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Chapter 1

There are times in a person’s life, when they know something has happened which will change their life forever. This was one of those times. As Lianne Reynolds stared out of the bedroom window, she knew that nothing would ever be the same again.

It was early March and the sun was shining. Out in the street there were various people going about their business—parents walking their children home from school; workmen replacing the windows in number 42; and dogs being walked to and from the gardens that ran down the centre of this Victorian road, with its three storey terraced houses.

Outside the window, life continued, unaware of what had unfolded in the front bedroom of number 15.

Lianne sat quietly holding her Mam’s hand; it was already cold, despite Lianne’s attempts to keep it warm. Her Mam’s face seemed somehow peaceful and there was an air of serenity in the room, which was suddenly shattered by the sound of the doorbell ringing. Lianne let go of her Mam’s hand and went to answer it.

“Thank you so much for coming Dr Richards,” she said, as he walked into the passageway.

“I just wish it was in happier circumstances,” he replied, before asking, “Mam upstairs?” Lianne nodded and followed Dr Richards upstairs to the large front bedroom, where her mother lay.

Dr Richards did a few basic checks before confirming what she already knew, her mother had passed away. “There’s no rush,” he said, “call the undertaker when you’re ready. I have some information here for you on what you need to do now, but it’s all fairly straight forward. Do you have someone who could come and be with you? I know we knew your Mam wouldn’t last much longer, but it’s still a shock.”

“No, but I’m fine. Thank you, Dr Richards, I think I’d rather be on my own.” With that, the doctor left the room, making his way downstairs, as Lianne sat down in the chair that she’d occupied for the last week. Her life as she knew it was over.

Lianne had been an only child; she’d never known her father and her Mam never spoke about him. She would get upset every time Lianne asked about her dad, and so Lianne stopped asking. For the last 29 years, it had been Lianne and her Mam; the dynamic duo, they jokingly called themselves. They had done almost everything together. Whether it was going clothes shopping or to the cinema.

Margaret was not just Lianne’s Mam; she was her best friend too. Lianne had talked to her about so many things over the years, knowing her Mam would never judge her and would always give her honest opinion. When she had been in school, Lianne’s friends had envied the relationship she had had with her Mam; she could literally ask her anything and Lianne cringed when she thought back to some of the things, she had asked her Mam to explain!

Lianne sat beside the bed holding her Mam’s hand for a little longer, but there seemed little point in prolonging the inevitable. Lianne telephoned the undertaker her Mam had chosen several months beforehand, and they said they would be with her within the hour. It had been quite surreal talking to her Mam about her funeral, but Margaret had had quite definite ideas about what she wanted and what she did not want. So she had ensured that Lianne knew what that was, and had already paid.

It was typical of her Mam, Lianne thought, to plan her own funeral as if she was hosting a party. Margaret was always very matter of fact about things and nothing seemed to phase her, not even her terminal diagnosis. What had started as a few slurred words and tripping over a little more than usual, had turned out to be Motor Neurone Disease. Both mother and daughter had noticed the first signs that something was wrong, but neither had thought it was anything to worry about.

However, it had been one such ‘trip’ over a kerb stone and a nasty cut on her knee that had led to a trip to A&E, and ultimately the diagnosis. The nurse in A&E had commented on Mam’s speech, and asked when she’d had her stroke. Lianne had replied, that she hadn’t had a stroke as far as she was aware, but the fact that the nurse had picked up on it, meant that Lianne started thinking.

Margaret saw her GP a few weeks later, and he too said, that she could very well have had a minor stroke without really being aware of anything having happened and so he would refer her to the hospital. What followed, was a series of hospital visits to see various consultants, and then, at the age of 45, Margaret had her diagnosis and was told that she had a year, maybe two.

Margaret had been very matter of fact when she told Lianne that evening. Lianne hadn’t gone to the hospital with her Mam, as she’d been busy in work, and as far as they were both concerned, it was a fairly straight forward appointment with the consultant that day. Having concluded that Margaret had not had a stroke, the next possible diagnosis had been Bell’s palsy; Lianne had ‘googled’ it. And as both, she and Margaret were very relaxed at the possibility of such a diagnosis, Margaret had insisted that she could go to the hospital on her own, and Lianne need not take any more time oﬀ work.

Margaret tried not to show any emotion when she told Lianne what the consultant had said, but Lianne heard her crying in her room later that night and on many more occasions after that.

Lianne had moved back home just 8 months before, when her relationship with Grant had broken down. As she lay in bed that night, unable to sleep, it almost seemed as if it was fate. Once her Mam had gone to bed, Lianne too had headed to her room, but with her iPad, in order to Google MND. She’d been horrified at what she’d found out about this awful disease that would ultimately take her Mam away from her, it was impossible to even imagine what was going to happen. How she would lose the ability to eat and speak, how her muscles would stop responding, leaving her unable to walk more than a few steps, if she was lucky.

And as Lianne listened to her Mam’s tears finally subside, her own had started to fall and she sobbed quietly, until she too finally fell into a restless sleep.

When her alarm went oﬀ the next morning, Lianne honestly felt as if she hadn’t slept at all and when she looked at her reflection in the bathroom mirror, her face looked ravaged and her eyes were red and swollen. She showered as usual, but decided against washing her hair, she just couldn’t be bothered. Afterwards, she applied a little more makeup than usual, trying to conceal the eﬀects of the night before. She shoved her hair up with a clip, grabbed a cup of coﬀee and a piece of toast, which she ate as she shoved her bits and pieces in her bag, and by 7:45 a.m., she was ready to leave the house.

Her Mam was obviously still asleep, so she quickly scribbled a note, which she left on the kitchen table, then headed out of the front door, and into her battered old Clio. The car had been a present from her Mam when she’d started University, and it had already had a good few miles on the clock. It was a tatty old thing, but it was hers, and she had resisted when Grant had kept on at her to change it after she had qualified.

“Why on earth don’t you just get rid of the blasted thing?” He’d said, for the umpteenth time, when it failed to start on the first few attempts. “It’s not as if you can’t aﬀord a decent car,” he added, with that edge to his voice, that he always had when he talked about money. He’d always resented the fact that Lianne had got a first and had inevitably landed the better job; it had grated on him that a girl had done better than him, and the fact that it was ‘his girl’ just made things a whole lot worse.

Grant had been used to being in demand, he’d been the guy all the girls had wanted to go out with in school. He’d had the looks and physique, girls seemed to love so, getting a date had never proved to be a problem. When he went to university, that trend continued, and there was a long list of girls who he’d dated, slept with, and then dumped. Each new girlfriend would be convinced that she was the one to tame him, she’d be the one he’d really fall in love with, and want to stay with, but of course, it never happened that way. Grant would tire of each one quite quickly and they’d be consigned to the list of exes who’d never kept hold of him.

Lianne had been diﬀerent; she was there to study not to socialise. She knew how hard she had worked to get a place and she had no intention of taking that for granted. She also knew how hard her Mam had worked to get her through school, and how hard she continued to work just to keep a roof over their heads. Grant hadn’t taken much notice of Lianne during their first year, he was too busy having a good time, but the novelty soon wore oﬀ, and by the start of the second year, he knew he’d have to knuckle down and do some work, or else his parents would cut his allowance.

He sat at the next table to her in the library one cold November evening. He noticed her long, dark-brown, hair which fell across her shoulders, as she leaned over her books. There were three or four on the table in front of her, and he saw her slender arms as they reached across books, her fingers flicking through the pages as she tried to find what she wanted. She never once looked up; she was in her own private world and never saw Grant.

Over the next few days, Grant became intrigued by what he saw; she really was a beautiful woman with her dark hair and olive complexion. She never seemed to wear makeup and was always in jeans and a t—shirt, but there was something about her that drew Grant in. He found himself going to the library more often in the hope that he’d see her. When he finally did, he went over and introduced himself, asking if she’d finished with one of the text books that lay closed on the table in front. She’d looked up and smiled, her hazel eyes seemed to smile too, as she handed him the book.

Grant was used to women noticing him and maintaining eye contact, but not Lianne, her eyes went straight back down and she returned to her studies. Over the following weeks, Grant found numerous reasons to talk to her, in the canteen or the library, and he desperately wanted to ask her out, but something was stopping him and he had no idea what that was.

It wasn’t until after the Christmas break that he finally asked her if she’d like to go for a drink, but she politely declined and it took several more attempts before she agreed. It was not until the start of Year 3, that they became a couple, but they both enjoyed some ‘me’ time too. They moved in diﬀerent circles and Grant would inevitably end up going out in the evenings with his mates, while Lianne worked into the early hours, as she poured over her books and worked on her assignments. So, as the final exams approached, it was Lianne who felt prepared, while Grant panicked.

The rest, as they say, was history. Lianne came out with a first, whilst Grant had to settle for a two. He managed to get a job, but it wasn’t what he’d hoped for. Meanwhile, Lianne got a good job, which meant she could help out financially at home. As far as Lianne was concerned, her Mam had worked several jobs to get her through university, now Lianne had the opportunity to repay her. Enabling her Mam to give up her evening job.

Within a year, Lianne and Grant had decided to move in together. They rented a lovely 2-bedroomed apartment overlooking the bay, but Lianne continued to pay her Mam rent every month, even though she wasn’t living at home any longer. She could aﬀord it, and she wanted to pay her Mam back for everything she’d done for her.

Life was good. Lianne loved her job and she and Grant had a good social life. All their friends were people she had met through Grant, but that wasn’t a problem; they would regularly meet up for drinks or a meal and always had a great time. Grant would go to the gym several evenings a week, and when he did, Lianne would go over to see her Mam.

They had always been so close, that Lianne couldn’t bear to not see her Mam every few days; they spoke on the phone every day, but nothing could replace having a proper catch and a chat with Mam. Grant was the complete opposite; he rarely saw his parents, and Lianne had only met them on a handful of occasions in all the time they had been together.

After about a year living together, the cracks in their relationship started to show. Grant seemed to resent anytime Lianne spent with her Mam and he refused to do any of the housework, even though they both worked full time. His idea of cooking dinner was ordering a takeaway and he had no qualms in complaining to Lianne, if his shirts weren’t washed, ironed and hanging up in his wardrobe. Eventually, it got to the point, where Lianne felt she was getting absolutely nothing from their relationship; she knew she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life with this man, and she certainly couldn’t contemplate having children with him.

When she told him it was over, he swore blind that he would change, that he would do more around the flat, but she pointed out to him that she had been saying so for months, that things needed to change and they hadn’t, why would it be any diﬀerent now? After that, his mood turned to one of anger and he told her to leave. She felt like telling him to go, just to make the point that she had as much right to stay in the flat as he did, but she really couldn’t be bothered. Within a few days, she had moved all her stuﬀ out and had gone back to live with Mam; she never saw him again.





Chapter 2

The next few days passed in a blur, as Lianne made all the necessary arrangements for her Mam’s funeral. She went to formally register the death, and was grateful for the system in place, which meant that once the death was recorded, any Government department that her Mam had had dealings with, would be notified automatically. That would make things a lot easier and would reduce the number of times she had to tell people that her Mam had gone.

Lianne then met the priest, who would conduct the service in the Church and the crematorium. Lianne contacted the few members of the family that there were; her Mam had been an only child, so the only family were a couple of cousins, and there were the few friends her Mam had had.

Lianne booked a small room in a hotel, close to the crematorium for the wake, and arranged for a few sandwiches to be serve along with tea and cake. The hotel bar would be open, so people could have something stronger if they wanted.

The day of the funeral was one of those glorious spring days, that happened so rarely; the sky was blue with a light breeze and just a few fluﬀy white clouds. At Mam’s request, Lianne wore a beautiful coral and navy coloured shift dress; Lianne’s Mam loved bright colours and was adamant that her funeral should be seen as a celebration of her life, so she had specifically asked, that mourners wear something bright and cheerful, not black.

There were about 30 people at the funeral, more than Lianne had expected, really. As well as Margaret’s few cousins, there were some of her friends there, a few colleagues from work, and even some neighbours; even a few of Lianne’s friends were there to show their support. All in all, things went well and Lianne had managed to maintain her composure, even when she’d delivered the eulogy. She spoke about the type of person her Mam had been, the strength she’d shown throughout her illness and how she had been such an amazing mother.

However, when the curtains closed around the willow coﬃn adorned with freesias and roses—Margaret’s favourite flowers—Li was overwhelmed. At that point, it all became very real and the tears flowed, but as one of Margaret’s favourite hymns was played, Lianne composed herself and walked outside into the bright sunshine. At the wake in a nearby hotel, Lianne did as was expected, talking to those who had attended, as they drank tea and ate cake, although afterwards, she had no recollection of anything that had been said.

By the time Lianne got back home late that afternoon, she was exhausted, it was as if she had finally given herself permission to stop and get oﬀ the carousel that had been her life for the last few months. She changed into her favourite pyjamas and curled up on the settee with her mum’s dressing gown, which still had that familiar smell of soap. That scent she had known since she was a child, which symbolised familiarity and safety. The tears began to flow again, and when she was all cried out, she fell into a deep sleep, still clutching onto the fleecy cloth.

A few days later, Lianne decided to make a start, clearing out cupboards and drawers. Her Mam had made a Will when she found out she was ill, it was very straightforward—everything went to Lianne. The Insurance would cover the remainder of the small mortgage, that Margaret had taken out some 5 or 6 years ago, to do some work on the property. The house would be put in Lianne’s name. She didn’t know what she wanted to do with it yet, it was a big old house, probably too big for one person, but it was home and she had decided not to make any decisions, until everything had settled down. But there was no reason why she couldn’t start clearing out some of her Mam’s things.

Some may have thought it was too soon to be sorting things out, but Lianne was very practical like her Mam. Indeed, Margaret had started to clear out a lot of stuﬀ before she had become too ill to get around, she hadn’t wanted to leave Lianne to wade through all her stuﬀ. She had filled several large bags with clothes that could go to the charity shop, she lived in a few pairs of comfy trousers, with either a t-shirt or a jumper in those final months, and had no more use for fancy tops and high heeled shoes.

And so, there wasn’t too much stuﬀ for Lianne to go through, just a few bits in her Mam’s wardrobe and some paperwork, although again, Margaret had been very practical and organised. It was as Lianne finished emptying the wardrobe, that she saw a wooden box at the back on the top shelf. It looked like a beautiful old jewellery box and Lianne didn’t recall having seen it before. She carefully lifted it down, and wiped oﬀ the dust to reveal the lid, which was inset with various kinds of wood in a swirling pattern. It really was stunning, and Lianne knew she had never seen the box before, but it had obviously meant something to her Mam.

Lianne sat on her Mam’s bed and slowly lifted the lid on the box, not knowing what she would find. The first thing she saw was a photo of her Mam, she looked about 15 or 16 and was wearing a pair of white shorts with a bright coral coloured top that accentuated her tanned skin. She was smiling from ear to ear; one of those smiles, that said, ‘I am so happy, I could burst’. Lianne had never seen the photo before, and it made her smile to see her Mam so happy.

Turning the photograph over, it said, ‘Lucca 1989’, Lianne had no idea where Lucca was, so she pulled out her phone from her jeans pocket and googled it. Lucca—it turned out—was a city in Tuscany, Italy on the Serchio river. Famous for its ‘well preserved Renaissance walls and cobbled streets’. Lianne continued to browse through various images that Google had come up with; it really was a beautiful place. Yet, her Mam had never mentioned going to Lucca or even to Italy, which Lianne found rather odd.

Lianne went back to looking through the other bits and pieces that were in the box, there was a lovely coral coloured bracelet that Lianne had never seen her mum wear, and lots of photos, all taken at about the same time. Some were of a young, dark-haired man on his own, and in others, the young man had his arms around Margaret, they both seemed so very happy. They were all dated 1989 and the young man was called Alfonso. It would appear, judging by the heart shaped squiggles around the words, ‘Maggie and Alfonso’ this must have been a holiday romance.

As well as the photos, Lianne found a diary that her Mam had kept from 1989 and as she flicked through the pages, she saw her Mam’s familiar hand writing. There were also about a dozen or so letters tied together with a lilac ribbon; Lianne put them to one side, she couldn’t bring herself to read them or her Mam’s diary, it seemed like an invasion of her Mam’s privacy, and she wasn’t ready to do that yet. She put everything back in the box, which she then put back in the wardrobe, she was obviously thinking ‘out of sight, out of mind’ but it didn’t work that way, and the next morning Lianne woke from a troubled night’s sleep, unable to think of anything else.





Chapter 3

After breakfast, Lianne jumped in the shower; she was just drying her hair, when her phone rang, it was Diane, one of her Mam’s cousins.

“Hi Diane,” she said, as she answered the call, “I was just about to ring you!”

“Oh dear, that sounds ominous,” Diane replied in a light-hearted way, “what have I done now?”

“Nothing,” Lianne said. “I found some stuﬀ of Mam’s which I’ve never seen before, and I was hoping you could go through it with me. Could I pop over to see you sometime?”

“Of course, you can, you don’t need to ask. When would you want to come over?”

“Are you free today? I know it’s short notice, but I’ve had stuﬀ going through my head all night, and I need to know what it is that I’ve found.”

“Come on over whenever you’re ready,” Diane said. “I don’t have any plans today.”

“Thank you,” Lianne replied and then added. “Oh, I’m so sorry I never even asked why you were ringing!”

“Only ringing to see how you were,” Diane said. “Nothing more than that. So you get yourself over here, and we’ll go through what you’ve found.”

Lianne thanked her again and hung up. She had the strangest feeling that Diane knew exactly what she’d found.

Lianne finished getting dressed and dried her hair. She took the wooden box from the wardrobe and put it in a bag, before placing it on the front seat of the car, as she started the 20-minute drive to Diane’s.

Diane was her Mam’s cousin on her father’s side; she’d never known her grandparents, but vaguely remembered Diane’s parents. In fact, Lianne knew very little about her grandparents, other than the fact that they had been killed in a car accident before she was born. Diane was a good 10 years older than her Mam, and her parents had both passed away a few years beforehand.

Diane was a widow with three grown up children, who had given her four grandchildren so far, with another one on the way.

As Lianne pulled up outside Diane’s house, she felt quite sick; Diane had been the closest to Margaret, and if anyone knew the truth about what she’d found, it would be Diane. As she switched oﬀ the engine, she saw that Diane had already opened the front door and was waiting for her.

Lianne walked up the driveway and straight into Diane’s arms. Which enveloped her with a warmth and peace, that she hadn’t felt for a long time.

Diane led Lianne into the kitchen where the kettle had already boiled. She made them both a coﬀee and then sat at the kitchen table, alongside Lianne, who had unwrapped the box and placed it in front of her.

“I think I know what I’ve found,” Lianne said. “But if anyone knows the truth, then it’s you.”

Diane opened the box and took out the photos and the letters; she smiled as she saw the pictures of Margaret, and she knew immediately what it was. Diane sighed as she looked at the photos of ‘Maggie and Alfonso’, she took a deep breath and started at the beginning.





Chapter 4

Maggie was an only child, and as much as she loved her parents, she felt as if they were smothering her. If she went to meet friends, her dad always dropped her oﬀ and collected her later. She was 16 years old, and found it so embarrassing.

“I can catch the bus, Dad, please! There’s no need to take me,” she said for the umpteenth time, and as always, the answer was no. She was only allowed to go out, if her dad took her, and so half an hour later, her dad dropped her at her best-friend’s house. Maggie and Jayne had known each other since infant school and they told each other everything. Jayne’s parents were a lot more liberal in their attitudes, so she had considerably more freedom than Lianne. That evening they were heading to the park to meet a group of friends, although Maggie’s dad didn’t know that. He thought they were going to be listening to music in the house until he collected Lianne at 9:00 p.m.

As the girls walked to the park, Jayne said she had some really exciting news.

“Dad has to go to Italy for a couple of months,” she said. “Something to do with his job, I think. Anyway, Mum and I are going out there for the whole of the summer holidays, and Mum said I can take a friend!”

Jayne sounded so excited as she continued, “So will you come with me? It’ll be amazing—Dad’s being put up in a villa in Lucca with its own swimming pool, so we’ll be staying there. Please, please, please say you’ll come with me.” Jayne pleaded.

Maggie squealed with delight; it would be incredible to go to Italy. She had never been abroad, her parent’s idea of a holiday, was a week in a guest house in Torquay! But as she was about to say yes, she suddenly thought of her parents; they’d never let her go and she said so to Jayne. “You know what they’re like, they’ll never agree to it. It’s so unfair.”

“Do you want to come?”

“Of course, I do! I just don’t think my parents are going to agree. And there’s the cost, it’s just not going to happen.”

“Leave it to me,” said Jayne.

A few days later, Jayne’s mum rang Maggie’s. She explained about the trip and said she was worried that Jayne would be bored stuck in the villa with no friends. Her husband’s firm was paying for the flights, etc, so Maggie would just need a little pocket money. Maggie’s mum agreed to discuss it with her husband, and Maggie could hardly believe it, when her parents said she could go. She would need a passport and some new clothes, but they weren’t going for a couple of months, so they had plenty of time.

Maggie literally shrieked with excitement as she rang Jayne. “I can come,” she said, “I can come!”

The girls spent another 20 minutes on the phone. Talking about everything they were going to do and what they needed to take. Maggie still couldn’t believe it, and she kissed and hugged both her parents, as she headed up to her room. Her parents weren’t the demonstrative type, they rarely made any physical contact with Maggie or each other. In fact, Maggie often wondered how her mother had ever gotten pregnant in the first place.

“Enough of that,” said her dad. “We will be expecting you to be on your best behaviour, we don’t want any nonsense,” he added. “It’s very kind of John and Carol to oﬀer to take you, so I don’t want to hear that they have had to discipline you, do you understand?”

“I do, Dad, I promise I will behave,” Maggie replied, as she bounded up the stairs.

Jayne and Maggie spent the next few weeks discussing everything to do with their holiday—the clothes they’d wear, the makeup they would need, the boys they would meet, etc, etc. When Maggie’s passport came through just a week before, they were due to leave, it all started to feel very real.

The big day arrived and Maggie could barely contain her excitement, although she was also terrified at the prospect of flying. She didn’t say anything to Jayne, but inside, her stomach was
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