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Chapter 1


Violet


It was only when the message arrived that I realised how unprepared I was to receive it.


That’s the thing about shock, though, isn’t it? Seismic when something happens unexpectedly, worse when that same something was an inevitability for which you stubbornly failed to prepare.


I stared at the words until my eyes stung, the text blurring as I fought to regain focus. Beyond the window, life went on. Traffic ground forwards, bicycle wheels turned, voices carried, and a stiff breeze chased city litter along gutters and into drains. It was all white noise to me.


I’ve put the house on the market. Thought you should know. H


For the past two years, I’d thought of the two of us as sitting on opposing sides of a chess board, each waiting for the other to make their move. This was his, and now, I knew, it was my turn.


‘Violet?’


The door behind me was ajar, and the man now standing in the gap sounded terse as he said my name. I turned to face him, rearranging my features into what I hoped was a contrite expression.


‘Sorry.’ I glanced towards the phone in my hand, ready to explain, only to falter.


The man – my boss, Robert ‘call me Bobsy’ Prior – raised an enquiring brow. It was flecked with grey and impeccably neat, much like the goatee a few inches below it. ‘Let me guess,’ he said, ‘another family emergency?’ His tone left me under no illusions as to how he felt about that particular phrase, one that I had, admittedly, been unable to avoid trotting out on numerous occasions.


‘Not this time,’ I told him, trying for a smile. ‘It’s nothing.’


It’s everything.


He nodded briskly. ‘I’d like a word in my office.’


‘Now?’ Panic fluttered. ‘But I have that viewing—’


‘I took the liberty of rescheduling that.’


He waited a moment for me to register the importance of his statement. Bobsy Prior never rescheduled, not when it ran the risk of negatively impacting customer experience, and therefore business earnings. Whatever he wanted to talk to me about was serious.


Purposefully, he led the way back inside and dolefully I followed. Of the four desks inside our estate agency, only one other was occupied, and when I caught the eye of the young woman sitting behind it, she immediately looked away.


Guilt.


It was an emotion I recognised only too well.


‘Take a seat.’


Bobsy’s own desk was obscenely tidy, the white laminate surface blemish-free and reeking of furniture polish. Aside from a neatly ordered set of trays – one labelled ‘In’ the other ‘Out’, there was little save for a closed laptop and a pot of red biros. On the day of my first interview, I’d sat in the same chair I was perched on now and wondered if I should be worried about what those pens represented, the hint they gave as to the personality of the man in front of me.


‘Intuition is always right, because truth is never wrong,’ my dad had been fond of saying. One of his many wise proclamations. They had been coming back to me with increasingly regularity, and often I comforted myself by imagining he was in the room with me, whispering them into my ear.


I became aware of a tapping sound and glanced up to find Bobsy watching me, his mouth set and fingers drumming.


‘I’ll cut right to it, shall I?’


I sat up a little straighter.


‘Did you,’ he asked, ‘or did you not, advise a client against putting in a bid for the house on Tension Road?’


‘Which one?’ I enquired mildly, though I knew full well.


‘The former HMO,’ he said, using the acronym term for a house in multiple occupation. The one to which he was referring had been repurposed into a series of bedsits, but now the owner was selling up and wanted to attract those in search of a project, ideally a young professional couple with the time and resource to transform the dilapidated property back into a home. So far, so reasonable, until you considered the price tag.


I sighed. ‘Oh, that one.’


‘According to Sheena, your exact words to the individuals at the appointment were: “One point two is far too high. If I were you, I’d go in under nine hundred.” ’


No wonder my colleague had been unable to meet my eye.


‘It is too high,’ I said. ‘Far too high. You know that as well as I do. The vendor’s dreaming if he thinks we can get that for him. The roof is rotten, the guttering needs a do-over, and that’s before you start on plumbing and electrics. And the garden—’


Bobsy held up a hand to silence me, before launching into a monotonic spiel about ‘competitive markets’, ‘desirable postcodes’ and ‘surveyor guarantees’. I didn’t need to spell out the truth, which was that my instinct had been to protect the would-be buyers from investing in a money pit, and that I’d put their welfare above any thoughts of my own or the business’s commission. Bobsy had figured out that much on his own, and he was furious.


‘Selling is what we do; it’s the job. If you can’t stomach that element of the role, Violet, then I’m afraid you leave me with limited options.’


‘Such as?’


The fingers continued to drum. ‘I think you know.’


‘You can’t just sack me,’ I said hotly. ‘That’s illegal.’


He sighed. ‘If I’m honest, Violet, this latest stunt doesn’t represent the most troubling example of your conduct. There is another, far more concerning issue at play here, one which I had hoped we could avoid discussing. If I’m honest,’ he said again, a sure-fire preface to another damning indictment, ‘I prefer not to dwell on such salacious behaviour. What I’m giving you here is an opportunity – walk away without a fuss, and I won’t be forced to take the matter further.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said, though I could feel the heat in my cheeks. How had he found out when I had been so careful? ‘Please.’ It was close to a whisper. ‘I need this job.’


The arrangement of Bobsy’s features gave nothing away. He was as blank as the pristine walls of his office.


‘And I need people I can trust,’ he replied crisply. ‘People with a strong moral code. I’m being lenient here. What you have done . . . well, there are legal implications, and I’m sure neither of us wants to go down that path.’


The fact that he was right in his condemnations of me did little to assuage my anger, as it spread through my veins like nettles. I thought again about the message informing me that the house was going to be sold. Not just a house, but a home – our home, the place where life as I knew it had changed, where perhaps the most vital part of it had ended. The shock I’d felt as I read those words had calcified into rage, and it was the latter that brought me abruptly to my feet.


Bobsy rocked back in his seat, seemingly alarmed by the sudden movement.


‘I’ve changed my mind,’ I said, continuing to talk over his attempted reply. ‘I don’t need this job after all. You’re right, I’m no good at ripping people off. In fact, I don’t know what I was thinking accepting this job at all. You don’t need to fire me, because I quit, OK? I quit with immediate effect.’


Bobsy stood up clumsily, his features curled into a scowl, but whatever he chose to say next was inaudible against the ringing slam of the door as I yanked it shut behind me. Crossing to my desk, I snatched up my few possessions, swept past a gaping Sheena, and headed out on to the street without so much as a single backward glance.










Chapter 2


Violet


Adrenaline kept me going until I reached the park at the end of the road, after which panic took over. Collapsing down on to the nearest bench, I put my head in my hands and tried to stop my legs from shaking.


The hated blazer I’d bought specifically for the job I’d just lost was no match for the chill of the afternoon, late May having presumably decided that sunshine wasn’t yet necessary, at least not when it came to the city of Cambridge. Mallorca, I imagined, was far warmer. The small Spanish island boasted an average of three hundred sunny days a year, while England only managed a paltry fifty-nine. I knew because I had looked it up, had done so purely to torment myself, a punishment of sorts for pain caused. My mind and I often played this game, one reminding the other of all the reasons to feel undeserving, ashamed, self-pitying, and it had rendered me weary.


My phone buzzed. It was bound to be Bobsy, terminating my contract of employment in writing, but it could also be something else, another emergency, him . . .


The latter made me check.


The text was from the same person who’d messaged me less than an hour ago, back when I still had a job, a purpose, some semblance of hope. There were no words, only a link to a Balearic Properties website. Steeling myself, I clicked on it, knowing what the photos would show yet staring at them anyway, my heart immobile in my chest as I scrolled down to the description.


 


Exceptional house for sale in Pollença old town, Mallorca north coast


Loved locally for its quirky turret design, orange walls, and mature citrus trees, this one-of-a-kind property is situated close to the Calvari Steps – one of the most sought-after locations on the island. Lovingly restored by one family over twenty years, it has four bedrooms and three bathrooms set across three levels, with breathtaking views across the town and mountains beyond.


The hillside plot offers the benefits of being close to the town’s amenities yet secluded enough to provide an escape from the bustle of tourists. In short, it is the perfect family home, suitable for year-round living or holiday stays – and to see it is to fall in love with it. Viewing highly recommended.


Price on application.


 


The perfect family home.


Struck by a wave of nausea, I bent double, my head between my knees as I drew in one deep breath, followed by another. I didn’t want to be here by myself, not in this state, but I was alone, had never been more so, and it hurt.


I sat up slowly and swiped the screen of my phone, searching through my limited list of contacts until I reached the name I was looking for – someone I knew still cared. She answered on the second ring.


‘Sí? Bueno.’


Hearing my old friend’s voice brought me almost to tears.


‘Ynes, it’s Violet.’


She tinkled out a laugh. ‘Cabecita roja!’ she cried – little redhead – ‘This is a nice surprise.’


A few feet ahead of me, a pigeon had begun to inspect an empty crisp packet, its silvery grey head tilting to the side as if it was admiring its reflection in the foil. There was half a flapjack left over from lunch in my bag, and having taken off its wrapper, I broke it up into pieces and tossed them across the grass. Ynes was chattering away as she always did, sharing snippets of Mallorcan gossip, asking when I would visit, saying that it must be soon, that I was needed, that there were things to be resolved. I had no idea how to answer, and so waited in silence until she said, ‘So, why is it that you are calling me? What has happened?’


I swallowed. ‘I’ve done something stupid,’ I said, and heard the air-hissing sound of a wince.


‘Háblame,’ she said soothingly. Talk to me.


Haltingly, I explained about the buyers I’d put off, the trouble I’d got into as a result of it, and the strident way by which I’d walked out of my job.


I didn’t, couldn’t, tell her about the other reason I’d been forced to quit.


‘You hate this job?’ Ynes asked.


‘Sí,’ I mumbled.


‘Then why do you care, cabecita roja?’


How best to make it clear that I did care, not about the job, but about the salary it provided? I needed money, more now than I ever had before, and the stakes were terrifyingly high.


Ynes, who did not know the full story, remained pragmatic. ‘Who needs to work for an imbécil like this?’ she said. ‘It is done now. You will find other work.’


She made it sound easy, but it wasn’t – not for me. I had no formal qualifications, no degree, no experience aside from what I’d gleaned during the few years spent working for a business I’d long since abandoned, and no savings.


‘Who’s going to offer a lucrative role to a thirty-seven-year-old woman who’s moved back in with her mother?’ I said joylessly. ‘Nobody.’


Ynes snorted. ‘So, take a holiday.’


The pigeon strutted and weaved, picking through the grass with its beak. I looked up at the pallid sky, tuned into the rumbling growl of cars and buses as commuters idled along rush-hour roads, all of them with somewhere to go, and with somebody waiting at their journey’s end. I had neither; no purpose at all other than to be there in case anybody needed me – in case he needed me.


‘The house is on the market,’ I said, to an audible gasp from Ynes.


‘No? I do not believe it.’


‘I’ve seen the advertisement.’


Ynes rattled out a stream of Spanish disparagement. ‘You cannot let the house go,’ she exclaimed. ‘This is not the right decision.’


‘Isn’t it?’ I countered, in a murmur so low that she demanded I repeat myself. ‘It’s the only thing left that belongs to both of us. We can’t keep it, not after— I don’t want to sell it, of course I don’t, but perhaps it is for the best.’


In the beginning, when the future was still unclear, I’d felt the same way as Ynes, the idea of the house no longer being a part of my life abhorrent enough to cause me sleepless nights. But things had changed since then, I had altered in ways I thought impossible, that first mistake acting as a domino to hundreds of others, each one steering me towards this moment, on this bench, trapped, scared, and fast running out of options.


Ynes had begun to mutter under her breath, the rapid Spanish indecipherable. My friend was disappointed in me; she didn’t understand why it had come to this, or how I’d allowed it to happen. The only thing I could think of to say was sorry, but it was so worn out, that word; threadbare and desultory.


‘It’s only a house,’ I said meekly, and was rewarded with a snapped ‘qué ferte’.


‘Listen to me, cabecita roja. I am your friend, and because of this, I will not tell you lies, not even the little white ones. It is better to snip the stem than wait for the petals to drop, you know this.’


Again, I could think of nothing to say.


‘Selling the house is a mistake,’ she went on. ‘One that you will both regret.’


‘It’s not that simple,’ I protested, but Ynes shushed me.


‘Life becomes complicated when you complicate it.’


There they were again, the words of my father.


‘Whatever you decide to do, sell or not sell, you must talk about it,’ she urged.


‘I’ve tried,’ I said insistently. ‘You should see all the messages on my phone, the emails that go unanswered – he doesn’t want to hear me.’


Ynes drew in a long breath, and the exhalation that followed sounded sorrowful. ‘Then perhaps,’ she said, ‘it is time that you gave him no choice but to listen.’










Chapter 3


Violet


Our first mistake was thinking that love would be enough.


When you build a house, you don’t simply stack up a pattern of bricks and balance a roof over the top; you draw up a plan, establish the foundations, and create a home from multiple layers of careful craftsmanship. A marriage is the same; it needs so many components, a solid framework for all that love to adhere itself to before it sets, cement-like, into the elusive happy ever after. Perhaps if Henry and I had spent more time constructing us and less time fixing up our house, we could have made it. In my darkest moments, I pretended to myself that I blamed the place – hated it, even – but I never truly believed it.


Standing proud but unassuming on its steep hillside plot, the once ramshackle abode had sun-blushed apricot walls, barrel roof tiles, and a cylindrical turret with porthole windows, which marked it out as unique amongst its Mallorcan neighbours.


Henry had chosen the name in that typical Henry way of his, settling on La Casa Naranja – The Orange House, to use its less glamorous-sounding English moniker – because that’s what colour it was. When I teased him about it, he’d argued that orange was a warm colour, a summer colour, the colour he associated with me, and therefore us. And as I stared up at the rough stone facade now, trying to see it as a stranger might, it was impossible not to feel nostalgic for the two of us as we were then, before everything started to fall apart.


In the week since Henry had sent his message, I had thought of little else, the terse words he had chosen cutting a swathe right through me. When I considered the mess I’d made of my life in England, being here felt like running away, though I knew all I’d done was flee one set of flames for another. There would be consequences to the actions I’d taken, but for now I had to push those fears aside. Focus on the present, avoid dwelling on the past, and remain blinkered to the future.


I closed my eyes and focused on breathing for a few seconds. Below me in the hub of Pollença town, a clock chimed three times. If I concentrated, I could make out the faint scent of trumpet vines, honeysuckle, and the acrid dust kicked up by the endless stream of tourists; the smells of what I had associated, for the longest time, with home. Being back here again had unmoored me, set me adrift in a wash of conflicting emotions.


Giving in to a sigh, I stooped to pick up my small suitcase, using my free hand to push aside the decorative metal gate that separated La Casa Naranja from the street. The patio was tidier than I remembered it being. Terracotta pots were arranged in a neat line along one wall, a broom and pitchfork propped beside them. Aside from a few stray leaves and petals, the smooth grey paving stones were bare, and it looked as if someone had recently weeded between the gaps. Holes gaped in the mud, reminding me of tiny screaming mouths, and I averted my eyes as I made my way to the front door. I was in the process of locating my key when I heard a click, followed shortly by a voice. His voice.


‘Oh,’ said Henry. ‘It’s you.’


I made myself look at him. All those hours we’d spent gazing at one another, and I could barely bring myself to meet his eye.


‘It’s me.’


A silence followed, during which we both twitched uncomfortably.


‘I wasn’t sure if you’d be here,’ I said. ‘I was told you were on a job in Palma?’


‘I was,’ he replied. ‘I finished this morning.’


‘I see. And how . . . How are you?’


I glanced up as I posed the question, my eyes coming to rest somewhere around his midriff. Henry was tall and broad, his form filling the open doorway, and he was dressed in the same tatty overalls I’d seen him wear a hundred times before, the top part shrugged off and the sleeves knotted around his waist. The black T-shirt he had on underneath was speckled with splatters of paint, as were his arms, which he’d folded across his chest. Decorating was the part of his job he relished the least, the task he found the most tedious, but he continued to grit his teeth and get on with it. That was Henry, a doer not a dallier, the kind of man who’d crack a tooth on a steak before complaining to the chef that it was overdone. It took a lot to break through his veneer of affability, but smash through it I had.


He hadn’t answered me, and I hesitated for a moment, torn between sadness and bewilderment, unsure of what I should say or do next.


‘I didn’t think you’d want to stay here,’ he said then, glancing over his shoulder into the bowels of the house. ‘Thought you might find a hotel.’


I spluttered out an incredulous ‘as if’.


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Henry,’ I said steadily, ‘it’s June now, and it’s Pollença.’


‘So?’


‘So, I’m not made of money, as you well know. Affording the flight was a stretch, and I had to take the bus up here from the airport.’


I loathed talking about money, and it showed, my frustration leaking into my words, making them sound brittle. I could feel Henry’s judgement of me as keenly as I could the sweltering heat of the afternoon.


‘If being here is such an inconvenience, Violet, then why come at all?’


He never referred to me as ‘Violet’ – I was ‘Vee’ to him, always had been. ‘Violet’ made it sound as if we barely knew each other.


‘Because of the house,’ I replied. ‘I assumed the fact you messaged me meant you thought we should discuss it properly, but then you ignored all my calls, so . . .’


‘So?’ Henry shifted position; his arms still folded.


‘If you’d agreed to talk to me sooner, we could have organised the sale months ago, before the summer. We might even have had everything sewn up by now – the finances, the asset split, the paperwork.’


‘Paperwork’ was the word I had chosen to use in place of ‘divorce’, and I only had to glance at Henry to know he’d understood. It was painful to hold his gaze, and I had to force myself not to give in to the discomfort. In the end, it was he who turned his head away, relinquishing a sad sigh as he did so.


‘This was your idea,’ I reminded him, stepping forwards. The shade provided by the bougainvillea I’d planted enveloped me, and despite the prickling unease I felt at being so close to him, it was a relief to get out of the sun. Henry unfolded his arms and ran a hand through his hair, which was every bit as thick and dark now as it had been the day we met. I’d long envied the Mediterranean blood that ensured he thrived in this climate while I, with my Anglo-Irish auburn curls and pale skin, wilted.


‘You were the one who insisted we split up and divide everything. All the decisions I’ve made since then have been based on that exact outcome. If we’re really going to let this place go,’ I went on, trying to sound resolute, ‘then I want to be involved. It’s my house, too.’


‘And what if I’ve changed my mind?’ he said, not looking at me. ‘What then, Vee?’


Could he mean that he’d forgiven me?


Henry had gone very still, his eyes focused on the ground. I held my breath as I waited for him to continue, yearning to touch him, fearing what would happen if I did.


‘Are you saying that you’re having second thoughts about the house?’ I whispered. ‘Or about us?’


Henry shook his head, and I blinked back tears as the hand I’d raised to grasp his fell limply to my side. I had been foolish to hope; the seed of my longing planted too late; its fragile roots destroyed by his dismissal. It had been a mistake to come here, to see him, to torture myself with reminders of what I’d lost.


‘I’ll go,’ I said, my voice cracking as I reached again for my suitcase. ‘You were right. I should have found somewhere else to stay. Ynes will lend me her sofa, I’m sure.’


Henry clenched his fists, frustration contorting his features.


‘Don’t—’ he began, but I was already moving, already at the gate, already running away from the past before it wrapped any more tendrils around me. I’d reached the pathway when I heard another sound, one that stopped me in my tracks, triggered every sense I had, and twisted my guts into a mess of conflicting emotion.


A single word, one I both craved and abhorred.


Mum.










Chapter 4


Violet


A split second. That was all it took for me to regain my composure and hitch the corners of my mouth up into a smile. I was well practised in the art of what I liked to call ‘Mum-terfuge’, the ease of which I was able to project a pretence of contentment so deeply ingrained that it had become as natural as breathing.


Turning, I pushed open the gate and dragged my case back across the patio towards my son. He was standing in the space that Henry had now vacated, and though he was tall – taller, even, than his dad – Luke was lean in the extreme. I could see the sharp edges of his collarbones jutting out through the fabric of his T-shirt, the handsome bone structure he’d inherited from my late father half-obscured by the first tufts of a downy beard. Nineteen years old now, not quite a man; a flower that had yet to bloom but was by no means less beautiful in spite of it. And of all the things Luke was, beautiful could be relied upon as a constant.


We didn’t hug one another in greeting – my son was not an affectionate person – but he did appear, outwardly at least, to be pleased that I was there. He had still been very young when his myriad behavioural issues began to manifest, allowing me plenty of time in which to learn his tells; study him with the ardent dedication of one who is determined to love. Now, I saw the flicker of something close to pleasure in his deep-set green eyes.


‘You look well,’ I said, following him inside. ‘Nice to see you with a bit of colour on your cheeks.’


Both statements were true, but I’d selected the anodyne compliments with care – a double act of self-preservation, such as a sprinkle of gravel above and below each spring bulb. The latter would be protected from rodents, me from Luke’s distemper.


He paused at the bottom of the stairs, his fingers tracing a circular shape across the rail. Each of the individual banisters had been slotted into place by Henry during our second summer here, and the dry scent of reclaimed acacia had permeated the house for days afterwards. Aside from the few pieces of furniture we’d bought at second-hand markets or from Pollença-based friends looking to offload, much of the rest of it was handmade, including the vast olive-wood dining table that dominated the lower part of the house. It was the creation of which Henry was most proud, and he was right to be so.


‘I’d usually be burnt by now,’ he muttered. ‘Probably would be, if Eliza didn’t keep nagging me about sun cream.’


Eliza.


Had the stress of the past few weeks somehow made me forget that Luke’s girlfriend was coming out to Mallorca with him – or had he simply not told me?


‘Of course, Eliza,’ I said, lacquering enthusiasm like gloss over my surprise. ‘How is she? Where is she? I’d love to meet her.’


Luke squinted at me from beneath his untidy dark fringe. ‘Um, wouldn’t you rather, you know, get settled in or something first?’


‘Oh dear,’ I replied, in my highest, brightest ‘Mum’ tone. ‘Is that a polite way of telling me I look dreadful?’


He sighed. ‘You look fine, Mum.’


‘Because I can go and tart myself up, if you want me to? There might even be some make-up in the bathroom, although it might be a bit dried up. You know how hot it gets in—’


‘Whatever you want.’


‘I want what you want.’


Too late, I remembered this particular phrase was one that irked him and suppressed a wince as he shook his head and dodged past me.


‘Luke,’ I cajoled. ‘Listen, I’m sorry. I— Wait!’


The saucepans thrummed on their hooks as the back door slammed, and almost immediately, a cramping pain ripped through my stomach. Fewer than five minutes I’d been in his company, and already he was angry with me. It was tempting to retreat; go upstairs and unpack; splash cold water on my face and wait for the anxiety to ebb – but to do so might make him even angrier. Instead, I forged ahead, through the kitchen with its terracotta tiled floor, exposed honey-stone walls, and painted blue worktops, and out into the rear garden, where I narrowly avoided colliding with a very petite, very pretty, and very pink-haired young woman coming the other way.


Mistaking my raised hands of shock for the offer of a hug, Eliza stepped between them and wrapped her arms around me. I became briefly aware of her chin against my shoulder, and the coconut aroma of her sun lotion.


‘You must be Luke’s mum,’ she said, leaning back to take me in properly.


‘Please, call me Violet – or better yet, Vee. We don’t stand on ceremony in this family.’


Eliza glanced over towards Luke, who was sitting with his back to us on the steps, and I thought I caught the ghost of a frown pass across her features. In a bid to show solidarity, I rolled my eyes and made a small tutting sound, but Eliza didn’t appear to notice. She had turned away and was delving through an oversized straw bag. Having extracted a hat, she tossed it in Luke’s direction, laughing when it landed askew on his head. I thought about all the times I’d coerced toddler Luke into sun-appropriate clothing, of the punches and kicks he’d aimed my way if I so much as uncapped a bottle of Ambre Solaire in his orbit. He would scream and squirm, and, despairing, I would call on Henry to help. One of us would then clamp down his limbs while the other attempted to smear on the cream, both of us coming away battle-weary, tearful, and often bloodied. Nineteen-year-old Luke did not so much as murmur; he merely grunted a ‘thanks’ and readjusted the cap so the peak covered his exposed neck.


Eliza: one; Violet: nil.


‘You are good,’ I told her. ‘Looking after him like that.’


She considered this, her grey eyes narrowing a fraction. There was a silver stud in the shape of an arrow pierced through her right eyebrow, and it was on the tip of my tongue to make some kind of light-hearted comment about Cupid. Eliza, perhaps fortunately, spoke before I had the chance.


‘I wouldn’t call it looking after,’ she said. ‘I look out for him.’


My smile felt tight. ‘Is there a difference?’


‘Looking after is something you do for yourself, looking out is what you do for others.’


‘But some people can’t look after themselves,’ I pointed out gently. ‘The infirm and the frail or very elderly, and babies and young children, too.’


Eliza wrinkled her nose at a passing bee. ‘Right,’ she agreed. ‘But Luke is none of those things – and neither am I.’


I longed to tell her that it wasn’t that simple; not where her boyfriend was concerned. Luke did need to be looked after – he’d always needed to be looked after – and where his needs were concerned, she couldn’t conceivably be a match for me, his mother. I was the person who understood him, better and more comprehensively than anyone else, and there was no doubt in my mind that by the end of their summer together, Eliza would find this out for herself. I didn’t have to tell her; Luke would do it for me without even trying.


‘Well,’ I said, through my rictus grin, ‘I’m very glad the two of you have each other, and that you’re here with us.’


I took a few steps forwards and reached out a hand to pat Luke on the shoulder. To my intense relief, he didn’t flinch, and feeling buoyed, I offered to prepare drinks.


‘Gin and tonics? It’s about that time – or it is somewhere.’


Luke shuffled to his feet. ‘We can do it.’


I started to protest, but he ignored me, lifting an arm to create a space for Eliza to slide into.


‘I’ll pick some fresh lemons off the tree, then,’ I called, as they went into the kitchen, wondering as I did so whether Henry would decide to join us. I wanted to know what he thought of Eliza; if he’d drawn any conclusions about her and Luke’s relationship – but I was no longer sure if these types of discussions would be welcomed. Confiding in each other was something that had fallen away a long time ago. You had to have mutual trust in order to confide.


I heard the chink of glasses coming from indoors, Eliza asking if the ice-cube tray had been filled with bottle or tap water and Luke’s baritone reply.


‘Lemons,’ I reminded myself, with a small shake of my head. Verbalising my mental to-do list was a new habit, one I appeared by osmosis to have picked up from my mother. I’d been living with her for five months, having given up the three-bedroom semi in the small Cambridgeshire village that Henry and I had rented together. Affording it alone had eventually proved impossible, as had finding somewhere else to live when I had nothing saved with which to put down a deposit, nor any proof of long-term employment. The day I was compelled to move back in with my mother was undoubtedly the second most galling of my life, and the sooner I could escape, the happier both of us would be. In order to do that, however, I needed money.


A lot of money.


Taking the stone steps two at a time, I hurried down from the back porch to the upper part of the garden, where I discovered to my dismay that weeds had overtaken the carefully curated flowerbeds. Red-hot pokers were doing their best to push through a thatch of needle weeds, and the purple of the lantana petals were barely visible. Bending to pull up a clump of dry grass, I accidentally uprooted a fragile pink daisy, and scolded myself ferociously. All those hours, all that tender care, all for nothing.


I was mildly comforted when I discovered that the cacti beds on the next level down were thriving, and the aloe plant appeared to have tripled in size. Unfortunately, the same could not be said for the majority of my herbs, which had been all but overrun by mint. Mojitos would perhaps have been a more suitable choice of aperitif than gin and tonics, and the plant’s fresh scent was heavenly. Weed-ridden it may be, but the garden still soothed me. It was my favourite part of the house for good reason.


Having reached the far wall, I braced myself against the bark of the lemon tree and, finding a foot-hole sturdy enough to take my weight, sprung up from the ground and made a grab for the fruit.


‘Cuidado!’ I heard someone yell. Watch out.


My outstretched hand grasped thin air, and I yelped in alarm as my sandal slipped off its perch, sending me crashing sideways on to the wall. There was another shout, and then two pairs of arms were on me, hoisting me on to my feet. I looked up to see Henry, his brow constricted by concern, mouth only inches from my own. Even when I was this close to him, it was difficult to meet his eye, and instinctively I turned away.


It was then that I saw who else had come to my aid.


And my blood froze.










Chapter 5


Violet


Of all the places I thought I might see this man again, the garden of La Casa Naranja was not one of them. But here Juan was, in all his stubble-coated, deeply tanned glory, seemingly completely at ease with the person who’d banned him from ever again crossing the threshold.


I gaped at him, incomprehension writ large, and struggled for something to say. The word that kept floating to the surface, oil on the water of my inherent British need to be polite, was ‘why’.


Why are you here? Why is Henry not reacting? Why is this happening? Why?


I managed to emit a low, sort of murmuring sound.


‘Are you OK?’ Juan laid a hand across my forehead. ‘Hot,’ he proclaimed, in thick, heavily accented English. The way he pronounced his ‘O’s made them sound flayed, as if his throat was somehow stripping the skin from each one on its way out. I stepped away from him.


‘I’m fine,’ I said, bending my elbow so I could examine the scrape on my upper arm. ‘It’s a scratch, it’s nothing.’


Henry reached up and casually plucked a lemon from one of the lower branches of the tree – one that I’d failed to reach even after scaling the wall.


‘Here,’ he said, handing it to me. ‘You need only have asked.’


The back door opened to reveal Luke, his cursory glance transforming into an expression of delight when he saw who had joined us.


‘Mi amigo,’ cried Juan, jogging up the two sets of stone steps to greet him. Luke abandoned his tray of drinks on the patio table and allowed himself to be pulled into a hug, grinning as Juan clapped him on the back. As I did during every interaction that I saw the two of them share, I tried hard not to envy their closeness, nor the casual way our Spanish neighbour crossed Luke’s boundary and found himself welcomed as opposed to rebuffed. There was no doubt that if it pained me to witness this show of companionship, it must be agony for Henry.


‘What brings you here?’ Luke asked.


Juan hesitated for a moment before answering, his gaze straying to Henry, who was making his way to the patio just ahead of me. ‘I am here with a proposition,’ he said. ‘For your father.’


Eliza chose that moment to fling open the shutters in the bedroom above, a wet bikini top in her hands that she promptly started to wring out. Ducking to avoid the droplets of water, I deposited my lemons on the table and, picking up the knife Luke had brought out on the tray, started to slice them.


‘What proposition?’ Henry’s flat tone betrayed no emotion beyond perhaps mild curiosity.


‘A house,’ said Juan. ‘Here, in Pollença town.’


I took a sip of gin and tonic and winced at its strength.


Henry’s face must have registered interest because Juan then clarified the address of his mystery house as being on Carrer de la Garriga, a narrow lane around fifteen minutes’ walk from where we were standing.


‘It is . . . un desastre,’ he went on, punctuating the statement with a shrug.


‘Is that a good or bad thing?’ asked Eliza, who had floated out to join us in a pale green floor-length sundress.


‘Bad,’ I supplied, at the same time Henry said ‘good’. Eliza blinked at us, confused.


‘Most people would consider a wreck of a house to be a bad thing,’ I told her. ‘But Henry isn’t most people.’


‘You want Dad to do it up for you?’ guessed Luke, and Juan beamed at him.


‘Sí! He is the best, after all.’


I took another sip.


‘Antonio heard that it was becoming available, and he arranged for me to make the first bid,’ Juan explained. ‘It is a gift,’ he added. ‘For Tomas.’


I could not be sure if I had imagined Henry flinch when he heard his father’s name, but at the mention of Juan’s son, Tomas, he visibly softened.


‘Generous gift,’ observed Luke, as Eliza picked up the tray of drinks from beside me and offered it to the three men. ‘You go ahead,’ she urged when Henry looked as if he was going to refuse. ‘I can make myself another one.’


It should really have been me who played host, me who saw to it that everyone was given refreshments, and me who went inside now and mixed a drink for Eliza – but I was loath to leave the unexpected tableau playing out in front of me. Juan not only back in The Orange House, but seemingly in our lives, the past wiped clean as if it were no more than dust on a windshield.


Luke was right – a house was a lavish gift, wreck or not – and by rights, La Casa Naranja should have been his one day. Henry and I had talked about it. Putting down my glass, I tried not to react as my stomach twisted unpleasantly.


‘Tomas has outgrown the apartment in Palma,’ Juan continued. ‘The place is full of Paulina’s toys, and soon there will be a new baby.’


‘Carmen’s pregnant?’ I blurted, to which he smiled.


‘Sí. Soy un abuelo.’


‘Abuelo means grandfather,’ I told Eliza. She’d just returned with a large drink and slid the hand not holding it into one of Luke’s.


‘I did not think I would be a grandfather twice over at the age of forty-five,’ Juan said, with an affectionate lament. He raised his drink as if toasting the absurdity of life and drained it in a single gulp.


‘Salud,’ I said, retrieving my own gin and tonic. Henry, I noticed, had yet to drink any of his.


‘So,’ said Juan, ‘what do you say, my old friend? Will you come and take a look, help Tomas to plan for the refurbishment? It will be a big job,’ he added. ‘There is money.’


Henry would refuse – he had to.


I jumped violently as someone began hammering on the front door. Luke said he’d go, and a few moments later, a little girl hurtled through the open back door and threw herself against Juan’s legs.


‘Paulina, mi muñequita,’ he crooned, hoisting the dark-haired toddler into the air and rubbing his nose against hers.


‘Basta, Abuelo,’ she squealed, writhing as he tickled her.


Luke reappeared with Tomas, who was less classically handsome but more lithe than his father. He greeted Eliza with genuine warmth but offered little more than a faint nod in my direction, choosing instead to bestow his attention on Henry. They had much in common, the two of them, and I could see his arrival was having the desired effect. As soon as Tomas pleaded his case, Henry capitulated, telling Spanish father and son that he’d be happy to inspect their house at the earliest opportunity.


I stole a glance at Luke, but he had moved a few paces away and was listening intently as Eliza whispered something in his ear. Whatever she was saying had turned the tips of his ears the same bright pink as her hair, and as I watched, he dropped a kiss on her collarbone.


Overwhelmed by a sudden urge to cry, I looked hurriedly away. The little girl had grown bored of pulling Juan’s ears and was wriggling to be put down.


‘Papá,’ she said, reaching up towards Tomas. As he levered her into his arms, Paulina found herself face-to-face with Henry, and promptly screamed.


‘Caracortada!’ she cried, repeating the word over and over as she buried her head against her father’s chest. Tomas shushed her, soothing and scolding in turn until it became clear she was not going to stop.


‘Sorry,’ he said, before carrying the near-hysterical girl back indoors.


Eliza was looking at Luke, who’d turned pale. ‘What does Caracortada mean?’ she asked, and it was Henry who answered.


‘It’s a word I hear a lot these days,’ he said, the flatness of his tone at odds with the wretchedness of his expression. I made myself look at him then – really look at him – at the raw, puckered skin that had yet to heal, the jagged line where flesh had been torn from bone, and the still swollen eye that would never again find focus.


‘Caracortada means Scarface.’










Chapter 6


Henry


Twenty Summers Ago


His father had presented him with the key that morning. It had fallen out of the envelope containing his birthday card and landed with a soft clunk in his lap.


Henry had experienced a tightening sensation across his entire body as he held the small brass object up and examined it, his fingers tracing its grooves and edges.


‘This is a house key,’ he said in Spanish, to which Antonio nodded.


‘Sí,’ he confirmed. ‘Tu casa.’


Your house.


It had not felt real then, and seemed barely plausible now that he was standing right in front of it, staring up at the crumbling walls and boarded windows, marvelling at the sheer size of the place.


‘Un gran reto,’ his father had gravely proclaimed. A big challenge. But one he believed Henry was ready for. And if Antonio had faith in him, that was enough to convince Henry that he could and would succeed. But it was going to take a lot of work – a fact that became undeniable as soon as he let himself inside.


The stone staircase opposite the front door was still standing, but most of the banisters were broken or rotted and some sort of plant with dark green leaves had pushed its way through a crack by the bottom step. Paint peeled off walls, light fittings hung bare, and the frayed ends of wires stuck out where sockets had once been. Whoever had owned the house previously had done a thorough job of stripping it down before they left – either that, or looters had come in later and helped themselves to anything of the remotest value. In what Henry guessed was the lounge, he found nothing but a rusting watering can and a pile of yellowing newspapers, and there were no appliances or cabinet doors in the kitchen. Stooping to peel gingerly at the putrid corner of a filthy rug, he was pleasantly surprised to find smooth terracotta tiles below it, most of which appeared to have miraculously survived intact. They represented something, he decided. A point at which to start.


He was about to venture upstairs when he heard what sounded like a squeal coming from outside. Instead of opening the back door, Henry lifted aside what was left of the flimsy curtain strung across the window and peered through the gap. On the far side of the overgrown garden, where the boundary wall curved around the bough of a lemon tree, a leg appeared, and then another, followed by a small, neat bottom, encased in stonewashed denim. The girl stretched a foot down until the tips of her toes were touching the ground, then she let go, landing nimbly on the earth.


Henry had enough time to take in her vibrant red hair and slim, pale arms, before the girl crouched and was obscured by the bulbous paddles of a large cactus. Indecision rooted him to the spot, his fingers immobile on the grotty curtain until it occurred to him that this was his house. The mysterious redhead, whoever she was, was trespassing on his land, which meant he was well within his rights to go and confront her. What would his father say if he could see him now, hiding like a cobarde because he was scared of some girl?


Henry looked down at himself, at the T-shirt he’d put on clean that was now flecked with dirt, the cargo shorts with the ripped pocket and the trainers that had seen better years, let alone days. A quick sniff of his armpits reassured him that he had, at least, remembered to put on deodorant that morning – but had he brushed his hair? Henry ran an exploratory hand through it and encountered sticky remnants of gel, but perhaps the girl wouldn’t notice. Not that it mattered. She was a trespasser – how could she judge him?


Henry opened the door. ‘Hola,’ he called loudly, making his way towards the spot where he’d last seen her. The terrain was so tangled that he tripped twice, and almost stumbled over sideways when what he thought was a solid thicket fell away beneath his foot. The girl was on her haunches in one of the flowerbeds and looked up in alarm as he bore down on her.


‘Sorry. God, sorry.’ She cowered as if he was about to strike her. ‘I was just— I didn’t think anyone lived here.’


‘They don’t – at least, they didn’t until about ten minutes ago. Don’t worry,’ he added, as the girl eyed him dubiously, ‘I’m not going to call the policía on you or anything.’


‘This is your house?’ she asked, making no move to stand. ‘It can’t be.’


Henry folded his arms, head tilting to one side as he considered her.


‘Why not?’


‘Because you’re too young.’


‘Is that so?’


‘Only lottery winners or rich brats own houses when they’re still teenagers,’ she said primly. ‘Which camp do you fall into?’


Henry smirked. ‘Do you really think,’ he said, ‘that if I’d won the lottery, I’d have bought a place as decrepit as this one? I could just as easily have blown the lot on a Malibu beach house – or better yet, a private island.’


‘So,’ she mused, shifting until she was in a more comfortable position, ‘that must mean you’re a rich brat, then?’


Henry laughed. ‘Nope. Guess again.’


The girl glanced around disparagingly. ‘I think it’s safe to assume you’re no gardener.’


‘That’s a fair assessment.’


‘And you can’t be a pool boy, because there’s no pool.’


‘Observant.’


‘Which means,’ she said, beady gaze searching his face for clues, ‘you must have climbed over the wall to have a poke around in here, exactly like I did.’


‘Oh, so that’s why,’ he replied, scooting down beside her. ‘You broke into my house to poke around.’


‘I did not break in,’ she said, affronted. ‘Not into the house, at any rate.’


‘Was it my lemons you were after?’ he said. ‘Or my oranges?’


‘You have those?’


He nodded. ‘There’s a tree out front.’


She smiled at him then, and Henry felt himself blush as he registered how pretty she was. A scatter of fox-red freckles decorated a petite, open face, the fiery hair falling in soft waves to her shoulders, which he could see had caught the sun. She wore a black vest tucked into her shorts, and a silver chain bore a ‘V’ pendant that was nestled in the hollow of her throat.


‘There’s also a much lower wall around that side,’ he went on. ‘And a gate. Feel free to use it next time you decide to burglarise the place.’


‘It’s not breaking in if you issue an invitation.’


‘Who says I am?’


‘Well, aren’t you?’


‘That depends,’ Henry replied laughingly.


‘On what?’


‘On three things.’


‘Only three?’ she mocked, moving from a squat to a sitting position in a single, fluid movement. She might be small, but she was toned, and seemed to somehow radiate energy. It came off her in waves, as if she was a thoroughbred at the start of a race.


‘If you agree to answer three questions, then I’ll agree to let you roam around my garden and help yourself to as many citrus fruits as you want.’


Having thought for a moment, she offered him an elfin hand and he took it in his own, marvelling at the fierceness of her grip as they shook on the deal.


‘First question,’ she prompted, stretching over to rub the dust from her shoes.


‘Your name.’


‘Violet. And yours?’


‘Henry.’


‘That’s not very Spanish.’


‘Feel free to call me Enrique if you prefer.’


‘Are you Spanish?’ she asked. ‘You don’t sound it, but you look like you are – you’re very handsome.’


Henry stammered out a ‘what?’.


‘Don’t be all modest about it,’ Violet said, her tone matter of fact. ‘You’re easily a nine out of ten – maybe even a nine point five. It’s all about symmetry,’ she explained, scrutinising him without a trace of embarrassment. ‘Your features are all perfectly balanced, nothing too big or set at a wonky angle, and your eyes are the same goldy-brown colour as Freddie Prinze Jnr’s, who everyone knows is the best-looking man on the planet.’


Henry had no idea who she was talking about, but that didn’t stop him enjoying the comparison.


‘I’m only half Spanish,’ he explained. ‘My mum’s English, and England is where I lived until I was sixteen.’


‘And you’re now . . .?’


‘Eighteen.’ Henry allowed himself a small smile of pride. ‘Eighteen today, in fact. How about you?’


‘Oh, happy birthday to you then. I turned seventeen a few days ago, my mum made the waiters in our hotel sing to me, which was probably the most embarrassing experience of my life to date. Was that your second question?’


He blinked, lost somewhere mid-ramble.


‘The age thing?’ she said.


‘Sure, I guess so.’


‘OK, and what’s the third?’


‘I want to know what drew you into this garden.’


For the first time since they’d started talking, Violet appeared to lose a fraction of her inimitable cool.


‘I told you.’ She sounded cagey. ‘I thought it was just an abandoned old house.’


‘That’s not really an answer.’


‘I would argue that it is.’


‘Come on,’ he insisted. ‘There must have been something that caught your eye.’


She glared at him momentarily, but there was no malice behind it. ‘If I come clean, you have to promise not to take the piss.’


Henry raised his palms. ‘I wouldn’t dare,’ he said honestly, and was gratified when she laughed.


‘The sad fact is,’ Violet began, pulling up a handful of baked grass and scattering it on the ground between them, ‘I’m really into plants.’


Henry was nonplussed. ‘What’s sad about that?’


‘A girl called Violet having a secret flower-press hobby? Come on!’


‘I think it’s sweet,’ he said, recoiling at her ferocious ‘oi’ of response.


‘Sweet?’ she repeated, practically spitting out the word. ‘Don’t make me vomit.’


Henry laughed; he couldn’t help it. ‘OK,’ he agreed. ‘Maybe sweet is the wrong word – maybe you’re simply a geek?’


‘Geek is better,’ she mused. ‘Geek I can live with.’


‘Go on, then,’ he urged. ‘Show me which plant it was that you deemed worthy of trespass?’


Violet fixed her gaze on him, and Henry saw as she did so that her eyes were a bright, grasshopper green. There was so much about her that intrigued him; he could feel himself becoming bewitched by this girl, with her easy wit and rosebud lips. If only he was bold enough to remark on her beauty, repay the compliment she had so unashamedly bestowed on him, but he worried it would sound disingenuous now, as if he were merely saying it to be polite when in truth he had thought her to be gorgeous from the very moment he set his eyes on her.


‘Look over there,’ she instructed, ‘under the lemon tree. Do you see those pink flowers?’


Henry squinted through the dancing heat. ‘The ones that look like frilly bells?’


‘Frilly bells,’ she scoffed. ‘Those are funnel petals.’


Henry shuffled on to his feet.


‘Where are you going?’ asked Violet.


‘To pick you one,’ he said. ‘For your flower press.’


She started to protest, but he was already kneeling in the dirt, his fingers sliding down the stem of the largest specimen until they encountered soil. With a quick flick of his wrist, the plant snapped, and Henry held it out proudly to an approaching Violet.


‘You didn’t have to do that,’ she said, accepting the flower and cradling it as one might a precious artefact.


Henry gestured towards the base of the tree. ‘There are plenty more,’ he said. ‘Consider it your reward for educating me on funnels.’


‘The plant is actually called a whistling jack,’ she told him. ‘Or you can refer to them as foxglove sword lilies, or even eastern gladiolus, if you want to be boring.’


Henry could not imagine a girl like Violet ever becoming boring, nor standing for it long from someone else. He was struck, then, by an overwhelming urge to impress her, to carry out some sort of daring stunt or dredge up a nugget of profound wisdom. But before he could do or say anything at all, Violet had stepped forwards on to her tiptoes, and kissed him, very gently, on the cheek.


Henry felt his insides turn to liquid.


‘What was that for?’


She glanced from the flower in her hands back to him and smiled. ‘I just wanted to see if I was right.’


‘About what?’


The look Violet gave him then was almost coy.


‘About the nine-point-five thing. Turns out I was wrong.’


‘Oh?’ Henry deflated. ‘On closer inspection, am I more of a two-point-six?’


‘No,’ she said, before adding in the cool, casual way to which Henry was fast becoming accustomed, ‘I’d say you’re a solid, golden-eyed ten out of ten.’










Chapter 7


Violet


If it had been up to me, we would have eaten dinner at the house. There were plenty of ingredients in the cupboards, and bottles of locally made wine in the rack – but Luke had been adamant, and I knew better than to refuse him.


Henry had not returned from going to view the house with Juan and Tomas, and I dithered over whether or not to send him a message, telling him where the three of us would be. In the end, I concluded that it would probably be better if he didn’t know. Henry had not forgiven me, that much had become abundantly clear during the short time we’d spent in each other’s company, and the thought of making small talk with him in as intimate a setting as a restaurant was disquieting. I was more than a touch perturbed, therefore, to find him waiting for us when we arrived, still clad in the same tatty overalls and paint-splattered T-shirt he’d been wearing that afternoon.


‘Hello,’ I said, in a clipped, formal voice that I’d never used around him before.


He managed a low grunt of reply, before standing up from the table to greet Luke and Eliza. Indecision over what to wear had led me to panic-choose a shapeless sack of a dress the same shade of brown as the underside of a mushroom, while Eliza, in contrast, looked radiant in an abstract patterned jumpsuit, her chin-length bob teased into feathery curls.


‘What a beautiful place,’ she said, sliding deftly into the seat opposite mine. We had come to Bar Nou, a traditional Spanish taverna tucked away along a backstreet not far from Pollença’s main square, Plaça Major, and been given a table outside. It was a little after eight p.m., and a low-slung sun was busy dropping sunflower petals of light across the rooftops. The air around us hummed with sounds; the clinking of glasses and the tinkle of laughter, while through the open window above us floated a tantalising scent of grilled fish, olive oil, and fresh basil. I hadn’t eaten a thing since before my flight that morning, and the two gin and tonics I’d consumed up at the house had left me feeling hollow and edgy.
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