
[image: cover]


Praise for Erica James

‘Erica James’ sensitive story . . . is as sparklingly fresh as dew on the village’s surrounding meadows . . . thoroughly enjoyable and fully deserving of a place in the crowded market of women’s fiction’

Sunday Express

‘This book draws you into the lives of these characters, and often makes you want to scream at them to try and make them see reason. Funny, sad and frustrating, but an excellent, compulsive read’

Woman’s Realm

‘There is humour and warmth in this engaging story of love’s triumphs and disappointments, with two well-realised and intriguing subplots’

Woman & Home

‘Joanna Trollope fans, dismayed by the high gloom factor and complete absence of Agas in her latest books, will turn with relief to James’ . . . delightful novel about English village life . . . a blend of emotion and wry social observation’

Daily Mail

‘Scandal, fury, accusations and revenge are all included in Erica James’ compelling novel . . . this story of village life in Cheshire is told with wit and humour’

Stirling Observer

‘An entertaining read with some wickedly well-painted cameo characters. It’s a perfect read if you’re in the mood for romance’

Prima

‘An engaging and friendly novel . . . very readable’

Woman’s Own

‘A bubbling, delightful comedy which is laced with a bitter-sweet tang . . . a good story, always well observed, and full of wit’

Publishing News

‘James is a seasoned champion of the genre . . . Promises, Promises has an extraordinary deftness of touch, coupled with some searing insights into both how relationships fail, and can work’

Daily Mirror
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Epigraph

   ‘Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction.’

BLAISE PASCAL 1623–1662

‘And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.’

1 CORINTHIANS 13:13




NOW




Chapter One

It happened so quickly.

She had been hurrying from the market side of the Rialto Bridge, trying to avoid the crush of tourists in the packed middle section of shops, when a single face appeared in the crowd as if picked out by a bright spotlight entirely for her benefit. She turned on her heel to get a better look. And that was when she missed her footing and ended up sprawled on the wet ground, the contents of her handbag scattered.

Any other time Lydia might have been appalled at this loss of dignity, yet all she cared about, whilst a voluble group of Americans helped her to get back on her feet, was the man who had caused her to slip. She scanned the crowded steps for his retreating figure in the fine, drizzling rain. But he was long gone.

 
If he’d been there at all, Lydia thought as she relaxed into the chair and felt the downy softness of the cushions enfold her. The doctor had left ten minutes ago, promising the delivery of a pair of crutches in the morning. Her ankle was now expertly strapped and resting on a footstool. Dottor Pierili’s parting words had been to tell her to keep the weight off her foot for as long as possible. He’d wanted her to go to the hospital for an X-ray, just to be on the safe side, but she’d waved his advice aside, politely yet firmly. Bandages, rest and painkillers would suffice.

‘I still don’t know how you managed to get home,’ Chiara said, coming into the living room with a tray of tea things. She put the tray on a pedestal table between a pair of tall balconied windows that looked down onto the Rio di San Vio. The weak, melancholy December light had all but faded and the spacious room glowed with a soft-hued luminosity. Strategically placed lamps created a beguilingly serene atmosphere, making it Lydia’s favourite room in the apartment. She was a self-confessed lover of beautiful things; it was what brought her to Venice in the first place. Living here she  was surrounded by beauty on a scale she had never encountered anywhere else. Venice’s glorious but crumbling architecture together with its proud history combined to produce a profoundly sad and haunting sense of identity that appealed enormously to Lydia. It was the apparent isolation of the place that touched her; it was somewhere she felt she could be separate from the rest of the world.

She would always remember her first glimpse of Venice. It was early evening and as the vaporetto entered the basin, the city was suddenly there before her, floating like a priceless work of art in the distance, the low sun catching on the gilded domes and campanili. It was love at first sight. From then on she was a willing victim to Venice’s trembling beauty and the spell it cast on her. Even with the myriad challenges that the city was forced to cope with – the growing threat of acqua alta, the ever-increasing crowds that were choking the narrow calli, and the graffiti (almost worst of all to Lydia) that was spreading endemically through Venice – it was still a place of dreams for her. Even the relentless chorus of ‘Volare’ and ‘O Sole Mio!’ coming from the gondoliers as they cruised the waterways with their cargo of nodding and smiling Japanese tourists could do nothing to diminish her love for her adopted home.

‘You’re either the bravest woman I know or the stupidest,’ Chiara said as she handed Lydia a cup of tea.

Lydia smiled, noting that Chiara had gone to the trouble of digging out her favourite bone china cup and saucer. ‘Undoubtedly the latter,’ she replied. ‘That’s certainly what your father would have said.’

‘You probably did more damage walking on it than when you slipped.’

‘He would have agreed with you on that point too. And said that for a forty-six-year-old woman I should have known better.’

Chiara crossed the room for her own cup then came and curled up in the high-backed chair next to Lydia. It was where Marcello always used to sit, his hand outstretched to Lydia as he quietly read the Gazzettino.

‘I want you to know that this arrangement will only go on for a day or two,’ Lydia said, keen to establish that she would soon be back at work, business as usual.

Chiara, all twenty-four years of her, gave Lydia a quelling stare, her eyes dark and shining in the muted light. ‘Oh, no you don’t. We can manage perfectly well without you.’

‘That’s what I’m worried about. I don’t want you getting too used to my absence.’

‘Now there’s an idea. A boardroom coup.’

The shrill ring of the telephone in the hall had Chiara getting to her feet. Within seconds it was obvious the call wasn’t for Lydia. Selfishly she hoped it wasn’t one of Chiara’s friends inviting her out for the evening; she could do with the company.

This neediness had nothing to do with her sprained ankle, and all to do with not wanting to be alone. If she was alone, she might dwell on that face in the crowd. And that was definitely something she didn’t want to do. An evening with Chiara would be the perfect distraction.

It was a matter of pride to Lydia that she and Chiara didn’t have the usual mother and daughter relationship. For a start Lydia wasn’t actually Chiara’s mother: she was her stepmother. It was a clumsy label Lydia had dispensed with at the earliest opportunity. Chiara had always called her by her Christian name, anyway.

Lydia had never told anyone this, but it had been Chiara who she had fallen for first – her love for Marcello, Chiara’s father, had come later. They had met fifteen years ago, when Chiara was nine and Lydia had been employed to teach the little girl English. She received a phone call in response to one of her advertisements offering her services, and three days later a distinguished-looking Signor Marcello Tomasi and his only daughter arrived at her apartment in Santa Croce. She was a painfully shy, introverted child and it didn’t take long to realize why: her mother, as her quietly spoken father explained, had died last winter. Nobody could have empathized more with the young girl. Lydia knew exactly how it felt to have your world turned upside down and inside out. Every ounce of her being made her want to take away Chiara’s sadness, to make her face light up with a smile.

The lessons always started at four o’clock on a Saturday afternoon and took place in Lydia’s tiny kitchen. She thought it would be a less intimidating environment for this fragile child than to sit at the formal desk in the sitting room. There would always be a pot of freshly made hot chocolate on the table, along with a box of delicious almond biscuits from her local pasticceria. Lydia’s other students were never offered more than tea or coffee, or fruit juice if she happened to have any in the fridge. Gradually her young pupil began to grow in confidence, which meant she looked less likely to burst into tears if she got anything wrong.

Without fail Marcello Tomasi would return for his daughter as the bell from San Giacomo dell’Orio struck five. He would hand over the agreed amount of money, check that they were still on for  the following Saturday and then wish Lydia a pleasant evening. However, one day, just as Lydia was opening the door for them to leave, Chiara did something that changed everything. She beckoned her father to bend down to her, cupped her hand around her mouth and whispered into his ear. Straightening up, he cleared his throat, rubbed his hand over his clean-shaven chin and said, ‘Chiara would like to invite you to her birthday party next week.’

The thought of a roomful of over-excited, noisy Italian children held no appeal for Lydia. As if reading her mind, Marcello Tomasi said, ‘It will be just a small party. I think Chiara would very much like you to be there. And so would I,’ he added.

The party was bigger than Lydia had been led to believe, but it was very much a family affair with the only children present being a handful of Chiara’s cousins, most of whom were younger than her and blessedly well behaved. After six months of teaching this man’s only daughter and forming a strong, protective relationship with her, but exchanging no more than a few words with him, it was strange to be in his home; it felt oddly intimate. She was suddenly seized with the urge to snoop and pry, to find out more about this immaculately dressed, taciturn man. She knew that he worked on the mainland in Marghera, the nearby industrial zone that was generally considered to be the Beast to Venice’s Beauty. She also knew, from Chiara, that he was very, very important and had lots of people working for him. Judging from the house – a two-storey, stylishly restored property a stone’s throw from Ca’Doro – he had excellent taste and lived in a degree of comfort. But this scant amount of detail wasn’t enough for Lydia; she wanted to know what he did for pleasure. Did he read? If so, what books did he read? What music did he listen to? What did he eat for his supper? More to the point, who cooked his supper? Did he cook it himself, or did he have help? Chiara had never mentioned anyone.

Even if she had had the nerve to carry out any actual unseemly rifling through Marcello’s personal effects for answers to her questions, there was no opportunity to do so. Chiara took her excitedly by the hand and introduced her in overly rehearsed English to her many relatives, one by one. ‘This is Miss Lydia, my very nice English teacher . . . This is Miss Lydia, my very nice English teacher.’ The responses were all in Italian, which was fine by Lydia; she had been speaking Italian since she was eighteen. She might only have been in Venice for two years but she could manage a passable version of la parlata, the local dialect, which seemed to her to be entirely made up on a whim solely to vex outsiders.

Everyone at the party was very welcoming and took it in turns to press plates of tempting food onto her as well as top up her glass of Prosecco. But she took pains not to outstay her welcome; this was a family affair, she reminded herself. Shortly after the children had been called upon to sing for the adults, accompanied on the piano by Fabio, Marcello’s brother – apparently a family tradition – she tried to make her exit as discreetly as possible, but Chiara was having none of it and announced to everyone that her very nice English teacher was leaving. Endless goodbyes then ensued until at last she was rescued by Marcello who, having instructed Chiara to offer her sweet-toothed great grandmother another helping of dolce, steered Lydia away.

‘I hope that wasn’t too awful for you,’ he said when they were standing outside in the courtyard garden, the cool night air making her realize how warm she’d been inside and how much Prosecco she’d drunk. She could feel the heat radiating from her cheeks.

‘I had a lovely time,’ she said truthfully, thinking how much she really had enjoyed herself.

‘It wasn’t too overwhelming?’

‘Not at all. It was good to see Chiara so happy. She’s a delightful child; you must be extremely proud of her.’

‘She is and I am. I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but she’s grown very close to you.’

‘The feeling is mutual. She’s charming company.’

‘Are you busy tomorrow evening?’

‘I don’t think so. Why?’

‘Will you have dinner with me?’

And that, six months after losing her heart to his daughter, was the start of her relationship with Marcello. A man who, ten years older than her, in no way fitted her idea of a typical Italian. He wasn’t one of those rumbustious Italian men who constantly argue about politics and corruption in high places and claim they could change everything overnight if only given the chance. Nor did he have the infuriating habit of shouting ‘Ascoltami!’ (‘Listen to me!’) every other sentence. And not once did he grab her arm to make sure he had her full attention during a conversation. Instead there was a quiet and intelligent reserve about him. He was courteous to a fault and very astute. He realized and accepted that there was a part of her he would never know or understand. ‘Your life is like a photograph album with occasional blank spaces where some of the pictures have been removed,’ he said on the day he asked her to be his wife.

‘Does it matter to you?’ she replied.

‘No,’ he answered. ‘I think it’s those mysterious gaps I love most about you.’

Perhaps if he had pressed her, she might have shared more of herself with him.

 
The sound of Chiara’s happy laughter, as she continued talking to whoever it was on the phone, broke through Lydia’s thoughts and, not for the first time, she wondered how the painfully shy child she had met fifteen years ago had grown into this confident, carefree young woman, a young woman who had had to cope with the loss of both her parents before she’d turned twenty-one. Lydia liked to think that she’d played a part in Chiara’s recovery from the death of her mother – Marcello always believed she had – but all she’d done was give the child what she had never experienced when she was that age: love and stability.

Having children had never been something Lydia had particularly craved. However, having Chiara in her life had felt exactly the right thing to do.

 
That night she slept badly, her sleep disturbed by a host of fragmented dreams. In one dream the siren sounded, signalling acqua alta. Venice was sinking. The water was lapping at her feet as she tried desperately to make it home to Chiara. But she was lost; every  calle she ran into was a dead end. The siren continued to ring out. The ancient wooden supports creaked and groaned and finally they gave way and the buildings crumbled and slid slowly but surely into the lagoon.

She woke with a start and lay in the dark remembering a Bible story from her childhood, about the man who built his house upon the sand. Pastor Digby had his long, bony finger raised accusingly to her; he was asking if she understood what the story was teaching her.

Once she’d allowed one memory to enter her thinking, others began flooding in too. Her next mistake was to attach too much meaning to the dream. Was her life disintegrating? Had she built her life on foundations that were about to give way?

She pulled the duvet up over her head, blaming that wretched face in the crowd. Who was he? A ghost?




Chapter Two

The following morning the promised pair of crutches arrived, as did a succession of visitors throughout the day, all of whom had been despatched by Chiara to entertain Lydia.

‘Another one who’s been sent to keep me company, I presume,’ Lydia said tiredly after she’d buzzed up Marcello’s brother, Fabio. His wet, bedraggled appearance was a clear indicator of the kind of day it was outside. The lower edges of his overcoat were drenched, his furled umbrella was dripping onto the marble floor, and his trousers were tucked into a pair of black, knee-high rubber boots.

‘Would you rather I left you to rest?’ he asked. From his coat pockets he retrieved a bag of biscotti and a bottle of Vin Santo. Smiling, he dangled them in front of her. ‘I could always keep these for myself.’

‘Well, seeing as you’ve gone to so much trouble, perhaps I’ll let you stay.’ She watched him take off his coat and boots, then set off awkwardly down the length of the hallway on the crutches, negotiating the rugs with care. Fabio followed behind in his stockinged feet. ‘What dear, well-meaning Chiara forgot,’ Lydia said, conscious that she was sounding less than gracious, ‘in her attempt to keep me occupied for the day, was that I would have to be up and down like a yo-yo to let you all in.’

‘In that case, I’d better stay until she returns so you won’t be further inconvenienced.’

‘Now you’re just making me feel like an ungrateful bitch.’

He laughed. ‘And with so little effort, cara.’ He put his gifts down on the coffee table and helped her to get comfortable on the sofa.

‘So why aren’t you hard at work?’ she asked.

‘I’m the boss; I can take time off whenever I want.’

‘I’ll tell Paolo you said that.’

He laughed again. ‘It was Paolo who insisted I drop everything and come and see you after Chiara called.’

‘Hah, so he’s to blame.’

‘I think you need a drink to sweeten that sour tongue of yours.’ He fetched a pair of glasses from the kitchen and poured out two generous measures of Vin Santo. He opened the packet of biscotti  and passed it to Lydia. Of all her visitors that day, Fabio was probably the most welcome. As Marcello’s younger brother, there had only ever been a vague physical resemblance between the two men, but the bond between them had been a strong one, had marked them out as being cut from the same cloth.

‘So how did you hurt yourself?’ Fabio asked after he’d chinked his glass against Lydia’s and sat down.

‘Too silly to say.’

‘Oh, come on, I could do with a good laugh.’

‘I thought you were here to make me laugh?’

‘I know a lost cause when I see one. What did you do, kick some poor tourist out of your way and lose your balance?’

She smiled, but didn’t say anything. Instead she dunked a biscuit into her drink then sucked on it, aware that Fabio was watching her closely. She knew all too well that he could spot the slightest change in her a mile off.

‘What is it, cara?’ he said. ‘You don’t seem yourself. You look distracted.’

She wished that her brother-in-law wasn’t so sensitive and perceptive. After Marcello’s death from a heart attack four years ago it was his shoulder she had cried on, just as it was his hand, along with Chiara’s, that she had held during the funeral service. He had always been there for her. She had joked once that it was as well he was gay or people would certainly have got the wrong idea about them. But right now she would give anything for him not to care so much for her.

‘It’s being stuck here,’ she said, pointing at her ankle. ‘I feel so useless.’

Looking far from convinced by her explanation, Fabio sat back and crossed one leg over the other. ‘It’s nothing to do with Chiara, is it?’ he asked.

She took a sip of her drink, enjoying its dry, sweet warmth on her throat. ‘Chiara’s fine,’ she said. ‘And anyway, didn’t I just say what’s wrong with me?’

Fabio stared at her doubtfully. ‘So if it’s not Chiara,’ he persisted, ‘is it work? You’ve built up quite a business there; it’s not becoming too much for you, is it?’

She shook her head. ‘Work’s fine.’ Again, she was telling the truth. The business she and Marcello had started together had never  looked in better shape. Shortly after he’d proposed to her, Marcello announced his intention to leave the chemical company where he was the research director. He had always felt that nature of his work was at odds with his love for Venice – given the environmental effect the industrial zone was having on the lagoon – but he had eased his conscience by saying it was better that someone like him had a say in how things were done, than someone who didn’t care. ‘I want to do something new,’ he told her. ‘And it has to be something we can do together.’ They soon came up with the idea of running a lettings agency, initially acting on behalf of private and individual owners, but eventually investing in property themselves. Before long, they had an impressive portfolio of apartments to offer clients, most of whom were British, American, French and German. After Marcello’s death, and as a direct result of working the worst of her grief out of her system, the agency became even more successful. She now had a reliable team of girls working for her in the newly expanded office, including Chiara who joined the agency when she had finished her studies in Bologna two years previously. As architects, Fabio and his partner Paolo had played their part by helping with any restoration work that was required in the properties. They had also overseen the work carried out on this very apartment, which she and Marcello had moved into only eighteen months before his death.

The irony of her line of work was not lost on Lydia. Like so many Venetians who complained bitterly about the number of visitors to Venice, she actively encouraged tourists to pour in for the sake of her livelihood. There was also the more controversial matter of Venice’s dwindling population. Hardly a day went by when there wasn’t a piece written in the Gazzettino about the plight of young locals being forced to live on the mainland because they couldn’t afford the sky-high prices here in Venice. Prices that had been inflated by outside investors. It was a problem that had everyone in agreement: something would have to be done. But meanwhile, life had to carry on and people made their living the best way they knew how, by welcoming tourists with open arms and giving them a thorough fleecing.

‘If it’s not Chiara or work that’s bothering you,’ said Fabio, ‘is it loneliness?’ He paused, and Lydia could see he was choosing his next words with care. ‘Do you think it’s time to move on?’

For a while now Fabio had been discreetly hinting that she ought to find someone to take Marcello’s place. Lydia smiled. ‘Oh, Fabio, I know how you worry about me, and I appreciate it, really I do. But it’s not that. Not that at all.’

‘Sei sicura?’

‘Yes, I’m sure. To be honest, I’m usually too busy to give it a thought.’

‘That’s not healthy.’

‘It’s the way it is.’

‘Then perhaps it’s time you changed your ways. When was the last time you had a holiday?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. What would I do with a holiday?’

He shook his head in what she hoped was defeat, but taking her by surprise, he said, ‘Sometimes I think you go out of your way to punish yourself. For the life of me I can’t think why.’

You don’t know the half of it, she thought grimly.




Chapter Three

Chiara came home from work early and straight away Lydia sensed there was something different about her. From the moment she had hung up her coat and put her umbrella to dry, the walls of the apartment seemed to reverberate with the sound of laughter and chatter. She greeted Fabio with her customary warmth, but the hug definitely went on for longer than usual and the grin on her face never slipped. She was joyful. Exuberant.

Now that Fabio had gone, Lydia watched Chiara move about the apartment, drawing the curtains, tidying away the debris of a day’s worth of visitors, and all the while humming to herself. She was in a world of her own. No doubt about it. But what could have put Chiara into such an exceptionally happy mood?

After pondering on this for several minutes on her own, Lydia went to find Chiara in the kitchen. She was standing in front of the full-length window, staring absently at her reflection in the glass. On the hob, the kettle was boiling furiously, sending up a cloud of steam. Realizing that Chiara wouldn’t notice the ceiling falling down on her in her current frame of mind, Lydia went over and switched off the gas.

Chiara slowly turned around to face her. ‘Can I ask you something, Lydia? Something personal?’

‘Of course,’ said Lydia. ‘What is it?’

‘Have you ever had a real moment of epiphany? When you knew with absolute certainty that a certain thing was meant to happen to you? Or a certain person was meant to be in your life?’

Of all the things she might have expected Chiara to ask her it was not this. Her response was to think of her own life-changing moment and the subsequent terror it had filled her with. It had happened a long time ago, yet she had never forgotten how resolute she had been. Or how utterly convinced she had been that it was the right thing to do.

‘I don’t know how it happened,’ Chiara went on, not seeming to  notice that Lydia hadn’t answered her, ‘but I was looking into his eyes and I knew that nothing would be the same again. Does that sound crazy? Do I sound crazy?’

‘Well,’ said Lydia, the wind taken out of her sails, ‘this sounds like something I should be sitting down to hear. Tell me more. And exactly whose eyes are we talking about?’

Splashing hot water over a peppermint teabag in a mug, Chiara said, ‘You promise you won’t overreact and tell me I’m being silly?’

Settled at the table now, her crutches propped against the back of another chair, Lydia said, ‘Have I ever behaved like that before with you?’

Chiara tossed the dripping teabag into the bin. ‘No, but there’s a first time for everything. Do you want me to make you a drink?’

‘No, I’m fine, thank you. But come and sit down and tell me who’s had such a devastating effect on you. He must be quite something.’

Chiara laughed and came and joined her at the table. ‘Yes, that’s exactly how I’d describe it. I knew you’d understand. His name’s Ishmael, and I met him today, and he’s . . . well, he’s just, oh, I don’t know, he’s the first man to knock me off my feet. I can’t even tell you exactly what it is about him that’s so amazing. But I do know this; he’s Quello Giusto.’

The One. Lydia didn’t know whether to be delighted or alarmed. It was wonderful that Chiara had met someone who could make her feel this way, but a complete stranger? Trying desperately not to pour cold water on Chiara’s excitement, she said, ‘How did you meet this extraordinary man?’

‘He came into the office this morning; he’s one of our clients and is staying in Ca’ Tiziano. Maria Luisa was supposed to take him to the apartment but she had an emergency with Luca and had to fetch him home from school because he had a fever, so I stepped in. And—’ She paused for breath and Lydia half expected a drum roll to follow. ‘And there he was, standing the other side of my desk, and my heart nearly somersaulted clean out of my chest. I swear I’m not exaggerating. It was just as well I was sitting down as otherwise I’m convinced my legs would have gone from under me.’

‘Goodness,’ Lydia said inadequately. ‘Do you think he realized the effect he had on you?’ She hated the thought of Chiara wearing her heart so openly on her sleeve and leaving herself exposed to being hurt. But presumably if this so-called The One was staying in one of their apartments, his presence in Chiara’s life would be no more than transient. He would leave Venice and Chiara’s heart would be left relatively unscathed. No sooner had she articulated  this thought to herself than Lydia wondered if she was reacting in this negative way because she was frightened of Chiara leaving her. There had been no previous boyfriend who had got anywhere near to threatening their close relationship, so could it be that Lydia was jealous, that she saw Chiara as her best friend and was afraid to lose her? She flinched at this uncomfortable insight and forced herself to join in with Chiara’s enthusiasm.

‘I’m not sure if he noticed anything,’ said Chiara, ‘but after I’d shown him round the apartment he asked if it was against company policy to mix business with pleasure, and would it be all right for him to take me for a drink. He said he’d never been to Venice before and would appreciate any local knowledge he could get.’

‘Well, we can’t fault him for seizing the moment,’ Lydia said.

Chiara stared at Lydia over the top of her steaming mug, her dark eyes flashing defensively. ‘You sound disapproving.’

Lydia offered up what she hoped was a reassuring, conciliatory smile. ‘I think I’m acting like a very boring middle-aged woman who’s just looking out for you. After all, what do you know of him?’

‘Quite a bit as it happens,’ Chiara said with a show of spirit. ‘He’s English and arrived in Venice two days ago and has been staying at the Monaco before moving into Ca’ Tiziano. He’s here to do a crash course in Italian at the Institute because he’s starting a new job in Padua in the spring. And don’t forget, if he can afford to stay in Ca’ Tiziano, he’s not exactly a pauper.’

Hardly sufficient evidence in Lydia’s opinion to allay her fears. ‘When are you having that drink with him?’

For the first time during the conversation Chiara looked awkward. She raised a hand to her long, dark hair and twirled a curly lock of it around her finger, just as she had as a child when she’d been holding something back. ‘If it’s OK with you, that’s if you don’t mind being on your own, I was hoping to meet him in half an hour. I thought I’d take him to the Christmas market, you know, to show him a bit of local colour.’

‘Of course it’s OK with me,’ Lydia said. ‘You go and have fun. You’ve earned it putting up with me whilst I’ve been such a misery.’

‘Really?’ The dear girl was practically out of her chair.

‘I always mean what I say,’ Lydia said.

Within minutes, Chiara had made a call on her mobile and was tying a scarf around her neck and buttoning her coat. ‘You’re sure you’ll be all right?’

Lydia smiled. ‘Scram! Go on, get out of here! And don’t forget your umbrella.’

‘Ciao, ciao.’

Laughing happily, Chiara slammed the door after her.

 
In the silence that followed, Lydia could hear one of Renzo’s music students playing the violin in the apartment below. Outside, a motorboat was chugging slowly by, the water slapping against the sides of the canal. Further away, the bells of the Gesuati were pealing the hour.

She closed her eyes and pictured Chiara – breathless and smiling – meeting this unknown man a short walk away in the prettily lit Campo San Stefano. She saw them browsing the specially erected wooden chalets of the Christmas market, a cup of mulled wine in hand as they sampled the many varieties of salami, olives and cheese on offer. Chiara would probably introduce him to her friend, Felice, who was there every day selling his black and white photographs of Venice. Afterwards they would go on to a bar for a spritzer and probably meet more of Chiara’s friends. You couldn’t go anywhere in this small city without bumping into someone you knew.

Or perhaps they would want to be alone . . .

She reached for her crutches and stood up decisively. This pathetic behaviour had to stop. Chiara was a grown woman who could fall in love with whomever she chose. Lydia couldn’t protect her for ever. Hadn’t she made that mistake before, thinking that she alone carried the world on her shoulders and was entirely responsible for those she loved?




Chapter Four

Four days later and Lydia was climbing the walls. Mentally, that was. Her ankle was on the mend but she still couldn’t tackle the four flights of stairs that would take her to the outside world. As undignified as the process would be, she was tempted to make her escape on her bottom, but Chiara wouldn’t hear of it. The most she had been able to negotiate out of Chiara was the right to work on her laptop at the kitchen table. Really, that girl was turning into quite a tyrant!

Waiting now for Chiara to come home from work, Lydia was bored rigid. She was on edge, too. Chiara was bringing Ishmael back with her for the first time. ‘You’ll love him,’ Chiara had said at breakfast that morning. ‘I just know you will.’

Lydia had done her best to walk the fine line of showing a healthy interest in what was making Chiara so happy, and keeping a tight lid on the many questions she was longing to ask. Not that Chiara had given her much of a chance to be interrogated: if she wasn’t at work, she was out with Ishmael, often not coming home till late when Lydia was in bed. Frustratingly, she knew no more about this young man than she had four days ago.

Countless times she had had to fight off the urge to go behind Chiara’s back and speak to the girls at the office to see if they knew anything about the client staying in Ca’ Tiziano. It was the fear of Chiara finding out that she had done something so sneaky that stopped Lydia from picking up the telephone. That and knowing there was a line a parent never crossed: Chiara’s privacy had to be respected.

At the sound of a key in the lock, Lydia roused herself from the sofa. Armed with just the one crutch, she stood to attention, a welcoming smile firmly in place.

 
If Chiara’s reaction on meeting Ishmael for the first time had been a somersaulting heart, Lydia’s was all-out shock.

While her mind was making wild panicky leaps, her body had  lost all of its strength. She leaned heavily on her crutch and felt the blood drain out of her. Her shock must have shown because, mid-introduction, Chiara said, ‘Lydia, are you all right?’

‘I’m fine.’ But she was far from fine. How could this be? How could she be standing in the same room with the man who had caused her to slip on the steps of the Rialto Bridge . . . the very man who had meant the world to her?

Except it wasn’t the same man. It couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible. A lifetime had passed since she last saw him; there was no way he couldn’t have aged. Yet, for all intents and purposes it was him. The dark, intelligent eyes were the same, as was the narrow face, its features delicately etched as if by a great master. His short, fine hair was instantly familiar too, light brown and highlighted with flecks of burnished gold. And just as familiar were his faded corduroy jeans and black polo-neck sweater. She dropped her eyes to his shoes – that all-important indicator of someone’s personality. What else, but well-worn black and white baseball boots? Just as she’d known. He was exactly as she remembered him, even down to the angular, insubstantial build of him.

That had been her initial impression when she’d first set eyes on Noah at the age of nine. He’d seemed so insubstantial, quite incapable of taking care of himself. She hadn’t known whether to despise him or feel sorry for him. He’d had a strange unearthly quality, which she later came to realize was a formidable inner strength. It was to prove more powerful than any name-calling or fist-waving threats, to which she and their peers frequently resorted.

But that was Noah, Lydia reminded herself. This carbon copy’s name was Ishmael. He had to be a handful of years older than Noah had been when she’d last seen him. There could be only one explanation for what she was seeing, but could it be?

‘I know this will sound like a cliché, Signora Tomasi, but you look as if you’ve seen a ghost.’

Once again she was assailed by shock. His voice was the same. It was the kind of voice that could convince you nowhere was safer than by his side, that together you could take on the world no matter what it threw at you.

‘Please,’ she said, conscious that Chiara was staring at her, ‘call me Lydia.’ She held out her hand. He took it and as their eyes met, she said, ‘I don’t recall Chiara mentioning your surname to me; what is it?’

‘Solomon,’ he replied with a beguiling smile – another trait she had seen before. ‘I know,’ he shrugged. ‘I have the most biblical  name going: Ishmael Solomon. It’s down to my father, who has a weird sense of humour. The name was his choice. He said he’d been similarly afflicted as a child with the name of Noah, and saw no reason to let me off.’

Through a pounding in her ears, Lydia could hear Ishmael talking as if from a great distance. Further and further away his voice was drifting as the years rolled back and the memories struggled to take flight on the wings of incredulity. For twenty-eight years she had consigned Noah Solomon to the darkest, most unreachable depths of her old life. And what courage and heartbreaking effort that had taken. But now, here was a young man who could change all that. Was it coincidence, his being in Venice? Surely it had to be. Yet what were the chances of that happening?

Questions tumbled through her head, but now wasn’t the time to deal with them. Perhaps irritated with her odd behaviour, Chiara had taken Ishmael over to one of the windows. Despite the cold, she’d opened it so the two of them could stand on the balcony overlooking the narrow rio. She began pointing out the landmarks across the water on the Giudecca where lights twinkled invitingly in the darkness. ‘That’s the Rendentore,’ Chiara was explaining, ‘a church built by Palladio to celebrate the end of the plague in 1576. Redentore means redeemer. And over there,’ she said, warming to her theme and glancing up at Ishmael, ‘is the Mulino Stucky.’ Lydia caught the soft, lost smile on Chiara’s face and the dazzling one Ishmael gave her in return. Almost imperceptibly, the gap closed between them.

Lydia left them to their mutual absorption and hobbled out to the kitchen. She needed time alone. Time to think what the consequences of this evening might be.

 
‘Lydia,’ whispered Chiara, ‘what on earth’s the matter with you? Don’t you like him?’ Chiara had now joined Lydia in the kitchen, giving Ishmael some privacy to take a call on his mobile.

‘Don’t be silly, I like him very much. He’s an engaging young man.’

‘So why all the dramatics earlier? As he said himself, you looked like you’d seen a ghost.’

Lydia had often stretched or skirted round the truth when she thought the occasion warranted it, but never had she told a full-blown lie to Chiara. Now, though, she wanted to lie until she was blue in the face. ‘He reminds me of someone I used to know,’ she said. ‘That’s all.’

‘Really? Who?’

‘Oh, just someone.’

‘Is that why you asked what his surname was? To see if there was a connection?’

‘My, you are sharp today.’

Chiara threw her arms in the air. ‘Sharp? Stai scherzando! You’re kidding! A deaf, one-eyed drunk would have noticed your reaction. I can’t begin to think what Ishmael must have thought of you.’

‘I doubt he noticed. He’s much more interested in you than—’

‘Sorry about that.’

They both spun round to see Ishmael standing in the doorway; he was slipping his mobile into his pocket. ‘It was my mother,’ he said, ‘checking that I was wearing clean underpants.’

Once again the unexpected sight of him caused Lydia a moment’s alarm. She laughed politely at his joke but was concerned by the frown on Chiara’s face.

‘Ti vedrò più tardi,’ Chiara muttered under her breath, with more than a hint of Wait-till-I-get-you-home to her tone. ‘Parleremo.’ To Ishmael, in English, she said, ‘Ready?’

‘Sì,’ he replied. ‘But I wish you’d speak to me in Italian. It’s why I’m here, don’t forget.’

 
From the sitting room window, Lydia watched Chiara and Ishmael walk along the fondamenta in the direction of the Zattere. They’d known one another for no more than a few days, but already she could see by the way they shared their umbrella, their heads inclined towards each other, their pace evenly matched and Ishmael’s hand at the small of Chiara’s back, that they looked like a couple who’d been together for some time. There was a comfortable ease about them that Lydia knew all too well. She sighed and leaned her forehead against the cold glass. Why was he here? What had brought him to Venice? There were any number of language schools in Italy he could have attended; what was so special about the institute in Campo Santa Margherita?

She drew the curtains and chided herself for her paranoia. It was obvious why he’d come here. Venice was one of the most beautiful places in the world. Millions of visitors descended on the small city every year, far outnumbering its 62,000 inhabitants. For all she knew, Noah may well have been one of these tourists; she could have passed him in a calle and never known it. She shook her head. Inconceivable. She would have known he was there. She would have felt his presence as keenly as a pinprick.

Standing in the middle of the room, she wondered what to do next. What would best settle and calm her mind? Some work?

Who was she fooling? How could she contemplate working when she had just met Noah’s son?

 
It was risky, given the state of her ankle, but unable to stop herself, she lifted the latch on the door of the store cupboard in the hall and hauled an aluminium stepladder out from the junk. She hobbled slowly to her bedroom, positioned the ladder in front of the built-in wardrobes, and, letting her crutch drop to the floor, made her way painfully up the steps.

Steely determination finally got her to the top, and perspiring and aching, she rewarded herself with a short rest, carefully shifting her balance so as not to put too much strain on her ankle. There were three locker-style cupboards in all, and opening the middle one she prayed that she’d made the right choice, that her memory hadn’t failed her. She had to stretch to reach all the way inside the cupboard, and her hands fumbling blindly, she pushed aside a plethora of old handbags, scarves, hats, belts, coat hangers, and unwanted gifts of table linen. Finally her fingers touched what she was hunting for.

With the wooden box tucked under her arm, she descended the stepladder with excruciating care. She was exhausted when she reached the bottom and sat gratefully on the edge of the bed, the olive wood box on her lap. When she’d caught her breath, she ran her hands over its carved surface, released the two small brass clasps and lifted the lid; it swung smoothly on its hinges.

She removed the protective layer of discoloured tissue paper and put it to one side. The first item she picked out was a cheap tarnished powder compact. She pressed the catch on it at the front and the top flipped open. It was more than forty years old but the smell that escaped was instantly evocative of Lydia’s mother. She snapped it shut and moved on to the next item, a long thin jewellery case covered in faded dark blue velvet. Inside, nestling in the folds of white silk, was a necklace, a single pearl hanging like a tear from a delicate silver chain. Next was a slim leatherbound book of poetry – The Complete Works of Christina Rossetti. All that now remained in the wooden box was a ripped and battered manila envelope. She put the box on the bed and tipped the contents of the envelope onto her lap.

The first photograph she looked at was a small black and white snap of her parents. Her mother was wearing a pair of white-framed Jackie Onassis-style sunglasses and her hair was backcombed to  resemble a cloud of candyfloss. Her father was in his shirtsleeves and had one arm round his wife’s belted waist.

The next photo was of Lydia sitting on a doorstep. For such a young child she had surprisingly thick, bushy hair and a pair of dark eyebrows that almost met in the middle. With her lips pressed tightly together, her chin jutting forward as she squinted into the lens, her face was stormy. She was an odd-looking child, the kind of child people didn’t always warm to. Cradled in her arms was a much prettier little girl: Lydia’s baby sister, Valerie. Valerie was too busy chewing on the foot of a doll that was almost the same size as her to be concerned about the camera.

The remaining photographs were in colour, the smaller of the two showing a pair of grinning teenagers – Lydia and Noah – larking about for the camera. They were in a kitchen, wearing saucepans on their heads.

Lastly there was a picture of Noah on his own and of all the photographs, this was the one in the worst condition. Every crease and rip reminded Lydia that for a while she hadn’t let it out of her sight; she had carried it with her everywhere she went, tucked inside a pocket, or sometimes hidden within her bra for fear of losing it. She turned it over. The ink was faded, but she could still make out the shape of a heart and the single word written within it: Noah. She turned it over again and tilted the photograph to catch the light so she could see it more clearly. And yes, her memory hadn’t played a trick on her; Ishmael’s face could be perfectly superimposed on Noah’s. She stared at the fineness of his features, the introspective intensity of his gaze, the suggestion of a smile concealed beneath the solemnity of his expression. She recalled the day she’d taken the photo. A day, like so many, when they had sworn nothing would ever part them.

But part they did.

One by one she spread the pictures out on the bed, and though it had been a golden rule never to do so, she allowed herself to think of all that she had lost. When tempted to do this in the past, knowing that it would only leave her feeling hollow and bereft, she had resisted the urge by bringing to mind everything she had gained instead – Marcello and Chiara, and the love and support of the Scalatore family. She was lucky, she always reminded herself.

But today was different. Today the golden rule was irrelevant. She felt like the game was up and she could finally give in to the profound sense of loss that had haunted her for most of her adult life. But mixed in with the pain was a new emotion – the cruel sting  of jealousy and betrayal. Noah had led a life without her. He had married. He had had a son. All without her. She was being irrational, she knew. What else was he supposed to have done?

Tears filled her eyes and the photographs swam and became blurred. Eventually she could no longer see them. Crying without restraint, she lay on the bed and pressed her face into the bedspread.

 
The sound of the intercom buzzing had her jumping off the bed. Too late she remembered her ankle and let out a loud yelp as a bolt of pain ripped through her.

The intercom buzzed again. She wiped her face with her hands and reached for her crutch to go and see who it was.

When she heard Fabio’s cheerful voice asking if he could come up, she panicked. ‘It’s not really convenient at the moment,’ she said into the intercom, not wanting to be seen by anyone right now, ‘I’m not feeling very well.’

‘Davvero?’ he said. ‘I’ve just bumped into Chiara and she never said anything.’

‘It’s nothing serious.’

‘In that case, and if it’s not contagious, let me in and I’ll pamper you for a couple of hours. I’m at a loose end; Paolo’s deserted me and gone to Milan.’

Lydia knew it was useless to argue with Fabio.

‘Dio mio!’ he exclaimed, after he’d bounded up the four flights of stairs and she’d opened the door to him. ‘You do look ill.’ And then, ‘Cara, you’ve been crying, haven’t you? What’s wrong? What’s happened?’

She opened her mouth to make a rush of denials, but all that came out was a strangled cry. Fresh tears were a blink away. She took a step back and instantly regretted it. Her ankle was throbbing with renewed vigour.

Without another word, in one impressive movement, Fabio lifted her off the floor and carried her through to the living room and set her gently on the sofa. He shrugged off his coat, tossed it onto a chair and knelt beside her.

‘Of all the people to find me like this,’ she said, ‘why did it have to be you, Fabio? If it was anyone else, I’d be able to pull the wool over their eyes.’

‘I think you rate your ability as an actress just a little too highly,’ he said with a smile. ‘Now while I decide what my line of attack will be to get to the bottom of what’s upset you, why don’t you tell me who the good-looking ragazzo is I just met with Chiara.  Where’s he sprung from? They make a handsome couple, don’t you think?’

The connection was too great and once more, much to Lydia’s mortification, she couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. Aware that Fabio was looking helplessly around for a box of tissues, she said, ‘My bedroom, next to the bed.’

It was only when he’d left the room that she realized her mistake: she stopped crying in an instant, picturing her bedroom – the open cupboard, the stepladder . . . the photographs.

When he reappeared, he had a box of Kleenex in one hand and the photographs in the other. He passed her the tissues and while she blew her nose, he laid out the photographs on the coffee table in front of them as if he were about to play a game of patience. ‘You should never have been on that stepladder,’ he said, ‘you could have hurt yourself.’

‘I agree; it was very silly of me.’

‘But I must say you look bellissima wearing the saucepan.’ He smiled. Then pointed to the picture of Lydia holding Valerie. ‘And is this you with the piccolina?’

She nodded.

‘And these people?’

‘My parents.’

‘And if I didn’t know better,’ he said, ‘I’d say this was the handsome ragazzo I’ve just been talking to with Chiara.’ He turned and looked at her. ‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but is he your son? A child you’ve never told us about?’

She almost laughed. ‘No! But I strongly suspect,’ she indicated the picture of Noah, ‘that he’s the father of Chiara’s new friend.’

‘Without a doubt,’ Fabio said. ‘Did he mean something to you a long time ago?’

Lydia hesitated before replying. Did she really want this conversation to go any further? Or was it too late? In her heart she knew it was. Ishmael Solomon’s presence here in Venice was a catalyst for something she couldn’t stop. To lie now to Fabio would be plain stupid. ‘Yes,’ Lydia said. ‘He meant everything to me. We thought we’d always be together.’

‘What went wrong? Or was it just a case of two young sweethearts growing up and drifting apart?’

‘Something like that.’ It was the best answer she could give. To tell the truth was far too complicated. Moreover, even after all this time, she still felt that it was better that only she and Noah were the keepers of that particular truth. But what if Ishmael and Chiara became  seriously involved? What then? Could Lydia go on pretending that there was no history between Ishmael’s father and herself? It would never work, because once it came out that she had deliberately concealed her relationship with Noah, Chiara would want to know what she had been hiding.

‘Lydia,’ Fabio said, ‘you know I’d never force you to do anything against your will, but Marcello made me promise that if anything ever happened to him I would always be more than just a brother-in-law to you.’

‘And you are. You’ve been the best friend I could have wished for.’

He suddenly looked serious. ‘Marcello told me something I’ve never forgotten. He said he thought you’d spent all your life carrying an impossible burden. My brother was right, wasn’t he? And it has something to do with these photographs you’ve kept hidden away all the time I’ve known you. Why don’t you tell me what that burden is? That way I’d know I’d honoured my brother’s wishes to take good care of you.’

That’s not fair! Lydia wanted to scream. You can’t use Marcello like that. All the same, she felt a chink in her resolve. And then another. Dear sweet Marcello. So caring and intuitive. ‘I’m sorry, Fabio,’ she rallied, ‘I wouldn’t know how to. I wouldn’t even know where to start. It’s such a long story.’

‘I disagree. I think you know exactly where to start; you’ve probably written every word of it in your head a million times over.’

Lydia looked around her, comparing the elegant charm of her home here with its silk damask wall coverings, antique furniture and ornate Murano glass chandeliers to the stark, loveless house in which she’d grown up, the very walls of which had been permeated with hatred and tension. She shivered, feeling the chill as if she were back there now.

She felt Fabio’s hand on her arm and knew that if there was one person in the world she could trust, it was him.




THEN




Chapter Five

Lydia always blamed herself. If she hadn’t pestered her mother for that ventriloquist’s dummy none of it would have happened.

It all started when Diane Dixon’s parents had given her one for being ‘brave’ when she’d had her tonsils out. Lydia didn’t know what all the fuss was about – you were fast asleep when the doctor removed your tonsils and when you woke up you were allowed to eat nothing but ice-cream. What was so brave about that? When Diane was well enough to return to school, she brought the dummy in with her and they’d all crowded round to take a look at it. Its eyes moved from side to side and its mouth clunked open and shut with a jerky snap, depending on how well you operated the lever hidden in its back. Dressed in a smart red suit with a black bow tie and shiny black shoes, its legs and arms dangled loosely like lanky sausages from its hard body. Lydia didn’t think Diane did the voice very well, especially when she tried to make it sing that silly song by The Beatles, something about them all living in a yellow submarine – but maybe that was because Diane didn’t have her tonsils any more. Lydia thought she could do a much better job.

With her ninth birthday coming up, Lydia got to work on her mother, dropping hints and reminders whenever she could, saying how she’d give anything in the whole wide world to have a ventriloquist’s dummy just like Diane Dixon’s. Every time they went shopping she would make a point of lingering in front of the toyshop where Diane had said her parents had bought the dummy, and where there was one actually displayed in the window, propped up in a box padded with tissue paper. She pointed it out to her mother and from then on whenever they passed the toyshop she would make sure there was always a reason to hang about and look in the window. She would suddenly notice that her shoelace needed tying, or that her sagging socks needed pulling up, and while she was crouched on the pavement she would will her mother to see the dummy looking  out at them through the glass, its eyes wide and staring, just begging to be taken home with them.

Home now was a flat in Mr Ridley’s house. Lydia didn’t like Mr Ridley; he had a weird way of looking at her mother, like he was hungry. He was always licking his lips. He came upstairs to their flat nearly every day saying that he had to make sure everything worked. ‘There!’ he’d say, as he fiddled with the bath tap. ‘I guessed as much: it needs a new washer.’ He seemed very concerned that nothing should ever leak – gas or water – and regularly checked for anything that might be faulty. He said he would be failing in his duty as a landlord if he didn’t take good care of his tenants. ‘And your mother’s a very special tenant,’ he told Lydia one day when Mum was at the doctor’s and Mr Ridley had offered to watch Lydia and her sister while she was gone. ‘It’s not right that your mum’s all alone,’ he said, poking around at the back of the electric fire in the lounge, his enormous bottom sticking up in the air.

‘She’s not alone,’ Lydia said indignantly, tempted to give him a kick up the bum, ‘she’s got me and Valerie.’

‘Children are all very well, but what she needs is a man.’

It was when Mr Ridley – Creepy-Ridley, as Lydia secretly called him – said things like that, that she wished her father was still alive. Before he died they’d lived in a pretty house with a garden and a small fishpond which one day her father had covered with green netting. ‘We don’t want your baby sister falling in, do we?’ he said.

‘Didn’t you worry that I might fall in when I was a baby?’ Lydia had asked him. Babies got all the attention, she was fast learning.

‘We didn’t live here when you were a baby.’

Babies were dull, in Lydia’s opinion. Valerie did nothing more exciting than lie in her cot making funny squawking noises when she wanted her bottle. It was difficult to imagine her getting down the stairs and out to the garden and fishpond when she couldn’t even crawl to the end of her cot. Everyone had told Lydia it would be fun having a baby sister. Well, it wasn’t.

Their father was killed when a lorry drove into him and knocked him off his motorbike on his way to work. It was raining and the lorry driver said he hadn’t seen him, and when he did, it was too late. Lydia had overheard the policewoman telling her mother all this from the top of the stairs. ‘Is there anyone who could be with you, Mrs Turner?’

‘No,’ was her mother’s faint reply. ‘There’s no one.’

It had never seemed odd to Lydia that her parents didn’t have any friends or family, although she had once questioned her mother’s  insistence that they weren’t to get too friendly with their neighbours. According to Mum, the last thing they needed was a street of busy-bodies knocking on the door every two minutes scrounging a bowl of sugar.

‘Why would they ask for sugar?’ Lydia had wanted to know. ‘Why not something nicer, like biscuits or crisps?’

‘It doesn’t matter what they’re asking for, it’s so they can poke their noses into our business.’

‘Your mum’s a very private person,’ Lydia’s father had often told her, usually when she’d asked if a friend could come to play. He explained that it was because Mum had grown up in an orphanage. Her parents both died when she was very young and being constantly surrounded by other people had made her learn to keep herself to herself. ‘Your mum doesn’t like a lot of fuss, love.’

Dad had parents but Lydia had never even seen a photograph of them. For some reason Dad hadn’t spoken to them since he’d married Mum.

The day after Dad died, the telephone rang and from her permanent position at the top of the stairs – where she could listen out for Valerie in her cot and her mother crying downstairs – Lydia listened to the one-sided conversation. To begin with Mum’s voice was trembling with little choking sounds, but then suddenly she became cross, her words coming out loud and snappy. ‘I just hope you’re happy now. You wished your son dead when he married me, and now he is!’ The phone was banged down hard.

Happy. Why would anyone be happy that Dad was dead?

A few days later, for the first time ever, Lydia and Valerie got to go inside a neighbour’s house. It was the day of Dad’s funeral and Mum had said Lydia and her sister couldn’t go with her, and that Mrs Marsh next door had offered to look after them. Mrs Marsh was nice. After she’d settled Valerie in her pram outside by the back door for some fresh air, she tied a frilly apron around her waist and told Lydia they were going to do some baking. She didn’t seem at all the kind of person Mum had warned her about, the sort of scrounging, nosy parker who would want to know everything about them.

Lydia was disappointed when Mum arrived to take her and Valerie home: Mrs Marsh had just sat her down at the kitchen table with a cup of milky tea and an iced fairy cake. Mrs Marsh offered Mum a cup of tea but Mum shook her head. ‘Well, how about taking some of these cakes with you?’ Mrs Marsh asked.

‘No thank you.’ Mum’s voice was clipped and short.

‘If there’s anything else I can ever do, you’ve only got to ask.’

‘We’ll be fine, thank you.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Now Mrs Marsh’s voice sounded like Mum’s.

From then on Mum was never the same. She began staying in bed until gone lunchtime, leaving Lydia to feed and change Valerie. When she did come downstairs she would lie on the settee in her nightdress staring up at the ceiling. Luckily it was the summer holidays and Lydia could take care of her sister. With each day that passed she hoped her mother would get better, but she didn’t.

Lydia missed her father so much it hurt deep inside her, but she also missed her mother. She missed her kisses, even the messy ones that left red lipstick on her cheek. She missed her mother’s singing and the way she used to spend hours in front of the mirror doing her hair. To try and make Mum feel better, Lydia would kneel on the floor next to the settee and stroke her limp, dry hands, whispering to her that everything would be all right soon.

One morning when Lydia was standing on a chair in the garden hanging out the nappies she’d just washed in the kitchen sink, she heard voices. They were coming from the other side of the fence, from Mrs Marsh’s garden. Lydia could hear Mrs Marsh saying that things were definitely sliding at number ten. Another woman’s voice said, ‘The curtains are pulled across for most of the day. She’s probably gone to pieces.’

‘But will she ask for help? Not on your Nellie! She’s a stuck-up madam, for sure. Thinks she’s so much better than the rest of us. It’s the children I feel sorry for.’

‘She was quick enough to leave them with you for the funeral, wasn’t she?’

Lydia hurriedly finished pegging the last of Valerie’s nappies on the line, but when she stepped down from the chair she saw that some of them were still dirty. Torn between needing clean, dry ones for Valerie, and giving something else to the neighbours to gossip about, she yanked the worst ones off the line and carried the chair back inside the house. She threw the nappies into the sink to wash again later and after making her mother a cup of tea in the hope it would encourage her to get out of bed, she went upstairs. Valerie was awake in her room and gurgling noisily like a bath emptying, but her mother was still asleep.

‘I’ve brought you some tea, Mum,’ Lydia said, putting the cup and saucer on the cluttered, dusty bedside table. Her mother stirred but didn’t open her eyes. Lydia was about to pull back the curtains and let some light in when she changed her mind. Instead she tiptoed over to the dressing table and, holding her breath, she pulled out  her mother’s purse from her handbag. Very quietly she opened it and took what she hoped would be enough.

Half an hour later, with Valerie sitting up in the pram with a crumbling pink wafer biscuit in her chubby hand, they set off for the shop. The pram was large and bouncy and Lydia could only just see over the top of it. Dad had always been telling her to eat more so that she’d grow big and strong.

She’d come top in her class for arithmetic at the end of term and so she had no trouble adding up the cost of things at the corner shop – some Cow and Gate milk powder for Valerie, a tin of Spam, a packet of Smash, a loaf of Mother’s Pride, a pot of jam and a packet of strawberry-flavoured Angel Delight. She hovered by the bottles of drink but decided against a bottle of Tizer. Mum only let her have that on special occasions.

Mr Morris rang up the items on the till and placed them in the red string shopping bag Lydia had brought with her. ‘All alone?’ he asked after she’d handed over the money and was putting the shopping in the wire tray under the pram.

‘No. My mother’s at the post office.’ The lie slid off her tongue like butter off hot toast.

‘Give her my best wishes,’ he said, and holding the door open for Lydia, added, ‘and tell her I was sorry to hear about your dad.’

Lydia manoeuvred the pram out onto the street and was just thinking how men were always nicer to her mother than women were, when she realized she was almost level with the post office. She slowed her speed and glancing back over her shoulder, she saw Mr Morris still standing at the door of his shop. She stopped the pram and made a conscious effort to look as if she was waiting for her mother.

There were many more days like that. They were the easy ones. By the start of the new autumn term, they were no longer living at number ten Larch Road. It was something to do with money. Just as Lydia had learned that babies got all the attention, she was now learning that money was the key to everything.

Their new home was Flat A, sixty-four Appleby Avenue. Number sixty-four was a large semi-detached house with a paved garden to the front and back, and the owner, Mr Ridley, had turned the upstairs part of the house into a flat. The day they moved in, he offered to help carry what little furniture they had upstairs. Lydia was so used to hearing her mother say, ‘No thank you, we can manage on our own,’ she was surprised to see her mother smile and say, ‘Thank you, that’s very kind of you.’

It didn’t take them long to unpack; they had so little. Valerie’s cot hadn’t made the move with them and Lydia had to share her bed with her sister now, top and tail style. Even the big old pram that had been Mum’s pride and joy had been sold and replaced with a second-hand pushchair that stank of sick until Lydia scrubbed it clean with disinfectant. Now it smelled like the toilets at school.

Back at school, everyone treated her differently. She heard them whispering about her in the dinner queue. Her best friend, Jackie, had also moved during the holidays, but to somewhere a long way away. She hadn’t written to Lydia as she’d promised. There was no one to play with during break time and no one to talk to about what had happened during the summer. Instead she wrote it all out for their new teacher, Miss Flint, after she told the class that the best way for her to get to know them was to hear all about what they’d got up to during the holiday. So very carefully, as they’d been instructed, Lydia put that day’s date – 4 September 1968 – at the top of the page of her brand new exercise book and didn’t stop writing until Miss Flint told them to. But when it was Lydia’s turn to go up to the front of the class and read out her work, Miss Flint’s face turned red. ‘Thank you, Lydia,’ she interrupted, even though Lydia had only read a tiny bit of what she’d written. ‘That was . . . yes, that was . . . Goodness. Perhaps you’d like to sit down.’

The subject of money was seldom far from Lydia’s thoughts. This was mainly down to her mother constantly reminding her that they didn’t have any. ‘Our situation has changed,’ was a frequent remark, along with, ‘We’re poor now, Lydia, so please don’t even think of asking me for anything trivial.’ Bang went the new shoes Lydia desperately needed as well as the school trip to the swimming baths. ‘Maybe school will let me go for free if we tell them we can’t afford to pay for it,’ Lydia had suggested. She received a sharp slap for her comment and was told that no one was to know they had no money. With what she thought was a flash of helpful brilliance, Lydia’s next suggestion was: ‘I know what the answer is! Why don’t you try getting a job?’ She was clearly missing something because her mother took another swipe at her.

It couldn’t have been such a daft idea because shortly afterwards her mother announced that she’d found herself a job. The following Monday she would start work at the local off-licence. It was owned by a man called Mr Russell and Mum would have to work there from six o’clock until ten. ‘Who’s going to look after us while you’re not here?’ Lydia had asked.

‘You’re a big girl, Lydia; you don’t need anyone looking after you.’

‘I’m only eight.’

‘You’ll be nine in a few months’ time. And anyway, Mr Ridley will be downstairs if there’s a problem.’

Creepy-Ridley had dirty fingernails and was always running them through his greasy, dandruff-speckled hair. She wrinkled her nose at the thought of him. Her mother said, ‘You could at least look pleased for me. After all, it was your idea for me to get a job.’

To begin with it was great with Mum going out to work. There were no more comments about being poor. No more cuffs around the ear. And best of all, Mum brought home the occasional bottle of Tizer and packets of salted peanuts. She was looking much more like her old self, too. Her hair was done nicely and she’d started wearing perfume and make-up again, regularly opening and shutting her powder compact with a businesslike click. They even had a small turkey for Christmas and Lydia was allowed to decorate the plastic tree all on her own.

But then in the New Year, at the end of January 1969, it all went wrong. Lydia had just put Valerie to bed when she heard the front door slamming downstairs. She went to see what was going on. Peering over the banister, she saw Mum leaning back against the front door and then Creepy-Ridley appeared in the hall. Mum was crying.

‘What’s the matter, Bonnie?’ Creepy-Ridley asked. Lydia hated it when he called Mum by her Christian name; it didn’t seem right.

‘I’ve been sacked.’

‘Why?’ Creepy-Ridley was now standing next to Mum.

Her crying got louder and Creepy-Ridley moved closer still. ‘Women can be so spiteful,’ she spluttered through her tears. ‘Mr Russell’s wife had no right saying those things to me. As if I’d want her husband! And now I won’t be able to pay you this week’s rent.’

Creepy-Ridley put his hand on Mum’s arm. ‘Now don’t you go worrying your pretty head over a little thing like that. I’m sure we can come to some other arrangement.’




Chapter Six

Once again they were officially poor. Hardly a day passed without Mum burying her head in her hands and saying how shameful it was to be on the dole. ‘Being on the dole’ was a new phrase to Lydia and she couldn’t understand what the fuss was all about. If someone was prepared to give Mum money for free, surely that was a good thing? Her mother was insistent that no one should ever know that she had to go to the Labour Exchange and stand in line with a lot of other people and wait patiently to be given a cheque which she could then exchange for real money at the post office so she could buy that week’s food. When it was a dole day, she always wore her big sunglasses and a chiffon scarf tied under her chin to cover her hair.

Mum was constantly worried about what others thought of her. Every night she made Lydia spend twenty minutes polishing her school shoes. Apparently you could tell a lot from someone’s shoes. Especially if they weren’t polished. Mum said people would think she didn’t care about Lydia if she couldn’t see her face in them. Lydia would have preferred a dirty, scuffed pair of shoes that fitted her properly to the gleaming pair that pinched and squashed her toes, but she kept her head down and her hand busy with the polishing brush.

Occasionally Mum took time out from worrying about the state of Lydia’s shoes and lay in bed claiming she couldn’t get up because the sleeping pills the doctor had given her made her feel too groggy. And if she wasn’t groggy from the pills, she had what she called one of her thundery headaches coming on. Then one day she started to smell different. Whenever Lydia got close to her mother, her breath reminded Lydia of happier times, when there was something special to celebrate, and Mum used to have a glass of sherry and Dad always had what he called a tot of whiskey. But what was Mum celebrating on her own when Lydia was at school?

It did at least mean that her mother was often in a better mood.  When it was a Good Mood Day, Lydia would come home from school to be given a handful of loose change and told to run down to the chip shop for their tea. Other treats began creeping into their lives, like Arctic roll for pudding, or trips to the sweet shop where Lydia could spend as long as she liked choosing from the glass jars of pink shrimps, white sugar mice, traffic light gobstoppers and mint humbugs. She was allowed to stay up late too, so long as she was quiet while Mum listened to her Engelbert Humperdinck records – ‘Please Release Me’, ‘There Goes My Everything’, and ‘The Last Waltz’ played over and over. Sometimes, if Mum was in a really happy mood, she would make Lydia dance with her, twirling her round the small room, not caring about the furniture and saying that very soon their uppsy-downsy life would all be sorted out. She would hug and kiss Lydia goodnight, reassuring her that their luck was about to change. With her mother’s sweet sherry breath making Lydia’s eyes water, she wanted desperately to believe that this was true.

It was during a week of late-night Engelbert Humperdinck sessions that Lydia decided she wasn’t getting anywhere with her hints about the ventriloquist’s dummy. Her birthday was only a few days away; the time had come for her to catch her mother in one of her ‘good moods’ and ask her outright for the present. Now seemed as good a moment as any – Mum had just been downstairs to the dustbin with an empty bottle and she was now coming in to kiss Lydia and Valerie goodnight. Humming to herself, she sat down heavily on the bed, not noticing that she was crushing Lydia’s feet. Lydia tried to slide her feet out from under her mother’s bottom without her noticing. ‘Mum, you know it’s my birthday on Friday? Well, I was just wondering if you’d remembered what it was I said I really, really  wanted.’

She must have totally misjudged her mother’s mood because suddenly Mum was slumped forward, her head in her hands and crying. ‘How can you ask for a present when we don’t have any money?’ she cried. ‘How can you be so selfish?’

‘But I thought we had money. I thought the dole money—’

‘It’s not enough!’ her mother shouted at her. She then jumped off the bed, her arms wrapped around herself. ‘And if you really want to know, there’s nothing left in my purse and there won’t be any more until next week.’ She shuddered and sniffed.

Lydia wriggled her toes, confused. Where was all the money going? At the other end of the bed, sensing the change in atmosphere, Valerie had also started to cry.

Mum whipped round on Lydia. ‘Now see what you’ve done!’

Lydia was horrified. Was she selfish? Was it wrong of her to want a present for her birthday?

An hour later when Valerie was sleeping soundly, Lydia heard the bedroom door creak open: light flooded in. ‘Are you awake, Lydia?’

Lydia closed her eyes and lay very still.

‘Lydia?’

She opened her eyes. Maybe her mother was going to apologize and say that somehow she’d find the money for a present. ‘Yes, Mum?’ she whispered.

Her mother came in and stood next to the bed. ‘Don’t be cross with me,’ she said. Her voice was thin and wobbly. ‘You know how difficult it is for me. Why don’t we pretend your birthday’s next month? I’ll save up some money and buy you whatever you want. How does that sound?’

Lydia said nothing. She simply stared at her mother and thought of all those sherry bottles rattling around in the dustbin downstairs.

 
The next day when Lydia was walking home from school she stopped to look in the window of the toy shop. Her heart sank. The ventriloquist’s dummy had gone. It had been there in the morning, but now in its place was an enormous blonde-haired doll in a shiny pink dress with a yellow sash tied around its waist.

Lydia pushed open the door, setting off the tinkling bell, and went inside. ‘Do you have any more ventriloquist’s dummies?’ she asked the woman behind the counter.

‘I’m afraid not. I sold the last one this afternoon. I was glad to see it go, to be honest. We had it in the window gathering dust for weeks. What about a nice dolly?’

A nice dolly? Dolls were for babies! Disgusted that she’d been mistaken for a baby, and furious that there was no hope now of her having what she wanted for her birthday, Lydia stomped home, her satchel banging against her hip. She was about to dig under her school shirt for the door key she wore round her neck on a piece of string, when she saw the dustbins beneath Creepy-Ridley’s front window. She glanced up at the top window, then back to the dustbin.

Minutes passed.

Then, throwing her satchel to the ground, she lifted off the lid of their bin, the one with ‘64a’ painted on it. The rubbish stank, but she didn’t care. She rummaged through it until she had everything she wanted and when she was finished, she put the lid back on the  bin and let herself into the house. From the other side of Creepy-Ridley’s door she could hear him speaking on the telephone.

Upstairs, Valerie was asleep on the settee, her thumb tucked inside her mouth, her tongue and cheeks moving rhythmically.

‘Is that you, Lydia?’ The question coincided with the closing of a cupboard door. With new understanding, Lydia recognized it as a guilty sound and one she’d heard for several months now every afternoon when she’d come home from school.

Her mother appeared in the doorway of the lounge, one hand smoothing her hair, the other covering her mouth. ‘How was school today?’ she asked.

‘I want to show you something,’ Lydia said.

‘Oh, something you made at school?’

‘No. Come with me. It’s downstairs.’

‘How mysterious you are. Is it a surprise for me?’

Just you wait, Lydia thought nastily. She opened the front door and stepped outside ahead of her mother. She wanted to be able to look back and see the expression on her face. ‘There,’ she said, ‘that’s the reason you won’t let me have my birthday on the proper day.’

Her mother gasped, then made a strange whimpering sound. But Lydia ignored her. Months and months of keeping her feelings to herself, of missing Dad, and of not saying anything in case she upset her mother, suddenly exploded inside her. ‘That’s why you wouldn’t buy me the only present I ever really wanted,’ she screamed. ‘I hate you and I wish it was you who’d died and not Dad!’ She kicked out at the row of sherry bottles she’d carefully lined up and sent them flying; three of them crashed against the brick wall, and the rest toppled and spun on their sides.

For a split second she was frightened at what she’d said and done. She felt her stomach drop to her knees. As she looked at her mother’s shocked face, a tremor ran through her and her breath came out with a shudder. But there was no undoing what had happened and all she could think to do was to run; run from that look on her mother’s face. She took to her heels and sprinted down the road. She didn’t know where she was going, only that she could never go home again. Never! With tears nearly blinding her, she felt the pain of bottling up all the hurt of wanting Dad to be alive again. Why did he have to die?

 
She did go home, though, when it got dark and started to rain and her rumbling tummy wouldn’t stop reminding her that she hadn’t  had any tea. She didn’t like the way people were staring at her either, probably wondering why she was out so late.

She quietly closed the front door behind her and bumped straight into Creepy-Ridley coming down the stairs. He was smirking and hitching up his trousers. He looked very pleased with himself. He’d probably been fixing something in the flat again. ‘Like a bad penny you’ve turned up, then?’ he said.

Mum was already in her nightdress and shabby old candlewick dressing gown when Lydia let herself in. Funny, Mum didn’t usually get ready for bed this early. She was shredding a tissue, letting the pieces drop onto the carpet at her feet. Once again Lydia felt guilty at what she’d done. ‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ she said.

‘So am I,’ her mother said tightly. ‘More sorry than you’ll ever know. I just hope that one day you’ll realize what I’ve done for you and understand how hard it’s been for me.’

It’s always about her, Lydia thought when she was lying safe and warm in bed with Valerie. Why didn’t her mother ever think that it was difficult for her too?

 
On the morning of her ninth birthday, despite knowing the day wouldn’t be any more special than any other, Lydia woke with a sense of anticipation. She couldn’t help herself. It was habit. Dad had always made such a big thing of birthdays; he said they were something to enjoy and celebrate. Thinking of her father made her instantly sad. How different their lives were since her last birthday when she’d been eight and Val wasn’t yet two. Dad had been alive then and they were living in their lovely house. Everything had been lovely. Now everything was horrible.

Valerie was already out of bed and playing on the floor with Lydia’s satchel, the contents of which now lay scattered over the small threadbare rug. She beamed proudly at Lydia, a pencil sticking out of her mouth. Lydia tried to look sternly back at her but found she couldn’t. Not with Val smiling at her like that. She gathered everything together, put on her school uniform and took Valerie through to the kitchen where she sat her in her highchair. For once Mum could change Valerie’s first nappy of the day. She would be glad when her sister was properly potty trained. She was sure she hadn’t still been in nappies at this age. Within minutes Valerie was protesting, and as if sensing she was being used to get even with their mother, she started to wriggle and cry, her face puckered like an old lady’s.

‘Oh, all right,’ Lydia relented. Ten minutes later, the soaking wet  nappy had been replaced. Lydia hadn’t been able to find any clean ones so she’d used a hand towel from the kitchen drawer. She wasn’t bothered what Mum would say. If she couldn’t get out of bed today of all days, then why should Lydia care about anything?

She’d just got Valerie settled back in her highchair and put two slices of bread under the grill when Mum shuffled into the kitchen. She wasn’t dressed, but in her hands was a large, badly wrapped box; there was a gap on one side where the paper edges didn’t quite meet. ‘Happy birthday, Lydia,’ she said.

Lydia didn’t know what to say. Perhaps she was dreaming. Any minute she would wake and the day would begin again. Yet she knew she wasn’t dreaming and what’s more, she was sure she knew what was in the box. She would know its shape and size anywhere. She felt her face burn with shame and regret. How could she have doubted her mother? How could she have been so mean to her?

‘Don’t you want it?’ prompted her mother.

‘I thought we didn’t have any money,’ Lydia murmured awkwardly.

After a pause, during which Lydia noticed her mother was looking anywhere but at her, she said, ‘You have Mr Ridley to thank. He . . . gave me the money.’ She held out the present. ‘Take it, then.’

Lydia didn’t hesitate. She didn’t care where the money came from, so long as she finally had what she’d been wanting all this time. ‘Thank you,’ she said, remembering her manners. She placed the box on the table and picked at the sticky tape carefully. She never frantically ripped presents open; she liked to take her time, to make the moment last as long as possible.

But when she had the paper off she could have cried. It wasn’t the ventriloquist’s dummy – it was the ugly blonde-haired doll she’d seen in the toy shop window the other day.

From behind her came the smell of burning toast.
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