don't feel guilty about it. You can't be miserable all the time.'


'It's only been ten days.' She looked at her watch. 'Or nine, given the time difference.'


'You can stop that as well. This counting business. I did that for almost a year. The first Christmas without Roger. The first birthday. Anniversary. It's pointless. It doesn't help. It keeps you tied to a past that no matter how long you live is not coming back. And the second anniversary is no easier than the first. Or the third.’


'It's only natural to do that, surely.'


'I don't know what's natural but sooner or later you have to build a new life. Beverley was the one constant for me. She's seen so much loss yet she's so practical about it all.'


'Like your daughter?'


'No, no way. Beverley's is a spiritual practicality. She says she assumes her loved ones are still here. She just can't see them but she talks to them as if they were. So she never makes a decision without chatting to her husband about it.'


'Yes, she told me after Valerie died that I should continue to talk to her. I haven't been able to. Seems silly to me. But Beverley and Valerie were close for decades. I only knew her for a bit more than a year.’


Felicity signalled to Antoine. 'Let's have the fish, now, please.’ 


While he brought their meals, removed their glasses and brought fresh ones for the Sauvignon Blanc, Elizabeth examined Felicity. There was no doubt her friend looked every bit the contained, confident wealthy beauty that the gossip pages used to love photographing with her Hong Kong born Chinese magnate. Elizabeth had noticed a new quiet presence as Felicity had taken charge of their flight to Glasgow. Visiting Perth for Roger's funeral had been Elizabeth's first trip back from Scotland. Felicity’s family and friends surrounded her so they had spoken only briefly. Remembering how she had renewed her busy Glasgow life, she felt ashamed now that she had failed to stay in touch through what must have been awful months.


Following another admonishment to eat, Elizabeth found she could taste the succulent barramundi in its light turmeric sauce.


'You were such a godsend when you visited last year,' Felicity said. 'You weren't to know then, and I hadn't told anyone, but I had decided to hand over everything to the children. Sell them my share in the company, give Caroline the Perth house and resign from the Foundation.'


'I was amazed when you told me that but delighted you wanted to join me in the thinking spaces idea, vague as the idea was at the time.’ 


For a moment Elizabeth's enthusiasm for their new venture returned. Together with Felicity and Beverley they had created Impossible Thinking Unlimited as a business organisation but agreed that any revenue be ploughed back into it and that making a profit was irrelevant. They could have set it up as a not-for-profit but they agreed they would not access tax concessions, independently wealthy as they were, No, this would be a contribution to the world, generating ideas to wicked problems. Elizabeth had not imagined a partnership but Felicity and Beverley said they would prefer to make a substantial investment. A proper commitment to the work, not be what Beverley scorned as society matrons dabbling in good works. When Lynda agreed to run the Scottish house and Anne the Crespigny Bay spaces the three founders immediately offered the two women a five per cent share each, together with attractive salaries but Lynda refused both because of her own wealth, insisting Anne be given ten percent. Anne refused, suggesting she would prefer a larger salary. Elizabeth realised afterwards that, as her best friend, Lynda had been offended by the implication she needed to be paid for her involvement.


'Anne did such a great job with the opening,' Felicity said. 'She's a terrific find – and a good friend to you, I think.' Elizabeth nodded, back with memories of excited women designing The Vale's buildings, all that laughing and planning in Beverley's penthouse. Later, their skyping conversations, Elizabeth in Glasgow, Anne in Australia. And Alex's enthusiasm for Valerie's son and his architectural designs so great that Anne had the plans copied and shipped to Scotland so Alex and Cailean could be involved.


'Yes, she's a fabulous person. Almost the centre of the thing, really.’ Elizabeth was suddenly reminded of Anne holding her hand in the car on the way to the Margaret River hospital, warm hands grasping Elizabeth’s clenched fingers.


If Felicity perceived Elizabeth's returning distress she did not mention it. She kept talking about the opening: the speakers, the ideas generated by the conversations, the concept of an interactive website devoted to women's wisdom and the suggestion this wisdom should be gathered and published as both ebooks and printed books in many languages. Grand ideas that might as well be ancient history now. 


Antoine removed their plates, nodding to Elizabeth as if saying, well done.


Felicity stood. 'I'm going to insist you rest now. Go lie down. The bed’s all made up.’


Elizabeth shook her head. ‘No, you go. I'm going to try to write some words for Rob for the funeral oration. Please, you need to sleep as well. You've done so much.'


Offering no further advice, Felicity rose, touched Elizabeth’s shoulder and walked to the rear of the aircraft.


Elizabeth shivered, wrapped a blanket around her and folded her legs under the seat. What she would give for a hot water bottle but she settled for a pot of tea from Antoine.


Words for Rob. She had spoken to him several times. After Cailean, he was the next person she called. Alex's lawyer, friend and fellow golfing fanatic. The two had met at university, graduated together from Glasgow Law School.


There was never any doubt that Elizabeth would take Alex home as soon as the authorities permitted. She didn't need Rob to tell her that nor remind her that he was Alex's Executor. She understood Rob was shattered and forgave him for his immediate takeover. Truth be told, she was grateful. That call was a muffled memory now. He had wanted details she could not give. She could not shake the notion that somehow he blamed her. She knew he had been angry at her treatment of his friend but he had managed cool civility in the years after Elizabeth returned from the debacle of the Australian job. She had never explained to him her reasons for leaving in the first place nor would she ever share Alex's betrayal that took them to a place where reconnection was but a fragile possibility.


Felicity had taken over subsequent calls to Rob. She said that in spite of Rob's bullying Elizabeth should make her own suggestions for the design of Alex's funeral. In the end Rob had chosen the Glasgow Cathedral, the Minister, sent a list of invitations, drafted the notices and selected the music. He bombarded Felicity with emails containing each decision. He told her that he and Cailean would read the texts. He assumed Elizabeth would want to say something so he had included her in the Order of Service. The tone of the email implied this was neither essential nor desirable.


Elizabeth, as a successful managing director and CEO, was an accomplished and fluent public speaker, but the idea of speaking about Alex filled her with terror. They had both always guarded their privacy, Alex because as a politician he enjoyed so little and Elizabeth because she hated any spotlight on her life. In the last year, Alex had become more forthcoming with her about his feelings and fears but Elizabeth knew he would be horrified to do so in public. She also remembered how she had stumbled through Aunt Fionn's eulogy. She had not minded, pressed on as Fionn would have wanted. That had been a joyful occasion, not just because Fionn had reached a great age and had demanded laughter but because she had insisted on a rollicking good party afterwards. Alex’s funeral could never be like that. Elizabeth knew he would not want raw grief to be the mood of the day but she could not imagine it being anything else.


‘Put some words on paper anyway,’ Rob wrote in an email. ‘If you don't want to speak on the day perhaps Lynda can do it for you.’


Either way she was going to have to write something or suffer Rob's further disdain. Provide yet more proof of her indifference to Alex's needs. Given Rob’s fondness for sporting metaphors, failure would be seen as refusal to step up to the plate.


More importantly, she could not let her precious Alex's life be overwritten by eulogies on his public life, distinguished as that had been.


She gazed at her exhausted reflection in the window, absently turning Alex’s mother’s ring around her finger. After a while she removed it with some difficulty then returned it to its dishevelled box and returned it to her bag.








CHAPTER FIVE

Alex’s apartment, Glasgow, March



ELIZABETH TAPPED IN the security code and the entry door clicked. She gazed at the hallway where the mailboxes, Barcelona chairs and black slate floor waited. Unchanged. Just as they had left it weeks before. Normally she would have given the familiar elegant reception area her usual appreciative glance. Now it looked like a wasteland across which she had no desire to travel.


Felicity pushed at the door but it had locked again. 'Elizabeth, enter the code again. Let's go in.' She put her hand on Elizabeth's arm.


'What? Oh, yes. Right.' She gazed at the keypad. 'I can't remember. Oh, God, I can't remember.'


'Yes, you can. Take a deep breath. But you don't have to. We can go to a hotel. It's probably best if we do. You're white as a sheet. I don't know what I was thinking about letting you bring us here.'


'No, I want to be here. It's Alex's home. Our home, as well. Sometimes. Sort of. I'd rather we were here than intrude on Jamie and Marjorie.' 


She re-entered the code without thinking, picked up her bags and pushed the door with her back, holding it open for Felicity who strode towards the lift, pulling their cases behind her. Elizabeth set her hand luggage on the floor and turned back to collect Alex’s suitcase, briefcase and carry-on bag.


A sound of clicking on the tiles and a tall shadow appeared towards Elizabeth’s right. The gruff male voice startled her until she realised it was Ramsay. She turned towards the deeply tanned familiar face, lined with sun damage. Looked into eyes always kind but troubled by all they had seen.


'I wasn't expecting you to come here,' he said. There were tears in his throat. 'There's no words to say what a loss Alex will be to so many people. I'd be dead if it wasn’t for him. Better to have been me.'


Elizabeth stared at him, tried to get her jet-lagged mind to respond. Felicity thanked him and introduced herself. Ramsay grabbed the cases and moved towards the lift. He returned for the rest of the bags then lifted all the luggage into the lift. Wedging the lift door open, he stepped across to his concierge desk and returned holding out to Elizabeth a battered and bulging yellow envelope. Elizabeth was staring at the lift buttons. Ramsay leaned over and chose the third floor as Felicity held out her hand for the proffered package and tucked it under her arm. She smiled and nodded to Ramsay.


'That lawyer mate of Alex's has been here every day to check the mail,’ Ramsay said. ‘I told him there wasn't any. You should have it.’ When the lift door opened on the top floor he set the cases at the door opposite. He stepped back, standing to attention as if acknowledging a fallen soldier, something Elizabeth knew was all too familiar to the former SAS soldier who had served in Afghanistan and Iraq. Then he turned and exited through the door to the stairwell.


Alex's apartment occupied half of the third floor of the old warehouse building in Merchant City. Elizabeth rarely entered the building without remembering Alex and Cailean’s enthusiasm that lasted from first idea of redevelopment of the dilapidated building to the night Cailean won the Glasgow architecture prize for best contribution to revitalising the area.


Elizabeth thought of the apartment and the building as Alex's space, the place where he looked most at home in spite of being the son of a trawler fisherman from a tiny village in North East Scotland. Although she had observed him on their country walks, at fundraising black-tie dinners, speaking in the Scottish Parliament or laughing with friends around an inner-city bar, she thought he never was as comfortable in his skin as he did in the apartment. There he lost himself in his books and writing and music. And time with her. This is where they spent most of their relaxation time before she went to Australia for two years. She had her own two floors in Fionn's house but since her aunt's death she wondered whether the house, now all hers, was too big.


When she returned from Australia she had been surprised at how desperately she longed to return to that house. That was when Alex surprised her by suggesting she move in with him. 'We've wasted so much time. Let's not mess about. You can even have your own room if you want.' Then he had added words that sounded flippant but she saw the disappointment as he turned his back on her hesitation. 'Don't worry, I'll not ask you to marry me again.' 


She had told him it was not a good idea. Said she was too traumatised and tired, too angry with herself and knew she needed to be alone. That was when his new flat became her sometimes home. Her house became sometimes theirs.


The door to the flat had both keypad and keyed locks. Elizabeth entered the code but did not move. Usually she could hear the key pad click open the door before she could use the key. The keypad was not working.


'Let me do that.' Felicity took the key from Elizabeth's trembling hand and unlocked the door, entered then turned back when Elizabeth did not follow. She was staring into the dark interior. Glasgow's lights should be visible but the curtains were drawn. Felicity fumbled for light switches, asking where they were but Elizabeth stood frozen on the doormat.


'There's something wrong. Alex never closes the living room drapes. He loves the view over the city at night.'


'Probably the cleaner. You said she was coming in regularly. Come on, where are the damned switches?'


'They're not switches. It's a touch pad. Tap it to turn it on then tap lights.' Elizabeth was whispering. 'There's something not right.' She did not move from the doorway.


Felicity found the pad and the lights came on. 'Oh, my goodness.'


'What? What is it?' Elizabeth stepped across the threshold.


'You've been broken into, that's what. I'm afraid it's a terrible mess.'


The wide living room ranged before them. Every piece of furniture was tipped over, tables lying on their sides, lamps broken. The bookshelves emptied, Alex’s architecture books scattered across the floor and covered with broken glass from the cabinet doors. The obscenity to Elizabeth was the slashes in the red leather sofas. She and Alex had chosen those only six months before to replace the white ones selected by his interior designer.


'Now it's truly our home because these are our sofas.' Alex's voice was clear in her head. 'His and hers although I'd rather you spend all your time on mine.' He had whispered in the shop, then kissed her ear, much to the embarrassment of the very proper gentleman examining the antique coffee table behind them.


'Why would anyone hate such beautiful things?' Elizabeth knelt on the floor and tried to hold the torn pieces together as if she could heal their wounds.


Felicity checked the other rooms and returned to Elizabeth. 'We can't stay here. This is not good. I'll go get that concierge to call the police. '





'I'm sorry, Dr Wallace, but you’ll have to leave. This is a crime scene.'


The Glasgow police had answered Ramsay's call in less than fifteen minutes. 


The tall young red-headed Constable who had arrived earlier with adrenaline pumping now looked bored. Of what interest was a ransacked apartment even if it had been the home of a former Scottish MP? 'I've called it into detectives and someone will be here soon,’ he said. ‘I have to secure the place. They want you to stay here till they arrive.' He spoke with the strongest Glasgow accent Elizabeth had heard in years. He may not have meant to intimidate her but standing at well over six feet tall with feet planted solidly on the floor and his hands on his belt, she would not argue with him. 'Can you check if anything significant is missing,’ he asked, ‘but without touching anything?' The question became a command.


Felicity ushered Elizabeth into the room on the right side of the entrance. Alex's study. The last place she wanted to enter. It was his retreat. His sanctuary. What she called his cave whenever he needed to escape her demands or his own strong feelings. She rarely entered it, any more than he entered the room he gave her as her own sitting room and study.


His room was as ransacked as the living room. The filing cabinets had been forced open, their wooden frames broken, locks hanging loose. Every book had been thrown from its shelves. Not only tossed aside but many of them had been ripped, some spines broken. Alex's antique
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