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Chapter 1

Violet

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

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

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

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

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

‘Violet?’

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

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

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

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

It’s everything.

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

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

‘I took the liberty of rescheduling that.’

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

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

Guilt.

It was an emotion I recognised only too well.

‘Take a seat.’

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

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

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

‘I’ll cut right to it, shall I?’

I sat up a little straighter.

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

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

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

I sighed. ‘Oh, that one.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Such as?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





Chapter 10

Henry

Nineteen Summers Ago

Henry hadn’t thought it was possible to love a person more than he loved Violet, but he had underestimated quite how powerful it would be to watch her go through childbirth. Violet was bold, he’d been aware of that since the moment he spotted her legs dangling over his garden wall, but now he knew she was properly brave, too.

‘Do you want to hold him?’ she asked now, her voice still hoarse from screaming. It had been a ‘difficult labour’ the midwife told him. More difficult than many. And while Violet was fit and strong, she was also small – but never scared, not that. His girlfriend was determined to succeed, and so she did, but it had taken the best part of two days.

‘I do want to –’ Henry felt himself welling up – ‘but I’m . . . What if I do it wrong?’

‘You won’t.’ Violet’s weary smile found his. ‘Just don’t drop him, OK?’

It felt like a relief to laugh, albeit half-heartedly, and Henry wiped his eyes as he approached the bed. It was the first time the three of them had been alone as a family, and he hoped he wasn’t messing things up. He wanted Violet to be proud of him, although nothing he could ever do would come close to matching the sacrifices she had made – to her life, her body, her future.

‘He’s so tiny.’

Violet smiled again as she stared down at their son’s sleeping face. There were faint bruises on his temples from the forceps, and his expression was one of quiet fury.

‘Maybe I shouldn’t,’ Henry said, raising his hands. ‘He looks comfortable with you.’

‘He looks really pissed off,’ said Violet, and they both laughed, quietly so as not to wake the baby. ‘Poor boy, he’s inherited your resting face,’ she added, and Henry frowned on cue. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘You’ll have to hold him sooner or later, and now is as good a time as any. Besides, I want to drink that cup of tea the nurse brought in.’

‘What if he wakes up and cries?’

Violet winced as she attempted to shuffle back against her pillows.

‘Newsflash,’ she said wryly. ‘He’s a baby – I think waking up and crying is basically their MO. That and pooing, and puking, and holding on to your finger with their tiny hand until you forgive them for all the other stuff I just mentioned.’

Henry reached across and brushed a few tendrils of hair off her forehead. Sweat had darkened it to a copper beech hue, while her writhing had swirled the top into an untidy nest. To Henry, she had never looked more beautiful. He wanted to tell her so but felt too choked to speak. The enormity of this moment, and of the decision they had made to keep their baby now so shockingly unequivocal, was at risk of overwhelming him, and Henry looked down to find that his hands were shaking.

 

He could still recall the day Violet told him she was pregnant. It was the twenty-third of October, and Henry had been working on the house since dawn. Having sourced enough second-hand barrel tiles to fill the gaps on the roof, he had clambered up there only to discover that the wooden panels below were split and cracked, which added not only a considerable amount of time on to the project, but cost, too. He was fast running out of funds now that the peak tourist season had drawn to an end, and his shifts at the Majestic Hotel in Port de Pollença were dwindling. Soon, Henry knew, he would have little choice but to accept a job working for his father, but the idea of that made him uneasy. He loved Antonio; he just didn’t like him much.

Violet didn’t know how fortunate she was to have, as she put it, ‘normal, boring parents’. As far as he was concerned, normal and boring trumped absent and dodgy any day of the week, and even though Henry knew that Violet’s dad and especially her mum were wary of him, he still admired them.

Since the first two heady weeks they’d spent together back in late May, Violet had returned to Mallorca twice – once for a long weekend in July, accompanied by her mother, and again for a week at the very end of August. The latter trip had been different to the others because Violet had arrived alone and stayed with Henry in his Pollença studio apartment. They had grown close – closer than he ever had to anyone – and lain awake together until the small hours, limbs entwined on his narrow, single bed, plotting their future together. Henry would finish doing up the house while Violet finished her A levels, then he would rent it out and move to England while she studied for her degree. After that, the two of them would travel the world. Violet liked the idea of volunteering, doing some teaching, perhaps, while Henry simply wanted to build. Where he did it was of little importance, so long as she was there with him.

There was no phone at his apartment, so Henry had got into the habit of calling Violet from the telephone box not far from the bus station. As he dialled, his attention was drawn across the street to a bar, and the two elderly men playing a game of cards on a table outside it. One was smoking a pipe, while the other sipped a glass of what looked to be brandy. His father drank a ton of the stuff, enough of it that Henry often smelt Antonio’s pungent breath before he saw him.

‘Hello.’

He only had to hear her voice to feel better.

Henry smiled into the receiver. ‘I love you, Violet Lupton. I’m saying it now in case I forget to tell you later.’

‘Well, I love you, too, Enrique Torres.’

‘I’ve told you before,’ he said with a laugh, ‘it’s Henry – like the Hoover.’

He waited for her to join in with his laughter, frowning when she didn’t. ‘Qué pasa?’ he asked. What’s up?

‘I’m all right.’

She suddenly sounded a long way from all right, and Henry told her so.

‘How did it go with the roof?’ she asked.

‘I don’t care about the roof; I care about you.’

To his astonishment, Violet started to cry. A few minutes passed during which Henry did his best to comfort her, but she seemed unable – or unwilling – to tell him what was wrong. A list of increasingly fraught options lined up in his mind: she was sick, someone in her immediate family was sick; she’d failed an important test, been bullied at college, fallen out with a friend, fallen out of love with him. No, Henry consoled himself, she’d just told him she loved him. It couldn’t be that.

‘Whatever it is, you can tell me.’ Henry fed another two-euro coin into the slot. One of the old men at the table stood up and went into the bar, a trail of pipe smoke curling in his wake.

Maybe she had cheated on him? The thought made him turn cold with dread.

‘You’ll be cross with me,’ she sobbed.

‘Of course I won’t.’ But he would, Henry thought, if she’d kissed someone else. He’d be cross enough to tear the world down.

‘I’m so stupid.’ Violet had stopped crying and was hiccupping instead, the tremble of fear in her voice unmistakeable. Henry yearned to wrap her up in his arms, tell her that everything would be OK, protect her from whatever it was making her sad.

‘You’re not stupid, you’re per—’

‘Pregnant,’ Violet wailed. ‘Pregnant is what I am.’

‘But . . .’ Henry trailed off, disbelief making his head spin. They had been so careful. She’d told him she was taking the pill, but he had insisted they use a condom as well, just to be sure, and he had stuck to that rule every time they had sex – every single time except . . .

‘Your last night here,’ he said.

Violet sniffed. ‘It must’ve been. I was sick the day before, after the gazpacho. I didn’t want to tell you in case it put you off me,’ she moaned. ‘Which seems really silly now.’

‘Silly,’ he agreed.

‘I knew that if you’re sick, it can stop the pill working, but I never thought that— I thought we’d be safe. I’m so sorry, Henry. I’ve ruined everything.’

‘No,’ he reassured her, ‘you haven’t. This isn’t your fault – it’s nobody’s fault.’

‘You aren’t angry with me?’

‘Vee, of course I’m not angry with you. How much of a bastardo do you think I am?’

‘You don’t have to do anything,’ she said in a rush. ‘I can take care of it and—’

‘I’m coming,’ he said, his decision made in the moments it took him to say the words. ‘It might take a few days, but I’ll be there. I promise.’

She told him not to, that she would be fine, but Henry was adamant.

‘Promise me you won’t make any decisions until I’m there?’

‘OK.’ She sniffed. ‘I promise.’

He remembered every word they’d said to each other.

 

In the hospital, Henry’s hands were still shaking, but he did not let it stop him from reaching down and scooping his son into his arms. Violet let out a small, contented sigh, sipping her tea as Henry lowered himself slowly into the chair, his eyes wet and bottom lip trembling.

‘I can’t believe I’m a dad,’ he murmured, glancing up to see tears glistening on Violet’s cheeks.

‘And I can’t believe I’m a mum. Eighteen years old and a parent – definitely a curveball I did not see coming.’

‘I’m going to look after you,’ Henry said, looking down once again at his sleeping son, taking in his feathery thatch of dark hair and tiny pursed lips, the soft black lashes and delicate little nose, his exquisitely perfect ears, and rounded cheeks.

‘You hear that, Luke Christopher Torres?’ he said. ‘I’m going to look after both of you for the rest of my life.’





Chapter 11

Violet

I couldn’t settle to anything after the phone call with my mother and decided to walk the short distance into town. It was Sunday, which meant market day, and a good opportunity to see Ynes and pick up some of Luke’s favourite foods – a gesture of goodwill that I hoped would go some way towards redeeming what I’d said to Eliza. He might have added an ‘x’ to the text message he’d sent me, but I knew my son. He would chew over what he’d overheard – ‘I know what he can be like’ – and bury it somewhere in that head of his, waiting for the right time to hurl it in my face.

It was a relief to escape the emotional landmine of The Orange House and lose myself for a time in Pollença’s human slipstream. As well as the usual flock of tourists, the market lured in local residents, too, all of them keen to browse the many stalls or meet up with friends for a coffee in the square.

Beginning at the far end of Via Pollentia, a wide, sun-dappled street overhung by plane trees, I withdrew a small amount of cash and wandered as far as the first fruit and vegetable stall, where I picked up a punnet of white grapes, a couple of striped, plump aubergines, and several glossy peppers, before crossing the road and filling three plastic pots with olives. Luke particularly liked the garlic-stuffed Manzanillas, while Henry preferred the smaller, saltier Arbequinas, so I bought both, plus some plain Gordals, stowing each purchase carefully in my ragged old jute bag.

The sky above the market awnings was a freshly laundered blue, the sun that beat down through it fierce and bright. I paused to buy myself a two-euro cup of freshly squeezed orange juice, before my magpie mind drew my eye to more stalls. But while I tried on rings, gazed at colourful rocks and crystals, and ran my fingers across the fabric of embroidered dresses, I managed not to give in to temptation. Spending any more money than was strictly necessary was a mistake I could no longer afford to make, but browsing was free, and it was a welcome distraction. In the end, I lingered so long at the market it was past lunchtime before I made it to Plaça Major, where I made a beeline straight for my most cherished Mallorcan friend.

Ynes was the owner of Pollença’s largest and most successful floristry business, and every Sunday she set up shop in the town’s main square. Meeting her by chance during my first ever visit to the island meant I’d known her almost as long as Henry, and the fact that she was closer to my parents’ age than mine did not prevent our budding friendship from flourishing. She was, like me, fanatical about plants, and had been instrumental in helping me transform the garden at La Casa Naranja, but she also had a passion for aprons. Today’s selection was patterned with lavender and bumblebees, and she’d dabbed on a startingly purple eyeshadow to match.

‘Cabecita roja,’ she exclaimed, clasping my cheeks in her hands before bestowing a kiss on each. ‘Look at you, la flaca – you are tiny.’

My plan of disguising my diminishing weight under shapeless dresses had clearly failed to fool Ynes, and she shook her head in dismay as she patted me down like an airport customs official.

‘Enough groping,’ I joked feebly, moving clear of her roving fingers. ‘People will talk.’

‘People,’ she grumbled. ‘I don’t care about these “people”.’

‘You look well,’ I told her. ‘Love the apron.’

That won me a smile.

‘You are unwell,’ she said, telling not asking.

I assured her that I was fine, to which she tutted scornfully.

‘Fine? Your husband is trying to sell your house without telling you. Not fine.’ She waggled her finger at me. ‘Everybody here is seeing the advertisement, asking me what is going on, and I have to tell them, “No sé.” I don’t know.’

‘The situation with the house, and with me and Henry, it’s complicated.’

‘Complicada, eh? Of course complicada.’

‘It’s so good to see you,’ I said, trying a different tack. ‘How’s the business go—’

‘I even see Antonio, and he ask me: “Donde esta Violeta?” He believe you ran away.’

‘He really said that?’

I’d known Henry’s father would’ve been surprised by my sudden absence, especially given its timing, but I also assumed that by now he would’ve been told the full story behind it. To claim that I’d chosen to abandon Henry was so gross an accusation that for a few moments, all I could do was mouth in silent disbelief.

‘I told him that he was talking out of his ass,’ she said, as I let out a bark of shocked laughter. ‘Antonio is always having a mouth like a donkey’s ass.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘He thinks he is a big chief – pah!’

Leaving me for a few minutes while she served a group of holidaymakers, I loitered to one side, my gaze roaming across her pots, trays and buckets. There were orchids in cellophane, fledgling Bird of Paradise plants, pillar-box-red carnations, and frothy bunches of pastel-hued hydrangeas. I thought forlornly of the weeds that had overtaken my garden, and how long it would take the new owner to restore it.

When Ynes returned, she did so with a small potted cactus. ‘A gift,’ she said. ‘To remind you that things can always find a way to grow – sí?’

I didn’t want to cry for the second time in one day, and so I said nothing.

‘You have missed Pollença?’

I nodded. ‘So much. I don’t think I realised how much until I got here.’

Ynes reached across and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. Like most people, she was taller than me, but not by much, which made avoiding her eye all the harder.

‘La Casa Naranja is your home,’ she said softly. ‘Mallorca is your home.’

I shook my head. This island had been Henry’s long before he shared her with me, and I couldn’t imagine living here without him. If we got a divorce, it made sense that he’d be the one to keep this place, and I would stand aside and let him have her.

A small queue of customers was beginning to form, and having assured Ynes I’d be back, I crossed Plaça Major and followed the lane that encircled the vast, decorative church. There was an ice-cream parlour tucked away down a side street that I knew sold takeaway coffee, but when I reached it, I discovered an estate agency in its place.

Staring in at the house listings, each one a kaleidoscope of golden stucco, terracotta tiles, and blue squares of swimming pool, I searched to see if La Casa Naranja was among them. The original advertisement Henry had sent me had been posted on the Balearic Properties website, but I had no idea if he had circulated it more widely.

I needed to talk to him.

Turning away from the window, my stomach somersaulted as the man himself appeared at the far end of the street. Despite thinking only a moment ago that I wanted to see him, instinct insisted I hide, which I did by darting into a gift shop on the opposite side of the lane. It was from inside there, as I stood half-concealed behind by a display of postcards, that I watched my husband walk right past me.

Another woman’s hand clutched tightly in his.





Chapter 12

Violet

As soon as the two of them were out of sight, I set off back to the house, all thoughts of Ynes and the promised cups of coffee abandoned. My dithering of that morning was replaced by a fervent need to act, to do something, a single thought repeating itself mantra-like in my mind as I barrelled past the hordes of tourists.

The sooner you do what needs to be done, the better for everyone.

Selling would mean an escape from so many of the mistakes I’d made, and now that I knew Henry had moved on with someone else, getting as far away from him as possible was the only thing I wanted to do.

Having stowed the few items of food I’d bought from the market in the fridge and set the cactus Ynes had given me on the windowsill, I retrieved a roll of refuse sacks from the drawer beneath the sink and tore a load off in quick succession. One for charity donations, a second for the tip, and a third for anything I would take back to England. Letting the kitchen door bang shut behind me, I crossed into the lounge area and went straight to the dresser – a hideous mahogany relic that had belonged to Antonio’s grandmother, and to which Henry was inexplicably attached. Over the years, it had become a dumping ground for all the detritus of our lives that we no longer used but were unwilling to throw away. Until now.

I sat down cross-legged on the floor and opened the first cupboard, easing out a tatty-looking cardboard box that promptly came apart and spewed a 200-piece jigsaw puzzle depicting an image of Palma Cathedral into my lap. It had been bought for Luke during his puzzle-loving phase, and that had to have been over a decade ago. I contemplated trashing it, but that felt wasteful, so instead I laboriously scooped the pieces back into the box, fastened an elastic band around to keep it secure, and put it carefully in my designated donation bag. There were more jigsaws stacked inside the dresser, and old board games such as Pop-Up Pirate and Hungry Hippos. I could not imagine myself, Henry and Luke ever sitting down as a family to do something as light-hearted as gobbling tiny balls with mechanised hippopotamuses, and so these, too, I decided to give away. In a papery thin carrier bag stuffed down at the back, I unearthed a sketchbook of Luke’s early drawings, and lost myself for a time flicking through its pages. He had taken to illustration in much the same way foxgloves do to abandoned churchyards, flourishing over the course of one summer into a naturally talented artist. Rather than create strange creatures from his imagination or draw stick people with bulbous heads, Luke turned to the things around him for inspiration. Among the early efforts in this book were a bank of artichoke plants, lemons in a wicker trug, the grey tortoiseshell cat that used to snooze under our patio table, and Henry’s old red jeep, complete with its driver. I touched a finger to the crayon scribble of dark hair, running it down over the pink, unblemished face below. Luke had depicted Henry in sunglasses, his mouth not a semicircle of cheerful red but the straight black line of a frown.

Closing the book, I placed it in the ‘keep’ sack and got started on the second overflowing cupboard, my hand almost immediately encountering the soft edge of a photo album. I thought I’d taken all of these back to the UK two summers ago, but this one must somehow have been missed. It was an old-style album, with adhesive pages and peelable plastic coverings. Looking inside risked becoming upset, but my glimpse of Henry had pushed me into a ‘to hell with it’ mood. Flipping open to the first page, my breath came to a sharp halt as I was confronted with an image of myself, pregnant and impossibly young, beaming up towards Henry. His eyes were on me rather than the camera, a tanned hand placed protectively on my swollen bump. I remembered that Ynes had been the one to take it. She’d passed by with some baby clothes and a few bits and pieces, and Henry had asked her if she’d mind capturing the moment. He’d tried to fit us into the frame himself, he told her, but my belly was far bigger than his arm was long. Our shared laughter was clear in the image, the pair of us aglow with happiness and excitement.

I’d seen enough, and putting down the photo album, I stood and left the room, not stopping until I’d slopped a double measure of gin into a glass and topped it up with a small splash of tonic. This time, when I took a gulp, I didn’t wince. All I felt was relief at having doused my tears in time, and distemper at my own hot-headedness. There could be no more nostalgia; no more dredging up the past. I would have plenty of time to mourn my marriage later.

The front door opened. I heard it, but didn’t move, watching through the gap behind the kitchen door as Henry came into view. He must have spotted the spilled innards from the dresser through the front window, because instead of going upstairs he strode briskly through to the lounge. There was no call of ‘Vee’ or an exclamation of surprise; Henry remained silent, and when a few minutes had passed and he had yet to re-emerge, I drained what was left of my gin and went in to join him.

‘Hello,’ I said, from the doorway.

He was kneeling on the rug, head down, the scarred half of his face shadowed by the peak of a blue cap. He turned at the sound of my voice.

‘You’ve been busy,’ he said.

‘Thought I may as well get a start on things.’

Henry nodded slowly. ‘Find anything interesting?’

‘Plenty.’ I went further into the room. ‘Some of Luke’s old drawings. I’d forgotten quite how good he was, right from the first time he picked up a crayon.’

A whisper of a smile passed across Henry’s lips. ‘Another skill he inherited from you.’

‘Hardly,’ I retorted. ‘The only thing I’m any good at sketching is plants. Luke does the flowers and the vase, and the table it’s sitting on, and the view through the window behind it. Do you remember the year he decided to draw the Calvari Steps – all three hundred and sixty-five of them?’

Henry made a small noise of amusement. ‘He made me count them to make sure he hadn’t missed any. I was cross-eyed by the time I’d finished.’ At the mention of his eyes, he raised an unconscious hand to the one that was damaged – a gesture that made my heart contract as if pierced. But no sooner had my sympathy been stirred than I remembered the dark-haired woman in the lane, her hand in his, mouth open, skirt swirling, and everything inside me that had softened hardened once again.

Henry picked up the photo album I’d been looking through, and I watched as he turned over the first page, mumbling something I didn’t quite catch.

‘What was that?’

Henry looked at me with a steadiness that did nothing to soothe my agitation.

‘So young,’ he said quietly. ‘We were just kids.’

He was right, of course, but that did not stop the remark from rankling.

‘Well, sorry if I didn’t turn out to be world’s number one wife and mother.’

‘That wasn’t what I— Why do you always react like this?’ He blew air into his cheeks. ‘I mean, what’s the point of me saying anything? You always find a way to twist it into an attack.’

I folded my arms. ‘If I’m taking offence, it’s because you’re saying things that I find offensive.’

Henry gawped at me, understandably bewildered. ‘I don’t want to argue with you,’ he said. ‘I can’t do it. I decided after—’ He put down the album and got to his feet. ‘You’re obviously on top of everything,’ he gestured to the mess, ‘but please don’t throw things away simply because you’re in a huff with me. You might not want to look at photos of the two of us, but Luke might someday – or his children.’

‘Fine,’ I said curtly, picking up the sack I’d been using for charity donations. ‘No photos.’

As I continued to haul items out from the dresser, Henry stood and watched. The sorrow that had settled between us felt oppressive – a fog through which my emotions could do little more than stumble. We’d had so much, he and I, and now there were only remnants, scraps of a marriage, wisps of what once had been love. A fuzzy-felt farm went into the bag, followed by a Care Bear teddy and a pencil case full of felt-tip pens, and throughout all of it, Henry said nothing – not until I extracted a blue wooden box.

‘Not that,’ he said, crouching to take it from me.

‘I remember this,’ I said, as he slid open the lid. ‘It looks good as new still, doesn’t it?’

Henry appeared stung as he rocked backwards on his heels, the toy clutched close to his chest. ‘That figures,’ he said, so dolefully that I almost gave in to my perpetual yearning to reach for him. ‘It’s been in the back of that cupboard for years. I put it there when Luke . . .’

He trailed off, but I knew what he’d been about to say. Both of us carried wounds from that day, though I saw now that it was Henry’s whose ran the deepest.





Chapter 13

Henry

Eighteen Summers Ago

Two weeks Henry had been away from them. He had done the maths and worked out that fourteen nights amounted to three hundred and thirty-six hours – and he’d pined his way through every single one of them.

It had been Violet’s suggestion that he travel out to Mallorca ahead of her and Luke, so that he would have time to make at least a few of the rooms in La Casa Naranja safely habitable for a baby. Both of them had been desperate to see the island again after more than a year’s hiatus, but money was tight, and a hotel or even rented apartment was far beyond their financial means. Henry could’ve asked his father to put them up, but pride prevented him. Antonio had been disparaging to say the least when he heard about Violet’s pregnancy, urging his son to reconsider, telling him they were too young to be parents, too inexperienced in the ways of life. It had taken all of Henry’s self-possession not to shout back in his father’s face. Ironically, the one lesson Antonio had taught him was how not to raise your child.

Besides, La Casa Naranja was still his house – their house, his and Violet’s and Luke’s – and Henry wanted to make it as good a home for them as he possibly could. Since arriving at the still half-dilapidated dwelling a week after they celebrated Luke’s first birthday, Henry had worked on the repairs and refurbishment from dawn until dusk every day, often staying up late into the night sanding, sawing, priming, or painting. He’d sourced a fridge from a restaurant in Puerto de Pollença that was going out of business, paid next to nothing for a sofa and armchair that had been used as display items in one of the shops in the town, and accepted a generous gift of towels, bed linen and kitchen utensils from Ynes. Determined that his son would not have to rely completely on hand-me-downs, Henry spent his nights building Luke a cot from reclaimed olive wood and splashed the few euros he had spare on a selection of toys.

On the day Violet’s flight was due, Henry set off for the airport in Palma feeling as satisfied as he could that the house, for the main part at least, was clean, safe, adequately equipped, and ready to welcome his little family.

The first flash of red hair emerging through the crowd in the arrivals lounge caused his heart to expand with joy, and running forwards, he scooped Violet up into his arms.

‘I’ve missed you so much,’ he breathed, kissing her cheeks, her ears, her forehead, her wide, smiling mouth.

‘We’ve missed you too,’ she said, her gaze dropping to the buggy. ‘Haven’t we, Lukey? You missed Papá, didn’t you?’

Henry squatted down on to the balls of his feet and reached across to stroke his son’s cheek, marvelling as he always did at the softness of the baby’s skin, the unblemished newness of him. Luke blinked but didn’t smile, and Henry tried his best not to be miffed. The poor thing must have been through a lot these past few hours, he reasoned. First time in an airport, first time on a plane, first ever time in Mallorca, unless you counted the months shortly before he was born. He had been conceived on the island – of that there was no question – and that made him a Mallorcan in the truest way, regardless of what might be printed on his birth certificate. It had been the same for Henry himself, and the fact that he and his son now shared this characteristic made him feel closer to the boy somehow. Violet had done the most – carried him, birthed him, breastfed him – so it stood to reason that she’d be Luke’s most treasured person. Henry understood that, but he still looked forward to building a bond with his son that was all their own.

‘Vamos,’ he said, taking both Violet’s suitcase and the handle of the pushchair. ‘Ynes lent me her car, so we don’t have to get the bus for once.’

‘My hero.’ Violet sighed, her hand closing over his. Together, they strolled with their son out into the Spanish sunshine. Henry didn’t think he’d ever felt more proud or happy, he wanted to stop every passer-by, turn to them, and say, ‘Look, this is my family. See how beautiful they are, how much we love one another.’ He would get a loudspeaker and announce his adoration to the world if he could, fly a banner through the skies and shoot a rocket up to the moon – whatever it took to spread his joy. Somehow, he’d ended up with everything he wanted before even working out what those things were, and Henry could scarcely believe how lucky that made him.

‘Wow,’ was Violet’s first word as she made her way cautiously into La Casa Naranja’s new and improved lounge. ‘We have a sofa?’

‘And a chair,’ Henry said proudly. ‘Give me a few more weeks, and we may even have shutters at the windows, too.’ Unclipping Luke’s straps, he lifted the baby out of the car seat he’d carried inside, nuzzling his nose against his son’s face only to recoil. ‘Uh-oh – I think we have a poo-nami situation.’

Violet folded her arms. ‘Definitely your turn.’

Using his free hand, Henry fished the changing bag out from underneath the pushchair. ‘I’ll go up and change him in our bedroom.’

Violet wheeled around from where she had been examining the freshly painted stone wall. ‘We have a bedroom?’

Laughing, they made their way upstairs, careful to keep to the wall side. Henry had long since demolished what had been left of the rotted banisters but had yet to source or craft any replacements.

‘I put us in the biggest room,’ he told her. ‘The one that faces the mountains. I thought Luke could have the turret room, once he’s old enough.’

‘Perfect.’ Violet hurried up the final few stairs so she could wrap her arms around him. ‘It’s all perfect – you’re perfect.’

‘Hardly!’ He laughed, nodding towards another room that had a pile of rubble at its centre and little more. ‘But at least the roof won’t leak on us any more.’

Having laid Luke down on their bed, a clean towel unfolded beneath him, Henry set about the process of bottom wiping while Violet explored the rest of the house, her coos of amazement filtering through the walls. Luke had watched his mother depart through wide eyes, and now considered his father with open suspicion.

‘She’ll be back in a minute, buddy,’ he soothed, but his son showed no sign of crying. He rarely seemed to, not even when he woke hungry in the night, and Violet had confessed that some of the other mothers she saw at baby groups were at their wits’ end dealing with mewling infants. Henry had soon after nicknamed Luke ‘chico duro’, which was Spanish for ‘tough guy’, and was already harbouring fantasies of all the rough-and-tumble games the two of them would be able to play together as he grew. He’d missed out on that phase with Antonio and was keen to right the wrong when it came to his own little boy.

‘We’re going to have so much fun,’ he told Luke now, feeding his chubby arms through the sleeves of a clean Babygro. ‘You and me – we’re going to do it all.’

Luke remained impassive for a few seconds, then blew a loud raspberry.

‘Don’t hold back,’ Henry joked. ‘Tell me how you really feel.’

When Violet didn’t return, he carried the baby back downstairs and went out through the half-finished kitchen into the garden, where he found her crouched in the same place that he’d first seen her, underneath the lemon tree.

‘The whistling jacks have quadrupled.’

Henry smiled. ‘There’s a ton more out front, too – they all sprang up against the wall.’

Violet brushed dust from her hands off against her jeans. ‘In a minute, darling,’ she said to Luke, who having spotted her had stretched out both his arms to be held. ‘Mummy needs to check on her herb bed.’

‘I’ll show him the toys I bought,’ Henry said, swinging the now-grizzling baby up in the air to distract him. ‘Oh, and I hope you don’t mind, but I said we’d have dinner at the Rodríguezes’ house tonight.’

Violet frowned.

‘The whos?’

‘Our new neighbours down the hill. Juan and his – I think it’s his wife, although I’m not sure if they’re married. Her name’s Ana, and they have a little boy a few years older than Luke.’

‘How many years older?’ she asked warily. ‘I don’t want him being rough.’

‘I think he’s about four?’ Henry shrugged. ‘I’m sure it’ll be fine.’

Violet still looked doubtful.

‘We don’t have to,’ he hastened, as they made their way back inside. ‘I just thought it might be nice to have friends that are also parents. They might even have some baby things they no longer need.’

She smiled at that, urging him and Luke to ‘go and play’ while she set about making tea. So much of the stuff they’d accumulated had been donated, and Henry knew they were starting to run low on clothes now that Luke had outgrown the majority of his nine-to-twelve-month items. He probably should have spent the money he’d saved on practical things, rather than the elaborate toy toolbox he was now presenting to his son, but Henry had not been able to resist once he’d seen it. The set contained miniature versions of all the tools he himself used, and he couldn’t wait to show his son what each one did, perhaps send him off with his own list of toddler-appropriate DIY tasks to complete. Luke, however, did not seem enamoured with the gift. Having levered open the lid and inspected its contents, he turned and crawled across the lounge to the sofa. Henry watched as he pulled himself up on to two wobbly legs, before stretching a pudgy hand out to his mother’s discarded rucksack.

‘Peh,’ he seemed to be saying. ‘Peh, peh.’

‘That’s Mummy’s bag,’ said Henry, shuffling over on his knees. ‘Look, why don’t we play with this hammer?’

Luke took the wooden tool, gnawed at it for a few seconds, then dropped it.

‘Peh,’ he said again.

‘He means pens.’

Violet appeared behind them in the doorway, drying her hands on a tea towel. ‘That’s what he calls his crayons, because he can’t say the word yet.’

‘I wanted him to play with the things I got,’ said Henry sulkily.

‘Lukey,’ called Violet, immediately snaring her son’s attention. ‘Shall we play . . . tools?’

Henry attempted to pass his son the toy hammer again, but this time Luke shook his head.

‘Sorry.’ Violet grimaced. ‘Sometimes you just have to let him decide. He’ll make his own way to the toys when he wants them, you’ll see.’

Henry forced a smile. He’d so badly wanted to properly bond with his son – especially after two weeks away from him – but Luke could not have made it clearer that he wasn’t interested.

‘He’s just a baby,’ Violet said then, as if reading his thoughts. ‘It’s not personal.’

Henry got to his feet. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I’m being stupid as usual.’

‘Why don’t you practise some walking with him?’ she suggested. ‘He’s getting so much more confident on his feet every day, aren’t you, baby?’

Buoyed by her obvious confidence in him, and by the idea of playing an intrinsic part in one of his son’s landmark achievements, Henry sat down again and scooted backwards until he was a few feet away from Luke.

‘Come on,’ he urged. ‘Come to Papá – you can do it.’

The little boy half turned towards him, one of his hands still holding fast to the sofa.

‘I’ll catch you,’ promised Henry, opening his arms wide. ‘Just let go.’

Luke did let go, and for a few seconds, as he wobbled precariously on his tiny bare toes, Henry allowed himself to hope.

He’s going to take his first steps and they’re going to be in my direction.

But almost as if he had considered that option and found it lacking, Luke turned away from Henry, shutting him out, and wobbled across the room towards his mother.





Chapter 14

Violet

Henry turned the little wooden box over in his hands.

‘The day I gave him this – or tried to,’ he corrected bitterly, ‘was when it started.’

‘When what started?’ I asked, though I knew full well. Henry sighed before replying, as if each of his words was a  leaden weight.

‘You and Luke, shutting me out.’

We’d had this argument so many times. I closed my eyes, steeling myself for the wash of pain that always followed in the wake of his accusations.

‘I was his mother,’ I said, through clenched teeth. ‘Am his mother. I was at home with him while you were working – he barely saw you. I know it wasn’t fair, but that was the situation. I was his port in the storm of babyhood, so it stands to reason that he favoured me over you in the beginning. He didn’t shun you any more than I did.’

‘You both did,’ he said, with conviction. ‘From that day onwards, when it became clear to all of us that I was not the father he wanted, Luke began to withdraw – and you let him. You encouraged it.’

I put my head in my hands and rubbed them across my face. ‘He. Was. A. Baby.’ I’d spoken as if each word had a full stop and saw immediately that it hadn’t landed well. Henry glared at me but didn’t reply.

‘I wanted nothing more than the two of you to find common ground,’ I insisted. ‘It was you who refused to compromise. Seriously, Henry, this tale of woe you’ve concocted isn’t wholly fair. You’re talking about our first summer here as a family – Luke didn’t even show so much as an inkling of an issue until he turned five. His only crime back then was to be keener on his crayons than playing pretend-fix-the-house. Are you sure it wasn’t you who took against him, not the other way around?’

When he still didn’t say anything, I went back to my task of clearing out the dresser. I was always calmer when I had a practical task to complete, and would probably have boxed up every possession in the house before pausing to wallow.

Henry left the room but returned shortly afterwards with two bottles of water, one of which he put on the floor beside me.

‘Better for you than gin,’ he said, and though I tutted, I accepted it was true.

The silence between us stretched, the only sound the chirping of the birds outside in the trees, and the low murmur of distant voices. It wasn’t uncommon to look outside and find tourists at the gate, their cameras raised to capture our unique turret.

‘You know,’ Henry said presently. ‘There was a time when we had conversations that weren’t about Luke. I can still remember some of them, even if you can’t.’

‘Of course I can. During those first few months after we met, I’d make lists of all the funny things that happened to me during the day so I could tell you about them on our evening calls.’

He made a small noise of bemusement. ‘You and your lists.’

‘I used to think: the longer the list, the longer I can keep him on the phone.’

‘Silly. I never wanted to hang up. Back then, when I was here and you were there, it was so hard.’

‘It was,’ I agreed. ‘But it was also exciting, wasn’t it?’

Henry’s eyes slid towards the photo album. ‘We were so young,’ he said again.

‘Young and in love,’ I replied. ‘More fool us, eh?’

He smiled sadly. ‘More fool us.’

The energy that had swarmed during our short altercation had gone, and in its place was the same sorrow as before, quiet and brooding. I’m sorry, screamed my brain, but my mouth remained shut. I had not forgotten the woman, how it had felt to see her hand clasped in his.

‘Have you met anyone?’ I blurted, unscrewing my bottle of water. ‘I mean, since . . .’

‘This?’ he asked, motioning to his face. ‘What do you think?’

Don’t lie to me, Henry. Please don’t lie to me.

‘I think if you had, you wouldn’t tell me.’

‘Have you?’ he said challengingly, the heat in his tone making me shrink into myself.

‘No!’ I was nettled by the mere suggestion. ‘But if I had, I’d tell you.’

Henry gaped at me. ‘You’re unbelievable.’

‘Well, you literally are,’ I retorted. ‘I don’t believe a word you say.’

Henry was gearing up for another scathing remark when the sound of voices floated in through the open window. We turned to each other, bound together, albeit fleetingly, by our shared apprehension. I recovered quickly, and by the time Luke and Eliza let themselves in and came to join us, I had scrambled to my feet ready to greet them.

Luke looked from me, to Henry, to the overflowing bags of his old toys. His frown lines were deeper than they rightly should be in someone of his age – but then, the same could be said for all three of us.

‘Are you throwing everything away?’ he asked, and it was impossible to tell if he was annoyed by the idea, or indifferent. I hurriedly explained about the three-bag system.

‘Do take a look through it all, if you want to,’ I added. ‘See if there’s anything you want to keep.’

Eliza peered around him, pierced eyebrow lifting when she saw the mess I’d made. ‘Ooh, is that a photo album? I’d love to see some baby photos of Luke. He always tells me there aren’t any,’ she added, ‘but I know that can’t be true.’

I registered Henry’s slight flinch.

‘There are some,’ I said, not wanting to muddy waters that were already decidedly murky between myself and my son. ‘Do you mind if Eliza takes a look?’ I asked him.

Luke took in his girlfriend’s pleading expression. ‘Whatever.’

‘Yay!’

‘What about the rest of the stuff?’ I asked. ‘Any toys you want, or games?’

He didn’t reply.

‘Luke?’

This time Henry had spoken. He still had the toy toolbox, and now held it out in front of him, offering it to his son for a second time. I watched as an understanding of sorts seemed to pass between them, and then Luke looked away.

‘Throw it all away,’ he said. ‘I don’t want any of it.’
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