

  [image: Cover]




Janet Pywell

Book of Hours


A Mikky dos Santos Thriller





  
    First published by Richmond Heights Publishing 2017

  

  Copyright © 2017 by Janet Pywell


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Janet Pywell asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    Janet Pywell has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  
    


Cover design by Estuary English

Cover photography copyright © 2017 Shutterstock Images


  

  
    First edition

  

  
    ISBN: 978-0-9926686-8-6

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  





  Foreword



BOOK OF HOURS - A MIKKY DOS SANTOS THRILLER




PRICELESS SACRED OBJECT – THERE’S ALWAYS A PRICE!




Art forger Mikky dos Santos has talent, cunning, athletic prowess, an independent income—and even love. But trust? Now that’s another thing. After a lifetime of betrayal, she’d finally thought it was just within her reach…




A year after an accident that nearly killed her, Mikky’s made a miraculous recovery. She’s been spending her days rebuilding the strength in her elaborately-inked body by kitesurfing with the handsome nurse she fell in love with during her recovery. She’s even thinking about painting again.




But when an old —but dangerous—friend tracks her down and asks for her help in authenticating a beautiful and possibly priceless medieval prayer book, a Book of Hours, Mikky finds herself caught up in someone else’s web—a deadly game played out across three countries.




Mikky suits up in her extensive collection of Heavy Metal t-shirts—in lieu of a cape—to outsmart a whole ring of international antiquities smugglers, some of whom might be dear friends—or relatives. But she absolutely can’t do it alone; she’s going to have to learn to trust someone—but who?




Set in Malaga (Spain), Bruges (Belgium) and Canterbury (England) – this international fast paced thriller will leave you rapidly turning the pages until the twist at the very end.




Mikky’s combination of vulnerability and strength will appeal to fans of female protagonists and readers of crime thrillers in the style of Donna Leon, Estelle Ryan, Laura Morelli, CJ Lyons and Carmen Armato.




★★★★★ “First class thriller. Original and impossible to put down!”




★★★★★ “This series keeps getting better! Exotic locales, murder, intrigue, betrayal, family drama… so much going on but spun beautifully into a tale with teeth. Follow along the journeys of our heroes in facing personal demons, betrayals and their pasts…”




★★★★★ “An exciting adventure with many twist a turns that keep you wondering what is next. Many surprises wait for you as it ends.”
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  Prologue

  
  




Under cover of darkness, he’d followed the solemn Good Friday procession. One of the most revered in the whole of the calendar year and a sincerely held religious tradition; a social ritual of pomp and pageantry, with solid historical conventions, entwined brotherhoods, and elaborately decorated tronos. La Virgen de Soledad, weighing almost five tonnes and carried on the shoulders of over two hundred and fifty men, rocked and swayed; left to right, in small, shuffling half paces that took balance and practice. It was accompanied by a hollow, lone drumbeat.

He’d followed the brotherhood down La Alameda and into Calle Larios, watching the Virgin’s halo glowing in the candlelight. Her palms turned upwards in a gesture of despair, a dagger embedded in her heart, and a look of pain etched across her face as she mourned the loss of her only son.

There is no God. Why couldn’t these bystanders see it? They’d been tricked by the church, manipulated by their lies, and controlled by fear. He was sick of them in their long robes and pointed hats, and the women who dressed all in black, and he refused to be haunted by the mournful saetas, and the drums and trumpets that accompanied this eternal pageantry. 

The sooner it was over, the better.

He’d trailed her for hours. Once again, he looked over the heads of the crowd, searching for her blonde hair. Streetlights had been extinguished, and he squinted in concentration. He wasn’t going to let her out of his sight. He pushed roughly past a small group. The April breeze, carrying a sharp tang of incense, followed him as he dived between hordes of people lining the streets, squashed into narrow alleyways and crowded into doorways. He focused on her bobbing head as she weaved in and out toward the cathedral. 

He’d preferred the atmosphere earlier in the week, when other tronos had passed and the mood had been lighter. People had cheered and clapped from the balconies, shouting, ‘Olé’, ‘Guapa’, and ‘Bravo’, and rose petals had floated down onto the heads of those waiting below, but now – as the Virgen de las Servitas passed – only a dull bell tolled and a single drumbeat echoed in the otherwise silent procession.

Jesus was dead.

She had intended to follow Las Servitas to the cathedral, but it was past midnight, and her earlier enthusiasm for being part of a crowd had faded. There had been several parades each day for a week; some had taken place at night, lasting more than five hours. She’d seen most of them, but now, as she tucked her blonde hair behind her ears, she was weary, and her feet ached. At first, she’d embraced the ceremonious parades and welcomed the morbid ceremony. She’d filled her aching heart with haunting, melancholic tunes that accompanied life-size icons, fuelling the lament, hoping to ease the growing pain tightening in her chest. She wanted the loss and suffering of others to stop her from mourning, but each day it had intensified; the anguish and torment had become raw and sore, like an open wound gorged upon by thirsty leeches, and her sense of betrayal and devastation was turning from self-pity to frustration and anger. 

Alain was never coming back. 

He’d dumped her by text from France. 

How dare he treat her like this? 

She staggered through the crowds, her vision blurred and her judgement hazy, filled with too many vodkas. Loneliness sloshed inside her soul, and she hoped to see a friendly face.

She didn’t want Alain now. She never wanted to hear his name again. She was sick of all this morbidity, tired of this historical ritual. She needed some fun, some company, and she needed a drink. She ducked into the nearest bar and tried to attract the attention of the busy barman. Her thirst and anger turned her into a restless demon as she pushed her way past the crowds and tapped red nails on the counter, waiting to be served, craving the taste of alcohol on her lips. 

He followed her inside, relieved to get away from the persistent priests and the Lord’s Prayer. The words were meaningless, alien to him, and he didn’t believe them. He was a communist. He had only one love, and it could buy him whatever he wanted. He took up a position just inside the door and watched her.

The girl’s blonde hair fell like a curtain across her face, and when she flicked it over her shoulder, she knocked her glasses from her nose. Straightening them with clumsy fingers, she flashed a hopeful smile at a man old enough to be her grandfather, but when he ignored her, her face crumpled with disappointment and she turned away, spilling vodka down her shirt. She wiped her chin, licked her hand, and tottered on high heels to the doorway, where she surveyed the hushed crowds with hazy vision. 

She hiccupped. She hadn’t eaten all day, and suddenly she was hungry. The sombre mood only served to harden her thoughts, and angry bitterness rose in the back of her throat. Her life wasn’t over yet. She wanted to live. She wanted to feel something other than this dark depression – anything was better than this mawkish, self-imposed solitude and the negative scene of death and darkness that paraded past, accompanied by a rhythmic, solid, empty drumbeat.

‘Are you okay?’ 

He appeared at her side like a ghostly presence, and she stepped back to focus on him. He was slightly taller than her, with broad shoulders and a body that said he worked out. His head was shaved, but it was his grey-green eyes and the dark mole under his left eye that she noticed, and when he smiled, she felt she had known him all her life. Her heart tweaked in its isolated, solitary cavity. She smiled back.

‘This is depressing, isn’t it?’ he whispered. 

His warm, intoxicating breath on her earlobe caused goose pimples to rise on her arm. Somehow, her hand was holding his, and when he stroked her fingers, his touch was firm and sensual. 

She followed his gaze to where the brotherhood was resting. They laid the throne in the street and waited in silence. Around them, the crowds fell silent, but cameras still flashed, and mobile phones were held aloft as images of the Virgin were recorded forever.

‘Tourists love it,’ he said with a smile, nodding at a group of Japanese.

She responded with a tilt of her head, trying to place his accent, unwilling to take her eyes from his hypnotic gaze and handsome smile. Aware of the heat rising between her legs, she imagined his naked back and muscled thighs pressed against hers, and when he manoeuvred her away from the door and out of the way of a couple leaving the bar, she moved willingly, trusting him to guide her.

‘Should we get out of here – away from all this?’ His suggestion was tempting, but with a sudden flash of sobriety, she replied.

‘I must watch this bit.’

He nodded but took charge, pulling her fingers into his hand and drawing her close to him. He leaned outside, against the brick wall, and stood behind her with his arms loosely around her waist. When he placed his head on her shoulder, his cheek was soft, and she let her body relax. She nestled against him, inhaling spicy cologne and sighing, enjoying his strength and the heat of his body, feeling safe and protected.

Anyone who may have noticed them leaning against the wall might have thought they had been together for years; boyfriend and girlfriend, husband and wife. They would never have guessed the complexity of their meeting, nor the purpose of their tryst. 

The new couple watched in silence as the extinguished candles were relit, the bell tolled, and the brotherhood in matching black suits and ties once again raised the Virgin aloft. Behind them, the hooded fraternity – the Nazarenos – followed, making their way slowly through the city centre and winding toward the cathedral, accompanied by a single drumbeat and a tang of heavy incense. 

‘This dates back to the Middle Ages,’ she said. ‘The colours, hoods, and robes signify different brotherhoods in the city. They practise for hours, all through the year. The men have to be the right size and strong enough to bear the burden of the trono. It’s an honour for them to carry …’ 

Her words were lost on him. His soft chin brushed her cheek, and his hand travelled under her jacket. He unbuttoned her blouse, and his fingers began gently rubbing her breast, and when she didn’t protest, he moved aside her bra and rolled her right nipple between his thumb and forefinger. She gasped and arched her back, pushing against the hardness in his jeans, and when a deep, guttural moan filled her ear, the primal sound made her want him more.

Some of the crowd moved forward with the procession, passing them in the darkness; families, couples, groups, and single people; and when no one registered their slow, sexual movements against the wall, this excited her more. She parted her legs, hardly daring to move in case he stopped, and when his right hand travelled down her thigh, it sent a rush of desire between her legs. 

It was like nothing she had felt before. She forgot about Alain; she was desirable; she was attractive. More importantly, she was wanted. 

He placed the palm of his hand on her cheek and turned her face to him. Their lips barely touched, the tip of his tongue tasted the tenderness of her mouth, and when he kissed her deeply, she was on fire, burning, consumed by his smiling, complicit eyes. She giggled, but then in the half-light, he suddenly released his grip, the magic disintegrated, and she shivered.

She looked puzzled until he whispered into her hair, ‘I want you.’ 

Her heart jolted, then surged with pleasure, and she barely hesitated before she followed him into the narrow alley behind the bar. He placed his lips firmly on hers, his tongue gently probing the contours of her mouth, sucking, drawing her into him. She shuddered when his hands traced the contours of her neck and his confident fingers lifted her simple skirt and caressed the roundness of her bottom. Stroking the inside of her thighs, he pushed her knickers aside, and she opened her legs; wet and waiting for him. 

The stranger unzipped his jeans and pulled her roughly to him. He entered her, filling her with reassurance, reaffirming her confidence and attractiveness, and she knew then that nothing else in the world mattered. Her hands clutched his shoulders, and she gasped, clawed his back, and closed her eyes, then she let out a strangled scream and bit into his skin.

Alain was dead. 

She was alive. 

She didn’t notice the stench of the overflowing bins, nor the maimed cat that crouched in fear, nor the glow from the cigarette of the restaurant worker who stood silently watching in the dark. 

There was nothing more.
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“If you only read the books that everyone else is reading, you can only think what everyone else is thinking.” 

Haruki Murakami, Norwegian Wood




Across the Strait of Gibraltar, the Rif Mountains rise into a hazy sky and liquid April sunshine. I turn my back against the strong poniente, a warm, dry westerly wind, and concentrate on the controller and iPad in my hands, raising the Phantom 4 drone to over one hundred and fifty metres. Although I squint into the sky, I can’t follow it with my naked eye. Still, I know it flies effortlessly against the relentless buffeting wind, and the camera’s gimbal stabilisation system continues to send me a smooth video of the coastline. I track the drone’s progress and focus on the sharp image as it follows Eduardo, my golden Adonis, kitesurfing out at sea. I follow his gracefulness on the water and I laugh as the wind boots him maybe fifteen metres into the air with acrobatic moves, wondering if I’d be happier making sports videos rather than photographing precious artefacts for museums and art galleries.

After a few minutes, I turn the drone toward the windswept beach and the old Roman town of Baelo Claudia behind me. During the reign of Emperor Claudius between 41–54 AD, it was an important town, supplying garum – a fish paste – to the whole of the Roman Empire. Much later, the industry was almost destroyed by an earthquake, and following that, the area became virtually uninhabited. Today, only the ruins of the temple, basilica, and the fish-salting factory are a testament to the once-thriving and busy town.

The deserted, wide sandy beach is reached by a narrow road from the N-340 that stretches from Málaga around the southern tip of Spain’s peninsula and west along the Costa de la Luz toward Cadiz. The road down to the beach of La Bolonia is seven kilometres long and is reached by passing over two rocky hills, the Sierra de la Plata and the Lomo de Pedro Afonso. It’s a hidden gem and a paradise for kiters like us.

Although it can get busy in the summer now, it’s out of season and deserted. It’s all mine – ours – and has been for the past month, where we’ve practised our sport – sometimes here in isolation, or further toward Tarifa, where we’ve socialised with other free-minded souls.

A dusty grey Volkswagen travels cautiously over the last hill, and I’m irked by the presence of other people arriving at my private site. I lower the drone and track its progress, waiting for them to continue and park at the ruins, but they don’t. They turn into the sandy car park. My hope falls further, and my annoyance increases when they park beside my 4X4 BMW, beside the boarded-up Cabaña that will open sometime next month when the sun is warmer, and the hot Sirocco blows from the Sahara. Then it will be alive with music and cocktails, and inhabited by kiters and sun-worshippers alike, who gather to listen to music, occasionally smoke pot, and watch the sunset. Most of the other kiters hang out closer to the town beach or at the hippy camp at Valdevaqueros, but this is my beach where, depending on the wind, Eduardo and I pick up a downwinder, and we have the Atlantic to ourselves. This is where my adrenaline is unleashed, where my heart pumps faster, and where I learn to forget, and I become calm and relaxed as I ride the ocean, revelling in the intoxicating wind and the surge of excitement travelling at high speed through my body.

I sigh, and a wave of irritation gushes over me. There are no boards strapped to the Volkswagen’s roof. It’s not a hippy van – it’s a townie. It belongs to a sightseer – someone who won’t appreciate the waves, the wind, nor its direction or speed.

What do they want?

Why don’t they just go home?

I’m about to turn the drone away and focus on Eduardo, but the passenger door opens. Distracted, I pause the hovering drone, watching the controller in my hand, and a woman steps out. There’s a familiarity to her that makes me catch my breath. She zips up her navy jacket and flicks coal-black hair from her eyes. Large sunglasses cover her face, but she still shades her face and looks up at the drone suspended above her head. When she removes her glasses, I’m left staring into dark eyes I haven’t seen for over four years.

She doesn’t move.

I lower the drone, gazing alternately at the motionless figure standing in the wind three hundred metres away and at the screen in my hand.

What does she want?

Her boots are clumsy. Her gait is laboured as she steps into the sand and begins to walk toward me.

The drone’s twenty minutes of battery life is fading fast and its fail-safe mode, ‘return to home’, kicks in, but I cancel immediately. I’m unwilling to stop filming. Her skin is pale, and a dark frown and heavy eyebrows give a clumsy handsomeness to her oval face. She has put on weight. She steps with care, wading through fine sand with graceful energy, holding her hair from her eyes and clutching the neck of her jacket against the wind.

The drone sinks. Its battery hits ten per cent, and it performs a controlled landing between us kicking up a plume of sand, and I’m walking purposely toward it when she shouts, ‘Are you still nuts, Mikky dos Santos?’ She tugs her jacket closer to her throat. ‘It’s FREEZING out here.’

I bend to retrieve my new toy, flicking, blowing, and wiping the sand from its propellers.

‘It’s been too long, Mikky. I thought you were never coming back. I can’t believe it.’ She tip-toes across the sand, and when she reaches me, she laughs, and she flings her arms around my neck. Holding me tightly, I’m overwhelmed by the scent of her Armani and the warmth of her love. I pull away.

‘Never is a long time, Carmen.’

‘Are you still mad at me?’ She tilts her head to look me in the eye.

I shake my head, and although I say nothing, it’s still a lie.

‘What have you done with your lovely mass of curls?’ She reaches up to ruffle my already windswept hair, and her hand lingers on my shoulder.

‘It’s my new look.’ I move away. The truth would be too difficult to explain.

‘Dolores said you were kitesurfing again.’

‘How did you know I was here?’ I ask.

‘They told me at the hippy camp.’

‘Valdevaqueros?’

I’d kept a low profile in the month that we’ve parked the van there. I thought they would have been more discreet and a small part of me feels betrayed. I’ve been found.

‘Are you annoyed?’

I don’t reply; instead, I concentrate on the blades of the drone.

‘Are you in disguise?’ she persists.

‘No.’

‘In hiding?’

‘No.’

She looks beyond me, and I turn to follow her gaze. We watch Eduardo rotate his body and land toeside smoothly.

‘Wow, is that him? Dolores told me you’d met someone special.’

Dolores was our art teacher from the University of Madrid ten years ago, who has since retired and opened an art gallery in Mallorca. Although we have never been there at the same time, we have both stayed in her art studio.

‘Is it love?’ she teases. ‘Those currents out there can be dangerous. Did you teach him?’

‘Yes and no, but not necessarily in that order.’

‘You look happier, Mikky, but I guess that wouldn’t be hard after what you’ve been through.’

Her light comment assails me like the wind, slapping me in the face with unwanted memories, and I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand.

‘You look in good shape.’ Her gaze travels down my wetsuit. ‘I’m surprised. Dolores told me about your accident last year.’

The wind whips my cheeks, and Carmen’s hot stare causes me to blush, but I refuse to meet her gaze. I know she is studying me carefully, waiting for a reply, but I say nothing. I don’t take my eyes off Eduardo, who is riding fast toward us, boosting himself off the water, his kite making a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree rotation on its axis. He makes a smooth transition and ventures back out to sea.

‘We used to come here a lot – do you remember?’

How could I forget?

I walk toward my kite canopy that I’ve weighed down with sand beside the rest of our gear. She catches me up, linking her arm through mine.

‘I didn’t realise you were back – you never contacted me, Mikky.’

‘I haven’t been here long,’ I lie.

‘Where have you been?’

‘Here and there.’

‘You didn’t answer any of my calls.’

I blow the remaining sand from the drone, brush it with an old Rolling Stones T-shirt, and place it safely in the bag, but I’m distracted by a flock of kitesurfers out at sea; a colourful array of canopies, spinning and floating in the sky. A kiter jumps and the wind keeps the board pushed against his feet.

‘Is your father still living in Estepona?’

I shrug.

‘You haven’t seen him either?’ she asks.

‘No.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’

‘Are you working?’

‘I’ve taken a few months off,’ I reply.

‘What about Josephine – do you see her?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘I like her.’

‘So do I.’

‘She thinks you have serious talent. I wish I could have shown her your artwork when she came over – you know, after your … accident. Are you still painting?’

‘She wants me to prepare for an exhibition, but I’m not ready …’

‘Because of what happened?’

I shrug.

Her worried frown deepens. There’s something in her manner that makes me think she isn’t as carefree as she once was. Perhaps we’ve both gotten older; more troubled, more serious.

I ignore her, crouch down, and begin to pack my gear; chicken loop, harness, bar, and lines.

‘I need your help, Mikky.’

‘I doubt you would want my help, Carmen.’ My smile is as false as the bitterness of my tone.

My back is against the wind. And for something to do, I grab a handful of fine sand and let it slide through my open fingers. It dwindles like an hourglass, and Carmen crouches beside me.

‘Well, it’s not me that needs you – it’s Father Ignacio.’

She hurls his name, and it’s all over me, clawing, wrapping, and winding its way around my throat and neck in a tangled mass of memories, regrets, and frustrated anger.

I haven’t thought of him in years. I’m ashamed of my conflicting emotions. I reach for my rucksack and pull out a bottle of water and gulp quickly.

‘He needs your help, and he asked me to find you.’

We stand up, shoulder to shoulder, watching Eduardo unhooking from his kite harness, the wind throwing him into a boost and the kite at forty-five degrees. He looks beautiful, stretching his body and arching his back horizontally like Superman, and when he lands effortlessly, I smile.

‘Mikky? Did you hear me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well?’

‘I can’t help anyone,’ I say.

‘He says it’s urgent. He must speak to you. He asked me to come and find you. He wants to speak to both of us – together. It’s important.’

So, Carmen hadn’t come all this way to renew our friendship. This isn’t about the bond we had shared when we were at university and the friendship we’d once had. She’s here because Father Ignacio sent her.

‘What does he want?’

I had been twenty-three. Almost ten years have passed, and I haven’t forgotten the effect he had on me. I wonder what he looks like now and if he’s changed. I hadn’t seen him since restoring the Holy Chapel of the Virgin near Úbeda, one of the best examples of Spanish Renaissance architecture. It was a masterpiece I’d been fortunate to be involved in, but to my shame, I’d fallen in love with the novice priest. I’d been overwhelmed by his calm kindness. In my eagerness to impress him, I’d even painted a canvas of Christ ascending into heaven. He had loved it, but had been unable to accept a gift from me, and I had refused to sell it to him. The church, though – unable to afford an original Old Master – was delighted to accept it, and I had atoned for my sins, guilt, and lust, and the young priest’s reputation was saved. There had been no damage. Only my heart had been broken.

‘Mikky? Will you come to Málaga and meet him? He says he must see you. Please, Mikky, we were good friends once and I – I miss you.’

Her words hang between us, and I wonder on where the four years have gone and how drastically my life has changed.

Out at sea, Eduardo is a beautiful, athletic angel and my hero. In the past six months, his patience, understanding, and kindness have restored my faith in humanity, but probably more importantly, he makes me laugh, and I’m beginning to learn to love again.

I lift my arm and wave at him, thinking how lucky I am to have met such a wonderful man and wondering how long our relationship might last until I mess up and ruin any hope I may have of a normal life.

‘I must talk to you.’ Carmen places her hand on my arm. ‘Come to Málaga with me. I want to show you something. It’s serious, and we need your help.’

‘I can’t help you,’ I reply.

‘You can. There’s no one else I trust. Please, Mikky. I could lose my job and just about everything else.’

I glance at her. She’s shivering, and I wonder how she could be that cold.

‘Are you still the curator at the Museo Picasso Málaga?’

‘The provenance curator – yes.’

‘What’s happened?’

There’s so much to tell you, Mikky. Please, not here, come with me—’

‘I can’t—’

‘If it’s about what happened – forget it! We all have to face our past at some time, Mikky. This is your time now. Come back to Málaga. Let’s get rid of the demons that haunt you. Let’s get rid of them forever. I’ll be with you. I’ll help you. We can help each other and be the friends that we used to be …’

The warmth of her fingers reassures me, and the familiarity of her touch restores a flicker of hope in my cold heart that I once believed had died forever.

Can I make amends for my past?

This is the opportunity I’ve wished for, but never dreamed would happen.

Can I go back?

I’m standing at the crossroads of my life. Can I right the past? Can I repair my mistakes?

I squint into the sun and realise I now have an excuse not to return to Mallorca with Eduardo; this can be my reason for staying behind on the mainland. He deserves better than me, someone normal with no mental anguish or hidden scars. This will save him from me. He can be free again.

‘I’ll come with you, Carmen, but only on one condition.’

‘Of course, anything.’

‘You must promise me.’

‘Yes.’

‘Just as long as I don’t have to see Father Ignacio,’ I say. ‘I don’t think I could face him.’

* * *

Carmen’s apartment block is situated in a leafy street off the Paseo de Reding near the port of Málaga, Muelle Uno. As I navigate carefully through the one-way streets, I’m frustrated; they’re familiar yet changed. The promise of a new city metro has turned parts of the city into chaos, with roadworks and diversions. Progress and modernisation have interim disadvantages.

I remember them building the new port and the development of Muelle Uno with its open-air shopping mall, bars and restaurants, and pathways lined with orange trees; the expensive yachting marina with views toward the Alcazaba; and Castillo de Gibralfaro, the Moorish hillside castle. Beyond the extensive quays, two huge cruise ships are berthed and disembarked passengers are making their way through the city streets eating ice cream, while others climb into horse-drawn carriages, all of them enjoying the warm spring sunshine.

The city has undergone fantastic transformation with the Museo Provincial de Bellas Artes, the Centre Pompidou Málaga, and the Museo Picasso Málaga. I’d been part of its growth, working on the restoration of different churches and galleries and, as I park my car, my step is light. I feel a sense of achievement and belonging I’d thought was long gone.

The Moorish-style apartment building has been recently converted from a bank and is more luxurious than I imagined. Inside is an interior palm-frond-shaded patio with a running water fountain and a naked statue of Eros. The white marble reception is fresh with a contrasting black Italian marble staircase. Its beauty is overwhelming, and I pause to admire the wide, sweeping staircase before walking up to the fourth floor, recognising the investment and refurbishment it’s undergone to maintain its cultural heritage.

At the top, I pause to lean over the railing and look down into the deep well. It would be easy to fall, and I imagine a spread-eagled body lying on the cold marble below. Instinctively, I pull back, but not before a shiver echoes down my spine.

I ring the doorbell, and when the hallway lights click off the timer, I’m plunged into darkness. I smack the red light on the wall, and although the lights flick on again, my breathing is ragged and my hand shaking.

There’s no answer, so I turn to go. I’m descending the first steps with my hand on the rail as the front door opens and Carmen peers cautiously outside.

‘Mikky? You’re late.’

‘That’s a lovely greeting.’

I retrace my step and walk back up.

‘I didn’t think you’d come at all,’ she replies. ‘I thought you’d change your mind.’

I almost had. A few hours ago, I dropped Eduardo at Málaga Airport to fly back to Palma. He had held me close and kissed me saying, ‘Are you sure you’re doing the right thing?’

Was I?

I had replied, ‘It will be good to catch up with Carmen again. We were excellent friends …’

‘Promise you’ll tell me about it one day.’

‘I will,’ I lied.

‘Hurry home soon.’

‘As soon as I can.’ It was another lie. They seemed to materialise without any effort and, as I let him go, I felt his reassurance and optimism leave me, too. By the time I was in my car and heading for the city centre, I’d convinced myself that he was better off without me. He might meet someone else. Someone who wasn’t so screwed up; someone who could love him totally and as wholeheartedly as he deserved.

* * *

Carmen kisses me on both cheeks. I inhale CHANEL No. 5, and it brings back a rush of memories. She takes a step forward to glance down the stairwell, and my photographer’s eye takes in the details of her appearance. Today, out of the wind and the sunshine of Tarifa, she looks pale and tired. A deep frown makes her dark eyes look closer together, as if she has difficulty focusing or concentrating. She has an expensively styled bob, and although we’re the same age, a plump waistline has added years to her. Wearing a maroon jacket, black skirt, and cream blouse, Carmen looks forty.

‘You wouldn’t want to fall there,’ I say, looking over her shoulder.

She looks at me as if suddenly remembering I’m here.

‘Don’t say that, Mikky. Come on in.’ Her grip on my arm is tight, and she ushers me inside and closes the door behind us; I am left staring in wonder at the long hallway in front of me.

‘Have you moved the museum into your home?’ I joke.

Carmen pulls on her hair. I remember it’s a nervous tic that she hasn’t lost and, as if avoiding my scrutiny, she links her arm through mine and pulls me down the corridor toward two mahogany double doors. Only the swing of her hips against mine as she walks reminds me of the lithe, sexy girl she had been when we were students over ten years ago.

With my practiced eye, I take in the lavishness of the apartment; heavy oak furniture, gilt-framed pictures, carved wooden urns, cut-glass crystal, a marble bust, and even a medieval mosaic tapestry.

‘Have you been stealing from the Picasso?’ I ask with a laugh.

‘I may be the curator, but I am not a thief.’

I automatically raise my hand to my forehead, where those exact letters had been carved into my skin barely a year ago, but thanks to cosmetic surgery, my forehead is clear and unnaturally wrinkle-free.

‘This apartment is … amazing.’

‘It’s not mine,’ she replies.

I stop in my tracks. ‘But you live here?’

‘It’s Yolanda’s.’

‘But you live together?’

‘Yes, but – well, I don’t own it, Yolanda does – well, her father owns it.’

‘It’s your home. You can’t tell me this isn’t your taste.’ I stop to pause at an old Indian mask on display. ‘You’ve always loved this old furniture and these antiquities from South America—’

‘We can’t all be minimalist like you.’ The tone of her sharpness takes me by surprise.

‘Where’s Yolanda?’ I ask.

‘Out, and I don’t want her to know about this. You must promise you won’t say anything to her, or anyone.’

Carmen is half a head shorter than me, but with high heels, I look directly into her eyes.

‘You know you can trust me,’ I reply.

‘I’m sorry, Mikky. I’ll explain it all to you later. You mustn’t tell a soul. Yolanda doesn’t know. I don’t want her to find out, so please don’t say a word.’

‘Where is she?’

‘Her mother hasn’t been well, so she went to Madrid for a few nights, but she’s due back any time. Come on. We haven’t long.’

She releases my arm and opens both doors at the same time; the first thing I notice are the high ceilings, magnificent paintings, and the large sash windows along the back wall, overlooking the tall trees in the boulevard below.

It’s a far cry from the tiny studio she lived in with Yolanda four years ago in a less impressive part of the city, and I’ve worked in enough museums and art galleries to have an appreciation of light, air temperature, and space.

I’m impressed, but as I stroll into the room, my eyes are drawn to a lone figure sitting on a gold-leaf-coloured couch.

‘I’m sorry, Mikky,’ she says. ‘I know you didn’t want to but—’

I don’t recognise him at first. His cheeks are fuller, his hair is greyer, and his stomach rounder. He wears dark glasses and sits straight-backed, which makes him look uneasy and uncomfortable. He’s no longer the skinny, young, dark-haired priest filled with vibrancy, urgency, and life.

Is it him?

How has he aged so much and so quickly?

He tilts his head toward me and lowers the glass of water he’d raised halfway to his lips. He places it carefully on the table, and I’m reminded of his slow, thoughtful movements and how solemnly he’d walked between the aisles and the pews, and how he’d knelt to pray and genuflect before Christ. They had once been gestures I’d found beautiful and endearing, but now he’s a premature old man, and for some reason, I feel cheated and betrayed.

‘Mikky?’

His voice still holds that youthful, excited urgency. One that you would expect from a lover – it quickens my heart, and I bite my lip. I cannot move.

‘Mikky? Is that really you?’

I’m lost in the past, but what pulls me sharply back to reality is not just the dog collar he wears at his throat, but also the white stick lying at his feet.
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  Chapter 3

  
  




“There is a great deal of difference between an eager man who wants to read a book and a tired man who wants a book to read.”

G.K. Chesterton


Carmen takes my arm in a vice-like grip and propels me across the room toward Father Ignacio.

‘Mikky?’

I don’t know what to say.

Carmen squeezes my arm.

What do I call him?

Is he really blind?

‘It’s been a long time, Mikky – seven years?’ he persists.

‘No! It’s been ten – ten years.’ 

A warm smile replaces his frown, and he rises to his feet, holding onto the edge of the couch.

‘I’m sorry, an unfortunate accident left me with no sight. May I …’ He pauses and holds out his hand. I remember his long, slim fingers and the gentleness of his touch.

Reluctantly, I hold out my arm, and he draws me closer and raises his fingers to my cheeks. 

‘Do you mind if I touch you? It’s something I’ve learned to – do you mind?’ he asks.

‘No.’ 

But I do mind. 

I mind very much. I don’t want him to touch me. 

His fingers travel over my face, touching my chin, my cheeks, and my forehead. It’s an intimate gesture, and a shiver tingles through my body at the contact of his clipped nails. It is at once sensual and familiar; then, with complete tenderness, he reaches for my shoulder and pulls me close to kiss me on both cheeks. His breath is sweet, and his lips soft. All traces of boyhood youth and innocence have disappeared. Against my will, he raises my hand to his lips and kisses my fingers. 

That’s when my heart dances. 

‘Not very appropriate for a priest,’ I tease, and when he laughs, only a glimmer of excitement shows in his wry smile.

‘My senses tell me you still look lovely,’ he says. ‘What happened to your forehead?’

‘You may not be able to see, but you don’t miss a trick, Father,’ I reply, emphasising his status. I move away, dismayed that he can see beyond the expensive cosmetic surgery, and he didn’t mention my missing curls.

‘What happened to you?’ I ask.

Carmen, who has remained silent during our exchange, points to a chair near the coffee table opposite Father Ignacio. I’m irked by her calmness, and I feel manipulated. She ignored my wishes; I told her I didn’t want to see him. She has betrayed the trust we might have built. This scene has been orchestrated deliberately, and he has been waiting for me to arrive. What do they want with me after all these years?

We sit opposite each other, and he begins speaking. 

‘I was in South America – working on a mission. We were travelling from a small village in the mountains in a violent storm. The car hit a tree. We ended up at the bottom of a ravine; I was lucky – the driver died.’

‘It must have been awful,’ I whisper.

‘It was five years ago. The doctors thought I might see again, or regain some of my eyesight, but after several operations, it hasn’t been possible.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I murmur.

‘Don’t be. We both know there are others less fortunate, and besides, I still have my intuition, and the Lord guides me in my daily work. One doesn’t need eyes to see.’

‘If only He were as generous to others in the world, as He is in guiding you.’

Father Ignacio tilts his head, and his smile fades. 

‘Are you disillusioned?’

‘He’s never helped me.’

‘You have lost your faith?’

‘I don’t know if I ever had it to lose—’ 

‘We don’t have long, Father,’ Carmen interrupts, and she looks apologetically at me.

‘Yes, of course – sorry. It’s a complicated situation.’ Father Ignacio leans forward, balancing his elbows on his knees, and he clutches his hands as if in prayer. 

‘It’s very delicate, Mikky. There is no one that I trust—’

‘That’s why he came to me,’ Carmen interjects. ‘He knew that I would find you.’

I look from one to the other, but my eyes rest on the man of the cloth who is now a stranger to me.

‘What’s this about?’

‘May I show Mikky?’ Carmen asks him.

Father Ignacio opens his palms as a gesture of compliance, and I find it hard to tear my glance away from him. For almost six months, we had worked together under the roof of the same church. We had sat for hours in the dark recess of the church, listening and talking, debating the merits of Christ as if He truly existed. We had argued, disagreed, discussed, and honed our beliefs. There were times when I had been angry, and I had shouted, ‘Where is Christ in my life?’

Where was He when I was growing up? Where was He when my adoptive parents had been cruel and unkind – when they went from bar to bar, and Papa had smoked hashish, and I had suffered the rages of Mama’s jealous fits? But as a novice priest, Father Ignacio had argued back. He said that Christ had been by my side; He had been there for me. He had guided me to my destiny, to this small church near Málaga.

I doubted that then as I do now and, to reassure myself, I rub the ugly six-inch scar on the back of my left hand, remembering when I was twelve and how Mama had tried to slash my face with a bread knife. 

He hadn’t been there then when I raised my hand to protect my sight.

Had Father Ignacio known more about my life, he might have suggested that Christ had been with me last year when I was saved from a burning building. But no, it had been Karl Blakey and not God who had carried me out of the fire and saved my life. Although we were enemies, Karl had lifted my beaten body to safety and then had charged back inside through the flames for the stolen Vermeer. Greed had taken over from his common sense.

Where was Christ then? 

Carmen clears her throat and reaches for a dirty, old hessian cloth lying on the mahogany coffee table and hands me a package.

‘Look at this, Mikky.’ 

It’s too small and heavy to be a miniature painting, and I peer under the cloth, lifting the corners gently, and when the last piece of hessian falls aside, I’m holding the most beautiful gold-leaf book. 

My skin tingles with anticipation; my heart ignites with an intensity that only beauty can stir. It’s slightly larger than the average modern paperback. It’s also thicker and probably twice as heavy, and it’s illustrated in fine gold.

‘Wow,’ I say, unable to hide my surprise. ‘This is beautiful … amazing.’ 

I turn it over in my hands, admiring the gilt engraving and the gothic introduction. It’s bound in Moroccan leather, and a pattern of intricate flowers covers the front. The manuscript is Latin, apart from a prayer at the back of the book that is written in Spanish.

‘La oration de Sant Gregorio Papa,’ I read, then I look at Carmen. ‘I can’t believe it. It’s a tome, a medieval masterpiece.’ 

Her eyes shine. 

‘What do you think?’ 

‘I’m no professional book expert. You’d need an antiquarian bookseller or auctioneer.’

‘But you spent a lot of time in Bruges. Didn’t you work with a man who knew about these things?’

‘Theo, yes – he loved these illuminated books. He was a small auctioneer, and he worked with book dealers – amongst others,’ I add. ‘Many of these Books of Hours books were made in the Netherlands – Ghent and Bruges were particular places for scholars who—’

‘Is this an original?’ Father Ignacio interrupts.

‘It’s hard to say. It would have to be verified.’ I turn it over in my hands. ‘The script on the vellum is Gothic, and the binding looks like calf—’ 

‘I’ve heard about the Rothschild Prayerbook, a Renaissance manuscript,’ he says.

‘That was made during the Flemish Renaissance, and I think it originated in Belgium in the 1500s. This is quite similar to the work of …’ I struggle to remember the name of the Flemish miniaturist and then it comes to me. ‘Gerard Hereabout,’ I say aloud. ‘He served at the court of King Henry VIII.’

Father Ignacio exhales loudly.

‘He was well known for this intricate type of work,’ I add.

A slow smile spreads across Carmen’s face. 

‘It looks similar to one the Rothschilds commissioned that sold in London a few years ago – for over eight million pounds.’

‘It appears intact,’ I say. ‘Malicious dealers have been known to rip pages out and sell them separately for more money. Its beauty is overwhelming.’ 

I’m subdued by
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