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    Before …




    The house was ready. Under the vine-covered pergola, the table was laid for lunch. The huge cream parasol was up, shading the garden chairs on the other side of the terrace. Indoors, everything was just as it had always been – only a little tidier, perhaps. Upstairs, the beds were made and the rooms aired.




    Lucy adjusted the position of a jar of white roses on the table then stepped back to admire her work before moving into the sunshine, feeling its warmth on her skin. She stretched out her arms to either side of her. Today, the air was so clear she could see all the way south to the coast, beyond the rock of Gibraltar, across the straits to Africa. Bailey, her mother’s grey-and-white shaggy mongrel, padded down the stone steps in front of her and collapsed, panting, in the shade of a twisted olive tree.




    A painted lady butterfly flittered over the pots of red and white geraniums, past the cream parasol and chairs and out towards the garden. Bees hummed in the lavender below the terrace wall. A couple of buzzards hovered over the fields below. Somewhere a cock crowed. Lucy checked her watch. Her sister and brother should have landed by now. They would be here soon.




    Even though she had been back here for a few days, preparing for everyone’s arrival, Lucy still hadn’t got used to her mother not being there. Occasionally, out of the corner of her eye, she would imagine Hope in the garden, cajoling a plant to do better, or framed by a doorway. Sometimes she would be sitting at the piano, her spectacles on top of her grey curls, or in her sewing chair, hands busy. She might be announcing a plan for the day, wondering where she had put something, or opening a bottle of wine. Her presence was here even now, weeks after her death.




    Hope had died in England but had asked for her ashes to be scattered at the place she loved most in the world, where she had been her happiest. Her three children were making sure that wish was granted, and Jo was bringing her home in accordance with her final wishes.




    And when it was all over, the house would be sold. Lucy gazed around her, unable to believe there would be a time when none of this would be theirs.
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    The Arrivals Hall was a huge dimly lit barn of a place with large green signs pointing the way to the rental car desks in the basement. The passengers had left behind the bright posters welcoming them to sunny southern Spain and entered a utilitarian, cavernous netherworld chilled by the over-efficient air con. Whoever said hell was other people was right, Jo reflected, clutching the map of local attractions that a tourist guide had pressed into her hand as they emerged into baggage reclaim. She missed the heat and the distinctive smell of the rough Spanish cigarettes that years ago had made landing here so distinctive, so special. Now arriving at Malaga was just like arriving at any big modern airport anywhere else in the world.




    The airport carousel was loaded with baggage from their flight, but Jo’s case had yet to appear. She turned to check that Ivy was still sitting on the empty trolley. Her four-year-old daughter, adorable in her pink leggings and flowery top, hadn’t moved except to stare at a family of children whose mother was handing out multi-coloured lollies. One of the children, a girl about the same age as Ivy, saw her watching and came over, trailing her wheelie backpack. The two of them sized each other up. Ivy stayed put, her small face creasing into a scowl. She was reliable like that. Jo wished she hadn’t left the packet of Haribo, bought for just this sort of a moment, at the checkout of the Gatwick WHSmith. She refocused on the circulating luggage. Heavily taped cardboard boxes, children’s buggies and a variety of cases, rucksacks and holdalls rumbled past – but no sign of the well-travelled green case with the distinguishing purple padlock.




    Around the carousel, families were revved up in holiday mood. Children raced around parents driven to the end of their tether. Tempers were already fraying as cases were heaved on to trolleys and children scrambled up the piles to sit triumphant at the top, leaving others disappointed or angry at the bottom. A couple of teenagers sat bent over their phones, thumbs moving rapidly over the screens. A hen party, which had brawled during the flight and been separated by the crew, was split into two miserable groups, backs to each other, their glittery pink antennae drooping. A few moony couples stared at each other, oblivious to the surrounding chaos. Older couples with walking shoes and sticks had grabbed their rucksacks from the carousel and were marching purposefully towards customs and the exit.




    Jo was shoved to one side as a man grabbed at a large cardboard box stuck over with labels and caught her shin with its corner. She swore under her breath. He muttered an apology, leaving her to rub her leg while willing her case to appear. She turned again to Ivy, feeling that familiar rush of love that still surprised her with its intensity. Who would have thought that having a child so late in her life would give her so much?




    ‘Won’t be long,’ she said. ‘Our case’ll be here in a minute, then we can go. You OK?’




    Her daughter’s scowl had deepened and she said something that disappeared into her sucked thumb and Bampy, the worn toy rabbit that Ivy insisted went everywhere with her, her brown eyes large above the animal’s embarrassingly grubby head.




    ‘What was that?’ Jo bent over to make out what she said.




    ‘I want a lolly.’ Ivy’s eyes travelled to the bright-coloured lollies being sucked by the family beside her.




    ‘Can I have a lolly, please.’ Jo corrected her daughter automatically as she rummaged in their rucksack, praying that the packet of Haribo would magically materialise. Oh God, she hadn’t got anything that would do as a substitute. She pulled out a couple of carrot and apple sticks from a Tupperware box. ‘We’ve finished the biscuits. Have these instead. Yum.’ How half-hearted that sounded, even to her.




    Her daughter’s face screwed up. ‘No, no, no, no! I want a lolly.’ Bampy hit the ground and Ivy was on her feet. Surely, the whole airport could hear her. Heads were turning.




    Oh God, not a tantrum. Please, not now. ‘Just eat these for the moment. We’ll get one later. I promise.’ Jo spoke clearly and calmly despite her gritted teeth.




    ‘No, n-o-o-o-o-w,’ Ivy wailed, pushing away Jo’s hand and hurling herself to the floor.




    ‘As soon as we’ve got our bag.’ Jo resisted the almost overwhelming temptation to resort to physical force to get Ivy back on the trolley. Everyone was watching them. But Ivy was beyond reason. She lifted her head, face red, eyes screwed up, mouth open for another loud wail, the epitome of absolute misery. And not a tear to be seen.




    Aware of everyone’s eyes on them and judgement being passed on her for being a bad mother, unable to deal with her own child, Jo squatted and took Ivy’s arm, trying to calm her in a loud whisper. But, feet drumming on the ground, Ivy didn’t hear. All the while cases were passing them by, not one of them with a purple padlock.




    ‘Would one of these help?’ A voice came from beside them. Jo looked up to see the mother of the neighbouring family holding out a round lolly with a deep-red rose emblazoned in its creamy centre. ‘I know what it’s like. I always have these with me for emergencies. They never fail.’




    Jo glimpsed her Samaritan’s three small children, all staring wide-eyed at Ivy, each with a stick protruding from their mouth and sucking furiously.




    ‘Thank you so much.’ Jo took the proffered lolly. As she did, she could hear her nanny Sue harping on about the throbbing mass of E-numbers and sugar that promised a lifetime in the dentist’s chair. But it offered blessed peace and quiet as well. Which was more important: the immediate present or the unknown future? No contest. Ivy’s wails had already scaled back to the occasional whimper as her eyes fixed on the prize. Jo could imagine stickler Sue’s tutting disapproval. Keeping up with her shared nanny’s exacting standards was a constant trial. All the more so now Ivy had learned to talk and could give away the full extent of her mother’s backsliding.




    ‘It’s my fault,’ the woman admitted. ‘I should have offered her one when I dished them out to keep mine quiet, but I didn’t like to. Stranger danger, sweets, all that.’




    ‘Oh no. You shouldn’t …’ Jo registered the woman’s evident exhaustion, her face a blur of shadow and softened edges, her hair straying from a scraped-back ponytail. ‘I should have brought some of—’ But, before Jo could finish, the woman had turned to her husband who had just brought over the last of their luggage and was hurrying them away. More grateful than she had a chance to express, Jo passed the lolly into Ivy’s grasping hand, then lifted her and put her back on the trolley with the rucksack. Pushing the trolley into a space close to the carousel where the crowd had thinned, she resumed her watch, her anxiety mounting.




    ‘Once we get the case, we can go,’ Jo explained again, but Ivy was too focused on the changing colours of her lolly to bother to reply.




    There were only a few cases left from their flight by now. Hers was not among them. She closed her eyes and sent up a small prayer. The case could not go missing. Not now and especially not with what was inside it.




    What could she have been thinking when she packed their mother? However practical a solution it might have seemed at the time, if the box of ashes was lost the repercussions would be pyrotechnic.




    The demands of the budget airline had made packing impossible. Jo had tried fitting the eight-by-twelve-inch cardboard box provided by the undertakers into her backpack along with everything else. But however she tried, not everything would fit. Something had to go in the hold. Not Ivy, obviously – though the flight might have been more relaxing without her – and therefore not the things that would amuse her during the flight; books; colouring books and crayons; iPad for those more desperate moments; and of course Bampy. And not her change of clothes in case of accidents. And not their picnic, either. Nor Jo’s own laptop – too precious and too fragile. She might not get the chance to check her work emails over the weekend, but she felt better knowing she could if she wanted to. That had only left the box of ashes.




    Originally she had intended to carry her mother on board with her even though the idea had slightly freaked her out, especially as Ivy would be with her. She had imagined being stopped at Security and having to explain in front of her daughter that the plastic bag of fine pasty-white ash was all that was left of Granny Hope. Ivy could be traumatised forever. Of course Jo didn’t want that. The subject of death was already a too-frequent topic of conversation between them since her mother had died. No, the living had to take priority over the dead – even if the dead was your own parent.




    Airline regulations probably demanded human remains be carried as hand luggage – but who would know that she had packed them? With luck, no one. And certainly not her mother. In fact, Hope would probably have laughed if she had known. She would have made a joke about how being wrapped in her favourite sea-grass green pashmina and tucked into a comfortable case was infinitely preferable to being squashed among the cabin baggage, jammed between everybody else’s bits and pieces. ‘Much more me, darling.’ Jo could almost hear her voice ringing through Malaga airport.




    One more revolve and then she would have to abandon hope. She smiled at her own pun. Hope could be winging her way to another destination altogether, safely wrapped in her pashmina, warm within a freezing aircraft hold. Jo remembered how she would lament, ‘Living in Spain spoilt me. I wish I’d seen more of the world.’ Well, perhaps her dream was about to come true.




    However difficult it was to accept this was happening, Jo had only one option. She would have to report the missing case and hope for the best. Pushing the contented lolly-licking Ivy on the empty trolley, she began the long walk to find the left-luggage desk. Once at the front of the so-called queue, she registered her missing case in swift, fluent Spanish then waited patiently, giving the relevant details while the appropriate form was filled in, aware that Ivy’s lolly had almost come to an end and the little girl was getting fidgety again. As she omitted to mention the crucial contents of her case, Jo’s mind fast-forwarded to the rest of the family waiting for their arrival. Compared to her sister Lucy’s weeks of caring for their mother in her final swift decline, bringing Hope’s ashes home had hardly been a difficult task. But she had royally screwed it up.




    The rest of the family would have to be told that she had lost her mother in transit. She pictured the shocked disbelief that would greet her when her brother and sister heard what had happened: Lucy’s distress, Tom’s anger and his wife’s familiar I-told-you-what-would-happen-if-you-let-her-do-it expression. By now, they must nearly be at the house where Hope’s last birthday party and the scattering of her ashes was due to take place. Casa de Sueños – House of Dreams – their childhood home. Jo hadn’t been there for at least a year and, until this moment, had been looking forward to being back, despite the sadness of the occasion.




    Turning tail and catching the next plane home was not an option. Besides, the case would surely turn up eventually. She tried to put the countless stories she had heard of missing luggage never being seen again right to the back of her mind – and failed. As she fished into her pocket of her denim cut-offs for a tissue to wipe Ivy’s cerise-stained mouth, Jo’s fingers closed round her phone, stuck to a half-sucked sweet. Of course. If she called Tom and told him now at least she wouldn’t have to watch his expression change or hear Lucy’s gasp of horror. He could break the news to the others before Jo and Ivy arrived. A plan.




    She prised off the lime sweet from the back of the phone and for want of anywhere else, put it into her mouth before calling up her brother’s number. Ivy kicked off a shoe so Jo set off across the gleaming marble floor to get it. Rather than start a game she hadn’t the heart for at that moment, she tucked the shoe into the rucksack. Ivy’s mouth opened in protest.




    ‘Shh,’ Jo ordered, as the continental ringtone beeped in her ear.




    Surprised by her mother’s firmness, Ivy was quiet and concentrated instead on kicking off the other shoe. Equally surprised by her daughter’s compliance, Jo was free to concentrate on the best way to explain the current situation.
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    In the back of the car, Ethan and Alex were attached to their separate electronic devices. Although Ethan’s iPad was on silent, he accompanied whatever shoot-’em-up he was playing with grunts of triumph and frustration. Alex was curled against the window, earphones in, head half-hidden by his black hoodie, glued to the screen of his Kindle. Both of them were oblivious to the drama playing out in the front seat, never mind the scenery flying past the window.




    To the south of the motorway lay the continuous concrete sprawl of Fuengirola, Marbella, Estepona, and all the property developments that linked them. In the distance lay the Mediterranean: an iridescent blue carpet stretching away to the pale horizon, the sun glinting off its surface. One or two tankers sat stationary in the distance while white yacht sails sped east and west. To the north, the mountains of the Sierra Bermeja rose towards a clear cornflower-blue sky.




    In the passenger seat, Tom cut off his sister’s call and replaced his phone in the breast pocket of his short-sleeved check shirt. ‘Can you believe that?’ He turned to look at his wife. Belle was sitting in that curiously rigid posture she always adopted when driving, her body tilted forward at a twenty-degree angle, chin out, hands at ten to two.




    She turned her head. Her sleek new bob, the colour of a ginger biscuit, swayed with the movement, catching the light. ‘Yep. I can.’ She focused her gaze on him for a second, her dark eyes large in her carefully framed face, before returning her attention to the tunnel they were approaching. She was still an attractive woman, though he couldn’t help thinking that she had been even more so before the merciless Brazilian straightening of her naturally wavy hair, and before the grey hairs were ruthlessly and chemically eliminated. Their joint bank account and her suspiciously unlined face suggested that she might have undergone a touch of facial work, but nothing had been said and, truth be told, his more squeamish side didn’t really want to know. What mattered was that she was happy.




    Tom knew what she was thinking but he refused to rise to any more scrutiny of his sisters’ good and bad points. They’d been through them too many times and he knew exactly what Belle thought of Jo and Lucy. They’d clashed all too frequently over them. He was allowed to criticise his family, but if anyone else – even his own dear wife – dared to, he would defend them to the hilt. He didn’t need Belle to spell out her opinions again, especially not while on the way to spend a long and no doubt emotionally tortuous few days with both sisters.




    The next tunnel swallowed them up, the darkness lit by the flare of oncoming headlights and an unforgiving neon ceiling strip. Tom felt a movement inside the padded carrier on his lap. Ferdie, Belle’s miniature smooth-haired dachshund, was making himself comfortable. The tiny animal had been chipped and passported so he could go wherever Belle went, so go he did despite their sons’ sneers. Tom shifted his own position in response and turned up the air con a notch from freezing.




    ‘Whatever possessed her?’ Tom muttered to himself, blinking as they emerged into the bright sunlight. Of the three of them, Jo had always been the least predictable, the least conformist, the most frustrating. And yet she had still managed to forge a successful career in advertising, eventually co-founding her own agency with Richard Fowler. Tom was proud but intrigued by her achievement, only imagining that she must split her personality in two: one for work and another for the rest. ‘And if the case doesn’t turn up?’ he asked. ‘Sometimes they don’t for weeks.’




    ‘Then we’ll have to scatter the ashes another weekend. Have you got change for the toll?’ Belle was a perennial pragmatist. Tom was granted another glimpse of her face, thinner now after her strict dietary regime that seemed to consist of nothing more than a series of unpleasant-smelling, filthy-looking bowls of gloop. He wrestled in his trouser pocket for cash that she could slip into the machine. After a second, his change rattled into the outlet and the barrier lifted.




    ‘But this would have been Mum’s seventieth birthday. It’s all planned exactly as she wanted it.’ The last thing he wanted was for them to let her down.




    ‘We’ll just have to unplan it then.’ A grim little smile was shot in his direction as Belle tightened her grip on the wheel. ‘Trust Jo.’




    ‘We can’t do that. Everyone’s coming. Birthday party on Saturday, scattering on Sunday.’ He took a deep breath and pinched the skin between the thumb and index finger of his left hand until it hurt: a technique that Frank his occasional therapist had suggested for distracting himself.




    ‘Hope’s hardly going to know, is she?’




    ‘That’s not the point.’ His panic began to recede. ‘Perhaps we should turn round?’




    ‘Why?’




    ‘We could help Jo find the case. Moral support.’




    No.’ His wife’s chin jutted out a centimetre further. ‘If she can’t find it, we won’t be able to. Besides, Lucy’s expecting us at the house. We’re already later than we said we’d be.’




    Belle was right, of course, but he couldn’t let the subject go. ‘All she had to do was carry Mum with her. It’s not as though she takes up much space any more.’ The gallows humour amused him despite Belle’s disapproving shake of the head.




    Belle kept her eyes fixed on the road. ‘I said you should carry her yourself.’




    ‘But Jo offered because she wanted to do her bit. After all, Lucy looked after Mum for all those weeks while we paid most of the bills.’ That resentful inner child that he sometimes found hard to control when in the vicinity of his family was elbowing its way into the open again.




    ‘Which bills?’ Belle’s antennae were immediately on high alert. Anything to do with money and she was on it like a hawk. They had a straightforward arrangement that suited them both when it came to their finances. As a successful chartered surveyor he made the money and, as an accountant, she managed it (and spent it too). He wasn’t complaining.




    ‘Nothing that you don’t know about,’ he justified himself hastily. ‘If there’d been anything else, I’d have told you.’




    She nodded her head, satisfied.




    Once through the Casares tunnel, they paid the last road toll and took the A-377 inland. They passed the row of giant wind turbines that turned slowly, shining white against the sky. Belle reached out and patted Tom’s thigh with a soft hand tipped by immaculate lacquered pink nails. He covered it with his own hand but after a minute she edged hers out and returned it to the wheel. ‘You will ask the girls about the ring, won’t you?’




    Tom nodded. ‘Mm-hmm.’ He knew the ring she meant and wished she would stop going on about it. Walter, his and Jo’s stepfather, had given it to their mother when Lucy was born. A little bit of art nouveau bling that Walter’s grandmother had left him for when he met ‘the one’: two bands of bright diamonds circled the central ruby like two glittering waves. Tom and Jo used to watch the light dance through the stones as their mother turned her hand in the Spanish sunshine. ‘Look what Daddy gave me,’ she’d say, then laugh as they reached for it and she’d wave it away.




    ‘She wanted me to have it,’ Belle insisted.




    Tom found it hard to imagine Hope wanting anyone to have it but Jo, who had admired it for so long, or Lucy, whose birth the gift had marked. But their mother set such little store by her possessions and had become even less predictable towards the end of her life, so perhaps … ‘Did she actually say that?’ he asked.




    ‘As good as,’ Belle said, lifting a hand from the wheel, her own solitaire diamond sparkling above her wedding band. ‘When we were last all here together.’




    The previous October they had come for half-term, ignoring the boys’ complaints. Despite Tom’s encouragement, they didn’t appreciate the outdoor idyll of their father’s childhood. They preferred a holiday hanging out indoors or down at the local mall with their mates, watching the premiership games on TV with them, playing endless computer games, listening to music, loafing in the squalor of their rooms on Facebook or whatever it was they used these days. Tom despaired, despite Belle’s assurances that this was all part and parcel of modern boyhood. At least Alex read. Or at least Tom thought he did, although, thanks to the Kindle, he couldn’t be sure how improving what he read was.




    None of them had known then that Hope would be dead less than six months later, diagnosed with terminal colon cancer that had spread through her body. If they had, would they have behaved differently? He felt ashamed remembering how his mother’s laissez-faire attitude towards everyday life had sent him spiralling into the anxiety he’d felt as a child when faced with her unpredictability. You never quite knew what to expect from her next. How she managed to attract visitors to the B & B when she was so undependable was a mystery to him – sheer force of personality, he supposed. And of course she relied on Rosa and Luisa, from the village, to get breakfast out on time and to clean the rooms. Belle had responded to his mood by becoming increasingly tetchy as she tried to get Hope to stick to some sort of schedule, while trying to persuade Tom that if they didn’t eat until after ten o’clock, no harm would be done. Meanwhile, Ethan and Alex bounced around between them, Ethan sullen and unhappy with whatever arrangements were made to entertain them, Alex anxious to please though never happier than when left alone with his Kindle or his phone.




    As if on cue, there was a shout from the back seat. ‘Don’t do that!’




    Out of the corner of his eye, Tom saw Alex’s arm flail in Ethan’s direction.




    ‘Stop that right now! You’ll make Mum crash the car.’




    ‘No they won’t!’ Belle protested in an undertone as they lurched over a huge pothole.




    ‘Shit,’ breathed Tom, thinking of the car’s undercarriage.




    ‘Don’t say a thing,’ Belle warned, eyes on the road.




    ‘What are you doing, Ethan?’ Tom tried to contain his irritation as he turned round to see what was happening in the back seat.




    ‘He kicked me!’ protested Alex, rubbing his shin.




    ‘I did not.’ Ethan extended a long leg into the gap between the front seats and flexed an unfortunately sockless foot. ‘I’ve got cramp. This car’s too fucking small, that’s what.’




    ‘You can stop that sort of talk, right now,’ said Belle. ‘And put your shoes on, for the love of God.’




    ‘Well, it is,’ insisted Ethan, stretching his long arms and legs as far – which was not very – as he could. He yanked Alex’s hood off his head.




    ‘Get off me!’ Alex protested, running a hand through his flop of brown hair. ‘Leave me alone.’ He squished himself into his side of the car as if hoping he might disappear into it.




    ‘You’re such a nerd. What are you reading?’ Ethan snatched at his brother’s Kindle. In trying to keep it out of his reach, Alex swiped the back of Tom’s head.




    ‘Boys!’ Tom roared, raising his hand to the spot on his head. ‘Is it too much to ask you to behave in a civilised way until we get there?’ He could see Belle’s knuckles whitening on the steering wheel.




    ‘Sorry, Dad.’ Alex stuffed his Kindle down the front of his hoodie out of Ethan’s reach.




    Ethan withdrew his leg and made a great fuss of reorganising his angular body until he was comfortable. He refocused on his iPad.




    ‘You did bring that new shirt and the trousers I laid out on your bed, didn’t you?’ Belle’s thoughts followed a pattern of their very own.




    There was silence from the back, then a ‘Yes!!’ as someone or something was no doubt shot down in flames. Should they be encouraging this delight in violence, Tom briefly wondered.




    ‘Ethan?’ she insisted.




    He paused his game and raised his head. Tom saw so much of Belle in his older son’s face, in the turn of his mouth, the determined jut of the chin. His son shook his head. ‘You didn’t say pack the trousers. I never wear trousers here. It’s too hot.’




    ‘This is different. This is your grandmother’s last birthday party. Looking smart’s a mark of respect.’ Belle’s eyes left the road to glance at her son in the driving mirror. She moved her hands to twenty to four on the wheel. Ahead of them, a heat haze shimmered above the gleaming tarmac.




    ‘I don’t suppose it really matters,’ said Tom. ‘No one’s going to judge them. Mum’s friends aren’t exactly slaves to convention.’




    ‘Of course it matters,’ said Belle, lifting her hand for a moment and smacking the wheel. ‘I want them to look smart. We’ll just have to go to Ronda and buy some more.’




    ‘I’m not shopping there,’ muttered Ethan. ‘Anyway, Gran wouldn’t mind. She never fussed about what we wore.’




    There was no point in reassuring Belle it didn’t matter. Appearances were important to her. Tom gasped suddenly and flapped his hand over the carrier. For a small dog, Ferdie could produce the most pungent of smells. Even Belle’s nose wrinkled up as she turned towards him.




    ‘Belle! Watch where you’re going!’




    She turned the wheel just in time to avoid a white four-by-four hurtling towards them. A hand emerged from its window, flipping them the finger.




    ‘Bloody cheek! What’s he doing in the middle of the road.’




    Tom stared out at the yellow drifts of Spanish broom flanking the road and sighed.




    Belle pulled over and stopped the car. She opened the door and got out. The heat invaded the chill of the car like a warm blanket. ‘Let’s all calm down.’ She shut her eyes and took a long yogic breath in, then out, and stretched her arms to the sky, tipping her face to the sun. ‘Why don’t you all get out and stretch your legs?’




    Grateful to be outside, away from the asphyxiating smell, Tom pushed Ferdie’s carrier across the hot car bonnet so Belle could give him a walk. Ethan was first out of the back, unfolding his long legs then shaking the others. Alex made less fuss and walked away from the others, setting himself apart, waiting till they were ready to continue. While Ferdie sniffed around the dried grass and wild flowers edging the road, Ethan took himself off into the scrub to have a pee. Belle looked away, before reaching for her wide-brimmed hat on the back ledge of the car.




    She arranged the hat at the right angle, checking her reflection in the side window. ‘I thought I could rely on him.’ She tipped her head towards her oldest son.




    ‘What he wears is less important than Mum’s ashes being there. Don’t worry.’ Scratching his head, Tom felt his new close cut, designed to disguise how follicly challenged he was but that he suspected only emphasised the fact. The sun beat down on his scalp, making it tingle. He reached inside the car for the bush hat that he’d bought in Australia a couple of years earlier.




    ‘I get that.’ Belle jumped back and flapped at a large airborne black beetle so it blundered on to a different flight path. ‘But she’ll turn up. She wouldn’t miss her own party.’ She pulled on the pink extendable lead, reeling Ferdie back in like a yo-yo so that she could incarcerate him in the bag again. She held him up like a baby, cradling him against her chest. He licked her chin and she smiled.




    Tom looked at his watch. ‘I’d better call Lucy. She’ll be wondering where we’ve got to.’




    He walked towards the glinting metal struts of a telegraph pole. Sweat was beginning to run down his spine. At a distance where he wouldn’t be disturbed he took out his phone and called up the house number. It rang for a while. As he was about to hang up, a man’s voice answered. ‘Dígame.’ He sounded out of breath.




    Antonio. He was the one person Tom would rather not talk to. He always felt uncomfortable in his company, never quite certain what his relationship to Hope really was. All he knew was that his mother had always been an incorrigible flirt, enjoying the company of men. Tom wasn’t a prude – not by a long chalk. Of course not. But the thought of a man not much older than himself in bed with his mother … well, frankly, it was all wrong. Not that he knew it had come to that, but Antonio was around so often and they got on like nobody’s business. Antonio was the one who had held the fort ever since Hope had decided to go to the UK to die with her children round her. They couldn’t all have abandoned work to be with her at Casa de Sueños, so they should all be grateful that he kept the place going as well as managing the hotel he looked after on the coast. Even so …




    ‘Antonio. It’s Tom.’




    ‘Ah. You wanna speak to Lucy? I’ll get her.’




    Tom heard footsteps clicking on the floor, then a shout. At the same time, he heard Belle’s voice loud and clear: ‘You won’t forget – about the ring, will you.’ He raised a hand as if she was stopping him hearing someone speak.




    Then Lucy came on the line. ‘Tom? Where are you?’




    ‘Nearly there. We’ve stopped because things were getting a bit heated in the car – you know.’ He wiped his forehead. ‘Mark you, it’s bloody hot out of it.’




    She laughed. ‘Those boys?’




    ‘Partly. But not helped by Jo.’




    ‘Jo? I thought they were coming separately. Didn’t their plane get in after yours?’




    ‘Yes, but she’s stuck at the airport. They’ve lost her case.’




    ‘Oh, no. Poor her. But lunch is cold, so it doesn’t matter.’ She understood Tom would want his on time.




    He hesitated. Perhaps it was better to tell her now. Then she could get used to the news while they finished their drive. ‘Just one thing.’




    ‘Yes, what?’




    He turned to look at Belle. The boys were standing side by side raising small clouds of grey dust as they scuffed the stones at their feet.




    ‘The ashes were in it.’




    There was a silence. Then, ‘You mean …’




    ‘Yes, Mum’s gone AWOL.’




    A noise came from the other end of the phone that sounded as if Lucy had burst into tears.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I just thought you should know. I should have brought them myself. I didn’t think for a second that she’d be so idiotic—’




    Another noise interrupted him. All at once he realised that she wasn’t crying. Those were great big hysterical jags of laughter. ‘That’s so fu-funny!’ She squeezed out the words between bouts. ‘We’ve got the family and her old friends coming on Saturday and she won’t even be here.’ Then suddenly she was crying.




    Tom didn’t think it was worth pointing out that Hope wouldn’t actually be there anyway. He could see Belle signalling at him, tapping at her ring finger. Why couldn’t she just wait? Sometimes he thought this family of women would be the end of him.




    ‘Er, Luce, there’s one more thing.’




    ‘Yes?’ He heard something that sounded like a sniff.




    ‘That old ring of Mum’s. The ruby one. Apparently she promised it to Belle. Could you look it out for her?’




    That was definitely a sniff. ‘She did?’




    ‘I think so.’




    ‘Well, OK.’ She blew her nose. ‘But I thought we were going to do all this together when you and Jo were here. I’ve got the stickers ready, like you asked. But if you think that’s what Mum really wanted, I’ll look it out for her.’




    What a relief. Now all he had to do was convince Jo that that was what their mother wanted. The important thing was not to let Belle get involved in the discussion, otherwise it would only end in tears. With a small sigh, he clicked off his phone and began to walk back to the car.
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    Lucy let a tear slide down her cheek. She didn’t bother to wipe it away. Over the last few weeks, she had got used to these unprompted displays of emotion that came from nowhere. By now, she just continued with whatever she was doing, tears streaming down her cheeks, as if there was nothing wrong. She sat on the low wall that surrounded the terrace, stretching out her legs, putting her phone beside her, remembering.




    All her life, Hope had been in a hurry to get things done, out of the way, ticked off, and dying was no exception. As with everything else, once she knew it was inevitable, she was impatient for it to be over. When it was clear she only had a little time left, she had flown home to England ‘to be with my children’. The three siblings had made all the necessary arrangements for her. Everyone agreed it would be best if she stayed with Lucy until the point when something else might have to be organised.




    ‘You won’t mind will you, darling?’ Hope had cajoled. ‘Jo’s so busy with Ivy Rose. And she’s got the agency. I don’t know how she does it.’ She shuddered. ‘And Tom’s house is full with Ethan and Alex. Besides, Belle’s enough to make a grown woman tear her hair out. Death’s one thing, but being driven mad is quite another. Besides, Art’s away so much filming, I’ll be company for you.’




    How could she object, even if she had wanted to? And of course she didn’t. She would do anything to help her mother have the death she wanted. But over the weeks that followed she listened to Art’s mutterings about how Jo and Tom took advantage of her, about how she always was the one who stepped up to the plate when their mother needed help. It was true that she had lost count of the number of times she had flown out to help with the B & B in high season when Hope couldn’t cope. Lucy tried to defend her brother and sister who both had busy, full-time professional lives. They couldn’t be expected to drop everything at a moment’s notice, whereas she, a childless, self-employed professional cook, could put a line through her diary, drop everything and help as long as Art was working. So she did.




    ‘Bailey! Come on!’




    The dog raised his head from the grass where he was lying for a second only, then gave a long groan as he stretched out all four legs.




    ‘Bailey!’ She was sterner this time, clicking her fingers. ‘Come inside where it’s cool. Come on. I’m going to find that ring before I forget. When they arrive it’ll be chaos.’




    Reluctantly, the dog got to his feet and followed her inside but got no further than the cool terracotta tiles just inside the doorway. He lay down out of the shaft of sunlight with another drawn-out groan. Lucy left him there and headed upstairs.




    She had only once been into her mother’s room since she’d been back home. As everywhere else in the house, things were as Hope had left them. Luisa had been in there to sweep the tiles, shake out the goatskin rugs and re-knot the mosquito net over the wide double bed, but everything else looked untouched. Glancing up, Lucy realised that even the heavy oak beams that interrupted the otherwise completely white-painted room had been dusted. Before Luisa, cobwebs would swing from them unnoticed, but Hope had at last found a stickler of a cleaner.




    Lucy crossed the room to pull back the pink-sprigged cotton curtains, the curtain rings rattling in the silence. Light flooded in. A square bottle of Chanel No. 5 stood on the old dressing table next to the little glass dish that Lucy had bought years ago as a present on her mother’s birthday. It had lived here ever since, receptacle for Hope’s hairgrips. Several grey hairs were caught in the bristles of the old hairbrush. Lucy picked up the perfume bottle, unscrewed the lid and tipped a little of the scent on her wrists, then with a finger dabbed it on the pressure points beneath her ears. She closed her eyes. It was just as though her mother had entered the room. Her breath caught and she sat on the end of the bed, burying her toes in the goatskin rug, unable to bear the thought she would never see Hope again. A memory flashed through her mind of herself aged four or five bouncing on this same bed and leaping into her mother’s waiting arms.




    But the ring.




    Lucy remembered her mother’s hands glittering with silver, and the line of rings lined up on the windowsill of the kitchen when she was cooking. Long ago, Hope had learned to make jewellery from a Swedish silversmith who lived in Gaucín for a few years. By the time he left, she was selling her designs through shops in Ronda, Estepona and Marbella. That lasted sometime. Then suddenly she stopped silversmithing and stopped wearing her rings at the same time. There they were now, tarnished and stacked on the fingers of two wooden ring holders in the shape of hands. Strings of beads hung off the corner of the dressing table mirror. Her box of loose beads must be around somewhere: a perfect gift for Ivy. Silver bangles overlapped in a green ceramic dish. Lucy picked up the wooden incense box, its side decorated with two inlaid brass elephants, a pattern of holes in its arched lid. Inside there were a few pairs of simple earrings, but not what she was hunting for. On the bedside table, a dog-eared copy of The Poisonwood Bible lay abandoned. Some nail clippers. As she leafed through the novel, a piece of paper fluttered to the floor. She picked it up. Her mother’s schoolgirl italic writing listed dishwasher tablets, tomatoes, onions, pork fillet and white wine.




    She looked at her watch. The others would be here soon. She crossed to the mahogany chest of drawers, opening one drawer at a time, with zero results. Not surprisingly, the basket of flip-flops and espadrilles under the bed yielded nothing, but you never knew with Hope. The only place left was the wardrobe. Lucy caught sight of herself in its clouded mirror, red-eyed and harassed. A hand through the unruly curls she had inherited from her mother only made her look more unhinged than usual. Hesitant, she approached it, knowing that the moment she opened the doors a flood of memories would be released.




    When they were kids, Tom had claimed that he’d found a door at the back that led into another world – ‘not Narnia but just like it’. Lucy had soon found out that wasn’t true. She must have been about six when she had crept in there during a game of hide-and-seek. She had pulled the door to as the sound of Jo’s counting grew fainter. She reached out with a hand, searching for the secret door, feeling for a handle, pushing the wood, hoping for a hidden catch, but there was nothing there. Disappointed, she made herself a space among the shoes, curled up as small as she could, knees to chin, hardly daring to breathe. The hems of her mother’s skirts brushed her head, giving off that familiar scent, making her feel safe in the dark. The empty metal hangers shivered on the rail when she moved. She had heard the other two dash into the bedroom. ‘Coming, ready or not.’ There was the sound of drawn curtains, of them scuffling under the bed, then the door closed and silence fell. The minutes grew longer and longer. She grew hotter and sleepier, unable to keep her eyes open. Eventually she was woken by Hope. The other two had got bored with the game almost as soon as they had started it and had wandered off to do something else, forgetting all about her. Nobody had even noticed she was missing for at least an hour. Sometimes she felt that was the story of her life.




    The door creaked as she pulled it open. So many familiar clothes hung in front of her. Seeing them was like being confronted by her mother’s recent history: the jacket she wore for gardening, threads snagged by her English roses; the pairs of Walter’s corduroy trousers that she insisted on wearing during the winter (‘Ridiculous to throw them away and, besides, they remind me of him’) gathered round her waist secured by a belt or a piece of string. They were muddled up with the lighter trousers she wore in the early spring. Once the sun came out, she would change into skirts and dresses that her old hippy self refused to let go. Feeling like an intruder, Lucy started moving from one item of clothing to the next, dipping her hand into every pocket she came to. This was all wrong, as if she was somehow betraying her mother’s trust, invading her privacy. But it had to be done. Belle and Tom would only moan if she didn’t look. She came up with plenty of bits of old tissue, clothes pegs, corks, seed packets, seed markers, but no ring.




    Below the clothes was a jumble of the smarter shoes Hope wore on special occasions – not that there were many of those – glittery sandals, the pair of staid navy courts she had worn for Ivy’s autumn christening in London, leather boots for the winter. Above, was the shelf used for her few handbags. She didn’t have much use for them either, usually slipping her purse into one of the large reed baskets hanging on the wall of the back porch. Refusing to give up, Lucy pulled down what she found, bringing with them a couple of shapeless wide-brimmed sun hats and the blue-and-aquamarine pillbox hat that Hope wore at Lucy’s wedding to Art. So long ago.




    As she felt inside a jet-beaded evening bag, she felt something hard against her knuckle. She unzipped the pocket and fished through the loose change only to find the object of her search. Such was the care Hope took of Walter’s present! Surely her mother hadn’t really promised this to Belle? That was so wrong.




    She tried the ring on but soon realised that if she pushed it past her knuckle, she’d never get it off. Dropping it on the bed instead, the ruby shone like a bead of blood against the white bedspread. She shoved everything else back where it came from and shut the wardrobe doors, relieved not to have to look any further. Picking up the trophy she went downstairs to put the finishing touches to lunch. Belle was bound to be on some sort of weight-loss jag – Lucy couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t been trying to improve her appearance in one way or another. The two boys had at least moved on from a diet that allowed nothing but sausages, chicken and chips. And Ivy – she stopped short. Ivy. Just the thought of the little girl made Lucy aware of the great aching void inside her. Not for the first time in their lives, Jo had got the one thing that Lucy had always wanted more than anything. When she married Art they had seen a future together full of children – their own family – but Fate had other plans for them.




    She went into the kitchen to finish the last-minute preparations. Tom and Co. wouldn’t be long. The minute hand of the kitchen clock clicked on to twenty past one. Having lunch any later than two would throw her brother out of sorts. She reached for the blue-and-white apron hanging on the back of the door. Aware she was repeating one of her mother’s habitual gestures, Lucy felt the lump in her throat, the tears sting her eyes yet again. She took the diced green and red peppers, the chopped olives and chopped hard-boiled eggs from the fridge and tipped them into identical blue-and-white ceramic bowls. Slugging some olive oil from the can into the frying pan, she lit the gas and waited till the oil was hot enough for the small cubes of bread that began to sizzle on contact. She shook the pan, flicking them over and over until they were thoroughly browned. Lifting them out with a slotted spoon and resting them on some kitchen towel to make sure they were crisp, she went out to the terrace to check the table.




    A pair of dark-green lizards skittered away over the top of the low white wall as she straightened a chair. She had found and washed the white tablecloth and napkins, polished the glasses and got out the round rush mats. This was a long way from Hope and Walter’s heyday when no one bothered with such niceties and the bare table would be littered with plates of food, wine bottles, glasses and ashtrays filled with dog ends of untipped Celtas cigarettes or Walter’s black ‘cheroots’. Hope had always loved company, the louder and wilder the better.




    Not even Belle could find fault with this. Lucy adjusted the muslin cover over the water jug so the coloured beads clinked against the glass. She would fill it with iced water when they all sat down to eat. Over her head the vine leaves moved in the gentle breeze.




    Back in the kitchen she unpacked the slices of chorizo, jamón Ibérica, salchichón and lomo and arranged them on a platter. She gave the hunk of manchego cheese a plate of its own, cutting a chunk of quince jelly to sit beside it before taking the salad of big beefy tomatoes from the fridge, and slicing some avocado into the green salad in the olive-wood salad bowl and tossing it in garlic dressing. There. Just as she finished, the crunch of a car’s tyres sounded on the drive outside.




    Car doors were opened and slammed shut. Footsteps sounded through the house. ‘Lucy! Where are you?’




    ‘In here,’ she called, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘Coming.’




    But before she could go out to greet them, Tom was standing in front of her. He swept her up into a hug. ‘Hey, Sis. Cooking up a storm, I hope.’




    She hugged him back – at the same time squeezing shut her eyes to stop the tears that were threatening again. When she opened them, Belle was standing behind him, Ferdie by her feet. Lucy pulled away from the comfort of her brother’s arms.




    ‘Belle. Great to see you. I like the hair.’ She went to embrace her sister-in-law. Hugging her was like hugging a steel rod – not an inch of give.




    Belle took a step back, cupping the bottom of her bob with her hand. ‘Do you? My colourist persuaded me on the colour. I wasn’t so sure at first.’ She bent to scoop up Ferdie who was in danger of being trodden on.




    ‘Yes, it’s … well, it’s different.’ Lucy struggled to find the right word to describe the ginger helmet. ‘And you’ve lost weight since last time, too.’ That was always a compliment that went down well.




    ‘I’m getting there.’ Belle preened, resting her hand on the round of her stomach that she was clearly making a superhuman effort to hold in.




    ‘Why don’t you put your stuff upstairs while I get lunch on the table?’ Lucy suggested. ‘I suppose we should just start without Jo.’




    ‘God knows how long she’ll be.’ Tom shook his head as he went out to the car. ‘I should have brought Mum myself.’




    ‘That’s what I said,’ Belle threw over her shoulder as she and Ferdie trotted after him without offering to help with lunch.




    Resigned, Lucy took the iced water from the fridge.




    Only seconds later a sharp bark came from the hall, followed by a scream and the sound of claws scuffling on the tiles. Then a crash of something hitting the floor.




    ‘Bailey!’ Tom roared. ‘No!’




    Lucy raced through to be confronted by two backsides, one large and one small, in the air in front of the oak chest. Belle’s was on the left, her slightly too-tight pink Capri pants in imminent danger of splitting at the crucial seam. Beside her, Bailey’s wagging hindquarters. Belle was on her knees, with her nose virtually on the floor. The pink lead ran from her hand and disappeared under the chest. Bailey had adopted an almost identical position: front legs outstretched on the ground, nose down, ears pricked and shaggy tail like a pennant in a gale-force wind. The rug had been swept to one side and the pewter letter plate had been knocked to the floor, scattering the unopened post. At the door stood Ethan and Alex, grins splitting both their faces, making no move to help.




    ‘For God’s sake, someone get that dog out of here!’ Belle shrieked, looking up at them for a second. ‘Ferdie won’t come out. Come on, baby,’ she coaxed, giving the pink lead a couple of tentative pulls. ‘He’s absolutely terrified, poor little thing.’




    ‘Bailey probably thinks he’s a rat. He’ll eat him most like.’ Ethan nudged Alex and they fell about laughing.




    ‘I don’t care what he thinks. Do something, someone. Ferdie, sweetie, it’s OK …’




    As Lucy put a firm hand on the larger dog’s collar and yanked him away, Belle gave a short sharp tug and Ferdie shot out from the shadows like a cork from a bottle of cava straight into Belle’s waiting arms. Bailey lunged forward, dragging Lucy with him, barking, excited.




    ‘Shut up, Bailey!’ Lucy regained her balance and jerked him backwards.




    Belle was on her feet, clutching her diminutive treasure to her chest. ‘I can’t have that dog in the house with Ferdie,’ she shrieked. ‘You’ll have to tie him up outside.’




    ‘I’m not doing anything of the sort,’ Lucy protested. ‘This is his home. Sit!’ To her surprise Bailey obeyed, although his eyes stayed glued to his potential new plaything. She took a deep breath. This was only the start of the weekend. She would not let things go wrong so soon. ‘Perhaps it would be better if you all slept in the casita after all. Ferdie’ll be safer there.’




    ‘I thought we were all going to sleep in the main house just this last time?’ Tom said. He sounded anxious, though Lucy could tell he knew what her answer was going to be.




    ‘Not if that animal’s going to be in it,’ insisted Belle. ‘I won’t be able to sleep knowing Ferdie’s not safe.’




    ‘Oh, Belle …’ Tom despaired.




    ‘That animal is Mum’s dog,’ Lucy pointed out. ‘Bailey’s lived here since he was a puppy, ever since she stopped Carlos from drowning the litter. You know that. He’s not going anywhere.’ At the mention of his name, Bailey made a sudden bid for freedom, only to be almost throttled by the hold Lucy had on his collar.




    ‘Bailey! Sit!’ she repeated.




    His tail thumped on the floor, as his attention switched to her for the briefest of moments.




    ‘Lucy, please …’ reasoned Tom. ‘We said we would. For the last time.’




    ‘No, definitely not. As long as Ferdie’s here, you can’t sleep in the house.’ If she wasn’t firm now, the weekend would be in constant uproar. Tom’s sentimental streak would have to take a back seat to the accommodation of his wife’s ridiculous pet. After all, nobody had asked them to bring Ferdie. Couldn’t they have left him with a friend? ‘It’s going to be crazy enough without having dogfights thrown in every five minutes,’ she reasoned. ‘And what if someone got bitten? Ivy, for instance.’




    Belle was already out of the door, heading towards the car. ‘Let’s just stay in the casita, Tom. It really doesn’t matter where we sleep.’




    The two boys trailed behind her while Tom gave Lucy a look that was far from happy. She ignored it, shut Bailey in the sitting room until the coast was clear, and went back to putting lunch on the table.
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    As Jo turned off the road into the drive, the sight of the old house brought all sorts of memories flooding back. The upper right-hand window, above the deep-red bougainvillea that turned the corner of the house above the vine-covered pergola, was dark green framed like the rest, and marked what had once been her bedroom. She knew all its secrets: the way the window jammed after a rainstorm – Tom had once put the heel of his hand through the glass trying to open it again for her; the floorboard that could be lifted to reveal the space where she hid her diary and her running-away money; the wonky book case that would only carry a certain number of books before they all fell to the floor; the marks on the door where she had tried to screw in a bolt before Hope found out and took it away. Even though Hope had long ago redecorated, covering the marks where she had stuck her posters and postcards on the walls, she hoped Lucy would have put her and Ivy in there together, in where she once belonged.




    From below, the white-washed farmhouse was partially hidden by the modest olive grove that had stood there for as long as Jo remembered. Harvest time meant Walter and a couple of local farmers gathering and taking the fruit to the small, family-owned factory outside Ronda to make their own olive oil. From this angle, the white houses of Gaucín were only just visible on the ridge of the mountain above, the ruined Moorish castle standing watch over them. Jo stopped the car and turned off the engine, enjoying this moment of peace. She glanced in her rear-view mirror. Ivy was slumped in the child seat, sound asleep, sweat sticking her hair to her forehead, cheeks pink with heat, mouth only just open. Bampy was hanging from the edge of her seat. That rush of love again. Nothing could quell that.




    Looking back towards the house, Jo stared up at the two-storey building bright in the sunlight, the pale-ochre pantiles on the slight angle of the roof, the two square white chimneys capped with bird guards. She could just see the front terrace, the pergola shading the table ready for lunch. To the left of the house was her mother’s garden. Hope loved telling how when she announced she was going to have an English garden everyone had laughed at her. ‘Un jardín Inglés! Aquí?!’ The locals’ disbelieving laughter would come with much head shaking. But with careful planting and attentive gardening, she had proved it could be done. This was Hope’s little piece of England. In contrast to the wild flowers that sprang up everywhere else, white roses bloomed alongside larkspur, aquilegia, hollyhocks, valerian and silvery lamb’s ear. Jo couldn’t remember her mother lavishing such care and attention on anything else – including her three children. She would notice every new shoot, watering and encouraging the plants throughout the summer and, in the winter, after poring over seed catalogues and planning the next year’s look, would send off her orders waiting impatiently until they arrived.




    ‘Come on,’ Jo said to herself. ‘Get on with it. They’ll be waiting.’ Except she knew they wouldn’t be. Tom would never wait for anyone if it meant him being late.




    She turned the key in the ignition and drove very slowly up the drive, past the meadow vivid with wild flowers and the olive grove before parking alongside Tom’s silver hire car. Getting out, she paused for a moment, letting the heat of the day wash over her. She hauled her backpack from the boot of the car and dumped it by the side of the house. That could wait. Manhandling Ivy out of her seat proved more of a problem. Woken from a deep sleep, her sweaty and very cross daughter resisted every attempt to wrangle her from the car.




    ‘Come on, sweetie. Help me a little, here. Lucy’s inside and she’s dying to see you. And after lunch we can have a swim.’ And if you do this for me without a fuss, life will be so much easier.




    ‘Don’t want a swim!’ Ivy’s right foot caught Jo hard on the chin.




    She bit back the urge to shout, knowing it would only make things worse.




    As she struggled with her protesting daughter, Jo became aware of someone watching them. She looked up to see Tom standing at the corner of the house, smiling, looking as though he knew what she was thinking. She grinned back at him, glad to see him. His napkin was tucked into the open neck of his shirt. Holiday informal already. His hair was shorter than ever but, with those round specs, that sort of French philosopher look rather suited him. The bump in his nose where a tennis ball had hit him at full pelt during one of their matches had never gone away.




    ‘Did you find her?’ He took a step towards the car. ‘You should have phoned.’




    ‘I’m sorry. My bloody battery died. And then I had to get the car. With a four-year-old who didn’t want to be there, it was a nightmare.’ Waiting in the heat of the airport basement, willing the queue for the car rental desk to fill in their interminable forms had been hell on earth. Ivy was not the only child growing ever more fractious. And she had been one of several parents losing patience with the system.




    She gave up the current struggle with Ivy, leaving her to get out in her own good time. Instead Jo walked towards her brother, aware Ivy was watching them. They kissed on both cheeks.




    ‘You have found her, haven’t you?’




    She took a step back. ‘Nope. ’fraid not.’




    His whole body tensed, a frown creasing his forehead. ‘You are joking?’




    ‘They’ve tracked down my case and promised it will be with us by this evening,’ she reassured him. ‘They promised.’




    ‘We’ve started lunch.’ Tom didn’t look reassured as he changed the subject rather than argue.




    ‘You go back to the others. I’m just going to take Ivy in through the kitchen and give her a drink on her own. She’ll be better after that.’ Ivy was at that moment clambering off her seat and out of the car, screwing up her eyes against the sunshine. She stood by Jo, clinging on to her leg as she peered up at Tom, clutching Bampy and sucking her thumb.




    ‘Hello, Ivy,’ Tom gave her an avuncular smile as he squatted down. ‘Did you like the plane?’




    His question was met with a suspicious stare before the child buried her face in the back of Jo’s thigh.




    ‘Want some lunch?’ He tried again but was this time met by a shake of the head and an even more furious bout of thumb sucking.




    ‘We’ll be there in a minute,’ Jo said, her hand stroking Ivy’s hot head. ‘Won’t we?’ As she watched him turn the corner of the house, she lifted Ivy on to her hip. ‘Oof! You’ll be getting too big for this soon.’




    In the kitchen, Lucy was crying over a half-empty bowl of gazpacho. She looked up as Jo and Ivy came in, wiping her eyes with a corner of her apron. ‘I thought you’d never come.’ They kissed over the top of Ivy’s head. ‘Hey, Ivy. Want a drink?’ She blew her nose.




    Ivy nodded, still stunned into uncharacteristic silence by her new surroundings, clinging even more tightly to Jo’s neck. Lucy moved over to the fridge and poured her a glass of orange juice. ‘This OK?’




    Ivy nodded and reached for the glass as Jo put her down on a chair and straightened her top.




    ‘Tell me you found Mum?’ Lucy mouthed over Ivy’s head. ‘Please. I couldn’t bear it if—’




    ‘She should be here by tonight. They promised me.’




    Lucy gave her a watery smile and sagged with relief. ‘Thank God. Losing her now would be terrible.’ She hugged her sister. ‘I’m so glad you’re here. It’s been awful so far.’




    ‘Already?’ But Jo knew exactly what her sister meant.




    ‘She’s brought that bloody dog—’




    Jo put a finger over her lips and nodded in the direction of Ivy who was watching Bailey sniffing about the floor, hoping for titbits fallen from the table. ‘Walls have ears.’




    ‘I’m not a wall!’ Ivy protested before finishing her juice.




    ‘What I meant was that she’s brought the dog!’ Lucy made a face. ‘I’ve had to put them in the casita and ban it to their room so Bailey didn’t have it for lunch. Talking of which …’ She ladled gazpacho into two bowls and put them on a tray. ‘Ivy, you’ll eat this, won’t you?’




    The little girl nodded. She gave Lucy a stern once-over before asking: ‘How old are you?’




    Lucy smiled. ‘How old do you think I am?’




    Ivy scrutinised her again, slow and careful, then made a decision. ‘Ten,’ she said, with all the solemnity she could muster.




    Lucy laughed and bent to kiss her on the cheek. ‘I think you and me are going to get on just great this weekend. That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me so far!’




    Jo took a glass from the open shelf and went to the fridge to pour them a glass of wine each. The others could wait for a moment while she heard what Lucy had to say. She pulled out the chair next to Ivy and prepared for the latest in the catalogue of Belle-related moans that had grown to an unexpected length over the years.




    ‘I made this fantastic gazpacho. She asked me what was in it and when I mentioned the bread and oil you’d have thought she’d been stung by a hornet. “Bread!”’ Lucy lowered her voice as she imitated Belle’s shrill horror. ‘“The carbs! But don’t worry, I’ve brought something with me.” She disappeared to their room and came back with some kind of filthy food replacement muck that looked like strawberry vomit!’




    ‘Well, we’re here now,’ said Jo, ‘and we’re starving, aren’t we?’ She looked at Ivy.




    Ivy nodded again.




    ‘Then let’s put all this on a tray and join them. They’ll be wondering where we are.’ Lucy picked up the tray and led the way.




    They walked through the hall, and out of the open French doors to the terrace. Unused to seeing the table so spruced up, Jo did a double-take. ‘Oh, Lucy. You’ve done us proud. Those white roses are perfect.’




    ‘Glad you think so. Antonio’s been looking after the garden. The roses are beautiful this year. Mum would have been proud.’




    ‘Jo! At last.’ Belle looked up from her plate, her face half-covered by the most enormous sunglasses. ‘We thought you’d be right behind us. What happened?’




    ‘You know perfectly well,’ Jo fired back. ‘Hi Ethan, Alex. How are you guys?’




    They both mumbled something that could have meant anything. Jo decided to give them the benefit of the doubt and helped Ivy into a chair.




    Belle inclined her head. ‘Mmm. Well, I did say …’




    Ethan elbowed Alex in the ribs, then pushed his chair back. ‘Think we might go for a swim,’ he said.




    Given an excuse, Alex jumped off his chair, obviously as keen as his brother to get away from a tableful of adults.




    ‘Too soon after the meal, boys.’ Belle shook her head so the ginger helmet swung. She pushed the right side back behind her ear.




    ‘Mum, that’s so old school,’ said Alex. ‘Nobody believes that any more.’




    ‘Tom?’ Belle appealed to their father but he only answered with a shrug of his shoulders as he helped himself to a slice of manchego. He ignored his wife’s raised eyebrow: a silent comment on the size of the piece he had cut for himself.




    Jo had a mouthful of the chilled soup that was, as she had known it would be, absolutely delicious: rich, tomatoey, garlicky and thick with bread. ‘This is fabulous,’ she pronounced. ‘Don’t you think, Ivy?’




    Ivy nodded, still overwhelmed by her new surroundings. Meanwhile, the two boys sloped off to their room to change.




    ‘I thought we might talk about what we’re going to do with all the furniture this afternoon, or what’s left of it,’ Tom said, getting straight to the point. ‘I’ve got an estate agent coming round on Monday morning.’




    ‘You never told me about that,’ said Lucy, her eyes refilling with tears.




    ‘He is the executor of your mother’s estate,’ Belle pointed out.




    ‘But we’re all her children,’ Jo restricted herself to saying.




    Belle tightened her lips and turned away, stretching out her bare legs into the sun.




    ‘I’m just trying to get on top of all this. We’re only here till Tuesday, so I thought you’d want me to get on with things.’ Tom rubbed a hand back and forth over the stubble on his head.




    ‘I thought you’d talk to us first, that’s all,’ said Jo, at the same time helping Ivy to some meat and salad, avoiding the cucumber her daughter had suddenly decided to hate the week before.




    Lucy nodded her agreement.




    ‘Mum wanted us to sell the place so there’d be no arguments over what we should do with it,’ he reminded them. ‘So let’s not have one now. We’ve only just arrived.’ He pinched the skin between his thumb and forefinger.




    Belle laid her hand on his, proud of her husband’s diplomacy. That, or she was preventing him from helping himself to more cheese. He moved his hand away and cut himself another sliver of manchego with a splodge of quince jelly to the light accompaniment of Belle clearing her throat.
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