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Chapter 1


Layla gripped the simple ceramic urn tightly between her knees. But the more she gripped, the more it slipped and slid against her thick woollen tights, threatening to spill over onto the immaculate leather interior of Rob’s car.


‘Watch the leather!’ he said, holding the steering wheel with one hand and changing the music on his phone with the other.


His car. His pride and joy; for now anyway, until he upgrades, which Layla was sure would be any time soon.


As sales agents at Cadwallader’s call centre where they both worked, you were encouraged to focus on your goals. So much so, in fact, that you had to put a photo of the thing you most aspired to up as your screen saver, so you knew what you were aiming for. Layla’s had a wedding scene from Harper Magazine with the most amazing wedding dress in it. Rob’s had his next car. Much the same as the one they were in, but newer. Layla’s best friend Emmy couldn’t see the point of Rob upgrading his car. But then, Emmy didn’t even drive.


Layla put one hand on the lid of the urn and lifted the other up to shield her eyes against the brilliant orange sunlight that was dazzling her. Her new shiny solitaire ring spun on her finger. The sunlight was so low and bright she felt like she was being spun this way and that, inside a tumble dryer; not being able to see or get her bearings.


‘You must be able to work out where we are now!’ Rob said with irritation as he swung the BMW up the high street, claiming the right of way over oncoming drivers.


‘I don’t,’ Layla said, wishing she did. Her hand was still held up in front of her eyes, the other on the slipping urn. Her knees, thighs and buttocks began to ache with the effort of keeping it there. ‘It’s been twenty years since I was here!’ she reminded him. She’d been twelve, just three weeks away from her thirteenth birthday when she’d last visited Swn-y-Mor – the small fishing village nestled into a harbour that wrapped itself around an inlet on the edge of the Atlantic on the West Wales coast.


‘Try the satnav again,’ Rob insisted, pointing to her phone.


Layla didn’t have a spare hand. If she dropped the one in front of her eyes, she’d be blinded. If she took the one off the urn . . . they’d be breathing in ashes, her dad’s ashes to be precise. Not that she’d seen her dad to call him that in years. But still, it wouldn’t be right.


Her neatly straightened blond hair flicked around her face catching in the fabric of her pastel pink cashmere scarf, which contrasted with the pale blue of her eyes. She was wearing a short tweed skirt and smart white fitted shirt under her showerproof short coat, and wished she’d slipped a thin woollen jumper under her matching waist-length jacket.


Rob tutted, then indicated at the last minute, taking a sharp right-hand turn in front of another car that stopped, the driver shaking his head at Layla as his bonnet practically met her passenger door. The jet-ski they were towing behind them wobbled from side to side but stayed put on its trailer as Rob put his foot down on the accelerator and they sped down the tight lane, flanked by tiny fisherman’s cottages built on the slope of the hill.


‘Wait!’ Layla dropped her hand. Rob suddenly slammed on the brakes and the car slowed down. Layla’s hair swung forwards and then back off her face.


She could see better now the sun was to the side of her. The ring slipped down her finger but she caught it with her thumb and pushed it back up. She knew she should take it off until she’d had it altered down a couple of sizes, but Rob insisted she wore it all the same.


As Layla looked from side to side, a feeling of familiarity washed over her suddenly, like a huge ocean wave, knocking her for six and taking her breath away.


‘I remember!’ she exclaimed excitedly, but that feeling was replaced almost immediately with an overwhelming feeling of sadness as she looked around the familiar surroundings.


She gripped the urn even tighter, feeling the burn through her calves and thighs, reminding her of the pain this place had brought her when she was last here.


‘Great!’ Rob said, ‘So, straight on then.’ It wasn’t a question. He put his foot down and shot off down the lane, swerving past staggered parked cars along the way.


‘Slow down!’ Layla was disorientated by the sights and sounds of her childhood catapulting towards her. Then, turning sharply to the left, the road suddenly opened up and the low autumn sun dazzled them again as they saw the bay in front of them. There was a grey slate wall between them and the Atlantic coast. Seagulls dipped and swooped in the orange sunlight around the boat masts that were poking up behind the wall. Layla looked up as a flock of black and white oystercatchers flew by. Right in front of her and Rob was a grassed area, a fenced enclosure with boats on trailers, parked up and penned in like a herd of sheep huddled together. To one side was an old stone building – the boathouse, Layla remembered – with dark green peeling paintwork around its windows. A place where boat owners, holidaymakers and locals used to mix in the early evening as the sun set over the sea.


‘Finally!’ Rob announced, seeing the car park in front of him through his dark pilot sunglasses and putting his foot down again, he headed for the empty spaces. Layla was thrown back against her seat. The urn slid from her knees into the footwell of the car, spinning round and round, and the ring slipped down her finger again as she reached and tried to grapple for it. It had fitted her fine when they’d been on holiday in Dubai, where Rob had proposed. The hot weather must have made her fingers swell. Now they were back home where it was cooler, it kept spinning round her finger like hula hoop.


She couldn’t wait to show it to Emmy, who she had been mates with since school. It was Emmy who’d got her the job at the call centre in the first place. But whilst Layla had loved everything her new job had to offer – the team building, the targets and the benefits the bonuses had brought – Emmy had never really embraced the Cadwallader way. Layla loved the feeling of being part of a great big family, the kind of family that she hadn’t had since her dad had left all those years ago.


Layla scooped her finger back through the ring, which had flown off and onto the grey car carpet. Then she grabbed the urn, checking the lid was still tightly on and thankfully it was! As she went to sit up, there was suddenly a screech of brakes and Layla was thrown forward towards the dashboard. There was a loud bang from the front of the car. Her heart leapt into her mouth. Oh god! Had they hit something or, worse still, someone? She felt sick.


Slowly, Layla raised her head from the footwell so that she could see above the shiny dashboard. The overpowering, offensive smell of artificial pine trees from a hanging air freshener made her feel even more nauseous. As her eyes met with the bonnet, she could see a hand and an arm, placed squarely in the middle of her view. The arm was covered in white splashes of paint. It didn’t look as if the man had been hit by the car. In fact, it looked the other way round – like he’d slammed the palm of his hand down in the middle of the car bonnet and that Rob had screeched to a halt in the nick of time.


‘What the . . .?’ Rob yanked off his sunglasses by their gold arm and glared at the man in front of him. The jet-ski was bouncing around the trailer, as if trying to find its balance again. Layla was surprised it hadn’t taken off over them completely. The man outside was staring at them, his face dark and angry. Deep blue eyes glared at Rob. Layla suddenly felt furious at the fright he’d given her and sat up straight, staring back at him, her heart thundering inside her chest.


Despite the cool autumnal day he was wearing a T-shirt, which was speckled with white paint, as were his white painter’s dungarees that were done up on one side only, whilst the other side flopped down across chest. His hair was dark, nearly black, pushed off his face and curled at the neck. It was speckled like salt and pepper, presumably from the paint again. Rob wound down his window.


‘Oi! Watch what you’re doing,’ he shouted, putting his head out of the open window. The man didn’t respond. Layla sat up even straighter to see that he was holding a bucket in his other hand and, at his feet, there was a tiny honey-and-white-coloured Jack Russell looking up nervously at its owner.


Finally the man spoke, slowly, in a deep gravelly Welsh voice that rolled like the hills of the landscape around them. It was a far cry from Cardiff city where they’d come from.


‘We like to take things a little more slowly around here,’ he said evenly, still not removing his hand from Rob’s bonnet. Layla wasn’t sure what would irritate Rob more, the confrontation, or the fact that some of the paint on the man’s hands might actually transfer onto his bonnet. His jawline twitched, but he said nothing.


‘Go on,’ he looked down at the dog who turned and trotted on its way across the road, mostly using three legs and lifting her left back one as she went. It really was one of the smallest dogs Layla had ever seen and she couldn’t help but think, ‘ahhh’.


‘That dog should be on a lead! It could’ve caused an accident!’ Rob called after the dog and its owner and then quickly pressed the button on his door handle and his window whirred up.


‘Shhh, Rob!’ Layla chastised him. Honestly, sometimes he could be so . . . forward. It was one of the things she’d first liked about him. His confidence. He was tenacious, he knew what he wanted from life, both for himself and then for her as well. He wanted them to have the best. Not like when she’d been growing up. Her mum and she had got by, but there had been a lot of scraping along the way. Right now, though, his confidence was verging on the cringe-worthy. The salt-and-pepper-haired man slowly removed his hand from bonnet and then with a final glare at Rob, and a sharp nod to her, he followed the dog towards the quayside.


Layla’s cheeks burnt with embarrassment as she watched the man and his dog walk down towards the entrance to the campsite where she’d spent every summer until she was a teenager, well as near as damn it. Only this time she wasn’t feeling excited, happy, and desperate to feel the grass between her toes or the soft sand under her feet. This time she wanted to get away as soon as possible. It was hard to believe that her father had asked for his ashes to be scattered here, in a place that held so many unhappy memories – and that she be the one to do it. It didn’t make sense. Why here? Why her?


‘Pillock!’ Rob muttered under his breath as he restarted the car and then relaxed a little as it purred into life with satisfaction.


He swung out, exaggeratedly, from where the man and his dog had crossed the road.


‘Don’t antagonise him,’ Layla scolded. But Rob gave a little rev of the engine and accelerated down towards the car park, pulling in and parking diagonally across three parking spaces to fit the trailer in as well.


Layla turned to see the man push open the door of the farmhouse she remembered so well. She guessed he must be a local decorator. The dog pawed at the cream front door with the oval glass in it. The man pushed it open and the dog went in first. He followed, turning just before he went in and catching Layla’s eye, making her cheeks burn all over again and her heart bang in her chest. She really did need to just do what she had to do here and leave again quickly. Nothing good in her life ever came of being here, and today had proved that again.


She spun the ring round and round on her finger.


‘Hey.’ Rob put his hand on her knee, breaking her thoughts. ‘Come on. Don’t let that get you down. We’re here for some fun.’ He gave her one of his special smiles. The sort that she couldn’t help but smile back at. But this time she cocked her head and raised her eyebrows at the urn in her lap, pulling a doubtful face.


‘Hardly.’ She looked at him.


‘Let’s get that over and done with and then get out on the water. Grab some fun. This looks like it’s a quiet spot. We could make this a regular thing,’ he grinned, leaning in to her. ‘Who knows, maybe we could get a room. This place might have a pub with some decent pub grub. You often get them in places like this. Unspoilt. And let’s be honest, it doesn’t look as if it’s joined the twenty-first century yet!’ he laughed and nudged her, nearly knocking the slippery, ceramic urn back into the footwell.


He suddenly opened the car door, like a boy on Christmas morning, desperate to play with his new toys, and went round to the trailer. Layla pushed open her door. The salty sea air hit her and she couldn’t help but draw it in deeply, just like she had always done when they first arrived. That smell. It was the same smell. A smell that had once tasted so sweet, bringing with it the promise of long hot, summer days, and which had turned so sour.


Rob was smiling and running his hand over the jet-ski, delighted with his eBay buy. The fact they’d been able to pick it up on the way had been an added bonus.


‘Right, let’s get going,’ he said. But Layla was still rooted to the spot, clutching the cream urn against her chest; against her heavy beating heart. She gazed around, taking everything in: the boathouse, the boat park, the old slate sea wall, the grassy mound that they’d climbed to eat their ice creams and penny sweets . . . The place where her dad used to be, where her family used to be.


‘Layla, it’ll be fun, I promise.’


Layla took another big lungful of the salty air. This was her moving on, leaving the past behind. Rob was right. She needed to do this. The quicker she did it, the quicker she could get back to her new life and the family she’d make for herself.


Why then, looking down at the urn, did she suddenly feel quite so reluctant to let it all go?




OEBPS/nav.xhtml






		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		About the Author



		Also by Jo Thomas



		Praise for Jo Thomas



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		An extract from Late Summer In The Vineyard













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
headline
e





OEBPS/images/9781472223760_FC.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
JO THOMAS





