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Dedication

For Ida and Levi – wonderful lockdown bonuses




Epigraph

None of us want to be in calm waters all our lives.

JANE AUSTEN, PERSUASION
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The ancient device in its leather box sits deep inside the crate, waiting silently for something to happen. Years of mystery lie within the case. Centuries of explorations and of choices, of good times and goosebump moments. Sometimes, just occasionally, the choices made have been the wrong ones, but that doesn’t happen often because this is an instrument that knows its own mind. If the lucky person benefiting from its special powers decides to ignore the advice it provides, that’s their look out.

It’s been a long time since the last change of owner. Tommy Lemon is a maverick and never short of ideas, but just lately he’s been a bit of a let-down. Hopefully, the next one will inject a whole new lease of life into the tired mechanism. Who knows where they’ll go together? It’s time to fly again. The open road, the unknown … freedom. Marvellous adventures are about to begin.




Chapter One

‘It’s the endless flabby sandwiches and anaemic quiches that are going to be the death of me. Well, those and the grey potted meat. And the hideous trifle. That’s the worst of all.’

‘What’s wrong with the trifle?’

Tommy Lemon shudders. At 70 years old, he’s still as fit as he was when he was 40, as he tells himself regularly, but pink custard with hundreds and thousands upsets even his iron constitution.

‘The only good thing about trifle is a hefty slug of sherry and nobody seems to have told the cook that. Maybe they think the excitement would be too much for us. Feels like going to a really bad wedding or a wake every single day of the week.’

‘Have you quite finished grumbling?’ The woman with the tea tray frowns down at him. She looks as if she’d like to fold her arms and huff but her hands are full.

Tommy pulls a face. ‘Sorry, Chrissie. I know it’s not your fault. You just work for them. Anyway, nobody forced me to come here. I’ve only got myself to blame.’

He leans back in his lounger and surveys the view spread out in front of him. It’s a cool spring morning, but it’s better to be out here well wrapped up than in the overcrowded lounge trying to avoid the morning armchair Pilates session. The gardens of the retirement complex are extensive and well-manicured, with very tidy flower beds dotted here and there. The lawns go all the way down to a stream which is carefully fenced off, presumably in case any other residents feel as depressed as Tommy.

‘You’re still regretting burning your boats then?’ Chrissie stoops to present Tommy with a plate of assorted biscuits. There are three. Somehow the kitchen staff have managed to choose exactly the kinds he hates most.

‘Tell me something, Chrissie,’ Tommy says. ‘Does anyone over five actually like Jammy Dodgers?’

She shrugs. ‘Dunno. It was just that we got them free. Job lot from a grateful relative.’

‘Ah. That explains it,’ he said darkly. ‘I’m not sure if I’m regretting coming here. I was so sure it was time for a change … but maybe this move was a mistake. It certainly feels like one, and I’m no stranger to cock-ups.’

Chrissie brushes a piece of invisible fluff off her apron and sniffs. ‘Some people like it here.’

‘Oh, I know they do, and the staff are sweethearts, except for our leader. She could turn milk sour with one look. But, for pity’s sake, talk about God’s waiting room? I thought having a café on site for us residents would be heaven but once you’ve chosen what sort of sandwiches you want for your tea and queued up to order them, the day’s excitement is over. I remember the day pitta bread was suggested. Everybody hyperventilated.’

‘Hey now, that’s enough moaning. Most of the residents love being looked after properly!’

Tommy relents and pats Chrissie’s hand. ‘You’re right, of course you are. I’m being grumpy. Ignore me. And they do make great chocolate cake.’

She laughs. ‘I can’t understand why you ever thought moving in here would be a good idea. You’re much too young. You don’t strike me as the sort of man to spend the rest of your days playing dominoes every morning, with only bingo to look forward to.’

‘No, but the heart attack knocked me for six. I thought I was just biding my time before the next one hit me. I felt crushed.’

‘I know, you told me. But as it happens, you’re not. It was only a minor one and you’re back on track now, aren’t you?’

Tommy reaches for his mug of tea and takes a tentative sip. He screws his face up again.

‘Now what’s wrong?’ Chrissie is about to set off back to the kitchen and Tommy is mortified at the hurt look on her face. She’s one of the best here, and she always tries to make everyone feel at home.

He grimaces apologetically. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that this isn’t the life I imagined for myself when I checked in here. Even my old mate Pete said I was mad giving up my own place, and he never gives advice as a rule. I told him I was more than happy for someone else to do the cooking and cleaning but he just laughed and said there was more to life than housework.’

‘True enough.’

Tommy’s eyes are on the horizon now and he’s silent for so long that Chrissie starts to fidget and look at her watch. He rallies.

‘Anyway, as you so rightly say, I’ve burned my boats now. They’ll get used to the idea, just like I’ll have to. Especially when they find out what I’ve got lined up for them. They all need a good shake up. Chandlebury is hardly the hub of the universe.’

‘What are you talking about, Tommy? Who is it that needs a shake up?’

Tommy looks at the floor for a long time before answering. Chrissie reaches a foot out as if she’s about to prod him with her toe, so he starts to speak again, fishing out a rather battered photograph from his pocket.

‘Des, his wife Lucia and their introvert of a son Isaac. They’re all stuck in a giant rut. It’s even worse than mine.’

‘Oh, I get it now. Didn’t you say Des was your nephew?’

‘No, we’re second cousins, Des and me – there are a whole lot of us Lemons but we’re spread out all around the globe these days. My dad was his godfather and I kind of took on the role unofficially when Pa died. Des’s lad Isaac actually is my godson. He’s a good boy but he needs a rocket under him. My new scheme might just do the trick and tip him out of the nest.’

‘You make him sound like a cuckoo.’

‘Ha! That’s not a bad description of Isaac. And Lucia’s a lovely, clever woman but our Des doesn’t go in for much deep thinking.’

Chrissie takes the photograph that Tommy’s holding out and looks down at it as Tommy leans to peer over her shoulder. A tall, rangy man is standing in a garden with his hand on the shoulder of a serious youth with exactly the same build. The woman by their side is laughing, looking at something to the right of the photographer. Lucia’s skin is lightly tanned and her body is voluptuous, with luscious curves and just a hint of cleavage beneath the neckline of the rather austere navy sundress. She’s much shorter than the other two, barely reaching her husband’s shoulders but she’s not wearing heels. Her shoes are the sort of sensible sandals that Chrissie wouldn’t be seen dead in unless she was at work. Large, glamorous sunglasses create an image of intense privacy.

‘What a weird mixture that woman is,’ she remarks, peering more closely at the photograph.

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well … on the one hand so … kind of … sexy and yet … not.’

Tommy pulls a face. ‘Under-appreciated, that’s our Lu. I think she’s missed out, somewhere along the line.’

‘Missed out on what?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Would you think I was a soppy old fool if I said … adventure?’

Chrissie seems to be about to say more but then goes back to her perusal of the photograph. ‘So what’s the problem with Des? He’s a good-looking man, I’ll say that for him, and so is his son. A right lot of Lemons. You can tell you’re all related.’

‘Is that a compliment?’

‘Hey, stop fishing. You know half the old ladies in here have got a crush on you, with your all-year-round tan and your dimples. Mind you, the competition isn’t great, to be fair. You’re the only man without a cardigan and zip-up slippers. Anyway, you haven’t answered my question. What’s wrong with this guy?’

‘Des? Oh, there’s nothing wrong with him. It just bothers me that neither of them has ever got to follow their dreams.’

They sit in silence for a while, lost in their own thoughts. Chrissie glances at her watch and Tommy sits up straighter.

‘Anyway, back to the present,’ he says quickly.

‘I thought we were already in the present?’ Chrissie wrinkles her nose. She’s had words with Tommy before about talking in riddles. He grins.

‘No, the present as in the gift. The money. My legacy. I’ve finally sold my house in Chandlebury. It was my parents’ place and it needs a family to live in it to bring it to life. I don’t need much cash for the future. Let’s see what happens when Des, Lucia and Isaac suddenly realise they’ve got options.’

‘You’ve given them some money to spend? Wow.’

‘Wow indeed. And more importantly, there’s something else even more useful. I’m passing on … the extra thing.’

‘It sounds as if you’ve been more than generous, Tommy. Who wouldn’t be happy with an unexpected dollop of cash? But what do you mean by the extra thing? I’m intrigued.’

Tommy doesn’t answer for a moment. Then he smiles, one of the mysterious ones he keeps in reserve. It’s good to keep people guessing sometimes. Chrissie is still waiting, tapping her fingers on the table between them. Eventually he cracks.

‘It’s not just the money that’ll give them their freedom. The decider will be what I’m sending with it. Something very precious to me. I haven’t found it easy to let it go, but the time’s right. Nobody keeps it forever. A great upheaval is on the way for the Lemon family. Life in a sleepy English village is about to get a whole lot more interesting. You mark my words, the poor buggers won’t know what’s hit them.’




Chapter Two

Lucia Lemon sits at her desk, wrapped in a thick sweater over her oldest jeans. The Easter holidays ended three weeks ago and the month of May is here already, but the sun is refusing to come out this morning. The overcast sky matches Lucia’s mood perfectly. She looks down at the little dog at her feet, and sighs.

‘I’m so bored. There’s nothing new to do any more apart from my reading group on a Wednesday morning. And the bloody summer fair. Oh, Nigel, I’m absolutely furious with myself about that. Why didn’t I say no to organising the school fair? I don’t even work there now. I’m just a mug. I must be going around with a sign on my head saying sucker.’

Nigel seems as unimpressed as Lucia with this character assassination. He rolls onto his back and waits for her to tickle his tummy, then drifts off to sleep again with his paws still in the air.

‘I know how you feel. It’s a dull old life, this early-retirement lark, isn’t it?’ Lucia says. ‘Although I guess you can’t really call it retiring when you’re given the push.’

Outside the living room window, the garden stretches away, rambling and untidy. Lucia and Des don’t do much in the way of weeding and planting these days so nature has run riot in places, although their dutiful son Isaac makes a point of mowing the lawn once a week and keeping the patio clear of leaves and twigs so that his bird table and all the dangling containers for fat balls can be a neat focal point from his bedroom. 

This is great in its way, but Isaac is only twenty one and he seems to have slipped into the role of a much older son looking after his ageing parents. Having their only child later rather than sooner in their marriage was a delight and a blessing after years and years of trying but surely by now he should be ready to branch out on his own more? That abortive university course has knocked his already fragile confidence completely for six. Lu wishes she could find out the real reason why he dropped out. She has a feeling a girl was involved but Isaac clams up if she ever tries to get to the bottom of why he came home so suddenly.

Lucia leans her chin on one hand and watches a blackbird helping himself to the mealworms Isaac put out before he cycled off to work early this morning. He never forgets. If he put as much effort into making friends as he does with feeding the birds, he might not spend so much time alone in his room, she reflects sadly, but friendships have always been hard for Isaac. Has she been wrong not to battle with her feelings about leaving her comfort zone for all these years? If she and Des had made more of an effort to get out there in the world, Isaac might not be so isolated now.

Hearing the throaty chug of the Skoda as it pulls onto the drive, Lucia gets up rather stiffly and makes her way into the hall. Des must be back from his trip to the supermarket. It’s his one concession to helping with the running of the house.

The front door crashes open and Des manages five steps along the hall before he drops a large crate at Lucia’s feet.

‘What on earth have you got there?’ Lucia asks, moving closer.

He straightens up and rubs his back. ‘I bumped into the delivery man as I got out of the car. There’s something else too.’

Lucia bends down to peer at the crate more closely. It’s made of light, unvarnished wood and is padlocked shut.

‘Is there a key?’

‘How do I know? I’m hoping it’s in the parcel that came with it. Here you go.’ Des kicks the front door closed behind him at last, shutting out the chilly blast, and hands over a bulky padded envelope. He shrugs off his waterproof, revealing a well-worn sweater that has somehow grown in the wash.

Lucia turns the package over, peering at the sender’s address on the back.

‘It’s from the people at Tommy’s old house. How weird. Bring it through to the kitchen, would you? It’s freezing out here.’

Giving the box one last look, Lu heads for the kitchen to put the kettle on. It’ll be her third cup of tea of the morning, but who cares? There’s not much else to do. If she was at work now, it’d be break time. They’d all be in the warm staffroom finishing up the Easter chocolate supplies and talking about going on diets next week. Being made redundant is taking some getting used to. She knows Des feels the same. At 63, he’s five years older than Lu. Des’s career was meant to take him right up to retirement. They’re just not ready for this.

‘It must be from Tommy. I wonder why he didn’t tell us to expect a delivery? Well, aren’t you going to open the parcel?’ her husband says, pulling up a chair at the kitchen table and shivering slightly.

Lucia puts the envelope on the table while she makes the tea, suddenly apprehensive. Why would Tommy go to all this trouble to send them something so substantial when he made such a big deal about dispatching everything unnecessary to the charity shop before he left his old home?

‘Can we have the heating on?’ she prevaricates.

‘You are joking, aren’t you? We said if we were both going to be at home permanently, we’d have to economize.’

Lucia sighs. ‘It’s just that I hadn’t realised how warm it was in school. You must feel the same, you just don’t want to admit it. If anything, your office was always too hot, you used to say.’

They grimace at each other over their steaming mugs of tea. The cat flap creaks open and a large fluffy creature eases its way in, placing each paw down very carefully as if the floor were made of ice.

‘Hello Petula,’ says Lucia, sighing as she sees the strange angle the cat’s paws seem to land at as she skids across the laminate floor.

‘The old girl’s made it home then,’ observes Des, leaning down to stroke the cat, who purrs and then nips him before going over the basket in the corner and flopping into it with a wheeze. ‘Every time she goes walkabout I half expect her not to come back,’ he says, rubbing his damaged hand. ‘This place is turning into a rest home for sad old pets and tatty furniture. Everything here’s seen better days. We need to declutter and decorate. We should smarten everywhere up now there’s more time.’

‘Well, we’ve got plenty of that now, haven’t we?’

‘Too right. Well, what are you waiting for? Go on, open Tommy’s parcel.’

Lucia decides to ignore the sharpness in Des’s voice and reaches for the package. It’s sealed with three layers of sticky tape but eventually she gets through the barrier and draws out an oblong parcel encased in bubble wrap. Underneath is a smaller envelope, this time white, and with the words A message from Tommy in purple letters across the front.

Wordlessly, Lucia slits open the flap and slides out a small key, her fingers closing around it as Des reaches for the package and rips off the bubble wrap, revealing a tiny black tape recorder. ‘I haven’t seen one of these since the eighties,’ he says, turning it over in his hands. ‘I used one for dictation in the days when I had a secretary. Before we were restructured and I had to type my own letters.’

‘Well, come on then, press play.’ Lucia has never had much patience, and watching her husband turn the machine over and over in his hands is making her want to scream very loudly. A lot of things are making her feel like that at the moment, now she thinks about it.

Des gives up on his examination of the Dictaphone and presses a button, adjusting the volume as the voice of his uncle booms out.

‘Well, hello, you unfortunate folks up there in the draughty Midlands. I’ll cut to the chase. You both think I’ve gone mad, don’t you? Shutting myself away in the depths of the countryside, with just a bunch of octogenarians for company, and selling Coronation Villa? I know you both loved the old family home.’

Lu hears the chink of crockery in the background and someone shouting about it being tea time. She hopes they’re making Tommy’s tea how he likes it. Imagine the luxury of having all your meals and drinks made for you while you relax in a sunlit conservatory. The brochure Tommy sent them when he moved in made the place look more like a five-star hotel than a retirement complex. She thinks about the tinned soup in the kitchen waiting to be opened. Vegetable. Des doesn’t like anything too fancy.

‘Right then, if you’re reading this, the new folk in Coronation Villa must have done their bit to spring my surprise. I asked them specifically to wait until I gave them the okay, to give me time to settle in here. Just to prove the point that I haven’t lost my marbles and I can still make decisions, I’ve decided to dish out some of your inheritance now, while you’re still young enough to enjoy it, because although I plan on living a good long time, there’s nothing much to spend all that lovely cash on here. So, my beloved relations, to that end, I’m giving twenty grand to Isaac. He still might not make it out of the nest, but at least he’ll have a bit of scope to get a decent car. And as for you two old stick-in-the-muds …’

Lucia opens her mouth to speak, eyes flashing but Des shushes her.

‘Exactly how long are you planning to moulder in that backwater? Oh, don’t get me wrong, as villages go, Chandlebury’s fine and dandy. Much too far from the sea, of course, but you can’t have everything. Anyway, it’s high time you branched out. Take Lucia somewhere exciting, Des. You don’t appreciate that gorgeous wife of yours enough, I’ve always said so.’

Des laughs. ‘Yeah, right.’

He sees Lu’s face flinch at the sarcasm-loaded words and backtracks hastily. ‘Only joking, love.’

Lucia blinks away sudden tears. She’s always laughed off Des’s digs about her appearance but since she lost her job, they’re not even mildly funny somehow. Des shrugs and rewinds the tape to catch the bit they’ve just missed. Tommy’s voice booms out again.

‘So in my humble opinion, you’re both way overdue a few adventures. For that reason, I’m giving you some of my spare dosh now, instead of after I’ve popped my clogs. Fifteen thousand quid between you. If you check your bank account and tell the lad to do the same, you’ll find it’s already safely in there. Now DO SOMETHING! You’ve worked hard all your lives. Get out there in the world and shake your tail feathers.

‘In the box, you’ll find my collection of photo albums. You’ll see that over the years, I’ve seen a heck of a lot of places and had shedloads of japes. Take a flip through and see if they inspire you. I really hope they will. Have some fun of your own, for pity’s sake, and then come down here to see me. I’ll get the bubbly in, plenty of it.’

There’s a crash in the background and a loud shriek.

‘Oh dear, the new girl in the kitchen’s not doing too well. I hope that wasn’t my second-best mug. There are two more things to mention. Des, I’d really appreciate it if you could check on my old mate Pete to see if he’s okay. He seemed a bit down when I last spoke to him. To be frank with you, in my mind that’s part of the deal. In return for this dollop of cash that I hope’s going to put a spring in your step, you have to go and see Pete. It’s only fair, right? Pay it forward?

‘Finally, there’s the other gift. Des will recognise it and he’ll explain why it’s important, Lu. I haven’t found it easy to give it to you both, but it’s the right time, I’m sure. And chaps, don’t over-think all this, like you usually do. Just go with the flow for once, okay? I’m presenting you with the gift of freedom.

‘Give the lovely Lu a kiss for me, Des. Bye for now, both.’




Chapter Three

Lucia is speechless, staring at the recorder as Des clicks it off. He holds his hand out for the key and deals with the padlock.

‘I hope this isn’t one of Tommy’s weird jokes,’ he says. ‘I’m half expecting a jack-in-the-box to hit me in the face.’

They both lean forward. When Des makes no further move, Lucia tentatively lifts the lid. The box opens with a creak. They wait. Nothing untoward happens, so Des reaches into the pile of albums, lifting them out two or three at a time. Silently, he spreads them on the table, as if he’s performing a card trick. He studies them for a moment, picks one at random and opens it at the first page.

A middle-aged man with a long, tangled mass of fair hair and a wide smile has an arm around a woman in a bikini. They’re both deeply tanned and the man is a head taller than his companion, with a lean, well-muscled body. There’s a beach in the background and the tide’s out a very long way. Des frowns.

‘Those are donkeys and you can hardly see the sea. My mum and dad used to take me there when I was a kid. It’s Skegness, Lu. Why would he want us to go to sodding Skeggy, of all places?’

‘I’ve got no idea, but there are plenty more pictures here. Look, the books are all labelled.’

She begins to pick up the albums, one by one. They’re all different colours. Some are leather bound and classy, others plastic-covered and more garish. Each book has a sticker on the front. She recognises Tommy’s messy handwriting and trademark purple pen.

‘What a great life he’s had. Look, this one’s full of Spanish pictures. And here’s one that covers the Lake District and the Scottish borders. Wow.’ The envy in Lucia’s voice surprises her, and she can see that Des is startled too.

‘I didn’t know you felt like that. Do you think we should’ve travelled? Done more … stuff?’

‘Like what?’ They’re straying into territory Lucia doesn’t want to explore too closely. Being so busy at work and only having school holidays at their disposal have always been the excuses they have used to anyone who’s asked why they don’t go on trips away from home. ‘Way too expensive and a complete rip off,’ Des has often said, of airline prices and suchlike at peak times.

‘Well, where is it, then?’ she prevaricates.

‘Where’s what?’

‘My kiss? Tommy said you were to give me a kiss for him.’

Des stares at Lu in obvious bewilderment. Then he shrugs, gets up and walks round the table, planting a quick peck on her cheek. ‘There you go. Now can we get on with the job in hand?’

Lucia stands up and grabs her husband’s arm before he has the chance to get to his chair again. ‘Hey, come on. That was pathetic,’ she says, trying to make her voice light and flirty. ‘When was the last time you kissed me properly, Des?’

He freezes to the spot and looks down at Lu. She stands her ground and waits. After a moment he puts his hands on her shoulders and bends to touch his lips to hers. Lucia tries hard to feel something … anything … but she can tell by the fact that Des’s eyes are wide open and he’s making sure the rest of his body doesn’t touch hers that it’s the same for him. He lets go and sits down again. Lu does the same. The silence seems to drag on. Des puts his head in his hands.

‘Des? What’s going on? I know we’ve both been a bit fed up lately, but …’

‘A bit fed up? Is that what you think this is?’

‘Well, what is it then? Tell me? I’m not a bloody mind-reader.’ Lu’s breath is coming in gasps now. She follows all her usual panic attack strategies but her head’s spinning. She’s been avoiding this conversation for months. The ostrich technique hasn’t let her down before.

‘Are you happy with me, Lu?’

The words shock her, spoken in a voice so unlike Des’s usual matter-of-fact bluster. ‘Of course I am,’ she answers automatically. What else is there to say?

‘Then why do you look so sad all the time?’

‘Sad?’ Lu repeats the word as if she’s never heard it before. ‘I wouldn’t say that … exactly.’

‘How would you describe it then?’

‘Well … it takes everyone a while to get used to big life changes, doesn’t it? We’re not unusual.’

‘Aren’t we?’ He looks up, and Lu can see the pain in his eyes. She flinches.

‘No, I don’t think so. You’ve worked all your adult life and I loved my job at the school. I felt useful. Now, we’re just … us.’

‘And that’s the problem, isn’t it? What actually is “us”?’

Lucia’s breathing is under control now. This is silly. Des must be having a delayed mid-life crisis, or something. But as hard as she tries, she can’t think of an answer to his question. The clock on the wall carries on its loud, slow beat, as if emphasising their life ticking away, second by second.

Eventually, Lucia clears her throat. ‘So, where were we?’ she says, pulling another album towards her.

Des rubs his eyes and blinks. He sits up straighter. ‘I think we were talking at cross purposes. You sounded as if you’re wishing you’d been to all these places. Have I got it wrong all these years? I thought you liked our staycations.’

Lucia takes a deep breath. She loathes that word. ‘I did … I do. It’s just … oh, I don’t know. Maybe we’ve been missing out. Isaac’s never had a proper holiday because of the way we feel about being away from home, has he?’

‘But Isaac’s never liked being far from his own bedroom either, you know that. It’s just how he is. He used to throw a tantrum if we so much as suggested he went to someone else’s house to play. Days out have always been quite enough for all of us. Travelling’s over-rated.’

‘Is it though? Maybe we should have tried not to be so boring. My mum and dad were the same, especially after … after what happened … with Eddie …’

They stare at each other. It’s been years since Lucia has referred to that time.

‘Don’t upset yourself, Lu. It’s in the past. There’s no point in digging it all up again.’

‘You would say that. You’re just happy to brush everything under the carpet and pretend it’s all okay. And because of Eddie I’ve cramped our style haven’t I? Yours, mine, Isaac’s?’

Des sighs. 

‘What’s got into you today?’

‘Me? What about you with your stupid questions?’

‘Leave me out of it for now. You’ve been going on about kissing, and now all this comes pouring out. There’s no point in thinking like that just because Tommy’s suddenly decided to interfere.’

There’s another uncomfortable silence during which Lu has time to reflect that there have been quite a lot of these lately. She tries to think of a way to divert the conversation into safer waters but Des beats her to it.

‘Talking of Tommy, I had no idea he had so much money going spare, did you?’ he says. ‘And why would he spend it on us anyway?’

Lu shakes her head and Des continues. ‘I knew Tommy wasn’t hard up even before he sold Coronation Villa, but this is seriously weird. Money for Isaac and us too, but the catch is, he wants to say what we should do with it. That’s outrageous, isn’t it? Why should we want to have a holiday when there’s so much to do in the house? Dumping his friend Pete’s problems on us too? And what if I don’t want my tail feathers shaking?’

Ignoring the last question, Lucia thinks back to the many riotous parties she’s attended at Tommy’s house. ‘That’s a point, tell me more about Pete. Why is he so important? I’m sure I’ve never come across anyone of that name in Tommy’s gang, have you?’

Des scratches his head. ‘I’ve only spoken to the guy a couple of times, and it was a good while ago. Sir Peter Cavendish is his full title. He’s a baronet. Tommy met him when he used to volunteer at Meadowthorpe Manor, before he started teaching. You must have heard of it? I think the old house has been going downhill for a long time, but there’s a huge estate, and Tommy always liked getting his hands dirty.’

‘What’s he like? Is he Tommy’s age?’

‘No, he’s older. He seemed like a good bloke, but no idea why Tommy’s so concerned about him. The man lives in a stately home, what problems would he have, apart from bats in the belfry?’

Des gets up and starts to prowl around the kitchen. Lucia grits her teeth. Looking for biscuits again. He’ll probably hunt down the chocolate digestives she was saving for the weekend, eat four and then say he doesn’t want lunch. Des surprises her by giving up the search quite quickly and sitting down again.

Lucia rubs her hands up and down her arms to warm herself. The tip of her nose feels chilly and she’s cold right to her bones. She and Des gaze at each other for a moment, and then he shrugs his shoulders and stands up to switch the boiler on. It hums into life, the ancient pipes clanking as water begins to flow through them.

‘Shall we see what else is in the box now?’ he says.

Shaking off the thought of Tommy’s baronet with some difficulty, Lucia reaches both hands into the crate and begins pulling out the rest of the contents. ‘It’s just a heap of old maps under these albums,’ she says, puzzled. ‘Why would Tommy think we need these?’

‘Haven’t got a clue. He says he wants us to have an adventure, doesn’t he? But we’ve got a perfectly good Sat Nav, even if it is worth more than the car. Anyway, like I said, we haven’t got time for dashing around the country.’

‘N … no, I guess we haven’t.’

‘Lu, you’re not thinking of going along with this, are you? We definitely agreed we were going to get this place straight before we went on any holidays. Everywhere’s dingy and Isaac’s room hasn’t been touched for twenty years. Since he was born, in in fact.’

‘That’s because he hardly ever comes out for long enough for us to decorate it.’

Des smiles rather sadly. ‘Yes, he does love his own space, doesn’t he?’

‘At least he’s showing more interest in food these days. He’s actually started baking now and again, thanks to Polly. He used to love experimenting in the kitchen before he went away. I thought we were right to persuade him to go to Uni but he’s never been the same since, has he?’

‘No. There was something weird about that. And ever since he came home, he’s spent even more time on his own than he did before.’

‘He’s always on his laptop. If I hadn’t pushed him into applying for that job in the lab he’d never leave home at all. We could always ask him to change rooms while we give his a coat of emulsion, I guess. But now Polly and the baby are in the other big bedroom, there’s only the box room spare and it’s full of junk.’

They exchange glances again. Long years into this marriage, they can say a lot without words.

‘Perhaps Polly likes painting and stuff,’ Lucia says hopefully. ‘We don’t really know much about her, do we? Only that she’s got Reggie to look after and she loves cooking. She’s started to teach Isaac how to make a few of her favourite veggie dishes. Anything that gets him downstairs is a good thing, I reckon.’

Des lowers his voice as he answers. You can never be sure when their lodger will appear. She’s usually barefoot and she makes no noise approaching, unless Reggie’s in one of his bellowing moods.

‘I can’t believe we ended up with another twenty-something kid under our roof. And not only that, a baby thrown in. It was Rowan’s fault. I know she’s your friend but she can be bloody interfering sometimes.’

Lucia smiles. Rowan runs the village post office with great efficiency but she also likes to take a hand in people’s lives if she thinks they need what she calls ‘a leg up’.

‘If she hadn’t seen Polly putting up the card on their shop notice board to find somewhere to live we wouldn’t be short of a spare room now,’ says Des. ‘Goodness only knows why she thought we needed to rent it out at this point in our lives. We’ve got enough going on.’

Lucia is painfully aware this is another subject to avoid. She reaches into the bottom of the crate and lifts out the only thing left in there. It’s a square object swathed in red tissue-paper, about the same size as a Terry’s Chocolate Orange. Tommy knows they’re Lu’s favourite indulgence and always makes sure she gets one at Christmas. Her stomach gives a hopeful rumble but Des seems to read her thoughts and shakes his head. His eyes are fixed on the parcel as she tears off the paper and reveals a battered leather case.

‘So that’s what Tommy meant,’ he says slowly. ‘I was afraid it might be.’




Chapter Four

Lu hesitates. This must be a gift for both of them. ‘Shall I open it or will you?’ she asks. ‘What can it be?’

Des doesn’t reply, and when Lu looks up, she’s shocked to see how pale he is. ‘Go on, you do it,’ he says huskily.

Mystified, Lucia reaches out and lifts the lid of the leather case. The hinge creaks slightly as she reveals a lining of faded blue silk. Resting in the centre of the box is something so unusual that Lu can hardly speak.

She reaches out and takes the object from its nest. It’s perfectly circular and smooth, with the pleasing heaviness of the sort of large stone you might select to bring back from the beach, made of something that looks and feels like cool, rippled marble. She gazes down at the sea green curves. At first glance an inset right in the centre looks a bit like a clock face, although when she looks more closely, Lu can see that it must have more than one use.

Cradling the beautiful thing in the palm of her hand, Lucia takes it over to the window. A sudden shaft of sunlight catches the colours in the enamels of the dial. She sees azure and emerald green joined by a pattern of feathery gold filigree. The brass edging is well-polished, and gleams as brightly as the fragile hands and needles that are now spinning around madly as if unsure what to do next.

Lucia can’t help smiling in delight.

‘It’s got two purposes,’ she says slowly. ‘I can see now that the ring round the outside is an old fashioned barometer like the one my gran had to predict the weather. The middle part is a compass. I think the stone in the centre is a sapphire and there are tiny diamonds on each compass point. Des, this must be worth a fortune. Why has Tommy given it to us?’

‘I haven’t a clue. It’s been his most precious possession for years but he hardly ever shows it to anyone. He … well, he actually tried to give it to me once when I was visiting not so long ago and I was really down in the dumps.’

‘So why didn’t you take it? Hang on a minute, why were you so fed up? Did I know about this?’

Des frowns at his wife who’s come to sit opposite him again, placing the object halfway between them.

‘Oh, it was about the time the rumour of redundancies was going around at work. I guess he could tell I was coming up to a bit of a crossroads. But I suppose I didn’t want to deprive Tommy of one of his favourite treasures.’

Lucia waits. There’s got to be more to it than this because her husband has got his shifty look on, the one he gets when he’s forgotten their wedding anniversary or when he’s had a silly row with Isaac, but Des has clammed up.

‘Hmm. Anyway, it’s ours now. It’s so pretty, isn’t it? I can’t stop looking at it. Those colours …’

Lucia leans closer, admiring the way the jewels glitter and the brass gleams even in the weak sunshine. ‘So it can tell us the weather and it knows the direction we’re going, but what are we meant to do with it?’

‘Oh, we don’t do anything with the compass, my love. It’s what it does with us that you need to worry about.’

Lucia swallows hard. Des’s words seem to hang in the air between them. The only sounds in the kitchen are the whimpering of the little dog as he chases squirrels in his dreams, and the mesmeric hum of the fridge. ‘Tell me more,’ she says.

There’s a pause in which Des reaches out to touch the compass but pulls his hand back. Finally he grasps it and holds it in the palm of his left hand. With the fingers of the other hand he makes circles in the glass over the dials, lightly at first and then more forcefully.

‘It’s no good,’ he says. ‘I didn’t think it would be really, it didn’t like me last time either. This is Tommy’s treasure. It probably only works for him.’

Lucia leans forward and takes the compass from her husband. ‘I don’t know what you mean. What were you expecting it to do?’

He looks at her for a long moment as if assessing something, then sighs. ‘I bet you’ll think I’m mad, but it … kind of … gives you guidance. So, if Tommy was unsure of what to do about something, he would hold it, like I just did, and wait for its reaction.’

He scowls a little as he sees her expression. ‘You see, I knew you wouldn’t get it. You’re smirking.’

Lucia tries to look serious but this whole thing is getting more and more farcical. ‘Go on then, show me.’

Wordlessly, Des pushes Tommy’s gift towards Lucia and she cradles it in her palm for a moment, the smoothness and the weight somehow calming her jumbled thoughts.

Automatically, as if following an age-old pattern, she forces her mind to focus on the two golden needles which immediately begin to quiver and then spin slowly around their respective dials. The barometer readings are similar to those on the one Lucia’s grandfather kept in their hallway and tapped every day as a matter of course. At the bottom of the dial is the word stormy. Going clockwise, the next is cloudy, followed by variable. The topmost word is change, then still moving clockwise the last two are steady and fair.

‘It’s moving,’ she breathes. ‘What does it mean?’

There’s still no reply from Des so Lucia waits for the delicate mechanism to settle and looks more closely. The barometer needle is pointing towards the 12 o’clock position on the dial and the word change. The compass is pointing to south west.

‘Des, I think it’s broken. The house faces north and anyone can see it’s about to rain.’

‘I don’t understand either. Maybe it doesn’t work without Tommy.’

Des doesn’t meet his wife’s puzzled gaze. Lost in thought, Lucia considers the conundrum, something else occurring to her as she ponders. ‘Why does Tommy think he has to give us the gift of freedom, Des? It’s not like we’re in prison. What’s he getting at?’

Des shrugs and stares at the floor. Lucia waits, the word prison seeming to echo around her head. After an uncomfortable minute or two he looks up.

‘It’s a dig at me, if you must know. Tommy’s referring to something he said to me about you just before we got married. On my stag night, as it happens. Totally out of order, and I told him so.’

‘Go on. I’m listening.’ Lucia is intrigued. This is the first she’s heard of any stag night argument but thinking back, she recalls a distinct frostiness between Tommy and Des around that time. She’d assumed it was because Tommy resented Des settling down and getting on the property ladder when he was frittering his money away on fancy holidays.

‘Oh, come on, you know he’s always had a soft spot for you. He was spouting some rubbish about me clipping your wings, because you were so young, as if I’d captured you against your will. You were just as keen to settle down if I remember rightly, love. I had the house, there was no point in waiting, was there?’

Lucia is trying to think of an honest answer to this when Polly appears silently, padding into the kitchen with a bundle of washing. Their lodger bends to load the washing machine, then straightens up and turns, eyes widening at the sight of the maps and the photographs, but it’s the glowing colours of the compass that really catch her attention. She comes closer to take a better look.

‘Wow, that’s cool. What is it?’

Lucia glances up at Polly and is struck afresh by how attractive she is. Not traditionally pretty, but with long dark hair flowing down her back in rippling waves, and clear green eyes that seem to miss nothing. A light dusting of freckles over the bridge of her nose only enhance her pixie-like air. She’s delicately built with narrow shoulders and a tiny waist but there’s an unmistakeable strength about her, especially in the capable hands that seem to be able to do any household task much more quickly and efficiently than any of them.

‘Its … well it’s …’ Lucia sees Des frowning at her and continues anyway. ‘Isaac’s godfather has given it to us, along with some money and maps and photo albums. He wants us to plan an adventure.’

‘Cool! What an amazing present. Where will you go?’

Des stands up. His body language is so frosty that Lucia flinches but Polly is undaunted. ‘What’s up, Des?’ she asks. 

‘Nothing’s up. I just don’t see the problem with wanting an easy life after all those years paper-pushing and jumping when the boss says jump. Why would we want to go away all the time, racketing around the country in an ancient car that might conk out at any moment, following a stupid scheme that Tommy’s cooked up for some crazy reason of his own?’

The kitchen door slams shut behind Des as he leaves the room. It’s not often closed, and it rocks slightly on its hinges, as if shocked to be in use. Polly pulls a face at Lucia.

‘Sorry, Lu. I think I touched a nerve there. You know me, I always say too much.’

‘I like it. My gran used to be the same, calling a spade a spade is how she described it. We know where we are with you, Poll.’ 

She grimaces. ‘Yes, but some people take offence. I reckon Isaac thinks I’m … a bit too much.’

‘Isaac’s always found everybody too much, pet. You carry on being yourself. We’d be lost without you and Reggie now.’

‘You might, but I think Des would be quite glad to see the back of us. I didn’t mean to upset him though. It just sounded such a great idea, to go travelling. You’ve surely both earned it?’

‘Well, I …’

‘And it’s none of my business but you’re always at the school doing something or other. I’m guessing they don’t pay you for any of it now you’ve officially left the place?’

Lucia feels the band of tension that’s never far away tightening around her temples.

She places the compass carefully on the table before speaking. She picks her words carefully, not wanting to sound defensive.

‘Polly, I know you and Des and Isaac think I’m silly doing all these random jobs for other people. I just can’t seem to say no somehow,’ Lucia says, feeling exhaustion wash over her when she remembers last year’s bitter fight over who was going to run the cake stall. The repercussions lasted until at least Christmas.

‘I don’t know. It depends how much you enjoy it, I guess.’ Polly goes over to the door to listen for Reggie. ‘Sorry, Lu, I just want to make sure he isn’t awake. He was up three times in the night with his poor sore gums so he’s having a lie in. That’s why I’ve got these bags under my eyes.’

‘You look lovely. You always do. About the jobs though. I’m not sure if I do enjoy them all that much, definitely not the summer fair anyway.’

‘And why would you? I reckon it’s time for a complete break from all of it. The whole lot. This present from Isaac’s godfather has come just at the right time. Go for it!’

‘Really?

Polly comes and sits at the table and takes Lucia’s hands, holding them tightly in her warm grip. ‘Look, Lu – you saved me and Reggie from having to take some crumby place with damp and cabbage smells and … and probably cockroaches. You’re a helpful, kind person and you deserve good things to happen to you.’

Does she? Lucia looks again at the beautiful gift, lying between a map of the western isles of Scotland and one of the coast of Normandy. Freedom. There’s a buzz in the air that she can’t explain and so many emotions are fighting for prime position in her head. There’s no way of knowing which one will win, but Lucia has an unexpected, overwhelming desire to see the sea.
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