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            CHAPTER ONE
            

         
 
         CAPE COD STANDARD 
 MONDAY, 2ND SEPT 1968
         
 
         In the early hours of Sunday morning a custom-built,  imported, European automobile left the approach  road to the Brosna Estate, crashed and burst into  flames. At the time of going to press a spokesman  at the local hospital refused to comment on the  condition of the passengers or confirm the driver  had been fatally injured.
 
         Eyewitnesses reported seeing the vehicle, with  four people inside, being driven erratically before  the incident. The vehicle is registered to Robert  ‘Bobby’ Brosna, heir to the multimillion-dollar  Brosna Empire. Rumours he was at the wheel  remain unconfirmed. 
         
 
         Hyannisport Cape Cod, May 1987
         
 
         The press cutting was yellowed by age and spotted with brown blotches. Robert Brosna closed the scrapbook and opened the desk drawer intending to replace it. A photograph frame lay face down in the bottom. He picked it up and turned it over. Two young men wearing white shorts and two young girls in bikinis stood on the deck of a custom-built wooden 1930s’ schooner. The name was painted on the side. The Day Dream.
         
 
         Images, real and tangible, flooded his mind carrying with them a rush of scents and sounds. He heard the cry of the gulls circling overhead, smelt the salt tang of the sea softened by the heady orange-based perfume both girls had worn. ‘We share everything – life’s cheaper that way.’
         
 
         He recalled the way heads had turned their way in the marina, to look at the girls. Both slim, long-legged and beautiful in the way only the young can be. Their bodies firm, smooth, displayed to male heart-stopping effect in tiny black and white geometric-designed scraps of cloth. Neither had needed their British accent to attract attention. Their swimsuits had been enough. Penny’s black circles on a white background, Kate’s white squares on a black background, so Carnaby Street – or so they’d assured him; bought on a shopping splurge funded by an unexpected windfall.
 
         And now – so passé. What had been stylish two decades ago belonged in a ragbag. He wished he could relegate his memories into a trunk of obscurity like discarded clothes. 
         
 
         Penny’s auburn hair fell in a curtain to her elbows. The fringe that covered her forehead was thick, heavy, the eyes beneath it sparkling, tawny brown. One of the waiters at the restaurant where they’d both worked had described them as ‘come to bed eyes’. He’d been punched for saying it. Kate’s blonde hair was cropped in an urchin cut. Her eyes were the softest of light greys; Penny had called them ‘dreamer’s eyes’.
 
         He prised the back from the frame and removed the picture. The frame had hidden an inscription, scribbled carelessly in the right-hand corner in a heartbreakingly familiar hand.
 
         Bobby, Sandy and their girls, August 1968.
         
 
         He ran his fingers over the outlines of the four people in the group. Had this really been him? Had he ever been that good-looking?
 
         Nineteen lonely, pain-ridden years had failed to help him overcome the tragedy of the night that had ended that summer. The passage of time had done little to heal his physical injuries and nothing to soothe his emotional wounds. Four lives ruined and still the repercussions echoed, damning, damaging and destructive.
 
         He binned the frame, slid the photograph into the scrapbook, dropped it into the drawer and closed it. Leaning heavily on his stick he limped to his chair.
 
         It was angled to receive the warmth of the log fire that burnt in the hearth, or more accurately the warmth his Irish wolfhound Czar allowed him to receive. A whisky glass stood on the table at his elbow, his favourite guitar music played softly in the background; a file of Brosna Enterprises financial year-end accounts awaited his attention. And, when he was finished with business, a new thriller by an author he admired had been delivered that morning.
         
 
         His house was his universe. He’d lived out every moment of the last nineteen years that he hadn’t been forced to spend in hospital behind its mirrored glass windows. He could see out, no one could see in. The manufacturer’s assurance that not even the sophisticated camera lenses of the most persistent paparazzi could penetrate the glazing had proved correct. Either that or the threat of litigation had deterred photographers from trying.
 
         The house held memories. Happy ones he occasionally succeeded in recalling. He had learnt to take pleasure in solitary occupations: music, books, films, good food, wine. He indulged himself, furnished the house with the luxuries that came with wealth. He had everything a man could want. Except human warmth, companionship and …
 
         The past burnt again as hot and horrific as the fire that had scorched and scarred his body. The cruellest words in the English language – ‘if only’.
 
         ‘If only’ he could turn back the clock to the early evening of that September night. ‘If only’ they hadn’t quarrelled. ‘If only’ they hadn’t all climbed into the car. How different would their lives have been?
 
         He left his chair and paced to the window. There were no curtains. They would have been superfluous as no one could see in. Lights shone from the veranda of the main house. Above and behind them every lamp in every room of the mansion that faced the sea was switched on – except one. And that one emitted an eerie, cold, blue-tinged glow. He stared at the telephone.
         
 
         ‘How much longer can a hundred-and-four-year-old woman with pneumonia and kidney cancer hold out?’
 
         He realised he’d spoken aloud when Czar opened one eye and looked at him.
 
         ‘Sorry, boy.’ He stood next to the dog and scratched his ear gently with his stick. ‘I’m on edge.’
 
         The dog grunted, closed his eyes and rolled over to toast his other side before the fire.
 
         Robert glanced at the file that held the account statements. Charlotte Brosna’s hectoring voice lectured in his mind.
 
         ‘Duty before pleasure, boy – always.’
 
         The first Robert Brosna had made money. The second had partied most of it away before marrying Charlotte. She’d salvaged what she could to create Brosna Enterprises. One of the many things he’d learnt since he’d taken control from her was he couldn’t afford to relax his vigilance for an instant. Not if the Brosna Empire was to continue to thrive under his direction as it had done when she’d been at the helm.
 
         He returned to his chair, sipped his whisky, took a calculator from his pocket and opened the file. He hadn’t finished inputting the first figure when the telephone rang. He picked up the receiver before it rang a second time.
 
         One of his grandmother’s many Hispanic maids whispered down the line. ‘Miss Buttons asked me to call you, sir. Mrs Brosna is asking for you. The doctor says it’s very close and—’ 
         
 
         Robert cut her short. ‘Thank you.’ He ended the call then rang an internal number. ‘Tim, can you bring the car around right away?’
 
         ‘I’ll be with you in a few minutes, sir.’ Tim was the one who’d suggested the use of the ‘sir’ because it didn’t raise eyebrows on the rare occasions Robert ventured out in public.
 
         Robert took a white silk hood from his pocket and slipped it on. Apart from holes for his eyes and mouth, it covered his head and neck. He heard the car arrive when he was putting on his hat and jacket. Although the sun had set hours ago, out of habit he pulled his hat low on his forehead before picking up his walking stick and leaving the house. He locked the door and clambered into the back of the car. Tim drove to the main house in silence.
 
         ‘There’s no need to wait, Tim. I’ll ring when I want you.’
 
         ‘No trouble. I’ll be in the kitchen.’
 
         ‘Thank you.’ Robert went into the mansion. Leaning on the banister he climbed the stairs slowly and awkwardly. He tapped the door of his grandmother’s suite before entering. The enormous room that had served as Charlotte Brosna’s study and sitting room for over eighty years looked as though it had been cleared in preparation for a realtor’s valuation. He had never seen it as devoid of her personal possessions, not even when she’d been travelling to or from one of the other Brosna houses.
 
         The polished leather top of Charlotte’s eighteenth-century mahogany desk was bare. The table beneath the window had been swept clear of silver-framed photographs. There was no sign of Charlotte’s eighteenth-century French porcelain clock and ornaments. Considering their value, he trusted they’d been carefully packed away.
         
 
         Charlotte Brosna had made preparations for leaving life as meticulously as she’d prepared for every other journey she’d taken.
 
         The door to her bedroom was ajar. Robert looked inside. The main lights were switched off, the stained-glass sidelights shaded by silk scarves, which explained the muted glow. The doors to the second-floor veranda were open and the white muslin drapes moved delicately, twin pale translucent ghosts in the sea breeze.
         
 
         The nurse and doctor stood side by side at the foot of the bed. Charlotte’s housekeeper, Harriet Buttons, sat in a chair drawn close, but not too close to the bed. Harriet’s hand lay beside her employer’s on the lace bedspread but they did not touch and Robert realised, even now, the housekeeper lacked the courage to offer physical comfort to her employer.
 
         ‘Your grandson has arrived, Mrs Brosna.’ Harriet’s voice was thick, clotted with unshed tears.
 
         ‘Perhaps now you’ll finally allow me to give you a shot of morphine, Mrs Brosna.’ The doctor didn’t attempt to conceal his irritation.
 
         Charlotte opened one eye and glared at him. ‘You never could understand the word “no”, James. It’s a blessing at my age to feel something, even pain. Get out, all of you. I want to speak to my grandson.’ Her voice wavered but it was stronger than Robert had heard it for some time.
         
 
         The doctor and nurse left the room. Harriet followed and closed the door softly behind them.
 
         ‘The file. Bureau, top drawer. Get it. We’re alone, so take off that damned hood.’
 
         Robert unmasked and returned the hood to his pocket. He caught sight of himself in the mirror above the dresser and turned aside quickly. He needed no reminder that he was monstrously scarred, or that his lips, nose and ears were unnatural appendages to what was left of his face. His skin was thick, blotched and reddened by numerous transplants, some of which had ‘taken’ better than others. Only his eyes remained unblemished. Blue crystals in the shadowy gloom.
 
         He went to the bureau, glad of an excuse to move away from his grandmother. Charlotte had been old ever since he could remember. Her skin hung loose in folds around her neck like a ragged sail on a ship in a breaker’s yard. Her thin, bloodless lips were pulled back, exposing teeth that appeared too large for her mouth and her white hair hung loose, fanning out on the pillow behind her head. But her eyes still had the power to intimidate. Even now, visiting her deathbed, he was finding it difficult to imagine them permanently dimmed.
 
         He picked up the file and stared at the photograph pasted on the outside.
 
         ‘Surprised?’ she muttered when he returned to her bedside. ‘I paid your detective to duplicate his reports. It’s all there. The complete history of the heir to the Brosna Empire. Don’t try to contest my will …’
         
 
         ‘I won’t.’
 
         ‘Not so quick. You don’t know what’s in it.’
 
         ‘I’ve never asked you for anything.’ He was bitter.
 
         ‘Your fine feelings didn’t stop you from taking what I offered.’
 
         ‘Damn you …’
 
         ‘My grandson,’ she mocked. ‘Who doesn’t flinch from cursing an old woman on her deathbed.’
 
         ‘I am what you made me.’
 
         She moved her arm as though she wanted to wave him away. But the effort sapped her remaining strength. Silence reigned in the room for five long minutes while she fought to remain conscious.
 
         ‘My will,’ she wheezed. ‘The lawyers assure me it’s litigation-proof. You’ll have two million dollars, your house and annuity for your lifetime and the use of all the Brosna assets, including the houses, cars, yachts and jet. But you cannot dispose of anything because the entire estate … all the companies, money and assets …’ Charlotte laboured to draw breath. ‘It goes to him.’ She pointed to the file. ‘Robert Brosna the Fifth. The lawyers will inform him after my funeral. If you want to tell him before …’ Her voice faded.
 
         ‘His name is Andrew John not Robert Brosna,’ Robert contradicted.
 
         ‘The photograph. He’s a Brosna …’
 
         ‘If you read my detective’s reports you’ll know Andrew wants to be a doctor. He could refuse the inheritance.’
 
         ‘He won’t. Business is in Brosna blood. It will out in him as it did in you.’ She closed her claw-like hand over his. ‘Robert Brosna the Fifth. My great-grandson. You’ll guide him, help him … Promise …’
         
 
         ‘I promise I’ll try to see him. Nothing more. There’s Penny—’
 
         ‘Stupid girl! How dare she refuse me! How dare she—’ Charlotte shuddered and cried out. Her fingernails, horn-like, yellow, dug painfully into his wrist.
 
         ‘Doctor!’ Robert shouted.
 
         Charlotte’s piercing screech deepened to a guttural rattle.
 
         ‘Doctor!’ Robert failed to free his arm from Charlotte’s grip. Scrabbling in his pocket for his hood with his other hand, he called to the doctor again.
 
         The door burst open. The doctor ran into the room followed by the nurse as Robert pulled his hood, one-handed, over his head.
         
 
         The nurse reached for Charlotte’s wrist to take her pulse. It took her a few moments to prise Charlotte’s dead hand from Robert’s arm. ‘It’s a reflex, sir. She wouldn’t have meant anything by it.’
 
         ‘I know.’ Free from his grandmother’s grasp Robert looked down at her. Her sightless eyes stared blindly up at him.
 
         ‘She’s gone,’ the nurse declared superfluously.
 
         The doctor checked his watch and noted the time.
 
         Robert leant against the wall for support. Charlotte Brosna had died as she’d lived. Thinking only of the Brosna business empire; treating her family and the people around her as puppets, whose only purpose was to serve and amuse. 
         
 
         ‘Would you like me to call the undertaker, sir?’ Harriet asked Robert from the doorway.
 
         ‘Please, Harriet. Did Charlotte leave directives regarding her funeral arrangements?’
 
         ‘Her solicitor has her written instructions, sir.’
 
         ‘That’s Charlotte. She trusted no one to carry out her wishes and left nothing to chance.’
 
         ‘She was one of the old school. The last of a kind.’ The doctor picked up his bag. ‘We won’t see her like again.’
 
         Robert refrained from saying ‘I hope not’. After all, what had Charlotte done to him that was so terrible?
 
         Neither he nor his friends had been in a fit state to pick up the pieces after the crash in 1968. Charlotte had simply done what she always did in a time of crisis. Rearranged the jigsaw as she’d seen fit, and to her own advantage.
 
         None of them, especially him, had been in a condition to confront or challenge her. And, it could be argued that, despite his devastating injuries, he’d gained the most of the four. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO
            

         
 
         Tim was waiting for Robert in the hall. ‘The maids said  it’s over.’
 
         ‘Yes.’ Robert continued to limp down the long  staircase.
 
         Tim knew better than to offer insincere condolences.  ‘Home?’
 
         ‘Please.’ Robert looked down and saw the file in his  hand. He hadn’t realised he’d taken it.
 
         Tim went ahead and opened the car door. Robert  climbed in and they drove the short distance to his  house.
 
         ‘Do you want me to come in or would you rather be  alone?’ Tim asked.
 
         ‘Alone. But thank you for asking.’ Robert left the car,  opened his front door, and stepped inside. Czar left the  Persian rug in front of the fire and came, tail wagging,  to greet him. 
         
 
         ‘Good boy.’ He took a treat from his jacket pocket and fed it to the dog before locking the door. His glass of whisky still stood, untouched, on the table next to his chair. He went to the drinks cabinet and moved a full bottle and ice bucket next to it. He set aside the accounts, sat down and studied the photograph on the outside of the file he’d taken from Charlotte’s bureau.
 
         Charlotte was right.
 
         ‘The photograph. He’s a Brosna.’
         
 
         There was no mistaking the black, tousled, curly hair, deep-blue eyes and well-built frame. They added up to rugged handsome good looks. Andrew John was a Brosna all right. But it remained to be seen whether or not he would become a Brosna in name. And if he did, how would Penny cope with the defection of her only child?
 
         He turned the page.
 
         Andrew Robert John, born 2nd May 1969.
         
 
         Weight 7 lb 11 oz.
         
 
         Status illegitimate.
         
 
         Mother, Penelope Maud John, born 20th October 1948.
         
 
         Occupation, student teacher.
         
 
         Illegitimate – more of a stigma in 1969 than it was now. He flicked through the pages. The file provided a comprehensive overview of Penny and Andrew’s life over the last eighteen years. He didn’t need to reread the reports that had been sent monthly to know that Andrew ‘Andy’ John was a much loved son, grandson, nephew, cousin and friend.
 
         Bright, intelligent, academic, athletic, the captain of his school rugby and swimming teams, who’d represented his country in golf and fencing tournaments, and won several cups in local gymkhanas.
         
 
         He looked closely at the last photograph in the file. It had been taken at Andrew’s grandparents’ golden wedding celebrations. He was handing his grandmother a bunch of fifty golden roses.
 
         ‘What are you really like, Andrew John?’ he questioned softly. ‘The Robert Brosna the Fifth your great-grandmother wanted, or the Andy John your grandparents and mother brought up?’
 
         Robert looked at the photograph for a long time. But no answer came.
 
         
             

         
 
         As she’d stipulated in her will, Charlotte Brosna’s funeral was conducted three days after her death. She was buried with minimum ceremony in the Brosna family plot alongside her husband who’d predeceased her by seventy-eight years.
 
         The minister had received his orders on his last visit to Charlotte. There was one hymn and the bare rites. Enough to satisfy social proprietary and not a word more. Less than twenty minutes after arriving at the cemetery, the funeral procession began the journey back to the Brosna compound for the wake.
 
         Tim Garber slowed the car when he approached the estate. The guard at the entrance operated the switch that opened the gates. Tim pressed the intercom that connected with the back of the limousine.
 
         ‘The main house or yours, sir?’
 
         ‘The main house, but I won’t be leaving the car,’ Robert qualified. ‘Fetch Harriet. I’ll speak to her here. Afterwards you can drive me home.’
         
 
         Tim touched his cap to the security guard and drove the limousine through. The procession of funeral and private cars followed them up the incline to the white clapboard mansion, but only Tim parked in front of the entrance. The others made their way to the car park at the side. Tim switched off the ignition, opened the window that connected with the back and faced Robert.
 
         Anyone attending Charlotte Brosna’s funeral in the hope of catching a glimpse of the face Robert Brosna had kept hidden from the world for nineteen years would have been disappointed. Charlotte’s funeral had been public but Robert had worn the white silk hood that had become synonymous with his persona. As always, outside his house, it was anchored by dark glasses that concealed his eyes, and his hat was pulled low over his forehead.
 
         ‘Admiring the invisible man effect, Tim?’ Robert enquired dryly.
 
         ‘I was offered three hundred thousand dollars for a photograph of you without the hood,’ Tim revealed laconically.
 
         ‘By anyone I know?’
 
         ‘Steve Mercer. He has a cousin who works for a newspaper syndicate.’
 
         ‘Do I know Mr Mercer?’ Robert asked.
 
         ‘He was recently promoted third assistant to the head of Brosna marketing.’
 
         ‘Remind me to ask Bill James to sack him.’ Bill was head of marketing. 
         
 
         ‘You won’t need reminding.’ Tim opened the car door. ‘I’ll get Harriet.’
 
         Grateful for the limousine’s blacked-out windows that enabled him to see without being seen, Robert studied the distant Brosna cousins and staff who’d gathered for the wake. There were no friends. Charlotte had none living. Everyone she knew had either loathed her or been terrified of her, the depth of their emotion dependent on their status within the Brosna hierarchy.
 
         Was it his imagination or had the cloying scent of the sickly sweet spring funeral flowers permeated his car? He turned his back on the guests entering the house and looked out over the estate. Built on a headland, the twenty acres of grounds that swept down to the sea were relatively private, thickly wooded around the landward perimeters. But the high fences Charlotte had erected after the accident couldn’t screen the grounds from the seaward side.
 
         The last photograph taken of him that had appeared in the press had been snapped by a freelancer when he’d been carried out of a Boston hospital in December 1968. His face had been swathed in bandages. No one could have identified him from it, but Charlotte hadn’t taken any chances. After engaging the best lawyers she could find, she’d taken the freelancer to court and sued him for invasion of privacy.
 
         The Brosna name, coupled with the tragedy of that summer night, had gained the judge’s sympathy. The compensation the photographer had been ordered to pay had plunged him into bankruptcy and ended his career. Charlotte had achieved what she’d set out to do. The judgement had deterred others from venturing too close.
         
 
         The house overlooked tennis courts, cultivated gardens and a winding lane that led to a dozen guest houses clustered around a swimming pool. Tim lived in one. The others hadn’t been occupied in decades. Two hundred yards behind them, bordering the private beach, was the summer house that had become his home and haven.
 
         He’d had to fight Charlotte for the privilege of solitude. It had taken a year of angry exchanges before she’d capitulated and allowed him to move in during the autumn of 1969. After that, she’d respected his request that neither she, nor the household staff, go near the place; its care and cleaning had been left to him and Tim. Not that Charlotte had approved of Tim Garber.
 
         A Vietnam vet who’d lost his right leg to a landmine and been badly disfigured by shrapnel injuries, Tim had written to Robert in the summer of 1969. Claiming acquaintance with a mutual friend, he’d asked Robert for help in finding work. To Charlotte’s annoyance Robert made Tim his personal assistant. The title was window dressing. Tim was more than Robert’s assistant and chauffeur. He was his confidant, closest and only friend, knew all there was to know about him and could sense how he felt in any given situation. Robert had wondered if it was an empathy born of common physical disabilities. Tim’s facial injuries and scars were not as extensive or hideous as his, but enough to know what it was like when heads turned and people stared.
 
         Harriet tapped the car window. ‘You wanted to see me, sir?’ 
         
 
         ‘Please, step inside.’ Robert opened the door and she climbed into the back of the car, sitting on one of the pull-down seats opposite him.
 
         Harriet had spent thirty-two of her fifty-six years working for Charlotte. Despite Charlotte’s domineering personality and insistence on fastidiousness in all things domestic, Harriet had attracted staff of the highest calibre and succeeded in keeping them. Robert had attributed her success to the high wages Charlotte paid. But when he’d assumed control of Charlotte’s personal finances three years ago, he’d discovered his grandmother was out of step with inflation.
 
         He’d doubled and in some cases trebled the wages of his grandmother’s staff. They graciously accepted their rises and back pay but none voiced a complaint against Charlotte. It was then he’d realised they served her because their respect for her outweighed their dislike.
 
         ‘Tim said you won’t be coming in for the wake, sir.’ Harriet glanced through the window at the guests streaming through the door.
 
         ‘I won’t.’
 
         ‘Would you like me to send dinner down to the summer house, sir?’
 
         ‘No, thank you. If I want anything I’ll ring the kitchen.’
 
         ‘As you wish, sir.’ Her eyes were cast down. Like all the staff, she had been trained by Charlotte never to look at his hooded face.
 
         ‘I’ve spoken to the lawyers. She left a few staff bequests. You’ve received notification of them.’
 
         ‘We have, sir. Thank you. Mrs Brosna was generous.’
 
         ‘Please inform the staff I won’t be making any changes. Although I’m not my grandmother’s heir, I’ll do all I can to ensure they’ll have a home and job here for as long as they wish. I won’t be moving into the main house.’
         
 
         ‘You won’t be closing it up, sir?’
 
         ‘Not at the moment, Harriet. I may visit from time to time but I won’t be checking for dust on the picture and door frames,’ he added.
 
         Realising she was dismissed, Harriet opened the car door. ‘Thank you for keeping me informed, sir.’
 
         ‘Tell Tim I’m ready to be driven down to my house.’
 
         ‘Yes, sir.’
 
         Robert saw the guests watching his car from the veranda as Tim drove away.
 
         ‘Your ears burning, sir?’
 
         ‘From more than the scars, Tim,’ Robert concurred.
 
         Tim parked at the side of the summer house and opened the car door. Robert reached for his stick and made his way to the front door. Czar was outside in his run. He whistled to him and the dog ran through the flap that opened into the den.
 
         ‘I’ll be in my house if you need me, sir.’
 
         Robert nodded. He unlocked the door and walked through the living room, which he only used in the evening, into the shabby sun-bleached den. The first Robert Brosna had made millions in the gold rushes which he’d invested in railroads and the motor industry. When the investments began to pay off around the time of the First World War he’d bought land and built the Brosna Estate on the proceeds. No Brosna had made any major changes since, other than to update the decor.
         
 
         The white-painted floorboards were partially covered by an antique Persian rug that had been deemed too faded for the living room of the beach house thirty years ago. The desk was European, of obscure vintage. Robert loved the pine pedestal with its high top that contained numerous drawers – some secret, which he’d enjoyed discovering over the years. To his disappointment they’d all been empty. Generations of Brosnas had been renowned for the skeletons in their closets, but they’d been too cautious to leave written records of their indiscretions.
 
         The bamboo-framed sofa and easy chairs with their huge feather-filled cushions were as old as the house. As were the chests of drawers. His only contributions to the room were a telephone, fax, computer, printer, television and home movie and audio systems.
 
         A door to the left led to two bedrooms and a single bathroom with tub, shower, washbasin and toilet. The bedroom furniture was pine, the linen, white cotton. The bedroom and bathroom in the main house Charlotte had prepared for his use after the accident were the epitome of masculine luxury. She’d never understood his taste for simplicity in all things except electronic. No one had except …
 
         He pushed the memory from his mind before it paralysed him, opened a desk drawer and lifted out a sheet of headed notepaper.
 
         BROSNA ESTATE 
         
 
         Should he write the letter on the computer and print it out?
 
         No! This was one letter that should be handwritten. But writing pained what was left of his right hand. Would  it tempt Penny to reply?
         
 
         He sprang one of the secret drawers and withdrew the  bundle of letters it contained. He removed the topmost  one and reread it, wincing at the rejection. It was couched  politely enough; he wouldn’t have expected anything else  from her, but cold civility failed to soothe the sting. He  set it aside, unscrewed the top from his fountain pen,  gripped it in his fleshless claw and began to form letters,  slowly and meticulously.
 
         
            11th May 1987
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Dearest Penny,
            
 
            As you see from the date, I’m writing this nine days after  Andrew’s eighteenth birthday. On the desk is the letter you  sent me after he was born, together with my cheque which  you’d torn in two and the letters I’ve written you since that  you returned.
            
 
            You insisted in 1969 you didn’t want Brosna money, or  your son to claim his father’s name or any part of the Brosna  inheritance. I believe Charlotte was an important enough  figure for you to have heard of her death, even in Wales.
            
 
            You met her; you know what she was like. She never  changed. She was alert, tyrannical, self-centred and  domineering to the last.
            
 
            But, now she is dead and Andrew an adult, the situation  has changed. Charlotte has willed the entire Brosna Estate to  Andrew. Her lawyers will soon be contacting you. That’s if  they haven’t already.
            
 
            I know you’ve never been interested in the Brosna money, either for yourself or Andrew, but you’ve no right to keep the knowledge of the Brosna family and fortune from Andrew any longer.
            
 
            Logic dictates your son is not wholly yours. Hasn’t he inherited a single Brosna characteristic to remind you of that summer we shared?
            
 
            The telephone number and address below are those of my English lawyer. Speak to his office and they will arrange flights to the States for you and Andrew, or if you prefer, I will come to you.
            
 
            There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you, or Andrew. But you’ve known that for eighteen years.
            
 
            Love, as always.
            

         
 
         Should he sign it? He couldn’t bear to – not to Penny. He initialled it RB then reread what he had written before flicking through the file again. There were so many photographs; images that recorded Andrew John’s journey from babyhood, through childhood, to young adult. Money really could buy anything. Given enough dollars he had acquired photographs he had no right to claim.
         
 
         He left the room, went into the living room and opened the drawer that held the scrapbook. He removed the photograph of the two couples standing on the yacht, placed it between pieces of card and folded it into the letter he’d written. Taking an envelope from a cubbyhole in the desk he pushed the letter inside and sealed it. He didn’t need to look up the address.
 
         When he finished, he lifted the telephone and dialled an internal number. 
         
 
         ‘Tim. I have a letter that needs to be posted right away. Send it tracked, signature required. It will be on the desk. If you or Harriet need me, I’ll be on the beach.’
 
         Robert whistled for Czar, lifted the dog’s lead from its hook, left the house and locked the door. Tim had a duplicate key. He headed for the beach and the fence that separated the Brosna section from its neighbours. When he reached it, he leant against it and looked along the coast.
 
         Few people arrived this early to summer on the Cape, so most of the fences that prevented people wandering from the public beaches on to the private hadn’t been replaced after the winter storms.
 
         In the distance he could see the masts of the boats in the dry dock. Somewhere among them was the Day Dream. The Robert Brosna who’d ordered the schooner to be custom-built in the Thirties had more money than imagination, christening it after Percy Blakeney’s yacht in The Scarlet Pimpernel.
         
 
         He had to admit the name suited the vessel. Looking back that’s how he remembered that summer of 1968. An idyllic daydream. Life as it should be lived, until death had intruded and shattered the illusion.
 
         If only the four of them had known that it couldn’t last … they could have … what? Prepared for the tragedy?
 
         If they had, would they have lived out those months any differently? And, would the outcome have hurt any the less? 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE
            

         
 
         Penycoedcae Pontypridd, May 1987
         
 
         Penny John heard a footstep on the gravel path outside  her window and turned away from the canvas she’d  been studying. Brian knocked on the door and walked  straight in. It was the Pontypridd way. He sniffed the air  and dropped his postman’s bag.
 
         ‘You’re a lifesaver, Pen. I’d never finish my round  without a dose of your coffee to send me on my way.’
 
         ‘So, it’s my coffee you love, not me.’ She filled a mug  and added sugar and milk to his taste. ‘You’re early  today.’
 
         ‘Mondays generally bring a lighter load.’ He sat on a  cane chair that faced the french doors that opened into  the garden. ‘You’ve one to sign for today. From America.  You selling to New York publishers and galleries now?’  he fished. 
         
 
         She stirred his coffee and handed it to him. ‘I wish.’
 
         ‘Could be someone who’s seen your work and wants to offer you a commission?’
 
         Penny glanced out of the window. ‘There’s a red dragon flying towards Beddau.’
 
         ‘Very funny.’
 
         ‘Want a biscuit?’ She offered him a tin.
 
         ‘Don’t I always after I’ve walked up Penycoedcae Hill? I swear it’s getting longer and steeper. Either that or my legs are getting shorter.’
 
         ‘It’s your legs getting shorter. Old age does that to you,’ she teased.
 
         Penny and Brian had begun their education in the same babies’ class in Maesycoed Primary School and had been good, if not close friends ever since the teacher made Penny say ‘sorry’ to him for painting his face blue. ‘Miss’ had refused to take into account the fact that Brian had been willing and sat still while Penny wielded the brush.
 
         ‘If you’re talking about old age you can speak for yourself,’ he countered.
 
         ‘You can’t escape it, Brian. The big four-O is looming for both of us.’
 
         ‘Not for another year.’ He opened the biscuit tin and made a face. ‘Ginger nuts. Haven’t you any chocolate?’
 
         ‘Andy ate the last of them yesterday.’
 
         ‘Tell Andy from me, he’s a greedy boy.’
 
         ‘Growing boy more like.’ Penny glanced through the window across the lawn and into her parents’ conservatory. Her eighteen-year-old son was breakfasting with her father as he did most mornings. The newspaper was spread on the table around them and they were laughing.
         
 
         Penny refilled her own coffee mug and sat next to Brian. He usually turned up between seven and half past and she rarely began any serious work until after he left. Determined not to become a financial burden on her parents and make a success of single motherhood and self-employment, she’d vowed to be in her studio every morning by six-thirty. Nine days out of ten she was, but the first hour was rarely productive. She’d tried to fool herself and anyone who asked by pretending she used the time to look over her previous day’s output and plan her work. The truth was she usually wasted the hour drinking coffee, nibbling biscuits, and listening to the radio.
 
         Brian pulled her mail from his bag. ‘Sign this now, before I forget.’ He handed her a form and pen along with her letters.
 
         She scribbled a signature and flicked through the envelopes. There was an electricity bill, a gas bill, a new cheque book from her bank, a royalty statement from her artists’ agency; and the recorded delivery from the States. She turned it over and read the return address.
 
         ‘Someone you know?’ Brian asked.
 
         She struggled to remain impassive. If Brian had a fault, it was his addiction to gossip. He also told his wife, Betty, everything he heard and she was even fonder of tittle-tattle.
 
         ‘Mmm,’ she mumbled, not trusting herself to speak.
 
         ‘Someone you met when you were in America?’
 
         ‘A casual acquaintance,’ she lied. She had only been to the States once, nineteen years ago, but she was aware people in Pontypridd still speculated about her trip, principally because she’d returned with the ultimate Sixties souvenir – a pregnancy. ‘So tell me.’ She feigned interest. ‘What’s happening in town?’
         
 
         ‘Peter Raschenko’s talking about retiring again.’
 
         ‘And … you believe him?’
 
         ‘Everyone knows he’ll be running that garage when he’s eighty, never mind sixty. How are your mother and father?’
 
         ‘My father’s well, my mother isn’t so good.’ It was Penny’s automatic reply to any enquiry about her parents’ health. Her mother suffered from osteoarthritis, a condition that had worsened over the past couple of years.
 
         ‘Sorry to hear it. But it’s this damp weather. Old Mrs Harris down the hill was complaining about her rheumatism …’
 
         Penny didn’t want to hear about Mrs Harris’s rheumatism. She wanted Brian to leave her in peace so she could open and read her letter.
 
         ‘You all right, Pen?’
 
         ‘Pardon?’ She realised she’d stopped listening to Brian.
 
         ‘Nothing wrong, is there? Andy’s A levels—’
 
         ‘Andy has only just finished sitting his mock examinations.’ She knew she’d snapped when Brian looked at her even more oddly.
 
         ‘He’s expected to do well, though, isn’t he? I mean he has a place lined up in university.’
 
         ‘Medical college,’ she corrected, still terse. ‘But he won’t be going unless he gets the A-level results they want.’ She crossed her fingers behind her back. Andy was bright, but the college place was by no means certain. Although he was the grandson and nephew of doctors he wasn’t getting any special consideration. Nor did he expect any. He had to achieve two As and a B grade. His teachers had assured Penny he was on course to get them but that hadn’t stopped her from worrying he wouldn’t. He could have a cold on the day – or a headache …
         
 
         ‘He’ll follow in his great-grandfather’s, grandfather’s and uncle’s footsteps. The fourth generation Doctor John in Ponty surgery,’ Brian observed.
 
         ‘If he returns to Pontypridd and goes into general practice after he qualifies.’ Penny was irritated by the general assumption that her son would join the medical practice her father had inherited and her brother ran, with occasional help from their father who insisted he had only ‘semi-retired’.
 
         ‘Well, must be on my way. Can’t keep the farmers waiting for their circulars from the feed companies.’ Brian carried his mug to the sink and turned on the tap to rinse it.
 
         Penny had to stop herself from shouting, ‘Leave it. Just go.’ When he turned and she saw the expression on his face, she was ashamed. She gestured towards the canvas on her easel.
 
         ‘Sorry,’ she apologised. ‘It’s not going well.’
 
         Brian squinted at the half-finished painting, a jacket for a romance novel. ‘Looks good to me. Mam and Betty always say your book covers stand out a mile in Smith’s. They’re streets ahead of the others. The only complaint Betty makes is about what’s inside. According to her, the best bit of the books she reads these days is what you’ve put on the outside.’
         
 
         Penny knew Brian was trying to make her feel better but she still wanted him gone. She went to the door and opened it. ‘Give my love to Betty and your mother.’
 
         ‘I will.’ He left the mug on the draining board and picked up his bag.
 
         Feeling guilty she called after him. ‘See you tomorrow. If I finish the painting, you can give me your verdict. And I’ll remember to buy chocolate biscuits.’
 
         He waved back at her on his way to her parents’ letter box. She closed the door, took a clean paintbrush and slid the wooden stem into the corner of the envelope. Mouth dry, heart beating erratically, she unfolded the letter, removed the cards and studied the photograph.
 
         She hadn’t seen it before, of that much she was certain. She couldn’t even remember it being taken. But there was no mistaking the four people pictured. Two young couples smiled directly into the camera lens from the deck of a yacht. Their arms were so tightly entwined it was difficult to work out which limb belonged to which body. Given the boys’ long hair and the cut of her and Kate’s bikinis it could have been a vintage advertisement aimed at luring holidaymakers to Cape Cod. Scrawled across the corner in a familiar hand was Bobby, Sandy and their girls.
         
 
         Penny couldn’t bear to look at it.
 
         She opened the drawer she kept her stationery in, pushed the photograph beneath a pile of envelopes and slammed it shut. Then she checked the name and address on the back of the envelope. Not that she needed to. She knew exactly who’d sent it, although there were only initials on the handwritten sheet. It had been optimistic of her to think he’d allow Andy’s eighteenth birthday to pass without attempting to get in touch with her …
         
 
         She read the letter and reread it, until it was imprinted on her mind.
 
         
            There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you, or Andrew. But you’ve known that for eighteen years. 
            
 
            Love, as always. 
            

         
 
         Penny slipped the letter into the back pocket of her jeans, opened the french doors, and breathed in the aromas of spring. Damp acidic earth, rosemary and bluebells, the light perfume of apple and cherry blossom; and, overlaying everything, the lingering fragrance of woodsmoke from the cold embers of the bonfire her father and Andy had fed yesterday evening with winter’s dead wood.
 
         It was peculiar how a scent could conjure the past even more effectively than a photograph. It demolished the floodgates she’d built to hold memories she couldn’t bear to dwell on. And, as her defences crumbled, the intervening years washed away. She was back in that summer of 1968.
 
         So many memories. Not all of them painful. Late evening after darkness had fallen, thick and fast. Without light pollution from street lamps, the moon and stars had shone brighter than the neon glares of Broadway. A circle of young people sitting around a campfire in a yard, roasting potatoes and melting cheese, and marshmallows that dripped from the sticks into the flames. Eating – talking – arguing – laughing – demolishing the hidebound institutions of the world and rebuilding them in fairer, more honest modes while watching smoke drift upwards in the still, humid air. Lulls in the conversation, when Bobby or Sandy, or both, played their guitars, and they sang – sang what?
         
 
         The anthem of the Sixties, immortalised by Joan Baez, ‘We Shall Overcome’? Because everyone under twenty-one fervently and sincerely believed that they could create a better world to replace the corrupt one they’d inherited. Or had they sung the signature tune that had become hers for a season – ‘Bobby’s Girl’?
         
 
         In 1968 she was Bobby’s girl. All her dreams and aspirations had been centred on Bobby. She’d loved him with her whole heart. Simply being close to him had made her happier than she’d ever been before – or since.
         
 
         When that magical once-in-a-lifetime summer was drawing to an end on Cape Cod, she’d thought nothing could change between them. That she would go on loving him until the end of her days.
 
         She found herself smiling, despite what had happened afterwards. Nineteen years later, some memories still had the power to warm.
 
         ‘You all right, Pen?’
 
         Her father had left the conservatory and walked to the door of her studio and she hadn’t noticed.
 
         She felt her lips stiffen. ‘Fine.’
 
         Her father shook his head. ‘You never could tell a lie, not even a white one, as well as your brothers and sisters.’
         
 
         Realising she was trembling, she sat down abruptly. Her father went to the table, refilled her coffee mug, and poured another for himself.
 
         ‘Thank you.’ She took the coffee mug from him. Her father had always been a constant in her life. There for her, ready and willing to try to solve her problems, large and small. For the first time she noticed his broad back was bowed and his auburn hair had turned iron grey. It couldn’t have lost its colour overnight. The father she adored had become an old man. And she hadn’t noticed.
 
         He sat next to her and reached for her hand. ‘Anything I can help with, sweetheart?’
 
         ‘Where’s Andy?’
 
         ‘Picking up his rugby kit and bags. He told me he’s already said goodbye to you.’
 
         ‘He has.’ Andy, like Penny, hated drawn-out goodbyes. Penny had brought up her son to be self-reliant and independent. But, close as they were, she hadn’t been able to prevent him from adopting some of her foibles. A dislike of salad cream, bottled tomato sauce, eggs with runny yolks and slugs and snails. He’d also inherited her abhorrence of cruelty to all living things and an aversion to prolonged goodbyes.
 
         Using the excuse of taking his clean washing to his room, Penny had said goodbye to Andy first thing. And, mindful of the antics the school’s senior rugby team had indulged in on past tours and the town had talked about for months, she’d delivered a lecture of dos and don’ts. Andy had mocked her gently by reminding her he was no longer six years old.
         
 
         She watched Andy reverse the car his grandfather had bought him for his eighteenth birthday out of the garage. He hit the horn, wound down his window and shouted, ‘See you next week, Mam.’
 
         ‘Wait.’ Penny ran out and kissed his cheek through the open car window.
 
         ‘I’m only going for a week,’ he reminded her irritably.
 
         ‘Sorry, impulse,’ she apologised.
 
         He gave her a sheepish smile. ‘I love you too, Mam. Bye, Granddad.’
 
         Penny watched him drive through the gates and on to the lane that led down the hill into the town.
 
         ‘Will his car be safe left at the school?’ She returned to her chair.
 
         ‘Safer than here I should think,’ her father reassured. ‘They lock up at night.’
 
         Penny thought about the letter.
 
         Hasn’t he inherited a single characteristic of his father’s? 
         
 
         The answer was too many for her to forget for an instant the man who had fathered him. Thick, black, curly hair, deep-blue eyes that usually sparkled with mischief; a six-foot-six well-built frame, taller than any of her brothers’ or sisters’ children. Her son – and Bobby’s.
 
         She waited until the sound of Andy’s car engine died away, before taking the letter from her pocket and handing it to her father. 
         
 
         Her father read the letter before returning it to her. ‘Do you remember what you said to your mother and me when we brought you back from America?’
 
         ‘I remember confessing I was pregnant and being terrified of your reaction. I expected a scene. But all Mam said was, “A grandchild, how lovely.” And you said, “We’ll do whatever we can to help. It’s your decision but I think you should finish college.”’
 
         ‘Which you did,’ he smiled. ‘It took courage for you to finish your course in Swansea, Pen. Some people were still petty-minded about illegitimacy at the end of the Sixties. But to answer my question, what you actually said was, “Better I bring my child up alone than go begging to a man who doesn’t want me or his baby.” But this,’ he tapped the letter in her hand, ‘wasn’t written by a man who didn’t want you. What was it, Pen? I know his disfigurement wouldn’t have stopped you from marrying him. Was it his money?’
 
         ‘It’s not what it seems, Dad.’
 
         ‘Did he make things difficult for you? I’ve treated men who’ve been horribly maimed in the pits. Some did all they could to push their wives and girlfriends away lest love turn to pity,’ he suggested astutely.
 
         ‘If that had been the problem, I believe, given time, I could have overcome it.’
 
         ‘Was it his grandmother? Charlotte Brosna certainly didn’t want you to see him after the accident. She couldn’t wait to get you out of the States. Even bought you a flight ticket home.’
 
         ‘Which you refused to take.’ She finished her coffee and set her mug on the floor. 
         
 
         ‘I didn’t like the way the woman tried to assume control, not only of her grandson’s life but my daughter’s.’ He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. ‘But bullying has its own reward. Charlotte Brosna reached a ripe old age.’
 
         ‘After Bobby recovered as much as he’s ever going to, I doubt Charlotte could have stopped us from seeing one another – if we’d wanted to.’
 
         ‘She wanted Andy when she found out you were pregnant.’
 
         ‘She couldn’t do anything legally without Bobby’s permission. I have him to thank for respecting my decision to bring him up alone.’
 
         ‘Pen, those letters you wrote to your mother and me from America, you were besotted with Bobby Brosna. If you really meant that much to one another, I can’t understand why you wouldn’t let him help you to bring up Andy. Tell me, if it wasn’t the accident, what really happened to separate you two?’
 
         She couldn’t answer him because the secret wasn’t hers to tell.
 
         ‘Do you want to talk about it, sweetheart?’
 
         She shook her head, buying time to fight the tears pricking the back of her eyes. She didn’t give herself long enough. Her voice wavered when she finally answered. ‘The choices I made seemed right at the time.’
 
         ‘But not now?’
 
         ‘I don’t know what I feel now, Dad.’
 
         ‘You do know you have to tell Andy about his father – and this legacy.’
 
         ‘Not until after he’s sat his exams.’ 
         
 
         ‘There I agree with you. I’ve seen how a little money can unhinge a teenager. But billions? Even I, at my advanced age, can’t comprehend wealth on that scale.’ Her father rose to his feet. ‘I’ll leave you in peace, Pen. If you want to talk, you know where to find me. Whatever you decide, your mother and I will be behind you as we’ve always been. Just one word of advice.’
 
         She looked up at him.
 
         ‘For the first time in eighteen years and almost two weeks think about someone besides Andy. Think about yourself, Pen. Then do what’s best for both of you.’ 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FOUR
            

         
 
         Penny couldn’t settle after her father left. She picked up her paintbrush and looked critically at the unfinished canvas on her easel. She’d never aspired to be Andy Warhol, but long hours and hard work had eventually paid off. For the last seventeen years she’d made a reasonable living painting book jackets for crime and romance novels. It helped that she’d never had to buy a house or pay rent. Her parents had converted an old barn at the back of the family home into self-contained accommodation for her and her baby before Andy was born.
 
         They’d refused to allow her to pay rent but she’d insisted on paying her own bills from the outset and, as soon as she could afford to, she’d set money aside to repay them. Before Andy’s sixth birthday she’d cleared the debt. Two years later she’d made enough to rebuild the derelict stables adjoining her barn conversion and turned them into a studio. Since then, she’d brought in enough money to meet her own and Andy’s needs and most of Andy’s wants, as well as set aside savings for Andy’s college fund.
         
 
         The background on the jacket of the bodice-ripper she was working on was exotic eastern – the scene tropically garish but the heroine didn’t look right. The publishers had asked for sultry, but the girl she’d painted looked sulky. Penny wondered if it was her fault or that of the model she’d hired to pose in harem dress. She studied the photographs she’d taken at the shoot and couldn’t decide.
 
         She busied herself mixing fresh paint but even as she lightened and darkened shades on the palette, she knew she was about to make a bad job worse. After scrubbing off a couple of daubs and smudging the canvas, she accepted she wouldn’t do anything worthwhile in her present mood.
 
         She packed away her paints, cleaned her brushes, hung her smock behind the door, threw a poncho over her shirt and jeans, and left the studio. She’d intended to head for the open mountain, her own and her brothers’ and sisters’ playground when they’d been children. And her sanctuary since the birth of Andy had forced her to accept that she’d ‘grown up’. But something held her back and she found herself standing at her front door.
 
         She ran up the stairs past the bedrooms and headed for the attic stairs. There were skylights in the roof. It had been boarded out as a playroom-cum-study for Andy. But during the conversion she’d asked the builder to erect a partition wall at the far end. The result was a storage area six feet deep by twenty feet wide. A ‘glory hole’ she and Andy used to house things they no longer needed but couldn’t bear to part with.
         
 
         Andy’s study area was unnaturally tidy. His BBC computer unplugged, and his videos stacked in a neat pile next to his video player and TV. A sure sign he’d be away for a few days.
 
         Penny crossed the room and unlatched the door to the cupboard, fumbling for the light switch because there was no window or loft light in the area. Three of the walls were shelved. As she’d made a point of labelling everything before storing it, and insisted Andy do the same, the labels read like a history of their lives.
 
         Andy’s high chair, cot, pushchair and baby walker, shrouded in plastic sheeting. Andy’s early Fisher Price toys. Why had she kept them when she could have passed them on to nieces and nephews who were younger than Andy? A desire to bring them out some day, show them to her grandchildren and say ‘your father loved this toy when he was your age’?
 
         Had she dreamt of a family life for Andy with a wife and children because circumstances had made her a single mother? She turned her back on Andy’s toys and found what she was looking for under a pile of boxes that held Andy’s early paintings and schoolwork.
 
         It was a battered canvas holdall in green tartan with vinyl handles. She’d bought it on a stall on Pontypridd market for her trip to America. She could even remember the banter she’d exchanged with the good-looking young stallholder. 
         
 
         ‘Going somewhere nice, love?’
         
 
         She’d tried not to boast, but it had been difficult. ‘America.’
         
 
         ‘Ooh, get you. Well there’s enough room in that bag for me. When do you want to pack me in it?’
         
 
         She set the boxes aside, picked up the bag and shook the dust from it. It was heavy. She switched off the light, closed the door and carried it down the stairs to her bedroom. She set the bag on the cream crewel work rug beside her bed, instantly regretting it when she saw the dust smudges it made. The zip was stiff, rusted with age, the vinyl cracked. She persevered and broke two fingernails before she finally managed to open it.
 
         On top was a photograph album. The plastic cover she remembered as white had yellowed. She opened it and was faced with a photograph of herself and Richard ‘Rich’ Evans taken on their first day at Swansea Training College. Underneath, she’d written Two head teachers in the making. She’d meant it ironically. Neither of them had the slightest intention – then – of pursuing a career in teaching.
         
 
         Rich was going to be an actor. The only question was whether his career would progress along the Royal Shakespeare Company, classic theatrical route, or the film star path that led to Hollywood. She was going to be a groundbreaking artist who would create ‘true art’ – or what she at eighteen believed ‘true art’ to be.
 
         Both Rich’s parents and her own had insisted they have ‘qualifications to fall back on’ because their chosen professions were notoriously precarious. They’d picked Swansea because it had been one of the first colleges to offer a Bachelor of Education degree. It was also the only college to offer them both a place. And, as they, but not their parents, considered themselves engaged to be married, they’d refused to be separated. Rich had opted to study English; she, art.
         
 
         Penny turned the page. Her with Kate Burgess, her best friend since their first day in Pontypridd Girls’ Grammar School in 1959, and her travelling companion on that fateful 1968 trip to the States.
 
         She leant back against the bed, thought of the letter she’d received, pictured the disfigured recluse who’d written it, closed her eyes – and the years tumbled away.
 
         Swansea, January 1968
         
 
         If she hadn’t cut her moral philosophy class to play chess with Rich in the common room, she might never have gone to America. Within an hour of the announcement being posted on the noticeboard, all the flight tickets had been reserved and deposits paid. A fist fight broke out in the union offices over the last two. But thanks to Kate, she’d booked hers before the trip had been advertised.
 
         She and Rich had tucked themselves into a corner and were in the closing stages of a game. The room was unpleasantly warm. The college could never get it right. In winter, the students either froze or baked. The atmosphere was dense, blue with cigarette smoke, and heavy with the mixed odours of coffee, sweat, cheap aftershave and scent. She was about to checkmate Rich in six or ten moves, depending on whether or not he’d seen through her strategy, when Kate burst in. 
         
 
         Everyone turned when Kate slammed the door back on its hinges. She looked as though she’d been under a shower. Her nylon mac dripped puddles on the vinyl tiled floor; her white tights were grey with mud splashes, her short blonde hair was plastered to her head but her cheeks glowed with excitement.
 
         Kate shouted but she couldn’t hear her above the political arguments raging against a background of Jimmy Ruffin’s ‘What Becomes of the Broken Hearted’ being belted out on the record player. She shook her head and pointed to her ears.
 
         Kate charged across the room. Oblivious to their game her overflowing bag hit their chessboard. A yoghurt and monster bar of chocolate spilt out knocking over half a dozen pieces.
 
         ‘Pen, you’ll never guess—’
 
         ‘Thanks for killing our game and so much for your diet, Kate,’ Rich griped. He and Kate had hated one another for years. Neither of them bothered to disguise their mutual loathing. She’d told both of them it wasn’t easy having the love of her life and best friend at constant loggerheads but her protests hadn’t had the slightest effect.
 
         ‘I’m talking to Pen, not you,’ Kate snapped.
 
         ‘That’s my rook you sent flying across the room. And I was winning,’ Rich carped, when Kate swept the board again with the edge of her mac.
 
         ‘No you weren’t. Pen had a cunning plan to checkmate you in three moves. She always does.’ Kate picked up the rook and turned her back on Rich. ‘The union’s chartered a plane. It’s leaving for New York the first week of June and returning mid September. Forty-eight pounds return and they’ll help any student who wants to go to find a job.’
         
 
         ‘Forty-eight pounds! You sure?’ She abandoned the game.
 
         ‘Where are you two going to find forty-eight pounds?’ Rich scoffed. ‘It’s two weeks into term but everyone I know has an overdraft.’
 
         ‘Not me. After watching my mother struggle with the tallyman for years I know how to hold on to my money.’ Kate had been brought up by a widowed mother on a council estate. The poorest and roughest in Pontypridd.
 
         ‘Do you have forty-eight pounds?’ she asked Kate.
 
         ‘I handed in my cheque ten minutes ago.’
 
         ‘Rob a bank or gone on the game, Kate?’ Rich goaded.
 
         Kate ignored him. ‘I met Joe Hunt in town. He was on his way back from a meeting at the university union. The notice won’t be on the board until tomorrow morning. There’s bound to be a rush for seats because the offer’s open to all Swansea students in the Uni, Tech and Art colleges.’ Kate gave Rich a mocking smile. ‘As for the forty-eight pounds, the Dragon Hotel was advertising for a waitress. All day Saturday and Sunday and two week-night evenings. Five pounds a week plus tips and a free ride back here at the end of the shift.’
 
         ‘You’ve taken it?’
 
         Penny didn’t know why Rich had asked. It was obvious from the triumphant look on Kate’s face she had.
 
         ‘It gives me four months to replace what I’ve taken from my grant cheque and save spending money.’ Kate wrinkled her nose. ‘Not that we’re going to be allowed to take more than fifty pounds out of the country. Stupid government and their stupid penny-pinching rules to stop the rich spending abroad; if we don’t find jobs within a day or two in the States, we’ll be sleeping in the street.’
         
 
         ‘Do the union want all the money upfront?’ Penny’d tried to calculate how much was left of her grant cheque in her bank account. She’d a massive overdraft before Christmas and spent more than she should have on presents for her family.
 
         ‘Do you think I would have handed my cheque into the union office if they didn’t? I’m still living off what I made working in the Post Office at Christmas. I haven’t touched my grant. I won’t need any extra cash for a few weeks and, when I do, I’ll have my Dragon wages to fall back on.’
 
         ‘You’re going to wear yourself out, waiting tables two days and four nights a week as well as studying. Most people who flunk out do so after the second-year finals.’ Rich couldn’t resist the opportunity to forecast doom for Kate.
 
         ‘You’re thinking of students of low intelligence and no stamina, like yourself,’ Kate bit back.
 
         Rich ignored Kate and glared at Penny. ‘You can’t seriously be considering going, Pen?’
 
         ‘It’s America.’
 
         ‘It’s not like the TV shows.’ Rich was always teasing her and Kate about their addiction to American westerns, like Bonanza and the High Chaparral. ‘The cowboy films you watch are their idea of serious history. And Hollywood is a right dump. Worse than the council estates around Ponty.’
         
 
         ‘Been there, have you, Rich? The council estates as well as Hollywood?’ Kate sniped.
 
         Rich remained unabashed. ‘Face it, Kate, you live on an estate. You know what I mean.’
 
         ‘No, I don’t. Would you care to explain?’ Kate demanded.
 
         Penny’d stepped in. ‘Stop quarrelling.’
 
         ‘Kate started it.’
 
         ‘No she didn’t. You’re being childish. We’ve moved on since Victorian times. No one gives a damn where people come from these days.’
 
         Even then she’d occasionally wondered why she stayed with Rich. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t had offers from boys just as attractive. But whenever she came close to moving on, Rich would say or do something heart-meltingly sweet, like drive her down the Gower so she could photograph and sketch the landscape while he stood around freezing. Or produce tickets for a Royal Shakespeare production in the Aldwych they were both desperate to see. Or escort her to an art exhibition that bored him witless just so she wouldn’t have to go on her own.
 
         ‘Coming with us, Rich?’ Kate taunted, knowing Rich’s teacher father insisted both his sons work on their grandfather’s farm every holiday ‘to keep their feet on the ground’.
 
         ‘I suppose I could ask my old man if he’d let me off herding sheep, milking cows and mucking out horses this summer.’ 
         
 
         ‘Don’t bother. You’d cramp our style.’ Kate wasn’t joking and Rich knew it.
 
         Tired of listening to Kate and Rich fence words, Penny’d left her chair. ‘You going to the hostel, Kate?’
 
         Kate stuffed the yoghurt and chocolate back into her bag. ‘Yes, before I get any more gibes about my diet.’ She waved the bar of chocolate under Rich’s nose. ‘Alison asked me to get this when I said I was going into town.’ She bent close to Rich’s ear. ‘It’s for her little brother’s birthday,’ she shouted, making him jump.
 
         ‘What about our game, Pen?’ Rich questioned petulantly.
 
         ‘Kate’s right. You were losing.’
 
         ‘I wasn’t. And, you said you wanted to see The Magic Roundabout.’
         
 
         The only time the common room was full was the ten minutes when the cartoon was shown on television before the evening news.
 
         It was Rich’s remark that made her decide, no matter what, she was going to the States. If for no other reason than it would prove her independence.
 
         She’d picked up her bag. ‘I need to phone home about America. If I plead poverty, my father may cough up the fare. He’s always telling us travel broadens the mind.’
 
         ‘Travel in Europe maybe,’ Rich declared. ‘But I fail to see how travel in America will do anything of the kind. There’s no culture …’
 
         ‘See you at supper.’ She’d pretended not to hear Rich when he called after her but she noticed Kate turning and poking her tongue out at him. 
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