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About the Book


A mysterious letter from Spain. A surprising new beginning . . .


A gripping, heartwrenching story of how hope can blossom in the ruins of tragedy and of the redeeming power of love. From No. 1 bestselling author Kathryn Hughes.


Tara Richards was just a girl when she lost her mother.
 

Years later when Tara receives a letter from a London solicitor its contents shake her to the core. Someone has left her a key to a safe deposit box. In the box lies an object that will change everything Tara thought she knew and lead her on a journey to deepest Spain in search of the answers that have haunted her for forty years.


Violet Skye regrets her decision to travel abroad leaving her young daughter behind. As the sun dips below the mountains, she reminds herself she is doing this for their future. Tonight, 4th June 1978, will be the start of a new life for them. This night will indeed change Violet’s destiny, in the most unexpected of ways . . .




For Rob


For everything you’ve done for me and for everything you’re going to do.




I’ve watched you now a full half-hour;


Self-poised upon that yellow flower


And, little Butterfly! indeed 


I know not if you sleep or feed


How motionless! – not frozen seas


More motionless! and then 


What joy awaits you, when the breeze 


Hath found you out among the trees,


And calls you forth again!


  – From “To a Butterfly” by William Wordsworth


Donde una puerta se cierra, otra se abre. 


‘Where a door is closed, another is opened.’


       – From Don Quixote by Miguel de Cervantes
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1


2018


It all began in the November. I can clearly recall the heavy charcoal skies and the mist which hovered two feet above the lawn. The damp smell of rotting leaves mixed with old bonfire smoke. The whole garden seemed to carry the weight of a burden. I’m not even sure why the weather’s relevant but lots of stories seem to begin with it. Perhaps I’m trying too hard. Perhaps I should have started with the letter instead. After all, it’s where the story really begins. It was the catalyst for everything that came after. 


I dropped the letter onto the kitchen table and flicked on the kettle. I knew I needed the fortification of caffeine before I would have the strength to open it. My appetite had vanished but in another attempt at procrastination, I pushed some bread into the toaster and stared at the letter again. My name and address were type-written and the envelope was a rich cream colour and luxuriously thick. I might have known. The sender had deemed the contents so important that I’d had to sign for it. I propped it up against the bread bin and pulled down my ‘World’s Best Mum’ mug. I popped a tea bag into the mug and picked up the letter again, fanning myself with it. I was deliberately putting off opening it because I knew that when I did, my life would never be the same again.


I left the unopened letter on the table and took my mug of tea over to the window, prolonging the state of blissful ignorance for as long as possible. I stared out over the garden to the shade of the horse chestnut tree where Dylan’s red and yellow toy car was still parked. A layer of green algae covered the roof, which was no surprise as he hasn’t driven it for years. His turtle-shaped sandpit was still embedded in the lawn, the grass underneath long dead. His whole childhood stretched out before me and I remembered fondly the little tea parties he used to hold for his teddy bears in the Wendy house when he thought I wasn’t looking. He calls it the shed now and denies ever having owned a tea set but it’s safely wrapped in tissue paper and stored in the attic ready for my grandchildren. I thought of him all alone in his room at university, poring over his books, rubbing his eyes with tiredness, his stomach rumbling with hunger as he wondered where his next meal was coming from. On the day Ralph and I dropped him off, I’d carried a box full of pans and cooking implements into the kitchen he was to share with his fellow students. There was no room in the fridge for the fruit and vegetables I had brought as it was already full of the essentials – lager, vodka and a token bag of lettuce. I’d had a feeling all the years of nurturing were going to be undone in one term. There would be nobody who cared if he got his five-a-day, ensured he drank enough water or rationed his Percy Pig habit. And I was right, for in reality he lives on a steady stream of Domino’s, Dairylea Dunkers and whichever lager is on offer in Tesco. He assures me that during the first term ‘nobody’ does any work. No wonder the NHS is in such a state. 


I swilled my cup under the tap and wandered upstairs to Dylan’s bedroom. The walls were bare, peppered only with the greasy stains from the BluTack he used on his posters. I slumped down on his bed and smoothed out his Manchester City duvet cover. His life can be measured in duvet covers. His first one was pale blue with little rabbits and ducks on. Then we had Teletubbies, Bob the Builder, a slightly worrying Barbie phase, Thunderbirds and then finally this one. He didn’t take it to university though. He had insisted on a plain ‘grown-up’ one and I’d realised then that his childhood was well and truly over. 


He’s studying medicine at Newcastle and I could not be more proud of him. He’s worked so hard for it and considering his father left us when Dylan went into Lower Sixth, it’s nothing short of a miracle. It’s one of the many things I cannot forgive Ralph for, but when your secretary is seven months pregnant with your twins what can you do? I felt the familiar bitterness begin to creep in. Ralph and I tried for years to have another baby but it just wasn’t to be. I think I coped with the disappointment quite well. I threw all my energies into bringing up Dylan and Ralph threw all his into shagging his secretary. There has been a long line of secretaries over the years, culminating in Susie, the mother of his twin girls. I’m sure he loves them but it amuses me no end to see him struggling to cope with the demands of two toddlers and a young wife whose IQ is not much higher than theirs. Naturally, Susie has had to give up work and his current secretary sports a blue rinse and wears tweed skirts. I can’t help thinking Susie must have had a hand in her successor’s selection process. Ralph is fifty-five now, the same age as me. He should be enjoying a more leisurely pace. A couple of golf trips a year with the boys, a nice flash sports car, time to relax in the evenings with a good wine and a box-set. Instead of which, he has to go on holidays dictated by the availability of a kids’ club and drives a huge family bus, the only vehicle capable of transporting all the paraphernalia that accompanies his new family wherever they go. As for relaxing evenings, they are consigned to distant memory. The twins are particularly demanding at bedtime, I believe. He spends the entire evening carting one or both of them up and down the stairs, offering more and more extravagant bribes as the evening wears on. Still, you reap what you sow, I suppose.


I’d known the letter was coming since the day Ralph walked out but I just couldn’t bring myself to open it. It sounds pathetic now but I knew I wouldn’t be able to read the words which would officially herald the end of my marriage. I closed the door on Dylan’s room and headed downstairs, suddenly eager to get it over with. I picked up the letter and ran my finger under the flap. The paper inside was the same rich cream colour as the envelope. I pulled my glasses down from the top of my head and began to read. ‘Dear Mrs Richards . . .’ By the time I’d finished, my legs would hardly hold me up. The letter wasn’t from Ralph’s solicitors at all. 
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1978


Violet Dobbs studied her reflection in the cracked mirror over the kitchen sink. The scraps of their evening meal were still evident in the bowl full of cold water; swollen crusts of bread, floating peas, a slick of margarine on the surface. She upended the bowl, poured the greasy water away then scooped the resulting mulch out of the plughole. Drying her hands on the tea towel, she returned to the mirror. Using both middle fingers she smoothed out the skin between her eyebrows, erasing the two vertical lines that seemed to have appeared overnight. She really must stop frowning so much. She glanced over her shoulder to where Tara lay huddled under the heavy bedclothes, her teeth chattering dramatically. Lacy patterns of ice had already begun to form on the inside of the window pane. 


Violet instinctively frowned, then reminded herself of the promise she’d made only a few seconds ago. ‘You alright there, Baby Girl?’


‘No, I’m not. Do we have to go tonight, Mum? It’s bloody freezing.’


‘Language, Tara.’ She applied a dash of red lipstick and pressed her lips together. ‘Yes, I do have to go tonight because we need the money.’ Turning towards her daughter, she softened her tone. ‘Look, I know you don’t like coming with me but I don’t know what else to do. Unless you’d rather stay here?’


Tara hugged the hot-water bottle to her chest. ‘No! I can’t stay here on my own, not with him downstairs.’ She pulled the rough grey army blanket up to her chin as though this would afford her some protection.


‘Tara, love, even if he does come knocking, you don’t have to let him in.’


‘But he’s the landlord, Mum, he has a key. I can’t stop him.’


Violet shook her head. ‘It’s not right, I’m sure there must be laws against that sort of thing. He may own the place, but it’s our home. We pay the rent.’ Violet noticed her daughter’s raised eyebrows. ‘Don’t look at me like that, Tara. We pay the rent when we can afford to.’ She peered into the mirror again, rubbing the red lipstick off her teeth with her finger. ‘Anyway, that’s why I’m doing it tonight.’ She pirouetted on the spot. ‘How do I look?’


‘Beautiful, as I’m sure you’re well aware.’


‘Oh, I don’t know about that. Look at these lines on me forehead.’


‘Oh, yeah right. I wish I looked as hideous as you.’


Violet plonked herself down on the bed and touched her daughter’s freezing cheek. ‘You’ve no idea, have you, love?’ She pointed to her own face. ‘Look at the amount of slap I have to put on. But you, you’re gorgeous from the minute you wake you up until the minute your head hits the pillow again. You don’t need anything to enhance your youthful beauty.’


Tara folded her arms and frowned. ‘You’re just saying that. I’m nowhere near as pretty as you.’


‘You’ll grow to love yourself in time, Tara. Don’t be so quick to grow up. All that’s ahead of you.’ Violet sucked her cheeks in. ‘Do you think I had these cheekbones when I was fourteen? You think I had this hourglass figure when I was still at school?’ She shook her head. ‘No, straight up and down I was, boys never looked once, let alone twice at me.’


‘Come off it, Mum! You were pregnant with me at fourteen!’


Violet averted her gaze and looked down at the bed. ‘Ah . . . yes . . . well, that was . . . different.’


Tara picked at the candlewick bedspread, pulling out a tuft of thread. ‘Where is he now?’


‘I haven’t a clue where your dad is, Tara, love. You know this already. His parents moved to Mongolia and he had no choice but to go with them.’ Violet clapped her hands, then rubbed them together, indicating the conversation was over.


Tara did not pick up on the body language. ‘Do you think he would’ve stayed if he’d known about me though?’


‘I’m sure he would. Young as we were, we were still very much in love.’ She tucked a stray strand of hair round her daughter’s ear and smiled. ‘We’re alright though, aren’t we, Tara? I do me best. You’re everything to me, love, don’t you forget it.’


The banging on the door startled them both. ‘Open up, it’s Colin.’


‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ Violet whispered under her breath. She winked at Tara. ‘Erm . . . Colin who?’


‘Don’t play games, Violet. Your rent’s due.’


‘I know it is and you’ll get it next week.’


‘Next week’s too late. I’ve warned you about this before, now you’ve left me no choice.’ The bunch of keys rattled in his fist.


‘He’s coming in, Mum,’ Tara whispered, clinging to her mother’s arm.


Violet rose from the bed and planted her hands on her hips. ‘Well he doesn’t scare me.’


Colin flung the door open and barged into the room, his hairy stomach bulging through his string vest. ‘You’re four weeks in arrears, Violet. Time’s up.’


Violet spoke in a soft voice, one that was better suited to trying to calm a fractious toddler. ‘Come on now, Colin, can’t we come to some arrangement?’ She gestured to the threadbare armchair, the fabric stained with the grease of a previous tenant’s Brylcreem. ‘Sit down, let’s talk about this.’ She nodded towards Tara. ‘Fetch Mr Simpson a glass of whisky, will you?’


He lowered himself into the chair and accepted the drink. ‘I’ve got bills to pay too, you know. This isn’t a hostel for the homeless.’


‘I know, I know,’ placated Violet. ‘And I can see you’re a reasonable man.’ She pulled up a chair next to him and ran a finger along his forearm, tracing the outline of his faded tattoo. ‘Me and Tara though, we’re good tenants, aren’t we? Or would you prefer someone who had all-night parties? Imagine all that punk rock booming through the rafters, you tossing and turning, trying to get to sleep. Or what if you had tenants who turned this place into a drugs den? What then, eh? Place stinking of weed. Drug dealers banging on the door at all hours. Is that really what you want?’ She squeezed his bicep and smiled. ‘My word, Colin, have you been at those weights again?’


He downed his whisky and stood up. ‘Nice try, Violet.’ He slammed the glass down on the draining board. ‘Payment in full by eight o’clock or else you’re out on your ear.’


Violet glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘But it’s half seven now.’


He shrugged his hairy shoulders. ‘Not my problem.’ 


Violet closed the door behind him. ‘Bloody great ape.’ She shuddered. ‘Ugh, poor Mrs Simpson having to share a bed with that Neanderthal.’


‘What will we do, Mum?’ asked Tara. ‘He said eight o’clock.’


Violet reached for her Afghan coat. ‘Oh, it’s all hot air, Tara. Take no notice, he just likes to throw his considerable weight about.’


She wrapped a feather boa round her neck and picked up her handbag. ‘Come on, Baby Girl. It’s you and me against the world. We’ll show ’em.’
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Larry Valentine had left nothing to chance. Everything had to be perfect for tonight, everything from the lightness of the mushroom vol-au-vents to the quality of the champagne. Larry wasn’t exactly a connoisseur of champagne, preferring instead a smooth single malt, but he knew his brother would be impressed by the extravagance of a vintage bottle of Taittinger. He picked up the crystal tumbler, tossed in a couple of ice cubes and poured himself a little sharpener. He grimaced at the first taste of the sour whisky, then chugged back the remainder in one go, making his eyes water and his nose fizz. He breathed in deeply for two counts, then out again, his lips pursed, his knuckles turning white as he gripped the back of the chair. Thinking about Martin always made his heart race faster than was good for him. He spread out the newspaper again and studied the grainy black and white image. Martin beamed into the camera as his young bride clung onto his arm, staring with undisguised adoration at her new husband. He ran his finger over Carol’s face, searching for any signs that this might be an act and that she actually regretted her decision to marry his brother and not him. 


Naturally, he’d not received an invitation to their wedding. He hadn’t needed one. He’d simply slipped into the back of the church after Carol and her posse of taffeta-clad bridesmaids had shuffled down the aisle in a sea of pink froth. He saw the look on his brother’s face as he turned around for his first glimpse of his bride, a face that radiated pure joy and, if Larry wasn’t mistaken, more than a hint of smugness. Larry had had to close his eyes and concentrate on his breathing again, his fists clenched into two tight balls of steel. 


When the vicar had asked if anybody knew of any lawful impediment as to why these two should not be joined in holy matrimony, Larry had bitten his lip so hard, the metallic tang of blood filled his mouth. He sneaked out of the church whilst the happy couple were in the vestry signing the register. He’d had no intention of offering his congratulations.


He pulled the net curtain to one side and stared down the street. He’d left the gates open so that Carol wouldn’t have to get out and press the buzzer. There was mizzle in the air which played havoc with her smooth blonde tresses. He’d always been thoughtful like that, always put Carol’s needs before his own. There was nothing he wouldn’t have done for her. 


The crunch of tyres on gravel alerted him to their arrival. He ventured towards the front door, stopping to stare at himself for a second in the hall mirror. He licked his middle finger and smoothed out his eyebrows before splashing on some more cologne even though the last dousing still clung to his skin. He undid one more button on his starched white shirt, swept his fringe back from his face and opened the door. He stared at Martin, sitting in the driver’s seat, removing his leather driving gloves with the help of his teeth. The passenger door opened and Carol’s elegantly shod foot emerged, her slim ankles looking as fragile as a thoroughbred’s. She was the first to speak. ‘Larry, how are you?’ She glanced up at the house and pursed her lips as though about to whistle, but no sound came. ‘Wow, it’s quite a place you’ve got here.’


Larry felt his hands shaking and dug them into his trouser pockets. He wasn’t exactly sure of the protocol expected in this situation. It wasn’t every day you welcomed your brother and the girl he stole from you back into the fold. He leaned forward and gave Carol a brief kiss on the cheek, the scent of the Pond’s face cream she meticulously applied transporting him back in time. ‘Hello, Carol.’ He held her gaze, determined not to look away even though it was painful to stare into her eyes and not see her love for him reflected back. ‘Please come in.’ He clutched at the handkerchief in his pocket, hoping it would absorb the moisture from his palm, before extending his hand to his brother. ‘Martin.’


They followed Larry into the kitchen, Martin with his arm protectively slung over his wife’s shoulders, leaving Larry in no doubt that she belonged to him now.


Dispensing with small talk, Martin launched into his opening gambit. ‘Why did you ask us here, Larry?’ 


‘Why did you accept, Martin?’


Carol looked from one brother to the other, her eyes already wide with anticipation of another argument. ‘Boys, please, we don’t want any trouble.’


Martin looked around the cavernous kitchen, all oranges, yellows and browns, contrasting with the shiny white units. ‘Your pools numbers come up, did they?’


Larry snorted. ‘It’s called hard work, Martin, something you’re a stranger to.’


Carol slammed her bag down on the counter top. ‘Seriously, I’ll storm out if you’re going to carry on like this.’ She looked at the fridge. ‘Have you got anything cold to drink, Larry?’ She glared at her husband. ‘Preferably alcoholic.’


Larry opened the fridge and lifted out the Taittinger. He picked at the gold foil, removed the wire cage and eased his thumbs under the cork. 


‘Flash git,’ muttered Martin.


The froth spurted out of the bottle and ran down the side. ‘Don’t waste it,’ squealed Carol, thrusting her glass towards Larry.


He looked pointedly at Martin. ‘Plenty more where that came from.’


Martin accepted a glass and proposed a toast. ‘To the winners and the losers.’ He smiled and looked at Carol. ‘And to love.’ He kissed her on the lips, lingering a little longer than was acceptable in company. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his cigarettes, flipping open the lid and popping one between his lips in one practised move.


‘Not in here if you don’t mind, Martin. If you want to smoke, you’ll have to go out into the garden. There’s a bench out there down by the pond.’


‘It’s February, Larry, I didn’t come here to sit in your garden freezing me nuts off in the dark.’


‘Put the fags away then.’


Carol took a sip of her champagne. ‘It’s nice of you to ask us, Larry. And this place,’ she swept her arm around the kitchen, ‘it’s magnificent.’


Martin scoffed. ‘It’s why he asked us here, you daft bint. To show you what you’ve missed out on, what you could’ve had if you’d stayed with him. He’s so bloody transparent.’


‘Is that right, Larry?’ 


‘Let him think what he likes, Carol. I thought it was time we buried the hatchet. No point in holding on to all that resentment.’ He picked up the bottle of champagne. ‘Top-up?’


He poured some more into Carol’s glass and sneaked a look at Martin. Damn right it was why he had asked them here. And judging by the look on Martin’s face, the visit was going to be much more fun than Larry could have hoped for. 
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A blue haze of smoke hung in the air. The lights had been turned down and as Violet looked out over the audience, the burning ends of dozens of cigarettes danced like fireflies in the gloom. She waited in the wings as the compère finished telling his latest round of filthy jokes, which she didn’t find in the slightest bit funny. Working men’s clubs were hardly the most salubrious of venues, but the audience was appreciative, the money wasn’t bad and the tips jar was pleasingly heavy at the end of the night. Tara stood by her side, picking her way through a bag of chips and curry sauce. Violet wafted her hand. ‘For crying out loud, Tara, I’m going to go out there stinking of the Taj Mahal Curry House.’


Tara laughed. ‘Good luck, Mum, I think you’re on.’


The compère was shouting into his microphone. ‘And now, back by popular demand, your favourite and mine, the sumptuous, delectable Miss Violet Skye.’ He dragged her name out in the same way wrestlers were announced into the ring then raised his arm theatrically, beckoning Violet onto the stage. With an appreciative wave to the audience, she sashayed forth, her fishtail dress gliding across the wooden stage, picking up all kinds of dust and detritus. ‘Thank you, Dean.’


He kissed her on the cheek and cupped his hand around her left buttock, giving it a firm squeeze. ‘There you go, gorgeous, they’re all yours.’


The crowd of lecherous, beer-swilling blokes rose to their feet, cheering, clapping, some of them practically salivating. She pasted on a smile, her cheeks aching as she waited for the noise to die down. Although it barely covered the bills there were worse ways to earn a living. She let the feather boa slide to the floor and nodded towards the sound guy. 


Forty-five minutes later, after a standing ovation, pierced with the inevitable wolf whistles, she picked up the feather boa and hurried back to what was laughingly called her dressing room. It was more of a disused broom cupboard with a mirror propped up on a woodworm-infested trestle table and a shade-less single light bulb dangling from the ceiling. Tara was waiting for her, perched on the table, munching her way through a quarter of cola cubes.


Violet tutted. ‘You’ll have no teeth left, young lady.’


Tara ignored the remark. ‘How did it go?’


‘OK, I suppose. I just grin and bear it. It’s to be endured rather than enjoyed but it all helps to keep the wolf from the door, or in our case, Mr Simpson.’


Tara shuffled off the table and handed her mother a note.


Violet frowned. ‘What’s this?’


‘Telephone number of a bloke who wants you to call him. It’s about a gig at The Amethyst Lounge.’


Violet grabbed her daughter’s arm. ‘Don’t mess with me, our Tara. Are you serious?’


‘Yes, Mum, I’m serious. You think I go around making stuff up now?’


Violet studied the note. ‘The Amethyst Lounge. The Amethyst Lounge?’


‘I dunno, do I? Why don’t you call him and find out?’


‘Don’t worry, I will.’ Violet clutched the note to her chest and gazed up at the ceiling where the cobwebs sagged with the weight of the dust. ‘The Amethyst Lounge, Tara. They have glass in the windows and plush carpet on the floor, everything’s crimson and gold. No sticky lino in there. And the audience probably don’t throw things either. And I bet the money’s better than this god-forsaken place.’


‘Go and ring him then,’ urged Tara. ‘There’s a payphone out in the hall.’


Violet patted herself down. ‘Have you got tuppence for the phone, love?’


It was gone midnight by the time they arrived back at their digs. Arm in arm, they laughed together as they walked along the dimly lit street, the ice-cold air numbing their faces. ‘Everything’s going to be alright now, Tara, I just know it. I’ve waited for this opportunity all my life. A gig at The Amethyst Lounge. It’s the answer to all our problems.’


‘Steady on, Mum. It’s hardly the London Palladium.’


‘But who knows where it will end? Bruce Forsyth’s played there, Gene Pitney, Dusty Springfield. You’ve got to think big, Tara. I’ve done my time singing at the working men’s clubs and the afternoon tea dances at church halls, now it’s time for me to shine.’ She flung her arms out wide and spun around a lamppost, throwing her head back as she sang out loud.


‘Sshh, Mum, you’ll wake everybody up.’


‘Well they should be grateful that they heard a free performance from the talented Miss Violet Skye. They’ll be able to tell their grandkids about it one day.’


Tara stopped walking and stared ahead. ‘Mum.’


‘What is it, love?’


She pointed along the pavement. ‘What’s that up there, outside our house?’


Violet squinted in the gloom. ‘Looks like somebody lying in a heap. Probably some tramp passed out from drinking too much meths.’ She linked her arm through Tara’s. ‘That’s all we need. Come on, let’s see if we can help him.’


They approached with caution, Violet keeping a protective arm across her daughter’s chest. They crept up to the pile and Violet prodded it with her toe. ‘Oh, it’s not a person at all. It’s a sack of something or other.’ She bent down and gingerly opened the top, which had been tied with a piece of frayed string. She carefully put her hand inside and pulled out a cheesecloth shirt, holding it aloft between her thumb and forefinger.


Tara knelt down next to her mother. ‘That’s my best shirt, that is.’


Violet frowned and then, as the realisation began to dawn, rummaged more urgently through the rest of the clothes in the sack. ‘The bastard,’ she whispered. She straightened up and raised her fist up to the window. ‘You won’t get away with this, Colin.’ She drew deep calming breaths, the chilly air making her lungs ache. ‘Do you hear me, you despicable excuse for a human being? How can you sleep at night, knowing you’ve turfed a mother and daughter onto the streets?’ She picked up the sack and heaved it over her shoulder. ‘Well, it’s your loss, Colin.’ She raised her voice further, her vocal cords straining as she screamed into the still night air. ‘I’m going places, I am, places you could only ever dream of. So, you can keep your disgusting little hovel and I hope you rot in hell.’ 


She grabbed hold of Tara’s wrist as Colin thrust open his window and called down to her. ‘Oi, Violet, you forgot this.’ He reached down and brought up a bucket. Before Violet could react, he upended the pail and a torrent of ice-cold water rained down on her head. Shocked into silence, Violet could only open and close her mouth, a volcanic fury waiting to erupt just as soon as she could find her voice.
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2018


Even after two years apart my default setting was still to turn to Ralph. He often worked from home in the mornings to allow madam to get her nails done or go for a skinny latte with her giggling friends. He picked up on the second ring. ‘Ralph Richards.’


‘Ralph, it’s me.’ 


There was only a slight pause. ‘Morning, Tara, what can I do for you?’


I stiffened at his business-like tone. We’ve been married for twenty-three years, we have a child together. ‘I’ve received this really strange letter – from a solicitor.’


‘It’s nothing to do with me.’ A piercing scream rang out in the background and I had to hold the phone away from my ear. Clearly one of the twins was having a tantrum. Ralph made a vain attempt to cover the mouthpiece but I could still hear him. ‘Will you shut the fuck up? I’m on the phone here.’


I was genuinely shocked. ‘Ralph,’ I said. ‘I know they can be little monsters but you really shouldn’t swear at them like that.’


He seemed distracted. ‘What? Oh no, the twins are at nursery. That was Susie. You were saying something about a letter?’


I was momentarily thrown off-guard by the chaos of his domestic situation, trying not to enjoy every moment of it. Nope, he’s made his bed . . . 


‘A recorded delivery letter came this morning. I thought it was from . . .’ I stopped myself, not wishing to give him any ideas. We may have sorted out the finances and be officially separated but we’re still married and I didn’t want him pinning that dreaded ‘divorcee’ tag on me just yet. ‘It’s from a solicitor’s down in London, Irwin Fortis.’


‘Never heard of them.’


‘They want me to travel down in person and bring my ID and whatnot. They said they were following a specific set of instructions and wouldn’t elaborate.’


I could hear him scratching at the stubble on his chin. ‘How very mysterious. Will you go?’


‘I’m not sure I have a choice.’


‘What do you want me to do?’ 


It was a fair question and one I couldn’t really answer. ‘Nothing, Ralph. I just wanted to tell someone, that’s all.’


It took me all day to pluck up the courage to ring Irwin Fortis. They were no more forthcoming on the phone than they were in the letter but at least I had an appointment for the following week. After booking the first off-peak train from Manchester Piccadilly to Euston, I jumped in my car and drove the familiar route to the hospice.


I parked up in the surprisingly empty car park, the familiar sense of trepidation making my stomach roil. St Jude’s Hospice is a wonderful place, staffed by absolute angels, to whom myself and countless other people will be eternally grateful. St Jude though? The Patron Saint of Lost Causes. I know it’s a hospice but something a little more optimistic wouldn’t hurt, surely.


Nan’s room had a window looking out over the pretty courtyard and her bed had been thoughtfully positioned to take full advantage of the view. She was fast asleep, her mouth hanging open, dried spittle caked in the corners. She looked peaceful, pain-free and I hesitated to wake her. Sleep was the only respite she got from the pain these days. It had all begun with the coughing but Nan hadn’t paid much attention to it. In fact, with her sixty-a-day habit, she hardly noticed it. Even when the cough became productive, often streaked with blood, she still didn’t say anything. It was only when she finally told me she’d been having chest pains for over a year that I whisked her to the doctor, but it was too late by then. The tumour is now so advanced that palliative care is the only option. At ninety-one, she’s had a good innings but she’s gone way beyond knocking at death’s door; she has one foot over the threshold. I’m no stranger to loss, but the thought of her no longer being around crushes me. Next to our Dylan, she’s the most treasured person in my life.


I took hold of her hand, the silvery skin stretched over mountainous blue veins. ‘Nan,’ I whispered. ‘It’s me, Tara.’


Her eyelids flickered open. ‘My beautiful girl.’


I reached for the control which operated her back rest and with a soft whirr she rose up before me, her smile growing wider with every degree. 


‘How are you?’ she asked and then without waiting for an answer, ‘How’s our Dylan?’


‘Still loving it. He’s definitely embraced the student lifestyle. He’s not picked up a Geordie accent yet though.’


‘I know, he rang me last week. Had a right good old natter, we did. He’s a good lad, Tara.’


I nodded. ‘He thinks the world of you, Nan.’ My throat began to ache. ‘We both do,’ I managed.


I turned away and busied myself straightening the already-neat pile of magazines on the bedside table, not trusting myself to speak. 


A week later, I elbowed my way onto the train at Piccadilly, my bag bulging with all the essentials I would need for the journey – newspaper, book, iPod and headphones, ham sandwiches. I was actually looking forward to just sitting back for a couple of hours and indulging in the things I always felt guilty about doing at home. I work two days a week on reception at the medical centre and as far as I’m concerned, I’ve earned the right to do whatever I like for the other three. It just doesn’t feel right though and I can’t sit in front of daytime television for more than half an hour before I get twitchy. It’s even worse when Moira, my cleaner, comes in. It was Ralph’s idea to hire her all those years ago. He thought it would give me more precious bonding time with Dylan and in a way, he was right, but there are only so many Thomas the Tank Engine books you can read before scouring the bath seems like a preferable way to pass the time. I don’t really need Moira’s domestic help anymore, as the two people who made the most mess in our house no longer live here, but the truth is she needs the money and I like her company. She knew about my meeting in London. She was convinced that some long-forgotten relative had died and left me a fortune. Goodness knows how she came to that conclusion. She knows my background as well as anybody.


I found my seat on the train and politely asked the great lummox who was sitting in it to move. The display above quite clearly stated the seat was reserved so I’m not sure why he had to tut so much and make an overblown display of heaving down his bag from the rack. I settled myself into the seat, grateful that he had at least warmed it for me. I spread out my things on the table and relished the thought of the next couple of hours’ peace, hoping I wouldn’t be joined by someone who wanted to rabbit for the whole journey. Alas, I’d only got to page three of the paper before a rotund balding chap arrived by my side. He reached up to the bag rack, his armpits already stained a dark shade of blue. We hadn’t even pulled out of the station and yet this guy was perspiring for Britain. ‘Morning,’ he said, plonking himself down opposite me. ‘Going all the way to London?’ Oh, dear God! A talker. 


‘Mmm . . .’ I mumbled, fervently hoping he’d change at Crewe. 


‘Me too,’ he smiled.


I smiled back. ‘Lovely.’ Then I reached for my noise-cancelling headphones.


I could feel the river running down my back as I sat in the plush reception area at Irwin Fortis. It was a brisk autumn day but they’d over-compensated with the heating and the result was verging on tropical. I instantly regretted wearing my grey blouse. I picked up one of the magazines from the coffee table and wafted it in front of my face, then, taking a tissue from my sleeve, I surreptitiously dabbed at my shiny forehead. The receptionist noticed and smiled. ‘It is a bit warm in here, isn’t it?’ A bit warm! She’d got no idea. She must have only been in her twenties and was wearing a polo neck, something I haven’t been able to wear for the past five years. 


A door opened and a young man in a trendy electric-blue suit stepped forward, extending his hand. ‘Mrs Richards, sorry to keep you. I’m Jamie. Please come this way.’


I followed him into the lift and we rode the sixteen floors whilst making excruciating small talk. There were mirrors on three sides and I caught a glimpse of my reflection from several angles, none of them particularly flattering. An image of Susie, Ralph’s young girlfriend, flashed up and for one fleeting, shallow moment, I could understand why he left me.


Jamie opened the door to his office and indicated the way forward. ‘After you.’


My eyes were immediately drawn to the massive window, the London skyline resplendent even though it was partially shrouded by mist. Jamie pulled out a chair for me, then took up his position behind the vast mahogany desk. He didn’t look much older than our Dylan so I assumed he must be some kind of intern and I noticed his hands were shaking. He clasped them together and rested them on the desk. ‘So, have you brought your documents?’


The small talk was over. I leaned down, pulled the envelope out of my handbag and passed it over the desk. Jamie slid out my birth certificate, driving licence and passport. He opened the passport at the photograph page and studied my face. It was all I could do to stop myself squirming in the chair. I could almost read his mind, as he raised his eyebrows and looked at me, then back to the photograph. ‘I’ve had a stressful couple of years,’ I offered. ‘My husband left me and then . . .’


Jamie held up his palm. ‘No need to explain, Mrs Richards.’


He lifted the lid on the printer beside his computer and slid in my birth certificate. ‘I just need to make copies for our files.’ I nodded my acceptance then wondered briefly if I was just about to become the victim of an elaborate identity theft.


Jamie clapped his hands. ‘Right, that’s all the formalities out of the way.’ He opened a buff file and pulled out a copy of the letter his firm had sent to me. ‘I expect you’re wondering what all this is about.’ He looked through the notes in the file, following every word with his finger, like a five-year-old learning to read. ‘OK,’ he said finally. ‘It appears somebody has been looking for you for a very long time, since 1981, in fact.’ 


My immediate thought was someone was coming after me for money. The heat rose under my collar. ‘Oh,’ was all I could manage.


Jamie reached across his desk and picked up a little box I’d not noticed until then. ‘Here.’


My fingers were trembling so much it was difficult to prise the lid off. Underneath some black tissue paper was a business card. ‘Loxton’s Safe Deposit Box Company’. Frowning, I looked up at Jamie, who nodded at the box. I put the business card down and pulled out some more tissue paper. Resting on the bottom of the box was a small silver key. I held it up to the light, turning it in my fingers before clumsily dropping it onto the wooden desk. Jamie picked it up and stated the obvious. ‘It’s the key to a safe deposit box.’


‘So I gathered, but what’s in it?’


Jamie shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But whatever it is has been waiting for you for thirty-seven years.’
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1978, San Sedeza, Spain


The day began as it always did. At the first hint of the sun appearing over the horizon Leonardo was jolted from his sleep by the cockerel calling to his counterpart at the farm across the valley. Not the melodious cock-a-doodle-doo as depicted in children’s story books, but a strangulated screech which sounded like the poor bird was being throttled. The other hens scratched and clucked in the barn below, their quiet conversation almost lulling him back to sleep. He heard the clanking of the handle on the barn door as it was heaved open. Quiet footsteps followed and he smiled to himself as he lay back with his hands tucked behind his head, staring at the rafters.


The small high-pitched voice carried up the steps. ‘Leo?’ 


‘Mmm . . . who’s that down there then?’ he teased.


‘It’s me. Mama says it’s time to get up.’


‘Aah, just five more minutes, Little One.’


He heard his younger brother start to climb the ladder, taking his time, making sure he held on tightly just as Leo had shown him. His head appeared as he reached the top step, the indignation written into his dark eyes. ‘Leo, I keep telling you I’m not little anymore. I’m nearly eight.’


‘You’re not nearly eight, you’re barely seven and a half, Mateo.’ Leo held his arms out wide. ‘Come here, my camarada, you know you’ll always be my Little One.’ 


Leo had already turned sixteen when his mother Marissa announced that she needed a hysterectomy. She had had what she called ‘women’s problems’ ever since giving birth to Leo when she was only a teenager herself. Although Leo had long since accepted the fact he would never have a sibling, on the day Marissa was admitted to hospital for the operation, his last flicker of hope was extinguished. As his mother was prepared for surgery, Leo and his father, Felipe waited in the corridor. His parents had been together since they were twelve years old and Felipe had buffed the tiles to a shine as he paced up and down the corridor, his features creased with worry. When the doctor emerged from Marissa’s room, his face was difficult to read but the first nugget of dread settled itself into Leo’s stomach. Something was evidently not right. The doctor addressed his father first. ‘Señor Perez.’ He placed a firm hand on Felipe’s shoulder. ‘I’m afraid it’s not possible for us to perform the surgery today.’


‘Why?’ asked Felipe. ‘She has worked herself up to this for weeks and now you are telling me that . . .’


The doctor’s face cracked with a broad smile. ‘Señor Perez, we will not be performing the surgery because your wife is pregnant.’


Leo clutched his father’s arm as Felipe swayed on the spot. ‘My mama is going to have a baby?’


‘Yes,’ the doctor confirmed. ‘And we estimate she’s about six months along.’


Felipe found his voice. ‘You mean she’s going to have a baby in three months’ time?’


‘There or thereabouts, yes. Would you like to go in and see her?’


‘Did you hear that, Leo? You’re going to have a baby brother.’


‘Or a sister, Papa.’


Felipe shook his head. ‘No, it’s a boy. God has sent us a miracle.’ He clasped his hands to his chest and mouthed a silent prayer. 


The baby was born three months later, a boy just as Felipe had predicted. Marissa’s face was used to smiling, the crow’s feet around her eyes testament to that, but when Leo entered her hospital room later that afternoon and saw her cradling his baby brother, he thought he had never seen her looking so happy or so radiant. 


She tilted the infant towards him. ‘Say hello to Mateo.’


‘The name means Gift from God,’ Felipe interjected.


Leo was instantly smitten. The baby’s eyes were closed but his little mouth moved as though he was trying to talk. ‘Can I hold him?’


Marissa passed the bundle over. As Leo gazed at the baby’s face he knew in that moment that he would be the best brother anybody had ever had. He would teach him how to ride, he would pick him up when he fell, he would protect him from anything and everything that threatened to harm him and above all else he would love him.


‘Hola, Little One,’ he’d whispered.


Mateo scrambled off the top rung of the ladder and flung himself onto Leo’s bed.


‘Mama says you have to take me to the horse sale.’


Leo rubbed his chin theatrically. ‘Well now, let me see. Does Mama say you’ve been a good boy?’


Mateo’s eyes were wide and serious. He nodded furiously. ‘The best.’


‘In that case, you’d better scuttle off and tell Mama to make my coffee. I’ll see you in the kitchen.’


‘Thanks, Leo, I love you.’


Mateo jumped off the bed and began to climb backwards down the ladder, his tongue sticking out of the side of his mouth in concentration. Leo waited until he heard the barn door close then pulled the sheets over his head and closed his eyes, hoping for just ten more minutes’ precious sleep.


Although it was still cold, Leo loved this time of the year. February came with the glorious anticipation of the spring and summer ahead. His mother would be busy washing sheets, beating rugs and sweeping out the stone floors of the six guest bedrooms, shaking off the remnants of winter and coaxing a freshness back into the old farmhouse. His father would be tending to repairs in the stables, fixing broken hinges, leaking gutters and warped doors. It was left to Leo to prepare the horses for the season ahead, improve their fitness and make sure the tack still fitted comfortably. He’d kept their hooves trimmed over the winter but they would all need to be shod before the season began. 


He swung his legs out of bed and groped around on the floor for the jeans he had cast off the night before. He pulled on his leather boots and slung his shirt over his bare shoulders. His breath visible in the still morning air, he ran across the yard and into the farmhouse. 


‘Aah, buenos dias, hijo,’ greeted his mother as he walked into the kitchen. She placed a cup of strong coffee in his hands.


‘Morning, Mama,’ he said, kissing her on the cheek. She smelled of lemon and garlic and lavender. All the things that reminded Leo of home. She’d already scraped her jet-black hair into a tight bun which pulled at the skin around her eyes. She blew out her cheeks as she carried a large pot of boiling water from the stove, looking as though she’d done a day’s work already.


‘Let me take that, Mama,’ Leo said. ‘You sit down and drink your coffee.’


She slumped gratefully into a chair, her ample frame spilling over the sides. ‘Ah, gracias, Leo. Now, you know you’re taking Mateo to the sale today?’


‘Yes, Mama, he’s already been to see me this morning.’


‘He’s excited, Leo, but you take good care of him, you hear me?’


Glancing at the ceiling, Leo suppressed a smile. ‘What’s going to happen to him at a horse sale?’


Marissa tutted. ‘You never know, Leo, all those beasts with their gnashing teeth and flashing hooves.’


‘You let your imagination wander far too much, Mama.’


He walked over to the window. Mateo was in the yard tying up his own caramel-coloured pony. The little boy put his arms around Lala’s neck, repeatedly kissing her soft coat. The pony nuzzled in his pocket for a mint. In one slick move, Mateo vaulted onto the pony’s back and continued to caress her mane. Leo nodded his approval. ‘He’s certainly following in Papa’s and my footsteps.’


Marissa heaved herself up and joined her son at the window. ‘Mmm . . . didn’t stand a chance, did he? He was hardly going to take up the flamenco.’


Leo downed his coffee. ‘Right, I’ll just get myself cleaned up and then we’ll be off.’


Marissa prodded at the hard muscles on his stomach. ‘Do you have to wander around half-naked? You can’t be doing that once the guests arrive, you know?’ She forked her fingers through his hair. ‘And this is too long, Leo.’


He glanced at himself in the mirror over the fireplace. ‘I like it, Mama.’ He winked at her. ‘And so does Gabriela.’


In the village of San Sedeza, the main square was reluctantly coming to life, taking its time, easing itself into the day. Half-timbered houses leaned over cobbled streets, shutters were being opened, pavements sluiced down, trestle tables loaded with plump fruit and vegetables, their bright colours contrasting with the bleached white of the plaza. The climb to the top of the walled hill-top village was short but could be challengingly steep, especially to the elderly and visitors not used to the summer heat or altitude. Leo took Mateo’s hand as they entered the warm maltiness of the panadería, only slightly out of breath.


‘Are you going to ask her to be your girlfriend?’ Mateo asked.


‘What? Who?’


Mateo giggled. ‘You know who, Leo. Gabriela.’


Leo squeezed his brother’s hand. ‘Shush now, she’ll hear you.’


‘I don’t know why you’re taking so long about it, Leo.’


Gabriela finished laying out the pan blanco on the wooden shelves and smiled at the brothers. ‘You pair are up bright and early.’ She wrapped two of the loaves in tissue paper for them. 


‘We’re going to the horse sale,’ Mateo beamed. ‘We’re getting a new horse.’


‘Oh, well isn’t that lovely?’ 


‘I want a Palomino, a girl one, so she can be friends with Lala.’


Leo ruffled the boy’s hair. ‘We’re not choosing paint, Mateo. The colour doesn’t matter. It has to have the right temperament. Some of our guests don’t know how to ride, remember.’


Gabriela laughed, throwing her head back and patting her chest, just as she always did when she found something even faintly amusing. Her mahogany hair was tied up, not severely like his mother’s, but loosely so that wispy bits still hung around her face. She’d probably been up for several hours already and yet her olive skin bore no trace of fatigue and her chocolate-coloured eyes were still bright and not ringed with the tiredness one might expect from someone who had barely slept the night before. Her generous mouth was set into a permanent smile and by any standards, she was effortlessly beautiful.


‘Leo!’


He shook his head. ‘What, Mateo?’


‘I said, when are you going to ask Gabriela to go out with you? I think you should ask her before someone else does.’


‘Ah, Mateo,’ said Gabriela, coming round to their side of the counter. ‘I’m saving myself for you.’ She pinched his cheek. ‘You hurry up and get big now.’ She popped a couple of warm churros into a paper bag and pressed it into Mateo’s hands. ‘Enjoy, Little One.’


She smiled at Leo. ‘Have a good day, chicos.’


Out in the plaza, Leo turned to Mateo. ‘What did you have to say that for?’


‘You needed a push. Mama told me to say it.’ Mateo pulled a long churro from the bag. 


Leo rubbed his face vigorously. ‘For the love of God. Can’t I sort out my own love life without interference from my mother and brother?’


Mateo smiled, his lips coated with sugar. ‘You’ll be twenty-five this year, Leo, so I think the answer is no.’
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