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About the Book

It’s the Fiesta de San Juan in Spain, the national celebration of the Summer Solstice, and there’s much excitement about a huge firework display in the village of St Marti.

But Primavera Blackstone is more inflamed by the appearance of a mysterious writer, Duncan Culshaw, who is determined to rake through the ashes of her past.  And when extortion and blackmail are mentioned, Primavera realises the heat is on.

Duncan has his fingers burned, playing fast and loose with the fiercely protective Primavera.  But when he marries a dying woman for her money, threatening the inheritance of Primavera’s son Tom, events are going to get even more explosive . . .


In memory of my lovely sister-in-law,

Fiona McGrane,

who left us on June 30th, 2012


One



‘Woof woof.’

That’s little Lily Simmers’ war cry. They were the first proper words she ever uttered, and on the day of her third birthday party they were still her favourites, even though she had amassed a much larger vocabulary by then, a mixture of the Catalan and Castellano spoken to her by her mum, Tunè Miralles, and her dad, Ben Simmers, and the English which she uses with her paternal grandparents, all three of them.

All the kids in Catalunya grow up bilingual, with two native languages, and around St Martí d’Empúries many are like Lily, picking up English or French as they grow up in the cosmopolitan community that it has become. My son speaks four, having learned French while living with his father in Monaco, then picking up the local lingos when we settled here, after his father’s death and my rebirth. He’s literate in all of them, more so than I am. I’m very proud of that because he’s . . . I almost said ‘only twelve’, but Tom Blackstone isn’t ‘only’ anything. I still think of him as my child, but he isn’t any more, not really. He’s a big boy, one metre sixty-two (around five feet four) already, mature for his years, and has taken the first steps into adolescence.

Lily’s toddler barks were directed at her parents’ two Labradors, Cher and Mustard, as they patrolled the perimeter of the party site, a grassy area enclosed by the remaining walls of what was, a couple of hundred years ago, the first house in the village as you approach up the hill that leads from the beach, on the other side of the church from our place. Tunè and Ben had chosen it because it’s shaded even in June, when the sun was at its highest. They’d held her first two parties at home, but they had been as much for adults as children, maybe even more so, since Ben’s father told me after the second that the last of the guests didn’t leave until after midnight.

Tom and I were invited to all of them because, as Tunè put it, we’re almost family. I’m ‘Tia’ to Lily; that’s ‘Auntie’ in English (‘Primavera’ has at least two syllables too many for her at the moment), and I am her number one babysitter. I volunteered as soon as she was born. When Tom was an infant, I was in a big mess personally and emotionally, and I didn’t get the most out of that time. Oz . . . that’s his father . . . and I were in the terminal stages of a very short marriage when I discovered I was pregnant, and I was so antagonistic towards him that I left him the same week that my Clearblue kits both showed positive. Yes, I did it twice, to be sure, to be sure.

Oz: my strength and my weakness, the guy I met when he was a nobody, without the merest twinkle of a film actor showing in his eye, then loved and battled with alternately as his star gained luminescence, until those people who suggested snidely that he was cast in his first movie only because of a passing resemblance to Keanu Reeves came to refer to Keanu as ‘Oz Blackstone lookalike’.

I let him think that I had run off with someone, but I hadn’t; in fact I cut myself off from everyone I knew, family and friends, although I had very few of the latter at that time, and one of those wouldn’t have been interested in helping me out as she was in a similar situation herself.

I didn’t know it at the time, and didn’t find out until I made the mistake of attempting to front him up just after Tom was born, that my fecund spouse had managed to knock up both me and my erstwhile best pal within a few weeks of each other, and that she had filled the vacancy I’d created. When I found out, I beat another hasty retreat, and it was another three years before he discovered that little Janet wasn’t his first child after all.

Things got even more complicated after that, and I lost my precious Tom for a while. I don’t know what would have happened if Oz had lived, but I’m certain of one thing. I would have fought tooth, nail and very sharp claw to get my boy back, for every day that I spent without him caused me pain that I cannot bear to recall and, if I did, wouldn’t be able to describe.

But he didn’t live, damn him. I re-emerged from my shadows, and did a deal with Susie, the official widow, who was my friend again by that time, to regain custody. I couldn’t think of moving anywhere else but St Martí. I’d lived here before, with Oz and without him. Tom doesn’t know it, but he was conceived in a house not far from where we live now; some day soon I’ll tell him, for a person has a right to know every scrap of the truth about himself. I may refrain, though, from telling him that his half-sister was also conceived there, a very few weeks later. Once he learns a little more about human gestation he will work out the timing for himself, but I’ll deal with that when it happens.

The two young people in question were both on party parade as I sat on the wall watching the fun, acting as toddler wardens, handing out drinks and wiping off smeared chocolate cake before it did too much damage to clothing. Janet looked completely at home, and in command. She’s bilingual in English and French, but she sees enough of her half-brother . . . Susie and I tried from the start to ensure that they, and wee Jonathan, her younger child with Oz, spend at least six weeks together each year . . . to have picked up plenty of Catalan and Spanish from him, even if she doesn’t really know which is which. She’s growing fast too, only a few centimetres shorter than Tom. She’s a pretty girl, taking after Susie in looks as much as Tom takes after Oz, but in a year or so she’ll have reached her mother’s height, while he’ll be eye to eye with my one metre seventy. Wee Jonathan, I reckon, will always be just that; he’s a small broody child, with his father’s dark hair, like Tom, his mum’s oval face and eyes that never give any hint of what’s going on behind them. He’d opted out of the celebrations; instead he was on the beach with Conrad Kent.

Conrad Kent? Susie’s minder. His official title was logistics manager, but make no mistake, that’s what he was employed to be, back when Oz was alive, so that she could run her property and construction group from Monaco, with a managing director in charge in Scotland. The idea was that he would keep the family home secure, well maintained and running smoothly, with his wife Audrey as Susie’s personal assistant, but that he would also be driver and bodyguard, and his number one priority would be keeping the children safe.

Oz employed both Kents some years ago, and they were even more needed after he died. Conrad isn’t a big bloke, and he dresses like a hotel manager, or the principal in a very expensive car dealership. He’s half Welsh, half Jamaican, and he has a degree that he’s never used, in some obscure subject. He’s very neat, always precise and immaculate, but he has a military background and there is something about him that tells you he is not a man you should ever mess with.

He’d come with the children, and would stay until it was time for them to go home, in a few days. We’d been a three-kid (and one minder) household for a month, for a reason that still concerned me. A year before, Susie had told me that she had ‘a wee health issue’. As it turned out, it was bigger than she’d suspected. She’d been investigated for anaemia but leukaemia had been diagnosed. She’d undergone a course of chemotherapy during the autumn, another a few months later, and, as scheduled, was just completing a third.

On each occasion the children, and Conrad, had stayed with me. Audrey had stayed by Susie’s side, to help her in any way she needed. She’d told the kids that she had to go away on business, and neither of them had questioned that, but the last time I’d seen her, when I took Tom along to hers for Easter and saw the effects of the chemo, I couldn’t imagine that she could fool them for much longer.

If it came to that: her consultant was absolutely sure, she said, that the third course of treatment would see her in remission. I wasn’t as bullish; I’d paid a visit to the man myself and used my nursing experience to interrogate him. I reckoned he wasn’t even absolutely sure that the sun would rise next morning. Now I’m not an oncologist, and although I have worked in that area, I only have a little knowledge . . . and you know what they say about that. Nonetheless I was worried, for Janet and Jonathan, but also, cravenly, as I will admit, for myself and my lifestyle. Those two kids don’t have a close relative in the world other than their mother and Tom, and my thinking was if anything did happen to Susie, well, I could hardly let them go into an orphanage, could I?

‘Are you all right, Auntie Primavera?’

Janet’s question startled me. ‘What? Yes, of course. When am I ever not all right, kid?’

She smiled. ‘Never, but . . .’ she hesitated for a second or two before blurting out, ‘I can tell when Mum’s thinking about my father. You looked the same way just now.’

That cut the feet from under me; Tom had said much the same thing to me a couple of years before, when he’d caught me off guard.

I dealt with it as casually as I could. ‘Did I indeed? And who do you imagine I might have been thinking about?’

Wrong move, Primavera. Janet’s face fell; she frowned and bit her lip. ‘I’m sorry,’ she murmured. ‘I thought you might have been . . .’

‘Thinking about him too?’ I said, smiling to ease her embarrassment. ‘As it happens, I wasn’t, but you’re right, I might have been. I do think about him, for the very same reason your mum does, and you do, and Tom does, and wee Jonathan does. Because we all loved him and we all miss him.’

‘You loved him too?’ There was a hint of a challenge in her voice.

‘Of course I did,’ I replied. Janet and I had never shared a ‘big girl’ conversation. I decided that the time had come. ‘I take it that by now you understand the reproductive process,’ I continued, making it into a question with a raised eyebrow.

She flushed a little. ‘How babies are made? Yes, we did that at school a long time ago.’

‘Yeah well . . . Love has, or should have, a lot to do with that. I’ve had one baby, that’s Tom. I made him with your father. That’s why he’s your half-brother, and I will tell you this, I wouldn’t have wanted to make him with anyone else in the world. So yes, I might not have been very good at showing it sometimes, but I loved him. I’m proud of it too, just as your mum is.’

‘Did he love you?’

I nodded. ‘Yes. He said he did and I believed him. Your father had a great capacity for love, and I don’t mean that sarcastically. He loved me, and he loved your mother and he loved his first wife.’

Her eyes widened, and she gasped. ‘His . . .’ she began, then fell silent.

Christ on a bike, Primavera! Right off the cliff. Susie hadn’t told her. ‘Yes.’ I looked her in the eye. ‘You father was married three times. The first time was to a girl he grew up with.’

‘What happened to her? He never talked about her, and Mum never has either.’

‘It hurt him too much to talk about her. It hurt him very, very badly.’

I could see her feel his pain. ‘What happened to her?’

‘She died, Janet. There was a simple, one in a million, household accident and she died. It broke his heart.’

She frowned again, a little wince. ‘Once when I was young, I saw him crying. He was sitting in his chair, on his own, and he was crying. He didn’t see me, but it frightened me, so much that I couldn’t ask him why. Do you think that was why? Was he thinking of her?’

I nodded. ‘Probably. He wouldn’t have been thinking of me, that’s for sure.’

She didn’t pursue that. Instead she asked, ‘Did you know her?’

I nodded. ‘Yes I did; she was around when I met your dad. He and I were together for a while, but she was the one.’

‘Did Mum know her?’

‘Yes, they met.’

‘So why has she never mentioned her?’

That was a good question and I reckoned that I knew the answer. If she had, then given her daughter’s perspicacity, it would have opened a whole barrel of worms about that time in her life. Susie had been right to keep the lid on it, and I was going to have to apologise to her for taking it off.

‘I don’t know,’ I lied. ‘You’d have to ask her yourself.’

‘Maybe I won’t.’

‘Your decision, but I think you have to, now that careless old Auntie Primavera’s spilled the beans. There shouldn’t be any secrets between mothers and daughters.’

‘She kept it a secret from me,’ she retorted, resentfully. ‘It involved my father, and she didn’t tell me.’

‘No,’ I countered. ‘The way I see it, she hasn’t told you yet, that’s all. I’ll bet she was only waiting till she judged you were old enough.’

‘Do you really think so?’

‘I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t.’

She gave me an appraising look, then nodded. I thought we were done, but no.

‘What was her name?’ she asked.

I’d started, so I had to finish. ‘Jan,’ I told her, ‘short for Janet.’

Her mouth dropped open again. ‘I was named after her?’

‘I wasn’t around when you were named,’ I pointed out, ‘so I can’t say that for certain.’

‘But I was, wasn’t I?’

I smiled, and gave in. ‘For sure, kid, for sure,’ I admitted. ‘How do you feel about that?’

She thought about it for a few seconds, then a slow grin spread across her face. ‘My father named me after his lost love, his childhood sweetheart. I think that’s pretty cool.’

To you, no doubt, I thought, but I wonder what Susie thought about it. Could it be why she’s never spoken a word to you about Janet the First?

She jumped up on to the wall beside me, all arms and legs and red hair. Out of the shaded area, I could see that her face was pink; given her hair colouring and her complexion, her mother had always insisted that she uses fifty-factor sun protection, and leaves nothing uncovered. I did not intend to send her back home sunburned or I’d hear about it.

‘Do you have any Nivea with you?’ I asked.

She shook her head.

‘Then do me a favour. Even though it’s evening now, there’s still power in that there sun. Go back to the house and put some cream on, everywhere that isn’t covered.’ She was wearing shorts and a cap-sleeved T-shirt so that meant most of her. I gave her the key and she headed off, obediently, knowing, no doubt, that whatever her mother chucked at me, she’d get it first. I wondered if Janet ever had rebellious moments at home, for she’s never shown any when she’s stayed with me, not one. I guessed that she must have inherited that virtue from her grandparents, for it hadn’t been evident in either of her parents.

‘Hey, Primavera.’ I looked around, to see Tunè heading towards me with a plate held out before her. ‘You want some?’ she asked me, in Catalan. ‘I didn’t think it was possible that we could make too many sandwiches for Lily and her friends, but it seems that we have. The Nutella ones are all finished, but there’s tomato and cheese spread.’

‘Oh damn,’ I laughed. ‘I was looking forward to a Nutella sandwich.’ I helped myself to a handful from the plate. She smiled with me, as if she thought I’d been kidding, but I wasn’t; they’re my weakness. In Vaive, our beach bar of choice, they have Nutella toasties on the menu now, and I’m the cause.

‘Ben still working?’ I asked her. I’d noted his absence.

‘Yes. He closed the shop for Lily’s birthday, but one of his restaurant customers needed an urgent delivery, so he had to go. He’ll be back soon, though.’

Ben runs our local wine shop at the foot of the narrow street that leads up to St Martí’s main square, extravagantly named Plaça Major. It’s taken up entirely in summer by café restaurants, of which all but one are big on pizzas. It was quarter to seven, on Friday, June the twenty-third. It was quiet at that moment in time, but in a couple of hours it would not be, for on that auspicious date the Festa de San Juan, the national celebration of the summer solstice, takes place.

Once I heard a Brit expat describe San Juan as ‘like Guy Fawkes night. You know.’ That’s akin to describing the Spanish Civil War as ‘a little local dispute’. San Juan has fireworks too, but it’s much, much more. It’s more like the bombing and rocket campaign that preceded the invasion of Iraq at the start of the second Gulf War. If it’s explosive and they can get their hands on it, the locals will set it off, and by that I mean locals all across Spain. L’Escala, the municipality of which St Martí is a part, is a big enough community to make some serious noise, and we were about an hour away from the usual kick-off time. They don’t wait for dark; thunderflashes make their point twenty-four hours a day.

That was why the party was starting to break up, and why Tunè was trying to offload the sandwiches. I scoffed mine and jumped down off the wall ready to help with the clear-up. In fact there was little to clear; Cher and Mustard are very effective in that respect, with anything that’s edible.

We were finished, the party guests and their parents had all gone home, and Tom was fitting a reluctant Lily into her pushchair . . . if I’d tried that there would have been trouble, but she’s his girl . . . when Janet reappeared. She looked at her half-brother. ‘Did you ask?’ I heard her say.

‘Ask what?’ I said.

Tom replied. ‘Can Janet and I go to the concert?’ His voice had begun to deepen over the winter; I’ve noticed that the more serious he is, the lower the register.

I frowned at him, as if I meant it. ‘Which one?’ I retorted.

He gave me his exasperated sigh; I’m told that’s something else that comes with puberty. ‘You know which one, Mum. The one tonight, on the beach, for San Juan.’

I kept my frosty face on. ‘Do you know when it starts?’

‘Yes, round about midnight.’

‘Remind me. How old are you two?’

‘You know how old; twelve.’

‘Then I rest my case.’

‘Oh, come on, Mum,’ he protested. ‘It’s happening three hundred metres away from our house. Do you think we’re going to sleep through it? Never mind the concert, the rockets and the bangers will go on till one o’clock, earliest. Please, Mum. We won’t be drinking, or smoking dope or anything like that. You can send Conrad to look after us, if you like.’

As he spoke, I saw the man in question, and his sandy charge, crest the hill behind him.

‘I don’t send Conrad anywhere,’ I pointed out. ‘He’s responsible to Susie Mum for Janet and Jonathan; he decides where they go.’

‘So I can go, but not Janet?’

‘Did I come close to saying that?’ I exclaimed. ‘Conrad,’ I called out, ‘these two want to go to the reggae concert on the beach tonight. What do you think of that?’

He pursed his lips. ‘Definitely not without a minder,’ he said. ‘And that’s a problem ’cos for all my West Indian heritage, I can’t stand reggae.’

‘Then it’s just as well for everybody,’ I told him, grinning, ‘that I’ve been waiting for a few years for Tom to be old enough for us to go.’ I pointed at him, and his half-sister. ‘There’ll be a curfew, mind,’ I warned them. ‘Two o’clock, latest.’

‘Three o’clock?’ my boy shot back.

‘Two thirty. You’ll have had enough by then, trust me. Janet, it’ll probably be cool during the night, so make sure you dress warm enough.’

‘I will do, Auntie Primavera,’ she promised. ‘But what about Jonathan?’

I was about to tell her that he was just too young, when he beat me to the punch. ‘No,’ he snapped. ‘I don’t like loud music and I don’t like big crowds.’ He spoke French, as if he was trying to cut the rest of us out of an argument between him and his sister, but I knew by that time that it went deeper. Wee Jonathan made a point of speaking French almost exclusively in Monaco, and would do the same when he’s at mine if I let him get away with it. I will only speak English to him there, and won’t acknowledge his reply unless it’s in the same language. I have no idea what goes on inside the kid’s head, but I can only guess that he’s rejecting something, possibly his entire family.

‘That’s okay,’ Tom said to him, in the same language. ‘I hadn’t thought about you. I’m sorry. I’ll stay with you if you want, Jonathan.’

‘You will not!’ Janet snapped. ‘He’s the baby of this family and he’s not going to decide what we do.’

‘No more are you,’ Tom murmured, in Catalan.

‘I don’t want anyone to stay in with me!’ Jonathan shouted, exploding into English. ‘Go to your fucking concert and enjoy yourselves!’

‘Hey,’ Conrad barked, grasping the child by the shoulder. ‘That settles it. You are grounded, boy. You don’t leave the house till Monday, earliest.’ He glanced at me. ‘I’m sorry about that, Primavera. I don’t know where he picked that up.’

I laughed. ‘You don’t? His father and I used to have conversations just like that. For all that Oz and Susie were happy, I’m sure they had their moments too.’ I went over to the kid. His eyes had more life in them than I’d ever seen before, but it was the wrong sort. I took his hand; he tried to pull it away but I didn’t let him. ‘Come on, Jonathan, let’s you and I go home. Would you like to phone your mum? You haven’t spoken to her for a couple of days.’

‘No.’

‘Send her an email, then?’

‘No.’

‘She’ll be missing you,’ I ventured as we started to walk towards the house.

His bottom lip trembled. ‘She won’t, or she’d have taken me with her.’

‘Mum,’ Tom called, from behind me, ‘can Janet and I go down to the beach bar for a Fanta?’

‘Okay, but be home before eight, so you can get cleaned up for dinner.’

‘I’ll go with them,’ Conrad said. ‘I fancy a beer.’ And he didn’t fancy letting Janet out of the sight of an adult. Oz was rich and famous, and he had been obsessive about his kids’ security. He and his minder had been very close, and Conrad still heard and obeyed his master’s voice, even from beyond the grave.

They went on their way, and wee Jonathan and I continued on ours. There’s a simple cold shower at the side of the house. I made him stand under it for a minute or so, not as a penance, but to wash the sand off: standard practice. When it was done, I towelled him half dry and then we went inside. He would have headed straight for the room he was sharing with Tom, but I wouldn’t let him. Instead, I took him into the kitchen, gave him a glass of Activia pouring yoghurt, vanilla flavour, and sat him at the table. I’d seen enough of him by that time to know that always gets his attention.

‘Now,’ I began, ‘now that everyone’s tempers have cooled, tell me again why you think your mother won’t be missing you.’

‘Because she didn’t take me,’ he repeated, quietly, but stubbornly.

‘She couldn’t. Your mother’s a businesswoman. Sometimes she has to be away.’

‘She’s never left me before, only this last year. Any time she’s had to go to Scotland before she’s always taken Janet and me.’

‘And Conrad and Audrey.’

‘Yes.’

‘And those times I’ll bet she worked a lot and you didn’t see much of her.’

‘Yes,’ he conceded, grudgingly.

‘In that case, do you think she might have decided that now you’re old enough for her to leave you for a while, that’s best for you?’

He avoided the question by attacking his glass.

‘Jonathan,’ I continued, ‘I know how I feel when Tom visits you and I’m not there. I promise you, I miss him every day he’s away, but still I let him go, because it’s good for all you kids that you spend time together when you’re growing up. Your mum feels the same way.’

‘She can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I saw her plane ticket in her office. She’s gone to America.’

He was right about that. Susie’s consultant had sent her to the Mayo Clinic in Scottsdale, Arizona, for her treatments.

‘I think she’s gone with Duncan,’ he whispered.


Two



Duncan. That was a name that I thought had been consigned to the past. There’s a significant difference between Susie and me in the way we’ve dealt with life after Oz. It may have had something to do with the fact that while I was around halfway through the journey between forty and fifty, Susie had seven years fewer on the clock than I did, but as single women, I’ve always found that I managed perfectly well without a man in my bed, while Susie usually had an ‘escort’ somewhere or other in her vicinity.

I’m still fertile, although the menopause can’t be far away, but I was having trouble remembering the last time I looked at a bloke and thought, ‘I’d really like to fuck you.’ No, sorry, I lie. It was eight years in the past, the man in question was Oz, and I did, regardless of the small detail that he was married to Susie at the time. Biter bit, and all that.

Susie’s Duncan had been around for longer than most of her consorts, almost two years from start to what she had told me was the finish. His surname was Culshaw, and he was the nephew of her managing director. They were introduced at a company meeting in Glasgow, and before long, he was making regular visits to Monaco. He was a few years younger than her, but not so many that he could be classed as a toy boy. I’d met him a couple of times on visits to Monaco during his ‘tenure of office’, so to speak.

He was a good-looking bastard, I’ll give him that, not tall for a man, about my height when I’m in high heels, taller than Susie without towering over her, with fairish hair that wasn’t quite blond, pale blue eyes and a narrow waist. He scrubbed up well enough, and I’ll admit he looked not bad in swim gear around the pool, although he was a bit on the bony side and had unsightly clumps of hair on his back. When Susie asked me what I thought of him, I pointed this out. She couldn’t argue otherwise, but she assured me that his best feature was hidden from view. I didn’t ask for specifics, but I wasn’t sure I believed that; my scepticism was based on several years’ nursing experience, when I saw a lot of skinny guys . . . or a little, as was mostly the case.

I did ask about his profession, though, over dinner one night at her place when the kids had gone to bed and Duncan wasn’t in residence. ‘He’s a writer,’ she told me.

‘What does he write?’

‘Newspaper articles, magazine articles, that sort of stuff.’

There was a vagueness about her answer that was very un-Susie-like. ‘Who pays him to do this?’ I murmured.

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Were you born cynical?’

‘I’m not cynical,’ I insisted. ‘But I don’t take a single fucking thing for granted either, least of all when it comes to men.’

‘That’s why you don’t have one,’ she chuckled.

‘Maybe . . . but I prefer to believe that since my boy’s going to start shaving in a couple of years, I don’t want him to have to compete for the bathroom mirror. So,’ I went on, ‘who does your guy work for?’

She laughed. ‘Your boy has an en-suite bathroom, so don’t give me that one. Duncan’s freelance,’ she continued. ‘He gets stuff in the Scottish papers, mostly their weekend magazines, but he says that his best clients are airlines. You know, those flight mags that you read then forget as soon as you step on to the air bridge.’

‘Your wild weekend in Shagaluf? Great European stag night venues? That sort of stuff?’

She nodded. ‘You’ve got it. Pays well, he says. He does other stuff, though; corporate. For example he’s going to write the text for the Gantry Group’s next annual report.’

‘How about books?’

‘He says he’s working on a manuscript. He won’t let me read it yet, but he says it’s a thriller. He’s looking for an agent just now. He says you can’t get published without one.’

‘How about Oz’s old agent? What was his name again?’

‘Roscoe Brown?’ She shook her head. ‘No, Primavera, he’s Hollywood; that’s not what he does.’

‘I could always send it to my brother-in-law,’ I suggested. ‘He’d read it if I asked him.’

‘Miles Grayson? I thought he’d retired.’

‘From acting, yes, but he still produces and directs. Although he has so many business interests these days, he insists that films are still his main focus. Everything else is just a sideline.’

‘Including the wine business?’

‘Very much so. It’s only a small part of his portfolio.’

A couple of years ago Miles and my sister visited me in St Martí. I introduced him to some of the better wines from our region and he was so impressed that he bought one of the producers. I’ve been a director for the last two years and it’s doing all right.

‘Well,’ Susie ventured, cautiously, ‘if you think he would read it, I’ll tell Duncan, and ask him to give you a call.’

Tom and I went back home next morning, and I thought no more about it, until last autumn, over a year later, my phone rang, and it was Duncan Culshaw, calling out of the blue. He’d booked himself into the Nieves Mar Hotel, in L’Escala, and he told me that he’d like to see me.

‘You came all this way on spec?’ I asked.

‘Susie said you’d be here,’ he said. ‘She told me that you might be prepared to show my book to your brother-in-law.’

‘I might, that’s true, but you don’t need to throw yourself at my feet for it to happen. If I do it, it’ll be as a favour to Susie, pure and simple.’

‘I appreciate that,’ he said, ‘but I wouldn’t want you to embarrass yourself with him by sending something blind.’ He paused. ‘Have dinner with me tonight, and I’ll give you a copy.’

‘I can’t do that,’ I replied, ‘unless you fancy feeding my son as well. But lunch tomorrow would be okay.’

He had his manuscript with him when we met in the hotel restaurant, not in printed form but on a four gigabyte memory stick. ‘It’s not quite finished,’ he told me. ‘I have a couple of rough edges that I need to smooth out.’ He handed it to me. ‘Read it please, and we’ll meet again, possibly for coffee tomorrow morning. I’ll call you to arrange something.’

‘That’s a tight timescale,’ I observed, ‘for a whole manuscript.’

‘You’ll finish it, I promise you. It’s a page-turner.’

I took the stick from him. ‘Obviously not literally,’ I pointed out, ‘but I’ll do it.’

We had a pleasant enough lunch; most of our conversation was about the Emporda region, its front-line tourist pitches and some of the spots off the beaten track. ‘That was very useful,’ he told me as he signed the bill. ‘I have a piece to write for one of my airline clients; you’ve given me just about everything I need.’

‘That’s handy,’ I remarked. ‘You’ll be able to put me down as a business expense.’

I had a flash of concern that I might have sounded waspish, or been ‘a nippy sweetie’, as my Glaswegian Granny Phillips would have put it, but far from being wounded, Duncan nodded, beamed, and replied, ‘Yes, indeed, Primavera; the whole damn trip in fact, with free air travel and car hire.’

My only reaction was a smile, but I felt that for the first time I’d had a flash of the real Duncan Culshaw.

I drove straight home, dug out the rarely used MacBook laptop that I keep as a back-up for my computer, took it out on to the terrace, with Charlie, our Labrador, for company, and plugged the stick into one of the USB sockets. There was only one document on it, a large PDF file, titled The Mask. When I clicked on it, a box came up on the screen advising me that it was read only and that I would not be able to copy or edit it. ‘Fine,’ I muttered, and clicked the button to proceed.

There was no foreword, only the title, author’s name and a copyright declaration. I turned to the first page and started to read.


‘My wee brother?’ she began, then paused, as if she was framing every word in her eventual reply.

‘He was like a loch on a fine summer’s day. Not a mark, not a ripple on his surface. You looked at him and you thought, he’s one of the fairest things I’ve ever seen. And he was, the boy I grew up with.

‘But then life took a hold of him and the water was disturbed, choppy at first, and then rougher, till it was storm-tossed, white-crested. He was still beautiful, but in a different way, darker, ominous, and you knew that not far below that surface there was another man, someone different, someone dangerous, like the monsters of legend given form.’

As she spoke, Lady Doreen March’s plain but strong face seemed to change, to weaken, to crumple, and her voice began to crack. And as she finished, there were tears running down her cheeks, cutting ravines in her make-up.




I sat bolt upright in my chair. ‘What the fuck is this?’ I shouted, loud enough for Charlie to bark, his fur rippling, readying himself to defend me from attack, even though he couldn’t see the threat.

‘Doreen March?’ I said, more quietly. ‘Ellie?’

He’d changed a name, but only by a couple of months. ‘My wee brother’ was always how Lady Ellen January referred to Oz. Lady January, wife of a Scottish Supreme Court judge, formerly Ellen Sinclair, born Ellen Blackstone, is my Tom’s aunt, and she remains my good friend.

That surname surely had to be an alias for her, but as for the rest, Ellie is the most down-to-earth woman I’ve ever met. She’s never spoken like that in all the time I’ve known her; moreover, she never wears any make-up to speak of, and the Stone of Destiny is more likely to shed a tear than she is.

I realised that I was shaking, and that my heart and respiration rates were way above normal. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and waited until I had restored myself to a state of calm. When I opened them again, I saw Charlie, looking up at me. If a dog can frown and show concern, that’s what he was doing.

I had slammed the MacBook closed, as if I was running away from its contents, putting it to sleep in the process. I waited for it to come back to life, then read the second chapter.

‘My son?’ Frail old Michael Greystock sighed. ‘He broke my fucking heart. All I ever wanted was for him to be a teacher like me, but no, not him.’



If Doreen was Ellie, then Michael Greystock had to equal Macintosh Blackstone, a dentist, not a teacher, who had threatened both his kids with fire and brimstone if they ever entertained the idea of following him into his profession. As for frail, the guy’s had a heart-valve replacement but he’s still capable of two rounds of golf a day.

‘No, he had to go off to be something he never really was. First to Edinburgh, with his silly country notions of fame and fortune on gold-paved streets, then to bloody Spain, then to Glasgow, chasing that stupid dream. And him being him, eventually he caught up with it. He did have a gold star set in some fucking pavement in Los Angeles. As far as I know it’s still there, but he isn’t. It turned out to be a shooting star and, like they all do, it burned itself out.’



I laughed out loud. This was supposed to be Mac, Tom’s rock-solid Grandpa Mac coming out with all this fanciful shite?

‘But it wasn’t his fault,’ I read on, aloud. ‘It was that woman. She came into his life and she beguiled him. She cast her spell on him, like a witch, and the poor guy hadn’t a fucking chance after that. It was that Phyllis woman; the first time he ever brought her to my house, I had a premonition not just that she would take him from me, and from all the other people who loved him, but that she would be the end of him. If I could play that scene again, that first meeting, I’d stab her through the heart, and take the consequences. They’d be worth it.’



‘Phyllis?’ I yelled. ‘Fucking Phyllis?’

‘Gobsmacked’ didn’t come close to how I felt. No, it didn’t. I tried to define my reaction at that moment, and could only come up with one analogy. I felt raped.

My mobile was in my hand without any conscious thought, and I was about to hit the button on Mac’s speed dial entry, when I stopped myself. ‘No,’ I told myself ‘let’s read it all.’

And I did. Chapter three quoted someone called Sheila.


‘He was damaged when I met him,’ the widow said. ‘He was still bereaved, but she hadn’t given him time or space to grieve properly over the loss of his precious soul mate. Some people, and by that I mean the odd obsessive fan, but mostly Phyllis’s famous politician sister and brother-in-law, still blame me for taking him from her, but I don’t give a shit about them, for what I was really doing was trying to save his life. She had her claws in him, as deep as she could sink them. I tried, but to be honest I never really could prise them loose.

‘I don’t know what happened to his first wife. “A tragic accident in the home”; that was how the papers described it, but I’m not so sure. There was a continuing state of warfare between his two women. At that time, Maureen was on top, but she’d only won a battle. The war ended with her death, the only way it ever could have. Accident? If that’s what “they” say, I’ll have to accept it, but really, “they” have no idea what Phyllis is capable of: she’s done time, for Christ’s sake. That’s why we retreated to Italy, to a house that I insisted should be made as secure as possible. I wasn’t afraid for my children while I had him, although that’s what I let him think. Truth is, I was afraid for myself, afraid of her.

‘When they told me he was dead, the first thing I felt wasn’t shock. Before that there was an instant when I felt relief, because finally I’d be free of Phyllis. Afterwards . . .

‘I was furious when I heard that he’d been cremated. They told me it had been necessary because of the heat in Guatemala, where he’d been making a video for his new album when it happened. The unit had a doctor with it; he certified that a congenital heart defect had been the cause of death, and I have no grounds to doubt that, and yet . . .’




I had to break off then; I was so angry that I could barely see the words on the screen, far less concentrate on them. I closed the laptop and kept it shut, until our evening had run its course, and Tom had gone to bed. Not for the first time, no, not by a long way, I was glad my boy was there to keep me on an even keel, and possibly to keep me from taking Charlie along to the Nieves Mar and setting him on the son-of-a-bitch Culshaw, although my distraction must have shown through, for he asked me a couple of times whether everything was okay. Although I assured him it was, I reckon he knew it wasn’t, but trusted me to tell him if and when I needed to.

I rarely drink spirits, but I mixed myself a gin and tonic and took it up to the terrace, back to the manuscript. I scrolled through it before getting down to the detail, and I saw quickly that after the three opening ‘testimonials’, the book became more conventional. When I did start to read again, it was clear that it was a mock biography, the life and times of someone called ‘Al Greystock’, rock star and tragic hero . . . or rather, anti-hero.

The book wasn’t warts and all; it was plain fucking warts, pure and simple. Culshaw had done his research on Oz, that was for sure. The story proper began with what purported to be a news article in the Saltire, a fictitious Scottish daily newspaper. It said that workmen dismantling an outbuilding on the Perthshire property that Al and Sheila Greystock had owned had found a shotgun encased in the foundations. To the police its origins were a mystery, and they could trace no record of its registration anywhere in Britain.

That got my attention, for Oz and Susie had lived beside Loch Lomond, and indeed a shotgun had been found there when the next owner had demolished the playground they’d built for the kids. I knew this because Susie had told me about it, after the police asked her, politely, if she had any idea where it had come from. She hadn’t, but Oz had. I knew because he told me.

Culshaw offered no theories in the early part of his story; instead he went back and gave a brief account of the so-called Al’s early life in Newport on Tay, highlighted by a story told by one of his classmates, about him going mental and beating the shit out of two guys in his year because of a casual schoolboy remark about Maureen, his childhood sweetheart. That wasn’t fantasy either; that happened, not in Newport, but in Anstruther, where Oz was raised. He told me about that too, very early in our relationship; eventually he told me everything.

The scene changed to Edinburgh and Al’s early life there, first as a trainee fireman, and later as a self-employed journalist, as he was said to style himself, who made extra money singing with an up-and-coming rock band.

That was the point at which I made my first appearance. ‘Phyllis’ turned up at one of his gigs, and sank her hooks in him straight away.

‘The boy Al was okay until he met her,’ a guy called Saeed Nawaz was quoted as saying. Saeed had to equal Ali Patel, the neighbourhood grocer in Edinburgh, and Oz’s pal.

‘Him and Maureen, his bird from when he was a kid in Fife, they were fine, an item, although they didnae live together. Then she turned up, that Phyllis. She was in bother of some sort or other, he helped her out, and she helped herself. They went off together on some business trip that she’d lined up, only for a week like, but when they came back everything was different. They went off again, but for a while this time, then just when I thought he was gone for good, he came back, out the blue, and things were all right wi’ him and Maureen again. They got married, he selt me the flat and they moved tae Glasgow.’



True, all of it, and he’d got Ali’s accent right as well; but then it drifted into pure fiction.

‘Al made it big in the music business; he got lucky, ken, became a big star overnight. A wee bit later, Phyllis came back. Ah don’t know how, but she’d missed all that. I was in one night, there was a ring at the doorbell and it was her. She looked at me, surprised like, and asked where Al was. Ah telt her he didnae live there any more, that him and Maureen had got married and moved tae the Wild West. The look she gave me scared me shitless. Then she turned on her heel and went off. A wee bit later, Ah heard that Maureen was dead, that she’d been electrocuted by a dodgy washing machine or something. Accident? Maybe so, but the timing was a bit funny.’
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