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			Praise for Caroline Montague


			‘A moving, sweeping saga of love and loss’
Dinah Jefferies, bestselling author of The Tuscan Contessa


			‘Enthralling and wonderfully romantic, with gorgeous characters, this is perfect to curl up and get lost in’
Katie Fforde, bestselling author of A Springtime Affair


			‘Thoroughly engrossing’
Julian Fellowes, creator of Downton Abbey


			‘Enthralling … An Italian Affair snares us in an ever-tightening circle of love and despair, secrets and forgiveness’
Joanna Lumley


			‘Just wonderful’
Sun


'Shadows Over the Spanish Sun is scorching. It was a joy to ride across the Andalusian hills and to be transported by parallel, truly heart wrenching love stories, past and present'
 Carl Hester, Olympic Gold Medalist in Dressage


		


	

		

			Dedication


			This is dedicated to my great friend and one-time dressage teacher Carl Hester, Olympic gold medallist and the man whose extraordinary talent has inspired so much of this book.
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			Chapter One


			April 2000, Andalucía


			Don Leonardo Palamera de Santos pushed back his thick silver hair, pulled on his riding boots and came down the wide staircase to the oak front door. He stood for a moment on the step, his eyes roaming past the whitewashed wall that enclosed the hacienda, towards the distant hills, as if seeing them for the very first time.


			‘So beautiful,’ he murmured, breathing in the scent of pomegranate and orange blossom drifting through the air from the orchard below. Even now, the smell still reminded him of Valeria. He shook his head, banishing the memory, and strode across the forecourt with a vigour that belied his years. As he neared the stable block, the aroma changed; it was pungent and sweet, unique to horses and stables. His heart quickened in anticipation.


			‘You,’ he called to Dante, the stable boy, who was walking through the arched cloister, a bucket in hand.


			The teenager blinked as he emerged into the bright sunlight. ‘Buenos días, señor.’


			‘Tack up Seferino,’ Leonardo instructed. ‘And use the Vaquera saddle.’


			‘Seferino?’ the boy asked, his brow wrinkled in concern. ‘Está Seguro, señor?’


			‘Of course I’m sure,’ Leonardo roared, turning his dark eyes on the boy. ‘Run boy, run.’


			Dante turned and soon Leonardo could hear voices in the background, full of consternation.


			‘The idiot – what is he thinking of?’ came the gravelly tone of Dante’s father, Javier.


			‘But he insisted, Papa.’


			‘Well, it’s his head that will be broken. Silly old fool.’


			Leonardo smiled. Did they think he couldn’t hear? Well, he would show them. He might be eighty-five, but he could still ride with the best of them. He was fed up with caution: he wanted to feel the extraordinary power of the young stallion beneath him; he wished to create that unique partnership once more. As he climbed the mounting block, he paused to catch his breath before the last step. His eyes darted to the tack room. Had the lad and his father noticed this display of weakness? Were they laughing at him now? He pushed on and leant against the wall at the top. Old age was something that Leonardo despised. Not his looks – he was proud of his mane of silver hair, and his wrinkles were testament to a life well lived – but he hated the way his physique had deteriorated; how his joints were not as supple as they had once been. He needed to prove that he could still ride the most difficult of horses, to show that he was still a virile man.


			As the strident clop of hooves echoed down the corridor from the stables, Leonardo frowned, fear twisting in his gut. Javier was right, he was a stubborn, pathetic old man. But when the gleaming black stallion came into the sunlight, Leonardo’s fear dissipated. He could feel the blood stir in his veins and the familiar excitement building inside him. The horse was all muscle, his powerful neck arched, his hindquarters were strong. Seferino certainly had attitude. Leonardo recognised the way his eyes studied him, assessing him. Leonardo had ridden so many horses like him before and had managed to form a rapport with every one of them. Nothing had changed. He ran his hand over the branding on Seferino’s quarters and slipped his foot into the stirrup. Pain shot through his hip and he grimaced, breathing sharply, but with his usual force of will, he swung his leg over the wide saddle. As the horse snorted, dancing on the spot, all thoughts of his own discomfort disappeared. He picked up the reins, feeling the horse’s mouth responding through his fingers, and nudged the stallion into a trot over the cobbles and out through the ancient archway, to the white road that snaked across the vast hillside beyond.


			He was halfway up the lane when he drew Seferino to a halt. A black kite circled the sky above him, its grace belying the strength of its deadly talons. Somewhere in the vegetation a rabbit was about to breathe its last, thought Leonardo. Birds of prey had always fascinated him. They could be tamed, forced to do man’s bidding, but they were never truly mastered.


			A flock of scraggy sheep grazed on the scrubby grass, and below him, the white walls of the hacienda were dazzling in the early morning light. He could see the entire property from here, the long two-storey house with the servants’ quarters and stable yard in a quadrangle behind, the drive lined with stately Spanish fir trees. He could see the bell tower, where he had once scrambled up with Valeria, and the lush green gardens watered by sprinklers, which would soon be in contrast to the parched landscape beyond. He spotted Dante, a tiny figure brushing the yard, and the mares in the paddocks wandering towards the shade of the oak trees as the sun rose in the sky. He sighed and gazed into the distance where a line of pylons were strung across the barren hillside. In his lifetime everything had changed, he thought wistfully. When he was a child, the land had been covered with olive trees, now most of them had gone. In those days a car had been cause for excitement, now it was the donkey carts that were a rarity. But, despite the infernal pylons, the harsh beauty remained.


			He rode for an hour into the hills. Occasionally, the young horse shied, leaping sideways, but Leonardo sat straight and supple, his back absorbing the movement. When they reached a long grassy plateau at the top, he spurred the horse on.


			‘Come on, Seferino,’ he whispered, letting out the rein. ‘It’s you and me now. Let’s go.’


			He could feel the wind in his hair as the horse picked up speed, the exhilaration flooding through his body. This was what it was like to be truly alive, he thought, a laugh escaping his throat. This was what he had always lived for.


			Leonardo didn’t see the wild boar in the undergrowth until it was too late. Seferino reacted immediately with primeval terror. He squealed, rising on his hind legs, his front legs pawing the air, then lunged forward and bolted, unbalancing his rider. Though Leonardo tried frantically to gain control, there was no stopping the horse. He kept pulling at the reins, with no effect. He felt himself slipping further and further sideways. He flung out his hand and grasped hold of the pommel, managing to struggle upright, while Seferino thundered faster and faster across the rocky ground. The horse was in flight mode now, nothing could stop him.


			Even Leonardo’s lifetime of experience couldn’t quell the panic welling in his chest. As Leonardo leant backwards in the saddle, trying in vain to use his seat to slow the stallion down, a thousand thoughts went through his mind. Despite modulating his voice to calm the horse, he knew full well that Seferino was now blind and deaf to anything he did. Adrenalin coursed through his veins. It was imperative he remained on Seferino. He couldn’t bale out; he was too old to fall. As the scenery flashed past, he recognised with a lurch that they were fast approaching the rocky outcrop where the hillside ended in a vast drop. His only hope was to turn Seferino in a large circle to the left. His mind raced as he calculated the immense danger of the situation. If he was to save the horse, he would have to steer him away from the rapidly approaching void and it would require every ounce of his limited energy. His thoughts were now only for Seferino.


			In one last desperate attempt, he leant forward and to the left, grabbing hold of the rein next to the horse’s mouth. With every vestige of remaining strength, he hauled on the single rein and sent a silent prayer to Valeria. At the final moment Seferino veered sharply, rocks cascading into the chasm below. Leonardo’s last conscious thought before he hit the ground was that this was the end.


		


	

		

			Chapter Two


			April 2000, London


			At night when the traffic hummed outside my bedroom window, and the glare of headlights moved across the blinds, I often imagined myself far from London, from the fumes and the crowds. I would return to the Hacienda de los Santos, my grandfather’s house in Andalucía. Throughout my erratic childhood it had been a haven of tranquillity, a golden sanctuary. Papa Leonardo had wrapped me up in his world of horses, orange groves and fireflies. Memories of my holidays there were full of the two of us listening to the cicadas chirping or waiting for the song of the nightingale, as we sat under the pergola in the scented night air. I still visited every August – a summer escape that seemed worlds away from my job at the magazine, my small London flat, from Matt.


			I didn’t know that what happened that day would change everything.


			


			It was the usual Friday-morning rush at work, and I was frantically trying to finish my copy on the best beauty products for ageing skin when my editor called me in. Actually, it was more of a summons; she rapped on the window of her glass cage, calling out, ‘Mia, I’ve got something for you. I know you’ll love it.’


			I shot a glance at Cara on the other side of the office and rolled my eyes. Dale always used that condescending tone of voice when she knew it was something I would hate. As usual, she did all the talking while I hovered awkwardly in front of her immaculately clean desk. ‘A three-page spread on the best slimming products of the year. Try them yourself, if you like,’ she finished with a smirk.


			Dale was never one for subtlety. I tugged at my Union Jack miniskirt, which I’d bought for a millennium party and which still caused a stir four months later. I’d always felt good in it – at five foot ten, I thought I may as well make the most of my long legs – but one snide comment from Dale and my confidence evaporated.


			‘Are you all right, sugar?’ Cara asked, as I stopped by her desk.


			‘That woman, she defies all – ugh, I can’t even think of the word.’


			‘You mean she’s a bitch,’ Cara replied with a smile and an offhand wave. ‘Don’t let it get to you.’


			‘Why does she have to be so bloody rude?’ I bristled, shuffling some papers on her desk and wishing I had the ability to brush Dale’s comments aside so easily.


			‘I’ll buy you a drink after work, before you see that gorgeous fiancé of yours,’ Cara said with a wink, and I agreed, hoping that one drink would turn into two or even three. I had a feeling I’d need them.


			


			I was doing a quick edit on the beauty-product article, when my mobile rang. It was my mother.


			‘Darling—’ she uttered as soon as I answered, the phone jammed between my shoulder and ear as I kept typing.


			‘Mama, I’m at work; can this wait? I’m on a deadline.’


			‘No. It’s about your grandfather.’


			I knew immediately from the tone of my mother’s voice that something dreadful had happened. My fingers stilled on the keyboard and I felt a tightness in my chest as I held my breath.


			‘Papa Leonardo has had an accident on Seferino. He is in hospital – in a coma. The specialists say the next twenty-four hours are crucial.’


			‘Oh my God,’ I gasped. ‘What on earth was he doing on the stallion?’ I could see Cara looking across the divider with concern.


			‘I have no idea, it’s just like your grandfather.’ Her tone was tight and frustrated but also filled with panic. ‘The horse came back on his own, so they sent out a search party. He was found unconscious near the edge of the canyon. He has been airlifted to Seville.’


			‘We need to go immediately, Mama.’ I was on my feet, sweeping anything I might need into my bag.


			‘Yes, yes. Peter has already booked tickets. We have to be at Gatwick by six.’


			I nodded, despite her not being able to see me. I had always appreciated my stepfather’s cool head in a crisis.


			‘And have you told Poppy?’ I asked, picking up the snow globe of Chamonix Matt had given me. I shook it hard, and as the white flakes fell on Mont Blanc and the tiny chalets below, my mother confirmed that Peter was ringing my stepsister and we should share a taxi to the airport. I rang off, feeling the tears well in my eyes.


			As I accepted the proffered tissue from Cara, I dialled my fiancé. Perhaps he would offer to come with me, I thought, sniffing loudly, but the minute I heard his voice I knew it wouldn’t happen.


			‘Matt—’


			‘Mia, sorry, in a meeting. Is it urgent?’


			‘It’s my grandfather, he’s in a coma. I’m flying out tonight.’


			‘That’s terrible,’ he exclaimed. ‘Are you OK? You know I’d love to support you, sweetheart, but we’re at the crucial stage of closing the deal with Gazco. I’ll fly over as soon as I can—’


			‘Of course,’ I interrupted. ‘I’ll call you from Spain.’


			


			Late that evening we arrived at San Pablo airport, ten kilometres from Seville. As we walked into the warm evening air, I could see Ramon, my grandfather’s driver, waiting for us. His eyes were ringed with fatigue and his black jacket hung limp from his once-stocky frame.


			‘Buenas noches,’ he uttered, leading us to the car.


			‘I’m so sorry.’ I touched his arm.


			Ramon blinked, and through a haze of my own exhaustion I realised the depth of his despair. He was, and had always been, devoted to my grandfather. As Peter opened the door for my mother, and helped her into the ancient Mercedes, Ramon arranged the bags in the boot. Poppy threw her rucksack on the back seat, and together we clambered in after it.


			‘Ramon, tell us, what state is he in? Will he recognise us?’ I asked, leaning forward as the car drew away from the kerb.


			‘I’m afraid not at the moment, Señorita Mia.’ Apart from being my grandfather’s driver, butler and odd-job man, Ramon was also his greatest friend. His eyes met mine in the rear-view mirror and I knew he would tell me the truth. ‘Your grandfather has suffered severe injuries and they are not sure that he will ever wake up. It is terrible, señorita.’


			I swallowed hard. ‘Thank you, Ramon.’


			I battled tears away as my mother squeezed my hand on one side and Poppy reached out for the other.


			‘It will be all right, Mia,’ Mama said with a confidence I was sure she wasn’t feeling. But I knew that if he died nothing would be all right again.


			


			It was dark when we arrived at the University Hospital of Virgen del Rocío and every light in the building seemed to be blazing. While Poppy and Peter went to find coffee, my mother and I were directed to Intensive Care. We were waiting by the nurses’ station when a doctor in a white coat came through the swing doors.


			‘You must be Señor Palamera de Santos’ daughter,’ he said, putting out his hand to shake.


			My mother inclined her head, glancing at the label on his white coat, ‘Dr Canovas?’ There was hesitation in her voice and I could tell that she was scared.


			‘I am so sorry about the accident,’ he continued in an authoritative and kindly tone. ‘Your father is alive, but he has sustained severe injuries and trauma to the head. He is in a coma and these next few days are critical. We have managed to stabilise him, but his age is obviously against him.’


			‘Of course, I understand,’ my mother murmured.


			‘I am told he was riding a young stallion. We treat many equestrian injuries but—’


			‘The patients aren’t usually eighty-five years old,’ I interrupted.


			‘Exactamente,’ the doctor agreed, turning his attention to me.


			‘He’s very obstinate,’ I blurted out. ‘He might surprise us all.’


			‘I can assure you we will do everything we can. He has one of the best teams in Spain working in this unit.’


			‘We have no doubt of that, thank you, doctor,’ my mother said and shot me a look that shut off any further observations.


			‘At the moment our priority is the coma,’ Dr Canovas continued. ‘We are draining fluid to relieve pressure on the brain. I am afraid he will appear like an octopus, with tubes everywhere.’ This was obviously his effort at humour before he gave the final blow.


			He looked at me again, his brown eyes full of pity. ‘I am afraid, señorita, that if he should regain consciousness, it is unlikely that he will walk again. With the extent of his injuries he may require constant nursing for the rest of his life. There is, of course, the state in between where the patient is only minimally conscious and remains so.’


			‘Minimally conscious?’ I whispered. All the way on the plane I had assured myself that my grandfather would either get well, or he would die. I had never imagined there was something in between. This would be the worst possible outcome.


			Dr Canovas turned back to my mother, the consummate professional. ‘You will wish to see him. Forgive me, señora, it must be for a few minutes only and you will have to wear a mask and gown.’


			‘Can we talk to him?’ I asked. ‘I mean, can he hear us?’


			The doctor smiled, and I knew he was trying to be kind. ‘It is accepted by many of my colleagues that no amount of external stimuli can prompt the brain to wake up, but’ – he shrugged his slim shoulders – ‘who says we should always believe the accepted? There is no harm in talking or reading to the patient; you can even sing to him, if you like. It is possible that he will hear you. Now please come this way. The nurses are busy working with him, so you will need to go in just one at a time. We should have a better idea by tomorrow afternoon.’


			


			I was huddled in a waiting-room chair when a nurse approached me, carrying a plastic bag.


			‘These are your grandfather’s clothes,’ she murmured, sitting down beside me. ‘I imagine it was a shock seeing him like that.’


			I raised my eyes and nodded slowly.


			‘I have seen cases that have seemed hopeless, but the patients have woken up and gone home.’ She patted my hand. ‘They often remember the past first, so over the next few weeks, why don’t you look for things that mean something to him, photographs, perhaps, of people he once knew, tactile objects, anything that might stimulate his brain.’


			‘Thank you,’ I said, grateful for her positivity, ‘I’ll see what I can find.’


			Half an hour later, my mother and I retraced our steps from the ward.


			‘I know you are not particularly religious,’ she murmured at last, ‘but please hold him in your prayers.’


			‘I think he may need more than our prayers,’ I responded, unable to obliterate the image of my grandfather reduced to a frail shell of a man.


			‘He is a stubborn old thing,’ she squeezed my arm, ‘you said so yourself, querida. You know his indomitable spirit. He will make it, he has to.’ She shook her head suddenly and sighed. ‘Viejo tonto,’ she murmured. ‘What was he thinking of?’


			My mother rarely used swear words and if she did, they were always in Spanish. I gave a small smile; my grandfather was a silly old bugger and we were paying for his reckless behaviour. Though her relationship with her father had been troubled in recent years, when she was a child, they had been inseparable. It was quite obvious to me that she loved him deeply.


			‘You’re right, Mama, but Papa Leonardo has always lived by his own rules.’


			We had reached the glass front doors of the lobby, when my mother drew in her breath.


			‘And look who is here to cheer us – your Great-Aunt Gracia.’


			I groaned as my mother’s maternal aunt advanced through the reception area towards us, scattering everyone in her wake.


			‘Ah, mis queridos, what a tragedy. Poor Leonardo. And now you have had to come all the way from England. You must be devastated, what a worry. But what was he doing on a horse?’ She stopped abruptly, having run out of breath, and fanned herself with her hand.


			What my great-aunt lacked in stature she made up for in everything else. She put her plump, ringed fingers around my cheeks, hugged me, and progressed to my mother, cradling her in her arms.


			‘What a terrible shock, mi pequeña. Ramon told me you were here.’ Aunt Gracia, who seemed to lack a stop valve, ploughed on. ‘Since Paloma has gone, Rafaela, I feel responsible for you both. My sister would have wanted me to care for you and her granddaughter. And now—’ She pulled a handkerchief from the interior of her crocodile bag. ‘But it is my belief a man as strong as your grandfather will survive. I remember the incident with the snake.’ At this point my mother interjected, cutting off any possibility of Tía Gracia’s favourite reptilian story.


			‘You’re so kind to come, Gracia, though I am not sure if you will be allowed to see him tonight.’


			‘Querido Rafaela, I came to see you. I understand the trauma for you both, particularly after your father, Mia. Tomorrow I will come again and hopefully I can see him through the glass. It will be enough just to have a glimpse of Leonardo. I will come in every day and be here for as long as I am needed.’


			Papa Leonardo had always found his sister-in-law tiresome. Whatever her good intentions, she was the last person he would want at his side.


			‘Well, then,’ my mother said. ‘We will have the pleasure of your company. We must arrange to see you at the hacienda during our stay. Ramon will collect you.’


			When my mother had extricated herself from Aunt Gracia’s embrace, we joined Peter and Poppy outside.


			‘How did it go?’ Poppy asked, linking her arm through mine.


			‘Not good,’ I replied, leaning into her, grateful for her presence.


			Ramon shook his head. ‘Donde hay vida hay esperanza, where there is life there is hope,’ he said with a sad smile.


			


			Within an hour, we had left the outskirts of the city behind us. The flat plains of Seville had given way to olive trees with gnarled trunks and almonds with feathery blossom, clinging to the hillsides in ghostly ranks. The odd light blinked from the farmhouses dotting the landscape and, in the distance, dramatic rocky outcrops stood black against the sky. At this time of night the scenery was particularly dramatic, and it was precious to both my mother and me. It was part of our heritage, in our blood.


			My mother was fiddling with the strap of her bag when I glanced at her. At sixty-two years old she was still elegant, but now in the half-light, her face was gaunt with concern.


			‘I’m so sorry, Mia,’ she said.


			I bit my lip to stop it trembling. ‘He is your father, I don’t have a monopoly on grief.’


			‘But you have a very special relationship, and that is what you need to hold on to. We have to believe that your grandfather will defy the doctors and recover. It is not over yet.’


			‘I’ll try,’ I whispered, thinking how much he would hate being dependent on anyone. Until the moment I had seen him in Intensive Care, I had convinced myself that my grandfather was strong; he could defeat anything and prove everyone wrong. But as the staff had hovered around him, peering at the monitors and checking on the tubes that were attached to every part of his body, I realised it was no longer his will that mattered, only the whooshing and sucking of the ventilator that was breathing for him and keeping him alive.


			My hands were twisted in my lap as I tried to keep my emotions in check. I had been so close to my grandfather, he had been my rock when my father had died and my refuge when my mother had married Peter, and Poppy had come into my life. I looked across at my stepsister. She was five years younger than me and at twenty-three she was quite beautiful. How I had hated the red-haired seven-year-old who had been forced upon me and whom everyone adored. Now I would kill anyone who tried to hurt her. She was my sister, my soulmate and my best friend.


			‘I know he isn’t my grandfather, but we’ll get through this together,’ Poppy whispered in my ear, and I knew she was right.


		


	

		

			Chapter Three


			From early childhood, my arrival at the hacienda for the summer holidays was something I would dream of. Each year I would close my eyes at the end of the lane, opening them only as we swept through the gateposts to the drive beyond. If my grandfather hadn’t come to the airport to greet me, he would be waiting on the steps, his arms open to catch me as I hurtled towards him. Tonight, only a single light was on downstairs and a strange melancholy appeared to have settled on the house.


			As I stepped from the car, silence lingered in the air around me and for once even my stepfather was quiet. I looked upwards. Though shaded in darkness, the façade of the long two-storey white house was just as it had always been. The marble angel continued her solemn gaze over the garden from her niche above the oak front door and the elaborate bell tower still rose above the ancient terracotta roof. The wrought-iron grills on the blue-painted windows were the same, but the house felt different somehow. Sadness seemed to seep from the walls. The life force had gone.


			I turned suddenly, shaken from my reverie.


			‘Shall I take your bag, señora?’ Ramon was saying to my mother and the mood was broken. At that moment the lights flicked on inside the hall and the door was opened by Manuela, my grandfather’s housekeeper.


			‘Bienvenidos, you must be exhausted. Please come, supper will be ready in the loggia in ten minutes,’ she said.


			While the others trooped to the colonnaded loggia for a drink, I took my grandfather’s clothes to the laundry room.


			As I opened the bag, my hands were shaking. The dirt on his riding trousers and vaquera jacket told their own story. For a brief second, I imagined my grandfather crashing to the ground, the dust swirling, Seferino galloping home. I was putting the jacket over the chair when I thought to check in the pockets. I found the obligatory packet of mints, but there was also a crumpled envelope, with a note from me inside.


			Dear Papa Leonardo,


			I have had the best summer in the world and I miss you already. As much as I longed to see Mama, I really didn’t want to leave. I can’t wait to see you again and I am sending lots of hugs.


			Muchos besos a Abuela Paloma,


			Mia xxxxxx


			I folded the paper and put it back in the envelope, swallowing hard. It was obviously precious to my grandfather because he had kept it for all these years.


			


			The mood at supper was lightened by Manuela who had laid the long table with candles and flowers.


			‘So,’ she said, putting a delicious chicken and olive casserole in front of my mother. ‘In España we realise good food is the first step towards mending a broken heart.’ She gave a pointed look at my very English stepfather. ‘But I also know it won’t be broken for long. The señor will come home.’


			‘Thank you,’ my mother murmured with a smile, but Manuela had not finished yet.


			‘Tonight you are tired; tomorrow will be different, you’ll see. No puede ver el bosque por los árboles.’


			‘You can’t see the wood for the trees,’ I translated to a perplexed Poppy


			‘I understood perfectly,’ she lied.


			


			When my mother and Peter had retired to bed, I fetched another bottle of wine from the rack in the cellar and sank onto the wicker sofa beside Poppy. I filled up her glass and took a large slug of my own.


			‘Thank you for being here,’ I said, leaning against her.


			‘Idiot.’ She laughed affectionately. ‘Where else would I be? Do you think I would let you do this without me? Anyway, it gave me an excuse to miss the last day of law school.’ She giggled suddenly. ‘I fell asleep in my land law tutorial last week. Mr Shelburne was not amused. Poppy Aitcheson, are you with us or without us? I mean, Mia, what century is he in?’


			‘Poppy.’ I pretended to look stern.


			‘You have to take some responsibility! It was after our night out.’


			I smiled, remembering our pub crawl where we had ended up in a bar in Kensington and had to ward off the attentions of two young Italians, finally falling into bed at three in the morning.


			‘You’re the best tonic, Poppy.’ It was true, she was. Our shared flat was a haven for both of us; evenings were spent lolling on the sofa in our pyjamas while I talked endlessly about Matt, or listened enthralled while Poppy described the antics of various male students vying for her attention. Poppy knew more about me than anyone.


			‘He’ll recover, Mia,’ she said, drawing me back to the present. ‘I know your grandfather.’ She squeezed my hand. ‘When is Matt flying over?’


			I fiddled with the large diamond ring on my finger. ‘He’s involved in a big negotiation at work; he can’t be away at the moment. Anyway, I’ve got you to look after me.’


			Poppy frowned. ‘Where has the excited bride gone, Mia?’


			‘I’m not sure,’ I replied, thinking of the hurried call from Matt at the airport where he had seemed more concerned about his deal than my grandfather’s condition.


			I grimaced at Poppy. ‘But Manuela is right; I’ll feel better after a good night’s sleep.’


			


			As I lay between the crisp white sheets, the familiar sounds echoing through the house, I tried to sleep, but failed. The hall clock that had gently recorded the passing of my childhood seemed strident tonight, relentless. Somewhere a tap was dripping. Putting on my kimono, I tiptoed downstairs. Even in the dark I could see my grandfather everywhere, the riding crops in the hall stand, his panama hat on a marble bust of his father. In his study I turned on a lamp, picking up one object after another. Would the small fragment of blue tile stimulate his memory, or the fossil of a snail? I had assembled a pile of objects and photographs when I decided to look through his desk. I had reached the second drawer when my hand closed around a tin. Afterwards I would wonder if this was an infringement of my grandfather’s privacy, but it was already too late. I pulled it out and put it on the leather blotter. The tin was oblong in shape and smelt vaguely of tobacco. Specks of rust were eating at the corners. Hesitating only for a second, I tried to prise open the lid. At last it gave, and the contents spilled out. The first object I examined was a half-medallion on a silver chain engraved with the letter L, the second, a small sprig of lavender pressed between some tracing paper. Last came a postcard of the Duomo in Florence. I turned it over and started to read.


			Dearest Leonardo,


			You are my best friend. It is you that I have thought of most while I have been away. I have missed you and I have many things to tell you.


			Please be at home when I return.


			With my love,


			Valeria


			I am not sure how long I sat there, the moonlight illuminating the objects on the desk, but my curiosity was ignited. What did each of them mean to my grandfather and why had I never seen them before?


			


			The following morning, I was outside before the rest of the household was awake. As I crossed the cobbles to the stable yard, the moon had descended below the horizon, and the sun was rising, casting a pink glow on the whitewashed walls and paddocks beyond. I breathed deeply. A ride on my beloved Lyra in the stillness of the glorious Andalusian countryside would give me the strength I needed to face the day ahead.


			Horses were everything to me, as they were to my grandfather. There was a time in my childhood when my ambition was to be a dressage rider with the goal of taking one of my grandfather’s stallions to the Olympics. This was hardly surprising since many of my waking hours in Spain were spent in the stables or riding out with him. It was a sad moment when I had realised that I would never have my grandfather’s talent. You can recognise excellence easily; it is that extraordinary fluidity, when horse and rider become one. Despite this revelation, riding remained my passion.


			I could hear Lyra before I saw her. She was a feisty redhead, who hadn’t learnt that kicking your stable door was unnecessary behaviour. However demanding she was, I loved her with all my heart. I would never forget the moment my grandfather had given her to me five years before.


			‘So what will you name her?’ Papa Leo had queried, when the little foal had finally arrived.


			‘I’m allowed to choose?’ I’d questioned in awe, staring at the delicate creature in front of me tottering on wobbly legs.


			‘You should always name your own horse,’ he had replied. It was so typical of my grandfather, no ceremony and no build-up to this unexpected present.


			‘Lyra,’ I said without hesitation.


			‘The girl in the book you’ve been carrying round all summer?’ my grandfather murmured, kneeling beside me in the golden straw.


			‘Yes, Lyra Belacqua from Northern Lights.’


			‘Are you sure you want her? She’s chestnut, and you know what they say about chestnut mares,’ he reminded me.


			‘Fiery and unpredictable. That’s exactly why I want her,’ I replied.


			


			I was in Lyra’s stable when Dante stuck his head over the door. ‘You wish to ride before breakfast?’ he asked.


			By that I presumed he meant the horse’s breakfast, not my own. Horses came first at the hacienda.


			‘Seguro,’ I responded, and in less than ten minutes we were riding out through the oak doors, with Estrella, Dante’s lurcher, loping behind.


			The Sierra Norte Natural Park was only a ten-minute ride from our own boundaries, and at its most glorious in spring. We had taken this route automatically, each of us wanting to avoid the plateau where my grandfather had taken his fall, but as we rode along in silence, my mind refused to be still. To distract myself, I tried to identify the different species of trees, the small animals inhabiting the sunlit glades. I listened to the birdsong, so pure it made my heart turn over, and the sound of water tumbling over rocks into the pools below. I even noticed the rhythmic tapping of beetles as they feasted on the dead wood.


			We had come out of the forest and were riding upwards along a rocky trail when I recognised an eagle soaring in the sky above me. Watching the magnificent raptor, I remembered identifying a solitary lynx on one of my walks with my grandfather.


			‘Papa Leo, look, Iberian Lynx,’ I had whispered, tugging at his sleeve, and for one enchanted moment, the yellow, spotted creature with extraordinary whiskers and compelling eyes had stared at us, before disappearing into the undergrowth.


			‘You have no idea how lucky we are, Little Mia,’ he said. ‘There are less than ten adults in the wild, and you have spotted one of them.’ Afterwards my grandmother, Paloma, rewarded me with an ice cream. Now Paloma was dead, and my grandfather was fighting for his life and would probably never walk here with me again.


			We were unsaddling in the yard when Dante turned his dark gaze upon me.


			‘I hope this has helped a little, Señorita Mia?’


			‘It certainly has,’ I replied.


			And it was true; by the time I had joined the others in the loggia for breakfast, I was able to face the day ahead of us. Just like my grandfather, it was only on a horse and in the open air that I felt completely free.


			


			My mother and I soon established a routine, visiting the hospital each morning driven by either Peter or Ramon. As we greeted the nurses the answer was always the same. There was still no change. While I sat at his bedside, my mother left to complete tasks in Seville. There were meetings with my grandfather’s lawyer to arrange power of attorney, and appointments at the bank. She would return flushed with exertion, and I would leave them alone. It is hard to describe my feelings in those early days, but I can say I was exhausted, not from actually physically doing anything, because that bit came later, but from watching someone, whom I loved so deeply, in a vacuum between life and death.


			Poppy was my saviour; sometimes she would come to the hospital with us, and I would find her curled up in a waiting room chair with her law books and a notepad, her brow furrowed in concentration. When she saw me, she would jump up and fling her arms around me and drag me off to one museum or other, giving life a window of normality.


			‘Thank God, you saved me from Professor Winton’s Law of Tort,’ she said on one occasion, stuffing her book in her rucksack. ‘Let’s go and have some fun.’


			


			Before long I became a familiar face at the tapas bars near the river, where I would sit and work on my copy for Dale before returning to the hospital. As the ventilator continued to deliver breath to my grandfather, I talked to him, sang to him, read from the same story books that he had read me when I was a child. One afternoon after falling asleep at his bedside, his hand enclosed in mine, I awoke with a start, filled with anxiety.


			‘Please, Papa Leo,’ I begged him. ‘Please wake up. You mustn’t leave me, don’t give up. Not now.’


			Sometimes I was ashamed, realising I was not the only one who grieved. My mother would come out of his room ashen faced, tears sparkling in her eyes, and I wondered what had gone so badly wrong with my grandfather all those years ago. Some afternoons Ramon would visit his friend and as I glimpsed him through the glass panel, I hoped he was reminding Leonardo of a past shared and a life well lived.


		


	

		

			Chapter Four


			While the days blended into each other, there was nothing we could do but wait. Easter week would have slipped by unnoticed – an extraordinary departure for my mother – had it not been for the Semana Santa processions taking place in Seville.


			On Holy Saturday, Poppy and Peter watched the last of the brotherhoods make their way to the cathedral to mark the end of the Holy Week celebrations, while we spent the day in the hospital.


			In the past, I had always loved the pomp and pageantry of the processions, the lifelike wooden sculptures being drawn by gloriously decorated floats, but today neither my mother nor I were in the mood. Our only nod to the occasion was the traditional dinner on our return that evening with Aunt Gracia. Manuela had laid the table in the dining room, producing her famous Easter menu, while Gracia gave us a non-stop flow of anecdotes and stories. We had just finished Manuela’s Mona de Pascua cake when Peter produced a bottle of Spanish honey-rum liqueur.


			‘So,’ he said, swilling the amber liquid around his glass. ‘What are your plans, girls? I need to be back at the office in a week’s time and I’m booking your mother and myself on the Sunday evening flight.’


			Poppy grimaced. ‘I have to get back for my exams in the first week in May, so could you get mine too?’


			I had been trying to forget the increasingly persistent emails I had received from Dale, asking me if sitting at the bedside of an unconscious relative was going to save his life. If I had disliked Dale before, my negative feelings towards her had gone into overdrive.


			I fiddled with my glass. ‘I know the doctors say he is out of danger, but I really don’t want to leave Papa Leonardo.’


			My mother leant across the table and squeezed my hand. ‘You can always stay behind, cariño, tell that dreadful boss of yours to get back in her box and behave.’


			‘Rafaela!’ Peter frowned at my mother, but I wanted to laugh. This was the mother I missed, the daredevil girl from the flower power era, who had run away with my father when she was only eighteen.


			‘As much as I would love to, Mama, there is a project in the office that I need to finish, which Dale has to sign off.’


			‘Oh well, if you are sure.’


			


			After supper Poppy and I retreated to our usual position on the wicker sofa with the unfinished bottle of liqueur. She had just refilled my glass when she looked at me.


			‘You don’t have to come back, you know. I will survive without you for a few weeks. I could even let the room!’ she joked.


			She ducked as I lobbed a cushion at her head and we both laughed.


			‘Seriously, Mia, I think you need to be here, your mother is right. I know Matt wants you home, but he can wait for a change.’


			‘My grandfather has always been there for me, now I want to be at his side.’


			‘Then you must stay.’


			I looked at my sister for a long moment. ‘You are absolutely right,’ I declared, my confidence growing, ‘I’ll break the news to everyone in the morning.’


			


			Once the decision to stay was made, I had some unpleasant calls to make. Dale was the first on my list.


			‘You’re what?’ she exploded down the phone. ‘I’ve just given you two weeks’ leave, and you have the nerve to give in your notice. And what about the anorexia editorial?’


			I was about to remind her that I had been working throughout my time in Spain, when I thought the better of it.


			‘I’ll complete that, Dale,’ I said, for once standing up to her. ‘Because at least this project is meaningful.’ The call ended badly, of course, but it bolstered my courage to tell Matt that I wouldn’t be coming home for a while.


			‘I know how much your grandfather means to you, sweetheart, but you can’t just put your life on hold. What about the wedding plans – about us?’


			‘You can always fly out on the weekends,’ I said after a long pause. ‘And I can collect you from Seville.’


			‘It’s not that easy, Mia – some of us have important careers, and it’s still the football season, if you hadn’t remembered.’


			I held back any rude retort as Matt was obviously upset.


			


			The night before my mother’s departure, Gracia returned to the hacienda for a farewell dinner. This time she was unusually subdued.


			‘It has been so good to be with my beloved niece,’ she uttered, pushing her pudding around her plate.


			‘It’s been lovely for me too,’ my mother said with a smile. ‘And now I have a big favour to ask, Gracia. I need you to keep an eye on both my father and Mia, while I am in England.’


			I was about to object when my mother gave me an artful wink.


			‘You know I will, querida,’ my aunt said, her face lighting up. ‘I shall give you regular updates; Mia may be grown up, but she will always be your child.’


			‘That’s settled, then.’ My mother folded her napkin and I understood how kind she was, putting everyone else’s emotional needs above her own. With a few thoughtful words she had dispelled Gracia’s insecurity.


			


			While everyone was having coffee in the salon, I drew my great-aunt aside.


			‘Would it be possible to have a quiet word?’ I asked. ‘Perhaps we could go into Papa Leo’s study.’


			She followed me across the hall, her cane in one hand, her bag in the other. When I pulled out a chair for her, she sank into it.


			‘Is there anything wrong, Mia?’ she asked. ‘I haven’t done anything to offend you?’


			I smiled. ‘You could never offend me, Gracia. It’s just that—’


			‘Yes dear?’


			‘I found a tin in Papa Leo’s study, I probably shouldn’t have opened it but the contents made me realise I know nothing about Papa Leo’s early life, or about his sister Valeria’s.’ I took the medallion from the pocket of my skirt. ‘Do you know anything about this?’ I asked, holding it out.


			Gracia looked up at me and sighed. ‘I wondered if you would ever come to me with these questions and yes, there are things you should know, things that worried Paloma as she was nearing the end.’


			‘And my mother isn’t aware of these things?’ I queried.


			Gracia shook her head. ‘I don’t believe she is.’ She stared at the floor and I could tell she felt uncomfortable, but I had to persist.


			‘Please Tía.’


			She looked at me and smiled. ‘You are so like your mother, she had to know everything.’


			‘But not this?’ I queried.


			‘Not this,’ she replied.


			The conversation came to an abrupt halt when my mother entered the room.


			‘Everything all right?’ she asked, and I knew she believed she was rescuing me.


			‘Fine, Mama,’ I volunteered.


			She gave me a conspiratorial smile. ‘If you are ready to go back to Seville, Gracia, Ramon has brought the car to the front door.’


			My great-aunt slowly rose to her feet. ‘Thank you so much querida, you have been so kind.’


			‘Remember our agreement,’ my mother said, kissing her cheeks. ‘I am relying on you.’


			‘Never forgotten.’ Gracia beamed.


			I went towards her and hugged her hard.


			‘We will talk another time,’ I whispered in her ear.


		


	

		

			Chapter Five


			When my mother arrived at breakfast wearing a smart dress, and her vintage Manolo Blahniks, I groaned inwardly. Those particular shoes meant only one thing: we were about to be invited to church.


			‘Who’s for Mass?’ she asked.


			I winked at Poppy and an hour later we found ourselves attending the morning service at the Iglesia de la Caridad, in the Arenal neighbourhood of Seville. We were filing into our pew when my mother nudged me.


			‘That row is reserved for the members of the brotherhood,’ she whispered, indicating the trio of elderly men who were huddled together at the front.


			‘Brotherhood?’ At once I had visions of illuminati and secret societies – I’d recently read Angels and Demons, but these characters looked pretty ordinary to me.


			‘Brotherhood of Holy Charity,’ she confirmed. ‘There is a hospital attached to the church for the sick and destitute. The brotherhood looks after the patients.’ She placed a prayer book firmly into my hand, her face innocent. ‘Just an observation, you didn’t think you would get away with not attending Mass while we were in Spain?’


			‘Of course not,’ I replied, grinning.


			The doors had closed, and the priest had begun his procession up the aisle, swinging the incense burner back and forth, when she added another layer of intrigue. ‘I thought you would be interested to come to the church where your grandfather was married,’ she whispered.


			‘Papa Leo was married here?’ I asked, unable to contain my surprise.


			‘During the Civil War.’


			I looked at my mother. There were things that were never mentioned at the hacienda and the Spanish Civil War was one of them. If it had ever come up, my grandfather had skilfully steered the conversation away. As we knelt for prayer, my mother’s slim fingers touching the cross at her neck, I realised it wasn’t only my grandfather’s life that was shrouded in mystery. I recalled a quarrel I had witnessed between them shortly after my grandmother Paloma had died. I had been eight at the time and it had left me confused and upset.


			‘Why are you taking the child to Mass, Rafaela?’ my grandfather had yelled. ‘You are only filling her head with hypocritical nonsense. Where was God in la guerra civil?’ He had stormed from the room, banging the door behind him. Now all these years later I wondered what had driven my grandfather’s rage, and why he believed that God had deserted him. Perhaps some of the answers were hidden in the small metal tin. Whatever the consequences, it was time to find out.


			


			When the church service was finally over, Poppy and I fled to the car, avoiding introductions to the members of the brotherhood. Then it was straight to the hospital for my mother to say goodbye.


			‘You cannot leave me, Papa,’ she murmured, leaning over him, an expression of tenderness and regret crossing her face. In that moment I realised it often takes tragedy to heal wounds. I just hoped my mother wasn’t too late.


			


			The bell-tower clock was striking midday as we piled into the house.


			While Poppy went in search of a shady spot with her battered copy of Ulysses, making the most of her last day in Spain, my mother returned to the office at the back of the house to finish off some paperwork. I could just make out Peter walking down a rocky path. I was on my way to fetch a glass of Manuela’s homemade lemonade, when I paused at the foot of the sweeping staircase, reminded of the day when a small girl in pink dungarees had hovered on the landing above. Even now I could see the bright sunlight streaming through the circular window, bleaching the walls to a bright white and the spacious hallway below where my grandfather was waiting. I could see the spangles of fairy dust filtering onto the marble floor.


			‘You can do it, Mia, slide down!’ he had encouraged, in his rich voice. With my heart fluttering in my chest, I had finally let go of the bannisters. The fear and jubilation as I had slid to the bottom was still with me.


			‘My brave little Mia,’ he had laughed, catching me in his arms.


			The drink now forgotten, I wandered through the maze of rooms, each one evoking a different memory. How I had loved standing with him in front of the muralled dining-room walls, listening to him bring the characters and animals to life. ‘Do you see that monkey Mia?’ he had chuckled. ‘Well, that little mischief maker is called Panto, and the parrot, now that is Polonius …’


			The dining room had a special significance because it was where he had given me my first glass of wine. I had felt so grown up that evening, my head a little dizzy.


			I recollected the games of hide-and-seek, the smothered giggles, the laughter, but today there was no Papa Leonardo to find me, no shoes tapping on the terracotta floor.


			I leant against the flaking plaster walls of the loggia and closed my eyes, remembering the adventures we had shared. Everything had been a first: rock climbing at sunrise, riding in the hills, swimming in the river. I had done things I had never dreamed I was capable of.


			If I opened my eyes again, would I see Papa Leo sitting in his usual chair, a glass of wine at his side? Would he be reading to me from my favourite book or weaving stories about Spain’s exotic past?


			I recalled the occasions when a sadness had seemed to settle on him and he had fallen silent, as if lost in his memories. In those days I had curbed my curiosity, but now I needed to understand why his face had sometimes closed at my questions, and why the room at the end of the corridor was forbidden to me. It was a strange day when he had taken me by the hand and had led me to the end of the passage.


			‘This is a room that you must never go into, Mia.’


			‘But why, Papa Leo?’ I had asked.


			‘I do not have to tell you why, Mia, only that on this you shall obey me. Do you understand what I mean by integrity?’


			I had shaken my head.


			‘It means that I trust you not to go into this room. Is that understood?’


			I had nodded, knowing that whatever the reason it had to be important to my grandfather.


			‘I promise, Papa Leo.’


			Now all these years later I was still intrigued. I climbed the stairs, and instead of going to my bedroom, I crossed the landing and walked along the passage. I could see the door was slightly ajar and as I got closer, I could feel a breeze coming from within, and the distinct smell of fresh flowers. I was tempted to enter, but the memory of my grandfather’s words held me back. Integrity, Mia.


			I paused for a moment, my heart quickening, then I turned and walked back the way I had come. Who would have opened the windows? I wondered, and why had they been in the room?


			In the salon I found my stepfather scrutinising a small painting in a heavy gilt frame.


			‘I see you’re admiring Goya’s Lady with a Fan,’ I observed. ‘Not the original, I’m afraid, but it meant a lot to my grandfather. His father allegedly won it in a game of cards.’


			‘The original is in the Louvre.’ Peter looked at me over the top of his bifocals and progressed to a French side table where he picked up an enamelled egg with a large jewel on the side.


			‘Did Leonardo ever tell you anything about this, Mia?’


			The egg had always been a favourite of mine, and when I was a child its story had captured my imagination.


			‘It was given to Papa Leonardo’s aunt, by a Russian countess when she came to stay,’ I told him. ‘His aunt had to offer her a foal in return.’


			‘If it’s a genuine Fabergé, then it’s worth a fortune. It really ought to be kept in the safe.’


			I had extracted the egg from Peter and was opening the safe, when we were interrupted by my mother.


			‘Will you come into Papa Leo’s office for a moment, Mia, there are some things we need to discuss before I leave.’


			I could tell my mother was distracted so I sat down near my grandfather’s desk and waited for her to speak.


			‘So much to sort out,’ she said, turning her back on the mountain of paperwork to stare out of the window. ‘Most of it can wait until I return, but I have arranged with the bank to continue paying the wages, and the utilities are up to date so the only money you will need is for food.’ She handed me my grandfather’s credit card with a wry smile. ‘Manuela won’t like it, but her housekeeping expenses may need to be curbed a little.’


			‘Is everything all right?’ I asked.


			‘Just be sparing, my love, Papa Leo’s book keeping has not improved over the years.’


			


			With the time of their departure approaching, my mother and I ambled up our favourite track.


			‘I remember when the olive trees were cut down,’ she murmured, gazing out over the empty fields. ‘It was just after my twelfth birthday. Men came with axes and began to hack at the trunks, hundreds of ancient olives destroyed in a matter of days. Papa Leonardo had to restrain me from running to stop them.’ She shaded her eyes and looked into the distance. ‘I didn’t realise he had given that parcel of land to the workers, rightly believing they deserved to own property, but what devastation—’ She sighed, and I could feel her sadness at the loss of the trees all these years later.


			


			We retraced our tracks down the hill and, after a quick stop at the stable yard to say goodbye to the horses, my mother opened the garden gate. I was trailing behind her when she picked a white flower with a dark-pink centre and put it in my hair. ‘Hibiscus for my beautiful child,’ she murmured.


			‘I’m twenty-eight. Hardly a child.’


			She smiled at me. ‘You will always be my precious child.’ Her eyes had a faraway look and I wondered if she was thinking of her own father who loved her fiercely and was now lying in a coma.


			She brought her gaze back to me, a soft smile on her face. ‘Did you know that in Tahiti, a single red hibiscus flower tucked behind the ear signifies you are ready for marriage? But if I am correct, I don’t think you are, cariño?’


			I smiled at my insightful mother.


			‘I admit I am a little confused,’ I whispered.


			‘I know I haven’t made a brilliant job of it myself,’ my mother said with a wry smile, ‘but marriage is for life. Don’t be pushed into anything if you are not sure, Mia.’


			Relief flooded through me. I had been afraid to tell her my misgivings, in case she thought I was being foolish. I should have known her better. Her first life choice certainly hadn’t been wise. Running away with my father when she was eighteen and then having a fling with him years after she had left him, had not been sensible, but despite the difficulties of being a single mother in a strange country, she had never regretted having me.


			‘Look what a jewel that mad moment brought me,’ she had always said.


			How I treasured those words. Perhaps her own youthful mistakes had made her into this wise and tender woman whom I loved so very much.


			


			After promises of phone calls and letters, I watched my small family climb into the car and then returned to the stables for my ride with Dante. We had reached the promontory of the hill when we pulled up our horses, both of us aware of the sheer drop ahead of us.


			‘I imagine it was here,’ I murmured, working out the scenario. ‘Papa Leonardo would have done anything to save the horse.’


			Dante patted his gelding’s neck. ‘Si, Señorita Mia, I am sure this is the place. I warned your grandfather not to ride Seferino, and when the horse galloped into the yard lathered with sweat, I knew what had happened. Marte, he is steady and old, but the stallion …’ He shrugged his shoulders and sighed.


			‘It was not your fault. When my grandfather gets something into his head, nothing will stop him.’


			‘Seferino wasn’t to blame.’ He met my gaze. ‘He is strong and powerful, but something must have scared him. My grandfather told me that Señor Leonardo was once the best horseman in Spain. But we all grow old.’


			I smiled then, thinking of the man who challenged old age as he challenged so many things in his life.


			‘If Papa Leo doesn’t wake up, Dante, then we must pray he goes quickly. At least he would have been doing what he loved best.’


			Dante’s face brightened. ‘That is what my mama keeps telling me, Señorita Mia.’


		


	

		

			Chapter Six


			By the middle of May I had finished the only rewarding piece I had ever written for Dale. My obligations to her were now over, but Matt still hadn’t come to Spain. Every time we spoke it was the same excuse.


			‘Sorry, Mia, it’s the last match on Saturday and I also have a stack of work. Why can’t you come home, then we can fix a date for the wedding?’


			But the awful thing was, I didn’t want to return. Surely I should be longing for a weekend break, trawling through the bridal shops with my mother and Poppy? But the thought of trying on wedding dresses filled me with dread. Nor did I relish standing on the side-lines for the match, followed by an evening in the pub with his football friends.


			


			I was in the hospital corridor reading a text from Matt, when Angelina, the nurse who had comforted me that first night, sailed past me with a cheerful wave and Dr Canovas stopped at my side.


			‘I am pleased to say, your grandfather has had another good night. His vital signs are improving; he has a remarkable will to live.’


			‘Does that mean he could soon come round?’


			‘There are definitely hopeful indications. Now if you will excuse me, I have some patients to attend to.’


			As I made my way to the hospital café to meet Tía Gracia later that morning, I sensed the subtle change. Perhaps it was the energy in his room or Nurse Angelina’s optimism, but I felt a lightness within me as I pushed open the doors.


			‘I have ordered coffee and a rosco frito for both of us,’ my great aunt said, her face lighting up as I pulled out a chair. ‘Is that all right with you, querida?’


			It was more than all right; the small doughnut-like pastries had been a favourite since my childhood. I had put my coffee-cup down and was wondering if the moment was right to ask my aunt about the tin, when she pre-empted me.


			‘Mia,’ she started, ‘I am sure you still have a lot of questions. May I suggest you come back for lunch at my apartment where it is a little more private.’


			‘That would be perfect,’ I agreed.


			After Gracia had looked in on my grandfather, Ramon dropped us outside a nineteenth-century building in the San Bernado district of Seville, before returning to spend time with his employer and friend.


			I held my aunt’s elbow as we walked from the lobby to the caged lift.


			‘Forgive me, the apartment is rather small,’ she apologised, leading me through the dark hall to the sitting room. ‘But this is all that I need.’


			The apartment was by no means large but the amount of furniture certainly made it look even smaller.


			‘I am not very good at throwing things away,’ she explained. ‘Everything has a memory and I can’t bear to let it go.’


			There were photographs and Lladró porcelain figures on every available surface. Needlepoint cushions were piled on the burgundy velvet sofa.


			‘Paloma and my mother made those,’ she said, plumping them up. ‘If you will excuse me, I will make us something to eat. What about Ensalada Murciana? I remember you don’t eat meat.’


			‘Tuna is one of my all-time favourites,’ I reassured her, but when I offered to help she declined.


			‘You haven’t seen the size of my kitchen, just stay where you are, querida,’ she instructed, bustling from the room.


			While preparation for lunch continued, I picked up some of the photographs. There were several of Grandmother Paloma as a young woman and family photographs in the garden of a large white house. As I gazed into the smiling face of a pretty girl with a bow in her hair, presumably Gracia, I was sure that the lonely flat in Seville was not how she imagined her future. I was looking at a photograph of a handsome young man in an RAF uniform when Gracia returned, wheeling a trolley.


			‘I see you have found Geoffrey,’ she murmured.


			‘I hope you don’t mind …’


			‘We were engaged to be married, you know.’ Her head was on one side as she talked, and there was a wistful look in her eyes. ‘I met him when I was working in England. I was a governess in a large house in Sussex, tutoring the twins for their higher school certificates. They were such a charming family. Tangmere airbase was nearby and we, that is, Sir Joseph’s secretary and I, used to meet the pilots in the pub on their evenings off. They would come and relax before they went out on their sorties. I couldn’t help but notice Geoffrey the first time I saw him, he was so handsome in his uniform, Mia, and very tall, I only came up to his shoulder. It wasn’t long before he asked me out to dinner. After that we spent every available moment we could together and were so happy. Then one day he asked me to be his wife. I couldn’t believe this kind, brave and good-looking man wanted to marry a girl like me. He was killed on his way back from the port of Brest. He went down with his plane somewhere over the English Channel. It was the twenty-ninth of March, 1941. The date is engraved in my heart. I never met anyone else that I could love, there was only Geoffrey.’ She looked at me and the grief was etched on her face all these years later.


			‘I’m so sorry.’ I wished I could hold the old woman in my arms, but she turned away.


			‘It was a long time ago.’


			As we ate lunch at the oval mahogany table, I felt ashamed that I had never really got to know my mother’s aunt. On the rare occasions I’d met Aunt Gracia when I was growing up, I’d found her trivial chatter annoying. I never knew she had been a teacher, engaged to a fighter pilot in the Second World War only to have her heart broken. There was so much I didn’t know about my own family’s history – I couldn’t let these secrets go unsaid any longer, but for some reason the moment wasn’t right.


			I reached over and took her hand. ‘Why don’t you come back with me to the hacienda and stay overnight? We would have masses of time to talk after dinner.’


			Gracia’s eyes lit up. ‘Estas segura querida?’


			‘I have never been so sure of anything,’ I replied.


			


			I settled Tía Gracia in the guest bedroom downstairs, and afterwards we had supper together at a small table in the internal courtyard, the tin on the table between us.


			We had finished our crema catalana, when she lifted her glass.


			‘Geoffrey always said an illicit thimble of sherry gave him Dutch courage before the pilots were scrambled. So, here’s to Dutch courage.’


			‘Here’s to the past,’ I said, with a smile.


			‘You may wish I had never told you, so be warned, querida.’


			‘Don’t spare me, Tía, I have to know everything,’ I replied.


			She laughed then, a soft melancholy laugh, and I held my breath, aware that something momentous was about to happen.


			‘Well,’ she said, ‘this is how your great-grandmother told the story to Paloma, and how she told it to me in turn. It all started a very long time ago when a small boy came over the hill …’
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As the fires turn to ash,
their love will

burn for eternity.






