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The Key

by Francesca Ryan

Let's start at the very beginning. A very good place to start, as the song goes.
Except that it's not, necessarily. Why not start at the end? It's the place
we're headed to, after all. Knowing what will happen in the end has never
bothered me. Just because I already know what happens to Romeo and
Juliet in the end, it doesn't mean I can't suspend my disbelief when I sit
down in the theatre. I still get caught up in it all emotionally, all over again.

I'm the type that will read the synopsis of each episode of a TV thriller
before watching. It helps me relax and lean into the tension better. I'm not
asking annoying questions all the time. What did he say that? Why did she
that do that? Drives my husband mad. Happens less since I got the hearing
aids, of course. But if I already know the plot, we can enjoy Line of Duty
much better. As long as I don’t blurt out a spoiler.

Back to the start of my story. I've been listening to my father telling me
that I'm not his daughter. He is not my biological father. My whole world
upends in that moment. It’s not even Dad telling me face to face.

But maybe the real place to begin was after I'd cooked a batch of Italian
sausage pasta sauce. After cooling a couple of portions, I'd decanted them
into a zip-lock bag. Now I was looking for my roll of freezer-proof labels.
Usually, I put things back where they belong after I've used them. They
weren’t there.  was irritated with dear beloved for pinching them. Probably
for his seedlings, or something similar. It's annoying if labels come off
foodstuffs. Finding lumps of frozen red-brown something or other in the
arctic Golgotha of the freezer. You've no idea what it is, or when it was
made. You can hazard a guess but it's not the same as knowing what it is.
Potluck supper, anyone?



I go look in The Drawer. The Drawer is a place where the flotsam and
jetsam of our life is stashed away out of sight. Often when tidying up in a
hurry before company. In it, you will find all sorts. Dead AA batteries, or
small change shrapnel, that kind of thing. The Drawer has a smell all its
own. Old crumbled antacid tablets lend a minty musty note. The woody
scent of ancient unused pencils. Rummage around, who knows what it will
turn up? On this occasion, no roll of labels.

What I did find, was a small key, a silvery colour, about half the size of
your little finger | had no idea what it was for. Not one of those little things
to open a window, and not an IKEA Allen key. My darling meticulously
tapes those to the underside of whatever he's constructed. No. This looked
like the key to a box. A smallish one by the look; small key, small box.
Normally you'd find important objects in our safe.

My sleeping habits these days have me regularly surfacing around four
in the morning. The Hour of the Wolf. You can’t stop thinking about all
sorts of things. Sometimes it's some worry on the treadmill of your mind. I
often get out of bed, go downstairs, make a cup of tea. Read something for
a while, till I'm drowsy. Not the iPad. Maybe a bit of poetry, or a novel I've
got going. Nothing too page turning though. You don't want to greet the
morning light buried in a Patricia Highsmith.

This time I woke up and knew exactly what that key was for. A small
silver box from my father's bits and pieces that we'd found when we'd
cleared his house after the funeral. We’d been through anything important,
so what was in the forgotten box was mystery. It had slipped my mind, too
many pressing things to take care of. The box had wound up in the garage,
another place where my beloved stashes things that he hasn't an immediate
place for. The old lawnmower we had years ago. The exercise bike neither
of us use. Old cardboard boxes from Amazon, eventually destined for a tip
to the trip. The little silver box was somewhere in there. [ went looking in
the morning.

When [ opened the box, I found war medals. A George the fifth
sovereign, a few other bits and pieces, and a small cassette. Why would
anyone keep one of those? Of course [ was curious as to what was on it, and
why he'd kept it. No one has cassette players anymore; how was I to listen
to it? Finding a way to do that was harder than you'd think. Digital formats
have replaced old reel to reels, videos and bits of brown tape. I found a little
shop that specialised in transferring old stuff onto CDs. Could Andrew, the
nice young man behind the counter help me? Yes, he could. It will be ready
in about ten days he said. Have to send it off.



It was actually three weeks by the time I returned. The mysterious tape
had slipped my mind, lots of other things needing attention.

When [ did get round to listening, it was a shock of course. His voice
with the bombshell message. So many questions. Why on earth hadn’t he
told me earlier, face to face? In some ways it wouldn't have necessarily
mattered who my real biological father was. My dad was always my dad to
me. But now I need to know. And pulling that thread has led me to some
unexpected places. What happened with my mother? What secret she had
kept all those years?

It's been quite a ride, pulling that thread. It’s left me wondering who
exactly am I? Everything up in the air. That’s a whole story. Every end is a
new beginning, as they say. But I wish I'd known the ending earlier.



