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What would you do if you discovered you were living a lie?


When a shocking news report shatters Juno Ryan’s world, she suddenly finds herself without the man she loves – and with no way of getting the answers she so desperately needs.


A distraught Juno flees to the enchanting Villa Naranja in Spain. The blue skies and bountiful orange groves – along with Pep, the winemaker’s handsome son – begin to soothe her broken heart, but only Juno herself can mend it.


Just when she begins to feel whole again another bombshell drops. Can Juno put the past behind her? And will she ever learn to trust herself again?




  

Chapter 1


There was a long queue at the car rental desk and I was at the back of it. 


I’d congratulated myself on being first off the plane and thought I’d be first in line at the rental desk too, but I’d forgotten there would be other flights into Alicante airport and that those passengers might also be hiring cars. Now it seemed that everyone who’d landed that evening was in the queue ahead of me. And it was moving at a snail’s pace.


I was standing immediately behind a family of four whose flight had arrived nearly three hours late and who were feeling very cranky about it. The little girl, aged about two, was holding on to her mother’s leg, whimpering pettishly, while her slightly older brother was aiming his bright-green plastic laser gun at the waiting adults and whooping ‘gotcha’ every couple of seconds. The parents were venting their annoyance in equal measure at the airline and the car rental agency, asking each other why it was taking so bloody long to hand over a set of keys. The last comment was pitched loudly enough for everyone in the line to hear, and there were plenty of approving nods as well as a few mutters of ‘bloody disgrace’ from the waiting hordes.


The two people currently at the desk had been there for at least twenty minutes. If everyone ahead of me took that long, I’d be waiting for nearly two hours. Which would mean that it would be after midnight before I got my car, and at least another hour before I reached the Villa Naranja. So my time on the ground would be practically as long as the flight itself – longer if, as I feared, I got lost. 


‘You won’t get lost, Juno,’ Pilar had assured me as she’d highlighted the route on Google Maps. ‘Once you’re on the road to the house, you’ll be fine. The hardest part is the turn just before the town because it is quite sharp and easy to miss in the dark. But you’ll know you’ve passed it if you end up in Beniflor.’


‘Is there a hotel nearby if I do lose my way?’ 


‘Not in Beniflor itself,’ she replied. ‘But there’s a lovely one about fifteen minutes past it. La Higuera. Small, but very chic. Even though it’s expensive it’s always booked up. Honestly, Juno, you’ll find the Villa Naranja, no problem. Don’t worry.’


I wasn’t exactly worried, but despite my limited budget I wished I’d opted for the chic and expensive option, at least for tonight. I supposed that if things took too long, I could always drive into Alicante city, check in to the first hotel I saw, and leave looking for the Villa Naranja until the morning when it would be bright and everything would seem better and easier. Even as I considered it, I told myself not to be stupid. The drive was straightforward enough and I was perfectly capable of finding a country house, even in the dark. I was a strong, competent woman, wasn’t I? It might be true that both my strength and competence had been called into question of late but I shouldn’t be such a . . . a . . . the disparaging word I was about to call myself was lost as, out of nowhere, the pain and the grief enveloped me like a tidal wave, literally knocking me sideways. I gasped an apology as I bumped into the mother in front of me.


‘That’s OK,’ she said. ‘It takes it out of you, doesn’t it? Travelling. And all this hanging around is ridiculous. Sometimes I wonder if going away on holiday is worth the hassle.’


She kept talking without waiting for me to answer, which was just as well because I wasn’t listening to a word she was saying, and I couldn’t speak anyhow. My throat had constricted and there was only room in my head for my anguish. The problem, of course, was that I had no right to be anguished and no right to be in pain. Yet it caught hold of me when I least expected it, and wouldn’t let me go.


Without wanting to, I was replaying the moment I’d heard the news. The moment I’d seen the photograph flash up on the screen and my life had been turned upside down. I was utterly unable to stop the memories or the images filling my head. It was all I could do not to cry.


The queue moved forward again.


‘We’re staying at my sister’s.’ The woman’s voice broke into my thoughts. ‘She has a place in Altea Heights. It’s beautiful. Views of the sea. Lovely terrace. And a private pool.’


‘It sounds great.’ My voice came out as a croak but she didn’t seem to notice.


‘Oh, it is,’ she told me. ‘Sadly, we won’t be able to come this time next year. Cooper will be in school then, and they fine you for taking them out in term-time now. It’s ludicrous. Everyone knows the airline companies scam you on flights during school holidays.’


‘It’s the nanny state at work,’ said her husband.


I nodded in agreement. As a single woman just past her thirtieth birthday, school holidays were irrelevant to me, but I understood her frustration.


‘Are you on your own, then?’ She looked at me, inviting conversation.


To my enormous relief a second window at the rental desk opened at that moment. The queue split and hustled forward and I didn’t need to answer. To avoid any possibility of talking, however, I took out my phone and looked at it. But I already knew the most recent message would still be the one from Pilar, sent just before I boarded the plane in Dublin. 


Slight problem. Mum didn’t get to the house today so electricity is still off. No fresh food either but there is coffee and tea. Best pick up something at airport for snack and brekkie. Hope you have great time. Px


I’d bought two extra Danish pastries on the flight. They’d looked soggy and unappetising even before I put them in my bag but I didn’t care. I wasn’t hungry. I wouldn’t be hungry in the morning either. I’d lost my interest in food along with almost six kilos in weight over the past couple of months. I knew that I couldn’t really afford to lose any more. I’ve always been on the slender side, and dropping almost a stone didn’t really suit me. But the last thing I cared about was how I looked.


I scrolled through my other messages, even though I told myself not to. I stopped at the last one in the conversation with Brad.


Tonight’s dinner location. Joining them shortly. Love you. Miss you. Bxx


The wave of grief hit me again. I clenched my teeth and tightened my grip on the handle of my luggage. At that moment, it was the only thing keeping me upright.


A final move forward and then it was my turn at the desk. I gave my details and was handed the keys to a Ford Fiesta, which the rental agent said was on the third floor of the car park. I thanked him, and walked towards the exit. The family of four was still at the desk. The little boy was bashing their suitcases with his plastic laser gun and the father was arguing with the agent about the insurance excess charge.


The car park was busy. I checked the bay number for the Fiesta and strode along one of the rows. The dark blue car was where it was meant to be. I gave a sigh of relief, popped the boot open and hefted my case inside. I opened the door and slid into the seat before I realised I was on the passenger’s side. I got out and walked around to the driver’s door.


I’d driven on the Continent before, so left-hand drive didn’t bother me. The first time – in France with my closest friends, Cleo and Saoirse – had been a little scary, but after the initial anxious minutes I’d been fine. I’d been the one to do most of the driving through Europe with Sean, my fiancé, a few years later. Sean became my ex-fiancé after that trip, although it hadn’t been on account of my driving. It had been on account of him deciding he wasn’t ready to marry anyone. Or at least that he wasn’t ready to marry me. Of course I’d had broken relationships in my life before Sean, but I’d never felt as devastated as I’d felt then. All the dreams and plans of the life I’d expected to lead had come crashing down around me. I’d felt battered and bruised and despairing. Humiliated, too – though I tried to tell myself that it wasn’t a reflection on me that Sean had changed his mind. And better at that point than after we were married. Still, it was a difficult few months. But I’d got over it. I’d rebuilt my life, advanced my career and moved on. Now my heart was broken all over again, and this time it was much, much worse. This time I didn’t know how to get over it, I didn’t know if I’d ever recover.


I took a deep breath, then put the Fiesta into reverse and eased out of the parking bay. It was good to have something to concentrate on, something to pull my mind away from the dark places it still wanted to go. Besides, I like driving. I’m a better driver than Sean ever was. I’m alert and confident and I don’t let myself be bullied on the road. That was why Cleo and Saoirse always made me drive on holidays. And I honestly didn’t mind, because I like being the one in control. I’m much better at giving orders than taking them.


I hadn’t been on holidays with the girls since I’d started going out with Sean. But after Brad, Cleo had asked me if I’d like to go away for a weekend with her. To a spa, she suggested. Somewhere top-notch. Somewhere I could be pampered.


‘I don’t deserve to be pampered,’ I’d told her in a voice that was tight with the effort of not crying. 


‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Cleo protested.


‘I know. But it feels like a judgement somehow.’


‘You’ve got to give yourself a break, Juno,’ she said.


‘They didn’t get a break, did they?’ I asked.


And Cleo hadn’t said any more about pampering.


‘At the roundabout, take the second exit.’ The female satnav was a welcome distraction from my thoughts. 


I concentrated on my road positioning and followed her instructions. Most of the route to Beniflor was by motorway, which made things fairly simple. I like motorway driving. I like putting my foot down and giving the car its head.


But I didn’t put my foot down too heavily in the Fiesta. I was afraid to drive too quickly. There was a chance I might burst into tears, and I didn’t want to be travelling at 120kph when that happened. Nevertheless there was a tiny, tiny part of me that thought driving off the road and into oblivion had its merits.


I fixed my eyes on the road ahead. I wasn’t going to think like that. I’d had those thoughts in the darker days but I’d told everyone that I was much better now. The thing is, I wasn’t, not really. The reason I was here was because I wasn’t at all better, and because I couldn’t do my job properly. Because I’d felt obliged to hand in my resignation before I did something really stupid. And before they fired me.


I was really good at my job before. I know women aren’t supposed to blow their own trumpet and say they’re brilliant at anything – like driving, or our jobs. We’re meant to be self-deprecating and modest and put it all down to luck rather than being super-capable. But I was one of the best radiographers at the private hospital where I worked, and I knew it. I knew it because the patients said so. The staff said so too. And I loved my job so much, I was always trying to improve my skills and to make the experience better.


The patients are the most important part of my work. They’re either nervous or in pain, or both, when they come to radiology. A big part of what I do is to make them feel relaxed. But how could I make anyone else relax when I was as tight as a coiled spring myself? And how could I be cheerful and positive with them when I was unable to come up from the depths of my own misery?


I tried, I really did. But it was asking too much. One day, after I’d finished an ultrasound of a young woman with abdominal pain, I burst into tears right there in the room beside her. The patient, not surprisingly, thought I’d seen something terminal in her ultrasound, and she burst into tears too. She was utterly inconsolable and wouldn’t believe that she wasn’t about to die. 


Afterwards, I was called in to see the head of the department. Drina O’Driscoll is in her fifties; she’s cool, professional and a role model for everyone in radiology. She looked at me without saying anything. I handed her the letter and she placed the envelope on the desk in front of her.


‘I know you’ve had some personal issues, Juno.’ Her voice was steady. ‘I realise they have affected your work.’


I was gripping the edge of the seat with my hands in an effort to keep my composure. I wondered what she knew about my personal issues, and how she knew it.


‘I’m very sorry,’ I said. ‘I shouldn’t have allowed a private matter to affect me professionally.’


Drina looked at me from grey eyes that were soft with kindness.


‘We don’t live in a bubble where everyone can come into work and shut out everything else,’ she said. ‘It would be nice if we could. But we can’t.’


‘I totally traumatised the patient,’ I said. ‘She could sue us.’


‘Hopefully she’ll be so relieved her ultrasound was clear that she won’t.’ Drina smiled slightly. ‘Having a health scare can change your perspective quite a bit.’


‘Even so,’ I said. ‘I was totally unprofessional.’


‘And now?’ asked Drina. ‘How are you now?’


I indicated the envelope with my resignation letter inside.


‘I’m not a safe person to be around,’ I told her. ‘You can’t afford for me to be on the team.’


‘I see that you need some time away.’ Drina shuffled some papers on her desk. ‘But I hate to lose someone as skilled as you.’


‘That’s the thing.’ I tightened my grip on the seat. ‘I’m not skilled any more. I’ve lost it. I may never get it back.’


‘You haven’t lost it, and there’s no question of not getting it back,’ Drina said. ‘I suggest that you take three months’ unpaid leave. We can use agency cover for you until then. If, after that, you still feel you can’t cope, we’ll replace you.’


It took a few minutes for her words to sink in, and then I felt the tears well up again. I choked them back.


‘I thought you’d be pleased to get rid of me,’ I said.


‘Get well, Juno.’ She handed me the unopened envelope. ‘Come back better.’


‘Thank you.’


I stumbled out of her office and went to the hospital café. Cleo and Pilar, two of the other radiographers, were waiting for me. We’re a tight-knit bunch in the radiology department, and they’d been there to pick up the pieces when I’d made a show of myself. 


‘That’s a great outcome.’ Cleo’s words were encouraging. ‘I’m sure you’ll feel completely different by the end of the summer. What will you do?’


I shrugged. ‘I don’t have any plans. Just stay home, I suppose. Think about it.’


‘For God’s sake, Juno, you know I’m totally supportive and everything, but you can’t spend three whole months with nothing to do but think about it.’ Cleo looked at me in horror. ‘You’ll go mad. You’re not the wallowing sort, and you don’t spend time thinking about stuff you can’t change.’


‘I won’t be wallowing,’ I objected. ‘I’ll be . . .’


But Cleo was right. Thinking too much had got me into my current situation. I needed to figure out how to stop thinking and start living, not continually analysing my choices and wondering how things could have been different.


‘You should do something new,’ Pilar said. ‘Something creative perhaps. Like writing a novel or learning to paint.’


For the first time since I’d left Drina’s office, I smiled.


‘The only writing I’m any good at is technical reports,’ I said. ‘As for painting – well, unless it’s a wall, I’m hopeless.’


‘It doesn’t have to be painting or writing,’ Pilar pointed out. ‘You could just as easily do rock climbing or white-water rafting.’


‘Or I could sit at home and read,’ I said. ‘To be honest, that’s all I want to do. Be on my own. Do nothing.’


‘This is an opportunity,’ said Cleo. ‘If nothing else, Juno, you should go to counselling.’


‘Oh, please.’ I snorted. ‘I don’t do counselling.’


‘There’s no need to turn your nose up at—’


‘I have an idea!’ Pilar sounded excited. ‘You could stay in my grandmother’s house. And you could read as much as you like and go for walks and explore my country.’


‘Huh?’ I looked at her.


‘My grandmother’s house,’ repeated Pilar. ‘I have told you about it before. It’s in a small inland pueblo on the Costa Blanca. Not completely remote but on its own. Nobody has lived there since she passed away last year, and I know my parents would be happy to rent it. You could sit in silence and let the sun and the sea and the orange groves heal you.’


‘D’you really think so?’ I asked, as I imagined the bliss of a warm evening on the coast with the scent of orange blossom in the air. Where I wouldn’t have to meet people I knew and could grieve by myself without pretending that my sorrow was over something else entirely. 


‘Of course,’ said Pilar. ‘My mother would love to have someone stay there. She feels bad that it’s empty.’


‘Where is it exactly?’ Cleo licked her fingers as she finished her croissant.


‘It’s in the hills but not too far from Benidorm,’ said Pilar. ‘Beniflor is a rural community but there are also quite a lot of foreign homeowners in the neighbourhood. My grandmother left her house to my parents when she died, but it’s difficult to sell. Most of the foreign buyers want something on the coast or with views of the sea. And they want modern homes too. Grandmother’s house is old-fashioned. It has views of orange groves and the mountains. It’s not what they’re looking for. And for local people, well, there are some who would take the orange groves – one of the local farmers harvests the oranges – but they don’t need the house. So it is still on the market but unlived in. My mother spends occasional weekends there but it has become a little . . . a little . . .’


‘Neglected?’ suggested Cleo.


‘Yes.’ Pilar nodded. ‘And I know this distresses my mother because she would like to keep it nice for my grandmother’s sake but she lives now in Valencia, which is about an hour and a half away, and she cannot simply visit whenever she likes.’


‘All the same, she might not like a complete stranger staying there,’ I said.


‘You’re not a stranger, you’re a friend,’ said Pilar. ‘She would be happy, I promise you.’


It was appealing but it seemed like an easy way out. Why should I get to spend three months in some country idyll – even a neglected country idyll – while everyone else was working? I didn’t deserve it. It would be totally wrong.


That was what I said to Saoirse when she came home that evening. We shared an apartment which was close both to the hospital and to the accounting firm where she worked.


‘Three months in the sun!’ cried Saoirse. ‘You’d be crazy to say no.’


‘All the same, I don’t know if I should. It’s like being rewarded for—’


‘For crying out loud, Juno, don’t be ridiculous!’


‘But—’


‘No buts. You need to get away. You really do.’


I looked at her uncertainly.


‘You can’t say no,’ she said.


So I said yes.


And that was why I was driving along the AP-7 at midnight to a place I didn’t know. 


Alone. 


It was exactly an hour later when Jane, as I’d christened the very prim-and-proper-sounding satnav, jolted me out of my thoughts by telling me to take the next motorway exit. I dragged my mind back to the present and followed instructions that left me on a wide deserted road. I shivered slightly, very conscious of my solitary state and suddenly spooked by the fact that, apart from the car’s headlights, the only other illumination was from the crescent moon, half hidden by scrappy clouds in the sky above. The road ahead looked completely different to the Street View version on Google Maps but I reassured myself that it was only because it was dark. I was on the right track, all I had to do was listen to the satnav. And then Jane directed me on to a narrower, twisting country road, lined with orange trees. At least, I thought they were orange trees. The sliver of moon had disappeared behind a thicker cloud, so it was difficult to tell. 


I slowed down. Jane remained silent but, according to the screen, I was supposed to stay on this road for another five kilometres. There were occasional dots of brightness in the distance, which I supposed were house lights. Perhaps they were the foreign homeowners Pilar had talked about. Or perhaps they were the local residents who wanted her grandmother’s oranges but not her house. Or ghosts moving around the countryside.


I tried not to think about ghosts. It should have been easy because I’m a rational, logical person who decided a long time ago that there is no such thing as an afterlife or restless spirits or any of that nonsense. People who claim to get in touch with the departed are charlatans. My view has always been that when it’s done, it’s done. But things had changed for me over the past few weeks, and I wasn’t in complete control of what I believed any more. At that moment, alone in the middle of the unfamiliar countryside, the idea of ghosts roaming around the place wasn’t half as fanciful as it was when I was safe at home in my apartment. And besides . . . 


Get a grip, woman! I interrupted my own thoughts as I changed gear. Just because it’s dark and lonely, you don’t have to lose the plot completely.


I slowed to a near crawl when Jane told me to take the next left, because I was afraid of missing it. I hoped this was the difficult turn Pilar had spoken of, and when the Fiesta’s headlights picked out a sign pointing to Beniflor, I sighed with relief. I drove forward cautiously.


‘You have reached your destination.’


Jane sounded particularly self-satisfied as I brought the car to a halt in the middle of nowhere. There was nothing in sight. Not a barn, not an outhouse, and certainly not a two-storey house matching the photo that Pilar had given me.


‘Great,’ I muttered. ‘I hate satnavs. I really do.’


Given its isolated location, it had been impossible to enter the exact address of the Villa Naranja, so I guessed Jane had just dumped me on the road that led to it. Or at least had dumped me on the road that led to the road that led to it, because I knew the house was down another narrow track. Pilar hadn’t been able to show me the track on Google Maps because it wasn’t mapped.


A sudden glare in the rear-view mirror almost blinded me as another vehicle drew up behind me. My heart began to thump as the plot of every scary movie I’d ever seen raced through my head. I was resigning myself to being dragged off into the dark night by a marauder or a ghoul (or both) when, with an impatient toot of the horn, the driver of a white minivan swept past me. 


I exhaled with relief as its rear lights disappeared into the distance. I gripped the gear lever, to stop my hand from trembling, while edging the Fiesta forward again. After about a kilometre, I spotted a narrow dirt track. I turned into it, hoping that I wasn’t making a terrible mistake. The satnav’s directional arrow showed that I was driving through the middle of a field. It certainly felt like it. 


I was beginning to doubt the wisdom of my actions when I suddenly saw two white pillars looming in the distance. Between them was an enormous iron gate. A metal arc over it had been fashioned into the words ‘Villa Naranja’. To one side of the pillars was a smaller pedestrian gate. I sighed with relief and stopped the car. Then I took out the fob that Pilar had given me, pointed it at the gate and pressed. Nothing happened. I pointed and pressed again, more firmly this time, and then a yellow light on the top of the left-hand pillar began to blink and the gate rolled slowly back.


I drove through, stopping to press the fob for a third time. The gates closed behind me. The scrap of moon, which had appeared from behind a cloud for an instant, disappeared again. I shivered slightly. No matter how dismissive I wanted to be about ghosts and spirits, the general spookiness of the situation was beginning to get to me.


I followed the gravel driveway to the house, which was partly hidden by a couple of tall pine trees. Then I brought the car to a gentle halt in front of the whitewashed building.


Even though Pilar had shown me some photos, her grandmother’s house was bigger than I’d expected. It was two-storeyed and rectangular, with a terracotta roof and a chimney at either end. There were three full-length windows on the first floor and two smaller windows on either side of a wide door that led to a narrow balcony running along the entire width of the house. The downstairs windows were protected by grilles and the upstairs ones were shuttered. In the car’s headlights I could see pink and purple blossoms against textured walls that flaked in patches, while the dried petals of an unruly bougainvillea had fallen from a pergola that sheltered a wide tiled patio. 


As Pilar had said, it looked neglected, although that might have been as much to do with the eerie lighting from the car headlights as anything else. I switched off the engine but left the lights on as I picked up the fob. There were a number of metal keys attached to it as well as the electronic device for the gate. 


I selected the correct key (a splash of bright-pink nail varnish identified it) and, feeling like a jailer, put it into the keyhole of the grille that also protected the front door. Once that was opened I unlocked the main door, which creaked slightly as it swung inwards. A warm fugue of air hit me and my mind was once again flooded with images of ghosts, spectres and the plots of old horror movies where awful things happened to stupid girls on their own in the dark. For someone who was always accused of not being in the slightest bit imaginative, I was being incredibly silly. I needed to wise up, I thought, as I allowed my eyes to adjust to the dim light. I needed to take control.


Pilar had told me that the master switch for the house electricity was in a panel just inside the door. I waited for my vision to adjust to the light inside the house and then saw the plastic cover. I pulled at it and it came away in my hand, which made me cry out in surprise. The sound echoed around me. I took a deep breath, put the cover on a nearby shelf and then looked at the switches. I flipped the bright-yellow one and a low hum filled the room. I identified the source as the huge fridge in the corner of the room. At least that meant there was power. I looked around for a light switch and saw one on the opposite wall. When I pressed it, a fluorescent bulb in the ceiling buzzed and flickered and then came on properly. The harsh light didn’t make things more welcoming, but being able to see properly definitely made it less eerie.


I went outside and switched off the car lights. The last thing I wanted was to drain the battery and end up in total isolation without any form of transport. I opened the boot, took out my case and bumped it up the step into the house before closing the door behind me. After that, I looked around.


I was standing in a room that ran the length of the house. On one side was the kitchen and on the other a dining area. The kitchen was basic – comprising the fridge (which was now gurgling alarmingly), a gas hob and a separate electric oven that I reckoned had been installed sometime in the eighties. There was also a Belfast sink and a range of cupboards that seemed to date back even further. At floor level, the storage was simply shelves with blue gingham curtains in front of them, and the walls were covered in blue-and-white tiles with an intricate Moorish design.


The dining room was equally dated, and the walls here were painted a rather dull mustard. There was an open fireplace in the end wall which was stained black with soot. The table was pine and so were the chairs, the seats of which were straw. A wooden standard lamp was positioned in one corner, the cream lampshade slightly askew. 


The floor was covered in rustic tiles – terracotta, like the roof. But it was clean, if dusty. 


I moved in further. Between the kitchen/dining area and the back of the house was a square hallway with a staircase. I left my case at the bottom of the staircase and walked into the next room. It too ran the length of the house and was obviously the living room. Back in the day, when the farmhouse had been a family home, it had undoubtedly been fully furnished, but all that was there when I arrived was a three-seater sofa covered in a fairly hideous neon-orange fabric (which clashed with the mustard walls), two armchairs with the same fabric, only this time in faded yellow, and a rectangular coffee table on which had been left some Spanish newspapers and magazines as well as a couple of unused ashtrays and – bizarrely – an empty glass. The newspapers were two months old and the magazines were gossip magazines from the previous Christmas. 


The fireplace in this room was at the opposite end to the one in the kitchen/dining area and was equally marked by soot, although this one had a basket of logs on the floor beside it, as well as unused logs in the grate itself. A faded print of a coastal view hung at an angle on the wall. 


There was a double door leading out of the house from the living room but I didn’t bother opening it. Nor did I look out of the windows. Stupidly, I was feeling spooked again. Despite the total silence, I felt as though someone was inside the house, watching me. I told myself not to be ridiculous as I straightened the crooked print on the wall; then I went back to the kitchen door and made sure it was securely locked from the inside and that the bolt was in place. I opened one of the windows to allow some air in and switched off the harsh fluorescent light, before turning on the standard lamp instead. The glow was softer and more relaxing, but I still couldn’t quite get over the feeling of being watched. As I made my way upstairs I felt the need to remind myself yet again that I didn’t believe in spirits or ghosts or things that went bump in the night. And it didn’t matter that I was alone in the house in the middle of nowhere, because being alone was perfectly safe. After all, being alone couldn’t hurt you. Other people could. 


There were six rooms upstairs. Four bedrooms. Two bathrooms. And a cupboard for bedlinen, which also contained a motley selection of old, but clean, oversized T-shirts and cotton shorts. The first doors I opened led into unfurnished rooms, but the next contained two unmade single beds and the fourth had a king-sized bed with bedlinen neatly folded and placed on the mattress. When I turned on the light a ceiling fan began to rotate slowly, although it didn’t actually cool the warm air, just moved it around.


I was suddenly overcome by tiredness. I put my handbag on the small dressing table and opened the window. I left the shutters closed and slipped out of my skinny jeans, which I threw on to the tub chair in the corner. I unfolded the bedlinen. It was crisp and clean, with a faint scent of lavender. I made the bed and fiddled with the ceiling fan so that it stayed working when I turned off the light. Then I lay down and closed my eyes.


But even though I was exhausted, I couldn’t sleep. I tossed and turned and finally reached for my phone again. This time accessed my voice messages. It was the only one he’d ever left for me.


I wish I was there with you. His voice was clear and strong. I wish I had my arms around you right now.


I wished he had too.




  

Chapter 2


The last time I’d had a decent night’s sleep was the last time I’d slept with Brad, a week before he’d gone on holiday. He’d stayed with me at the apartment I shared with Saoirse. She was in Galway for the weekend and I had the place to myself. Even though Saoirse is a brilliant flatmate, I enjoyed the times she went home to visit her family. Whenever she was away I’d imagine what it would be like to be the owner of the apartment, able to do whatever I wanted with it. I’d paint the walls prettier colours than magnolia, that was for sure. And there’d be no ceramic frogs anywhere. Saoirse collected them and kept them in her room so they really shouldn’t have bothered me, but they freaked me out with their bug eyes and green faces. If I owned the apartment the walls would be colourful, the frogs would go and, of course, Brad would stay over as much as possible. He might even move in. I realised that would mean I’d no longer be living on my own, but living with Brad would be wonderful because I loved him. And I was glad, back then, that Sean had broken off our engagement – because if he hadn’t, I would never have known a love like this.


That night, as Brad joined me in my double bed, I was wondering if I could introduce the topic of living together into the conversation. It would be complicated in a whole heap of ways. We lived and worked in different cities, for starters. Our relationship was still in the early stages. It was a big step and I wasn’t sure he was ready to take it, though I certainly was. Even with Sean, whom I’d been so sure I loved and who’d hurt me so deeply, the thought of moving in together so quickly hadn’t crossed my mind. Yet when I was with Brad I felt complete, as though we’d always been destined for each other. And I didn’t ever want to lose that feeling. I didn’t want to let him go. 


I met him exactly one year and five days after Sean and I had split up, and six months after our scheduled wedding day. I hadn’t been out with anyone since. I’d felt too bruised and too broken to make the effort. I hadn’t entirely accepted that I was still Juno Ryan not Juno Harris. That none of the things I’d expected to be true about my life by now had actually happened. That I didn’t wake up every morning with the man I loved beside me. That I’d had to move out of the Malahide town house we’d shared together – the one whose walls I had painted in shades of saffron and amber. That instead of sharing everything about my day with him at night, I was sleeping on my own again.


Sean had said, when he delivered his crushing blow, that he wasn’t ready for the commitment. It was ten days before his thirty-second birthday. (I’d bought him tickets for a track day at Mondello Park to celebrate. In the end, I gave them to Saoirse’s brother.) It took me a while to think of anything to say in reply to his statement, but when I did, I reminded him that my dad had been married with children at thirty-two. He’d said times were different back then. That if you weren’t married you were talked about, and not in a good way. He was right, of course. I knew that, despite their bohemian lifestyle by the standards of their day, my parents would have no more dreamed of living together without getting married than flying to the moon. Yet Mum had actively encouraged me to move in with Sean before marrying him.


‘You have to find out if you work together in every department,’ she’d told me. ‘In bed, out of bed, day to day – everything.’


I’d shuddered when she’d said that. She was right, of course, but I get very uncomfortable when she starts to talk to me as though I’m her friend and not her daughter. That’s most of the time, to be honest. Yet I prefer it when she’s more of a mum, not that she would ever have been one in the more traditional sense. Mum is all for equality between parents and children, and everyone being open with everyone else. Which just doesn’t work for me. 


I remember her sitting me down when I was thirteen or so and giving me the talk about sex. It was excruciating.


‘I know it already,’ I said as I squirmed in the high-backed chair. ‘You told me when I asked you where babies came from.’


‘I gave you the factual information, yes,’ said Mum. ‘But I didn’t tell you that sex is actually something very wonderful for a man and a woman, and when you’re older it’s important you enjoy it. Like Dad and I enjoy it.’


I winced.


‘It’s important that he satisfies you, Juno,’ she told me. ‘It won’t work if your needs are different.’


She was giving me way too much information. I wanted to throw up.


Of course she was right about the sex. (Are mothers really always right? Even mothers like Thea?) After some initial disappointments, I got the hang of it and realised that some men were better than others. Sean and I had been pretty good together. Even though it had all gone so horribly wrong in the end, it had been great at the start. 


We’d met at a wedding and bonded over the fact that neither of us particularly wanted to be there. He was a cousin of the bride. I’d gone to college with the groom. Both of us agreed that extravagant weddings, like this, were a waste of money. 


‘My plan is to nip into a registry office in my lunchtime,’ I said. ‘No fuss.’


‘I like that in a woman,’ said Sean. ‘I like you.’


I liked him too. I was happy to spend the rest of the evening with him, and that night too. The wedding had been in a castle in Donegal. Everyone had stayed over. Some of them even in their own rooms. I felt comfortable with Sean and I couldn’t help thinking that maybe, this time, I’d found the right man for me. I wanted to make it work with him. I wanted to be hopelessly in love, to be carried away on an emotional tide of passion. Perhaps that was because I wanted to fit in with everyone else in my family.


Because there was no doubt that when it came to emotional stuff, I was very definitely the odd one out. The practical one among people who lived by feelings, not reason. The one who needed scientific proof before I could believe anything I was told. The one for whom my mother’s airy ‘just because’ was never enough. I put this perceived flaw in my character down to the fact that I was a drunken mistake. The drunken mistake is factually accurate, as Mum confirmed during our sex education talk. I’d been conceived in her dressing room after a post-show celebration fuelled by champagne. She told me that it was a mistake I should take every effort to avoid myself, although in her case she’d been fooled by thinking she was menopausal. She did add, during our conversation, that being a mistake didn’t mean I was unwanted or unloved. Just unexpected. I knew I wasn’t unloved – the Ryans are a huggy, kissy, tactile bunch, and Mum frequently declares her undying devotion to all of us. But a mistake is still a mistake, and I’d arrived long after she’d imagined her family was complete. And even though she loved me, I knew I exasperated the hell out of her because I refused to believe a word she told me without proof. I needed to know the reason for everything around me.


‘Oh my God, Juno!’ she exclaimed theatrically after a day at the beach when I’d asked about the timings of high and low tides, and how they were affected by the phases of the moon. ‘Why don’t you ever stop with the questions? Can’t you simply look at the sea and think how beautiful it is and how lucky we are to be alive?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But I have to know why—’


‘You don’t!’ Dad was the playwright to Mum’s actress. ‘You need to feel it.’


‘Right,’ I said, and looked up tidal forces in the school library.


My parents, Desmond and Thea Ryan, are an institution on the Irish theatrical scene. Even when I was a child Mum was already being referred to as a National Treasure, while Dad was usually referred to as One of Ireland’s Greatest Living Playwrights. Both of them had won multiple awards for their work. Mum and Dad are all-or-nothing sort of people, either at the pinnacle of excitement or in the depths of despair. When I lived at home, their peaks and troughs of emotion exhausted me and drove me to my books. Unfortunately for my credibility within the family, they weren’t poetry books or great works of literature. They were books about physics and science. I might as well have brought Satan’s manual for Hell into the house. Which, now that I think about it, would probably have been welcomed a lot more than A Brief History of Time. I was as much of a mystery to my mother and father as they were to me and – leaving aside the long gap before my arrival – that was also why they were closer to my brother and sister. They’d been a secure, stable unit before I arrived. I’d messed that up.


Butler, my brother, works as a secondary school teacher to pay the bills, but is a published poet of note. ‘Intimate and intelligent’ according to the review of his last collection, Pause for Paternity, which won the Patrick Kavanagh Award. I was the only one in the family who wondered how a writer like Kavanagh (whose poems generally rhymed) would feel about Butler’s win, because as far as I could see my brother’s poetry was basically just paragraphs of prose with line breaks in the middle of sentences that didn’t actually finish properly. (I only ever read poetry that rhymes. At least that way I understand the system.)


I mentioned this one evening to Gonne, who was horrified. 


‘Can’t you see how clever he is?’ my sister demanded. ‘Can’t you hear the music in the way he uses the words?’


I shrugged. Gonne plays the harp and her husband the fiddle in a traditional Irish band. She hears music in everything.


I like music. But I don’t hear it in everything. I like beauty. But I like form and function more. There’s nothing wrong with that – at least, that’s what I keep telling myself. 


That’s why I was so sure Sean was the one for me. He’s a digital designer, which I suppose brings form and function together. He understood my work. I understood his. There were loads of reasons why we made a great couple and loads of reasons why I wanted him to be the love of my life. And although I didn’t stalk him on social media or anything like that after our split, I couldn’t help seeing photos of him on friends’ timelines. About six weeks later there was a picture of him with another girl. Her name was Suki. He was sitting at a table and she was standing behind him, her hands resting on his shoulders in a very possessive way.


Despite not being a deranged stalker, I had to find out about her. She was a make-up artist. I saw the Facebook post about their engagement the day Brad went on holiday. I was more shocked than I’d expected. After all, Sean had said he wasn’t ready for commitment with me, and here he was, committing to someone else. It hurt.


Saoirse said that Sean was a serial fiancé and that there was no guarantee he’d last the pace with Suki either. She had a point. It was his third attempt, after all. He’d been engaged before he proposed to me. I felt sorry for Suki then. Because I thought I was the luckier one.


I thought I had Brad.


Eventually, as always happened over the last few weeks, I drifted into an uneasy doze. My dreams were scrappy, fragments of people and places that disappeared like smoke each time I woke up. With the shutters tightly closed, the bedroom was in complete darkness and it was impossible to know what time it was. 


But when finally my eyes snapped open and I was totally alert, I knew something had definitely jolted me out of my fretful sleep. I looked around the unfamiliar room with rising panic, but eventually remembered where I was and my heart rate slowed down. I remained sitting on the bed, listening for the sounds of someone in the house. But everything was silent and it seemed like nobody had broken in to murder me. So I got up and began to open the shutters. They creaked alarmingly and tilted on their hinges but I managed to secure them against the wall.


To my astonishment, because I’d been sure it was still night-time, the sky outside was periwinkle blue and dotted with high fluffy clouds. The warm air carried the scent of orange blossom. A nearby jacaranda tree rustled gently in the breeze.


I looked at my watch. It was almost eight o’clock. I hadn’t stayed in bed much after six for weeks, so even if my sleep had been as restless as always, it had still been longer than usual. I told myself that this was a positive sign. 


I looked around the room. All my things were where I’d left them – suitcase against the wall, handbag on the dressing table, jeans slung across the faded pink tub chair. It was already too warm for jeans. I hauled the suitcase on to the bed and unpacked. I left a white cotton top and a pair of denim shorts on the bed. Then I put my dozen T-shirts and three additional pairs of shorts into a drawer in the dressing table, hung up the jeans that were probably going to spend the next three months in the wardrobe anyway, and finally slid my summer dresses on to hangers beside them.


I grabbed a towel from the linen cupboard on my way to the bathroom at the end of the house. To my surprise, it had a clear window with a view towards the mountains. From it I could see a cluster of houses in the distance that I assumed was the town of Beniflor. Unless somebody there was using binoculars to look into the bathroom, it was private enough despite the clear glass. And there was something exhilarating about standing under the surprisingly powerful rain shower, soaping myself while looking out at the spectacular view. 


Twenty minutes later, wearing the cotton top and shorts, my dark hair still damp, I walked downstairs. I’d forgotten to switch off the standard lamp and it glowed in the corner of the kitchen/dining room. I hit the switch, then looked around. I hadn’t noticed the previous night, but the kitchen windows had roll-up bamboo curtains behind the grilles. I rolled each one up, then went into the living room to open the shutters there.


When the sunlight streamed through, I stopped and stared.


The empty glass that had been on the coffee table was now on the floor. It was chipped but not broken. But it must have been the sound of it falling that had woken me earlier. 


I inhaled sharply. What had made it fall? Had I picked it up when I was looking at the magazines and left it precariously placed at the edge of the table? I didn’t think so, but I supposed it was possible. I’d been so exhausted the previous night that I’d hardly known what I was doing. But even if it had been unsteady on the table, what had tipped it on to the floor? It was another spooky thing about the Villa Naranja, I thought, as I picked it up and brought it into the kitchen. No matter what Pilar had said, and no matter how little I believed in ghosts, perhaps her grandmother was around after all. Maybe the older woman didn’t want anyone living in her house. Maybe she wanted to scare me away. Or perhaps it was someone else. Someone who wanted to get my attention. Perhaps here, away from the noise and the bustle of my other life, I was the sort of person who could believe in another plane of existence. Who would allow the possibility, however slight, of some kind of other-worldly communication. But if I did . . . if I did . . . was it possible that—


‘Don’t be a bloody fool, Juno.’ I spoke out loud and my words echoed around the room. 


It was pointless telling myself not to be a fool.


Anyone who knew anything about me already knew I was the biggest fool in the world. 


I unlocked the door and went outside. The sun was pleasantly warm as I sauntered a little way down the flagstone path before turning to look back at the house.


In the daylight, the flaking paint and sun-bleached shutters were more obvious, but so was the vividness of the purple-and-pink bougainvillea and the multicoloured hibiscus plants, which I hadn’t noticed in the darkness. The house might have needed maintenance, but it seemed perfectly happy in its neglect. It was a settled part of the landscape, not trying too hard to be lovely. And it was lovely, despite its faded glory. Set among the orange trees and a garden that was part tiled and part gravelled, there was a stately look about it. That stateliness extended to the outside, where there was a small fountain (not working) and – to my enormous surprise – a decent-sized swimming pool. The water was slightly cloudy but not green or slimy, so I reckoned someone must come in on a regular basis to maintain it. 


I continued on my walk around the garden and the orange groves, where many of the trees were heavy with fruit. It hadn’t simply been blossom I’d scented earlier, but the zesty tang of the oranges themselves. I wondered if it would be OK to pick some and make fresh juice in the mornings. I would have to ask Pilar.


Closer to the house and away from the orange grove was a spreading jacaranda tree, smothered in a cloud of purple flowers. Beneath it was a large flat stone which, from its faded markings, looked like it might have been a sundial.


They’d been right, I thought. Cleo and Saoirse and Pilar, who’d all persuaded me to come away. They’d been absolutely right. Even though my heart was still smashed into a million pieces, the heat of the sun and the beauty of the orange groves was balm to my soul.


I suddenly remembered that I’d promised Pilar I’d let her know that I’d arrived and that everything at the villa was OK. I hurried indoors again and found my mobile, which had a mere ten per cent of battery remaining. I plugged it into one of the adaptors I’d brought and shoved it into a wall socket. Straight away, the power cut out.


I swore softly under my breath. I went to the fuse box, pushed up the trip switch, and then chose a different socket for the phone. This time it began to charge and almost immediately pinged with a message. It was from Pilar.


Everything all right? she asked. I’m guessing you found it OK as I didn’t get any panicked phone calls in the middle of the night.


All well, I texted in reply. The house is lovely. So is the weather.


Damp and grey today, came her instant response. Glad you’re well. Don’t forget there is Wi-Fi in the house. It’s the one subscription Mama didn’t cancel – she needs it herself when she stays there. Keep in touch. Have a great time. Px. PS: If the oranges are out, feel free to pick them.


I smiled at her last comment and then felt a lump rise in my throat. So many people wanted me to have a good time. So many people wanted me to be better. Yet even though time is supposed to be a great healer, and even though months had passed, I knew I wasn’t healed at all. Nowhere near it. And it would be a long time, if ever, before I was. No matter where I went and what I did.




  

Chapter 3


‘Have a great time.’


Those were the last words I’d said to Brad when I said goodbye to him before he went on holiday. I’d repeated it after he’d kissed me goodbye – a warm, passionate kiss in the car park of the hotel where he’d stayed the previous night. Brad divided his time between the hospital in Belfast where he was employed and a private clinic in Dublin in which he had a share. He was more ambitious and more successful than me. Well, of course he was. As a consultant radiologist he was also a fully qualified doctor. Despite my additional qualification in emergency medicine, I’m not.


‘I’ll miss you,’ he said. ‘I wish I didn’t have to go.’


‘I wish you didn’t have to go either.’


‘I’ll text when I can. The bloody signal isn’t great there but I’ll do my best.’


‘I’m sure we’ll get the chance to go on holiday together soon,’ I said.


‘Of course.’


He sounded wistful. I was feeling a bit wistful myself. I didn’t want him to go to Italy without me but the holiday had already been planned. He had family there, he told me. He couldn’t not go. And he was sorry but he couldn’t ask me to come. Not until I’d met them in different circumstances.


I’d said that I was fine with it – although, to be honest, I thought meeting the Italian side of his family in their Umbrian villa would have been perfect. I don’t know Italy well, but even saying Italian names makes me feel sexier. I said this to him, and he laughed and kissed me again and told me that I was the hottest Irish woman he’d ever met and that I didn’t need to be in Italy to be sexy. And then he said ‘ti amo’ in a way that made my knees buckle with desire.


I couldn’t help thinking that, if I had Italian relatives, I wouldn’t be working in Ireland at all, but Brad reminded me that he’d been born and bred in Carrickfergus, a short drive from Belfast, and that Italy was lovely but it wasn’t his home. Then he murmured that he was wondering if Dublin, not Belfast, should be his home in the future, and my knees buckled even more.


When he got into his car and rolled down the window I told him to have a great time, because I didn’t want him to think that I was a clinging girlfriend – even though I was dreaming of us living together, and he’d given me hope when he’d talked about Dublin as a place where we might do just that. But after Sean, I was playing things very easy. All the same, when I got back to the apartment that evening I had to get into the shower to cool off because I was still a hot mass of quivering desire.


I thought about him every day for the next few days, and although I was too busy to have hot quivering thoughts at work, I was missing him more than ever at night. He sent me regular WhatsApp messages with photos of the stunning Italian countryside and the medieval town of San Alessio, which looked like something out of a history book. I couldn’t quite believe people actually lived there, but Brad assured me that they did.


The final message I got from him was on the fourth day of his holiday, the message that had nearly caused me to collapse in the queue for the rental car.


Tonight’s dinner location. Joining them shortly. Love you. Miss you. Bxx 


The photo showed a burnt-sienna building with some lattice tables and green sun umbrellas outside. It looked perfect. I wished I’d persuaded him to take me with him. I sent a message with the same words I’d spoken when I’d said goodbye.


Have a great time.


And then I’d gone to the pub with Saoirse and Cleo and had a good time myself.


It wasn’t until the following evening that I heard the news. It had been a busy day at the hospital and I’d been far too occupied to fret over the fact that I hadn’t got a text from him that morning. In fact, I didn’t really think about him at all until I got home and was making myself some beans on toast. I realised then that he hadn’t been in touch, so I sent him a message, asking if he had another achingly gorgeous location for that night’s dinner and attaching a pic of my single-portion can of beans. I was hurt that he didn’t reply straight away and resented the fact that he was probably lounging around somewhere with a glass of Chianti, living the life and ignoring his phone – and me.


And then I switched on the TV.


‘The earthquake measured 5.9 on the Richter scale,’ a news reporter was saying. ‘Buildings have been severely damaged, many are destroyed and there are reports of multiple casualties.’ The reporter was standing in front of a building which looked like it had been demolished by a wrecking ball.


‘There are a dozen confirmed dead but the death toll is expected to rise.’


Then, in the scrolling headline below him, the words: Earthquake strikes Italian region of Umbria.


‘Residents of the small Italian town of San Alessio, closest to the epicentre, are in shock,’ continued the reporter.


I dropped my toast on the floor.


Brad was in San Alessio.


I ignored the toast on the floor and took out my phone.


Heard news. Are you all right? I texted. Call me.


There was no reply. But, I reasoned, in a place where the mobile signal was already patchy, there could be even worse problems with communications after such a terrible event. Masts could be damaged. The network might be overloaded. It wasn’t an ominous sign that he hadn’t got in touch. Besides, Brad was a doctor. His first instinct would be to help people, not to call me. All the same, I would’ve liked a text to put my mind at rest. But perhaps he’d sent his first text to his parents. That’s what Irish people did. They called home. And I wasn’t part of Brad’s home. Not yet.


I picked up the toast and threw it in the bin. The microwave was beeping to tell me the beans were done. I left them in the bowl and sat in front of the TV.


Saoirse came home at about eleven to find me obsessively switching between news channels. 


‘Oh my God, Juno!’ she said when I told her. ‘Are you OK?’


‘I’m fine, of course I’m fine. It’s Brad I’m worried about.’


‘I’m sure he’s OK too.’ She put her arm around me and gave me a hug. ‘He’s probably helping out at one of the shelters.’


I nodded.


‘That’s what I thought.’


‘He’ll message you when he can,’ Saoirse assured me.


‘I know.’


‘But it’s still a concern,’ she conceded.


‘Yes,’ I said and switched channels again.


I couldn’t help but worry. But I was also sure that I’d have sensed it if something had happened to him. Which was a bloody stupid thought for someone who needs proof to believe in anything.


It was lucky that I didn’t have work the next day, because I spent all night in front of the TV. The faint light of dawn was creeping over the horizon when the report finally came in.


‘A Northern Ireland family has been confirmed as being among those caught up in the earthquake which struck central Italy yesterday.’ 


The male reporter was standing at the edge of a street that had been reduced to rubble. 


‘The family has been named as Brad and Alessandra McIntyre and their three-year-old son, Dylan.’


The photograph flashed up on the screen, and I stared at it soundlessly.


‘Brad and Alessandra have been confirmed as dead, while Dylan has been brought to a local hospital for treatment to his injuries, which are not life threatening.’ The reporter glanced at his notes, then continued. ‘The McIntyres have been described locally as a well-liked family who visit the town every year. Alessandra’s grandparents come from this area, although they moved to Belfast to open a restaurant there in the 1960s. The restaurant is now run by Alessandra’s father and is very popular.’ 


He kept talking but I didn’t hear him. I was transfixed by the photograph that showed Brad – my Brad, tall and blond and beautiful – standing behind a stunningly attractive woman wearing a bright-red dress, her dark hair curling around her heart-shaped face. He had one arm around her shoulder and was holding a small boy in the other. 


I was struggling to process what I was seeing. Something was horribly wrong. It had to be. Brad wasn’t married with a family. He was my boyfriend. The man I’d hoped to marry one day. There’d been some kind of mistake. They’d confused him with someone else. And then it registered with me that the reporter had said the man in the photograph was dead. So if the photo was real, it meant my Brad was dead. That simply wasn’t possible. My head was spinning. I couldn’t think straight. I was in complete and total shock. 


I could still hear the reporter speaking – he’d moved on to someone else’s story now – and I could see the images on the TV, but I seemed disconnected from everything around me. Nothing was real, nothing was solid. I couldn’t move. My legs weren’t working. My body seemed to be separate from the rest of me. I was stuck to the sofa, hardly able to breathe. 


About fifteen minutes later, they returned to the story of the earthquake. They showed the photo of Brad and Alessandra again. They repeated that they had both died. I still couldn’t process it. But this time it seemed more real. I started to cry.


I was still crying when Saoirse came out of her bedroom shortly afterwards. She’d stayed up with me until about half past one, but had been falling asleep by then. I’d told her that I’d be fine on my own and that I was sure Brad would call in the middle of the night. Now she was looking at me, concern etched on her face.


‘Juno?’ she said uncertainly.


‘He . . . he . . .’


‘Oh, Juno!’


She was beside me in an instant, her arms around me. The report had moved on to other people’s stories – a miraculous escape for a teenage girl, a dog freed from beneath the rubble, a woman who was still trapped in the ruins of her home, a missing father of three. Stories of triumph and of tragedy. All meaningless to me.


Saoirse was telling me that she was so, so sorry but she didn’t yet know that there was more to it than she thought. She had no idea about Brad’s . . . well, what? What, I asked myself, had happened? What was the truth? Was it possible that there were two Brad McIntyres in Italy? One with a wife and son, and the other the man I loved? It was highly unlikely, but unlikely things did happen. I knew that from my work at the hospital. And then I remembered that they’d put up an actual picture of Brad with another woman and a young boy. And that the adults were dead, while the boy was in a serious but stable condition. There was no other family. Only this one. 
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