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			where snowbirds play

			For Bob

			s.d.g.

		

	
		
			I have sung women in three cities

			But it is all one.

			I will sing of the white birds

			In the blue waters of heaven,

			The clouds that are spray to its sea.

			ezra pound

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			part one

			The Island

		

	
		
			>arrival

			Vanessa Vine had just begun dialling the mayor’s home number to complain about speedboats coming too close to the beach when she spotted something that made her forget why she was holding the telephone. Lifting her reading glasses up over what remained of her hair – Mrs Vine never wore wigs at home – she tried to see into the distance. But it was no use. Her eyesight, which had been growing more feeble, was beyond repair, and there was only one thing to do.

			‘Jerzy,’ she called, aiming her voice at the far-off kitchen. ‘Please hurry. I need you!’

			The chef – when he wasn’t being the chauffeur, valet and occasional ‘walker’ at parties – sprinted in the direction of his mistress’s voice. Dusting flour from his hands as he dashed towards the tapestried dining room, he was filled with dread that the widow had fallen again. But when Jerzy arrived he found her placed sturdily in one of the high-backed Moorish chairs facing the loggia. The French doors stood open, admitting the breeze and rustling the usual array of morning papers lying open on the table. Positioning himself protectively behind the elderly woman, Jerzy fixed his eyes on the stretch of sun-speckled sand to which she was pointing. 

			‘Be a dear and fetch my opera glasses,’ she sighed. ‘I’m afraid I can’t see that far.’ 

			The valet lifted the small mother-of-pearl field glasses that were buried beneath the newspaper and handed them to her. ‘It’s the English lad you hired for the marine life institute, madam. And Mrs Caulfield.’ 

			‘Surely not Louisa!’ Mrs Vine exclaimed peevishly. She held the magnifiers to her eyes but, still not seeing clearly, tossed them back on the table.

			‘I meant the young Mrs Caulfield,’ Jerzy clarified, in a sharp-edged accent the widow had no will to explore. The last thing a woman her age needed was to discover that her beloved Man Friday was in the country illegally. 

			Having completed his valet’s duty, the now chef sped back to the kitchen, from which a mouth-watering smell was emanating. Mrs Vine sniffed the air and smiled contentedly. Losing interest in the mayor, she replaced the phone in its cradle and tried looking once more through the field glasses. This time she had better luck, confirming her long-held belief that the secret to the fountain of youth was never to stop being astonished by life. Moving the magnifiers this way and that, she concluded that Jerzy had been right after all; and that the young Oxford graduate she had hired to run the institute was already making friends. Not just any friends, but poor Hannah Caulfield, who was surely as much in need of saving as the Florida sea life. 

			But what were they doing? Mrs Vine pondered. They might almost be dancing, she thought, her heart leaping at the orb of shared Englishness she imagined hovering over the unsuspecting pair. Giving the focus dial another turn, the longer Vanessa Vine considered the possibilities the more it seemed to her that the unusually hot January of 1991 had just turned a few degrees hotter.

			***

			Shielding her eyes from the sun with the back of her hand, Hannah Caulfield crossed the hard-packed morning sand towards the young man. The waves nipped at her ankles, darkening the beach with a trail of air bubbles and crushed seashells. Squinting in the glare that bounced off the water, she studied the peculiar scene taking place a few yards ahead of her. At first glance a young man Hannah had never seen before seemed to be wrestling a giant sea turtle. But as she drew nearer she noticed that the hawksbill lay motionless on the sand and the youth, splashing sea water over its mottled carapace, was bent anxiously over it. 

			‘Do you need help?’ she called. 

			Philip looked up at the sound of her voice. Straightening to his full six feet, two inches, he wiped the sweat from his brow and waited for the woman to come nearer. 

			She was a little older than him, fair and of small build, with fine sandy hair that caped her bare shoulders and turned more gold than brown as the sun combed through it. In a different setting she might have been considered plain. But in the early morning sun everything about the woman navigating the shore, her small footprints disappearing in the wet sand behind her, struck him as beautiful. There was, Philip thought, something oddly familiar in the way she suddenly stopped and extended her arm.

			‘What happened here?’ she asked, in what sounded like a British accent. Falling to her knees next to the turtle she guided her hand over its barnacled shell. 

			Philip said that he wished he knew. ‘I came out here at first light and found it lying on the sand. It’s breathing fine but I need to find a way to move it to the lab.’ 

			‘The poor thing must weigh three hundred pounds,’ Hannah reflected. A diamond-speckled gold wedding band glinted on her left hand as she moved it gently back and forth to comfort the reptile.

			Lying on the sand next to Philip was a long piece of sailcloth he hoped might serve as a raft. ‘Once the turtle is secured to it I can drag the load through shallow water, and there is a pulley system at the institute. I just can’t seem to get the tarp wrapped round it.’ 

			Hannah suggested that she help him. ‘After all, we Brits must stick together. You are British, I take it?’ 

			Philip nodded, trying to think of a polite way to say that he didn’t want help – even from a fellow countryman. It wouldn’t do for word to get out – and it would definitely get out – that the new head of the marine life institute had required assistance on his first day on the job. The woman surprised him, however, by suggesting something Philip hadn’t considered: wedging the sailcloth beneath the turtle’s flippers and nudging the hawksbill on to it by increments. 

			They set to, pushing, prodding and heaving, with Philip on one side of the sailcloth and Hannah on the other. For a long time they seemed to be struggling in vain, while the turtle, lying inert, studied its rescuers through half-drawn lids. Then, all at once, the advancing tide lifted the heavy weight on to the tarp. 

			‘Well done you!’ cried Philip. 

			‘And you.’ 

			Their eyes met and the feeling that he had seen her before returned. Philip had begun growing a beard that partially concealed a small cleft in his chin, and he noticed the woman looking at it. 

			Brushing the hair away from her face she half-turned and lifted her sun-tanned arms in the air. ‘My son,’ she explained, waving to a pink stucco house peeking through the palm fronds, ‘has been watching us through his new telescope. He was the one who first spotted you out here and sent me to investigate.’

			Philip followed her gaze. His new lodgings were in the guest annexe of one of the homes behind the row of coconut palms, and he tried to work out the distance between it and the pink house. But before he could get very far, his calculations were interrupted by a flock of pelicans swooping through the air just above them. Flying in formation, they unfurled like a wide, flat ribbon against the cobalt blue sky in a trajectory shadowed on the sand.

			Philip watched them abruptly change direction and fly out to sea. ‘Warm temperatures in winter cause snowbirds to think about migrating north,’ he said. ‘Is it always this hot in January?’ 

			The pelicans had been making too much noise, and the woman didn’t hear him. Turning, she offered him her hand and said: ‘By the way, I’m Hannah Caulfield.’ 

			The colour drained from his face, leaving only the sunburn. In none of Philip’s imaginings had he pictured Hannah as the confident, prosperous-looking woman standing before him. Forcing a smile, he introduced himself as: ‘the new hireling at your marine life institute.’

			‘Ah, so it is you! I wonder what you make of our little island.’ 

			Philip, who had arrived less than a week ago, rattled off the usual platitudes about the weather, offshore reef and world’s largest population of sea turtles. ‘Sadly, these ancient creatures have become one of the most endangered species on our planet.’ 

			‘Well,’ she said doubtfully, ‘one hears all sorts of things…’ 

			‘Our friend here might disagree. If I had to guess, this hawksbill was dazed by a boat propeller, and no one did anything to help. I won’t know how seriously it’s hurt until I examine it, but from what I’ve seen there is far too much activity along this shore – boating, fishing, ballooning. Even something as innocent as building sandcastles can interfere with sea-turtle nesting patterns.’

			‘But my son adores sandcastles!’ Hannah protested. ‘Funnily enough,’ she added, with a touch of irony, ‘until today I never did see a turtle stranded on our beach.’ 

			Philip bristled at the suggestion – even in jest – that he’d had something to do with it. ‘At any rate,’ she said more mildly, ‘and whatever the facts, everyone on the Island is thrilled about the new institute. Mrs Vine, bless her, donated a portion of her estate to house it and gave a huge fundraising ball at The Breakers. Our table raised fifteen thousand.’

			Philip assumed that she meant dollars. ‘And now you’re stuck with me for the next three months!’ 

			‘Is that how long you’re staying?’ 

			‘It’s when my visa expires.’ 

			‘Ah yes. The all-important visa.’

			A speedboat careening close to shore caused the waves to rise above their knees and the raft wobbled. Philip struggled to keep it steady and turned to leave. 

			‘Wait!’ Hannah waded after him. ‘You haven’t told me your name.’ 

			His back was to her and he mumbled something. 

			‘Sorry?’ she said, trying to get him to turn around. 

			‘My name’s Philip,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Philip Godolphin.’ 

			‘And the turtle? My son will want to call it something.’

			He spun round so quickly that he almost let go of the raft. ‘Must everything have a name?’ he said.

			‘I’m afraid so,’ she smiled.

			Philip thought for a moment. ‘Princess,’ he said, sprinkling a fistful of water over the hawksbill. ‘I christen thee Princess, from a kingdom beneath the sea.’

			‘Jesse will like that.’

			‘Your son?’

			She nodded. 

			Another wave rolled to shore and the raft wobbled again. ‘I really must go now,’ he said.

			‘Of course you must. But won’t you join us for lunch? I mean, once Princess has settled.’ 

			‘She may never settle.’ 

			‘Oh, but she will! And you shall have something to eat. Our house is just the other side of that white picket fence, and you can freshen up inside the beach cottage. Please come,’ she entreated. ‘Jesse will be ever so thrilled to meet you.’

			Philip didn’t reply, and they parted quickly, the young man hauling the coracle behind him through the shallow water while Hannah, moving in the opposite direction, ascended the sand ridge back to shore. He stole a look at her small figure growing smaller: the hollow of her spine in the backless halter top and the sway of her hips inside a pair of high-waisted linen shorts. Was it pure chance that he had run into her so quickly? Or was there more at play – something that neither he nor his deceased father could have divined? Philip had never believed in destiny, and his father had believed in nothing but his own genius. And yet… 

			Glancing back one more time, he saw Hannah slip through a gate in the white picket fence, the twinkle of an azure-blue swimming pool showing through gaps in the sea grape.

		

	
		
			the prince

			During his two-mile trek to the institute Philip regretted not having shown more enthusiasm for Hannah’s invitation. Fortunately, she had left it sufficiently open so that, if he hurried, it might still be possible to make Princess comfortable and jog back along the beach in time for lunch. 

			The lab glistened with newness, smelling of varnish, fresh paint and ammonia as Philip experimented with the pulley mechanism for transporting giant reptiles from the beach. Compared to what he had been through that morning the state-of-the-art machinery made the task seem almost effortless, and Philip was able to place the turtle inside a special recovery berth without difficulty. He measured its vital signs and scraped the fetid barnacles from its shell, then administered an IV drip to replenish its fluids. The drip would take two hours – time enough, Philip reckoned, to get a quick bite with Hannah and the boy.

			He was sweating, and his shirt was soaked by the time he reached the white picket fence. He undid the latch and followed a sandy footpath to the beach cottage, the moist and warm air scented with flowering jasmine and some tropical bloom he couldn’t identify. Anglo Bubbly popped into his head, because the scent reminded him of a popular gum he had chewed as a boy. Thinking back to his childhood in Highgate he remembered an incident that made him think that might have been where he had seen Hannah: not the Hannah he had met on the beach that morning, but a pale slip of a girl with something of the same quality, standing beneath a lamp post on the rain-splattered pavement outside his home.

			The image didn’t last, vaporising in the midday light and depositing in its place a tiny cottage overgrown with blue and white flowering clematis, resembling a scene from some fairy tale. Philip climbed on to the veranda and peered through its slatted double doors, the pink stucco walls on either side dotted with lizards. 

			‘Mrs Caulfield?’ he said under his breath, not sure what to call her. Getting no answer, he opened the door and went inside.

			Sunlight seeping through the lowered plantation shutters filled the one-room cottage with the liquid radiance of swimming underwater. The walls were of whitewashed plaster and the floor bamboo: a daybed tucked inside a niche between two tall windows and a small wicker writing desk and chair the only furniture. Having spent the year since his father’s death going through desks and filing cabinets, Philip instinctively went over to the desk and pulled open the drawer.

			It didn’t occur to him until later that he ought not to do this. Leafing through sheets of paper inside the drawer, his pulse quickened when he recognised Hannah’s neat, squat, nearly block lettering. Glancing furtively at the door, he scanned the first few stanzas of a poem lying on top. The writing, which was in free verse, described with painful precision a type of loneliness Philip knew well – the kind that always seems worse in a roomful of people. He grew dreamy amid the perfect stillness, purr of the ceiling fan and drone of a motorboat in the distance. Somewhat reluctantly he replaced the poem in the drawer, feeling a pang of regret that once he’d met Hannah and her son his main purpose in coming to the Island would be accomplished. Philip had imagined offering to help them with the small legacy he had inherited, but now even that seemed no longer necessary since their new life appeared to lack nothing. Trying to decide whether it really changed things, he went to the bathroom to wash. 

			Hannah had told him to ‘freshen up’ if he liked, and Philip hoped that she hadn’t meant for him to dress up as well. It was in any case too late to do anything about it since he had only the T-shirt and bathing trunks he had put on that morning. Despite the casual atmosphere the Island seemed very much a place in which appearances mattered. The bathroom reflected this attitude, with towels stacked neatly by colour and matching terry robes hanging from brass hooks, as in a resort. The only time Philip had been to such a resort was the year before, with his now ex-girlfriend: a holiday that had effectively ended the relationship, with Philip holding on to the bitter end. He never found out why exactly the girl had left him until it was over, when he learned almost by accident that she had been seeing someone else the entire time. Then, after ditching them both, she landed a position with a large investment bank in the City, where Philip imagined her now: gazing into her Quotron with the winter damp misting the windows and the mid-January dusk already gathering. Replacing the mental image with his own sunburned reflection in the mirror above the sink he ran his fingers through his hair, smiling appreciatively at the scraggly beard that made him finally feel like the rugged undersea explorer he dreamed of becoming. 

			‘You ought to beware of that looking glass,’ came a small voice from the door. ‘The last prince who was here fell right through it and into the sea.’ 

			A little boy had been watching him from the doorway. Pigeon-toed and holding one hand to the wall the child advanced with halting steps amid a harness of tube socks, braces and rubber-soled shoes. He was neatly dressed in khakis and a mint green polo shirt, the upper portion of his face swallowed by a pair of rimless goggles that brought a strange reflective quality to his grey-blue eyes. Philip noticed the indentation in his chin, elfin smile and tufts of sandy hair he had seen in his own childhood photos. 

			‘I shouldn’t like to fall through a mirror,’ he said, ‘since I’ve only just arrived.’ Philip grasped the tiny hand stretching towards him and the boy let go of the wall. A ray of light fell through the window, illuminating an elastic bandage over his forearm that only partially concealed a purplish bruise. 

			‘Is it true that you’re an English prince?’ the boy asked shyly.

			Philip didn’t want to disappoint him. But neither did he want to mislead a child pleading with him to be someone he wasn’t. Well, he thought, I am that already. ‘In England being a prince isn’t all that unusual. Some think we have too many.’

			‘Pleased to meet you, prince,’ said the boy as they shook hands. ‘I’m Jesse James.’

			A shadow appeared in the door behind him and a broad-chested woman in a print housedress, open-toe slippers and a madras turban stepped into the bathroom. 

			‘This is my new friend, Marta,’ Jesse cried. ‘A prince from England who came to meet the outlaw Jesse James!’ 

			‘And I’m the Mexican Spitfire!’ the woman laughed. ‘Now how’s about Jesse James and me has a little catnap before lunch. And you, Mr English prince,’ she chaffed as she scooped the boy into her arms and carried him to the daybed, ‘had best go on ahead to the pool. Miss Hannah be waiting lunch for you there.’ 

			‘Please don’t go, turtle prince,’ Jesse murmured, laying his head on her shoulder. 

			Philip’s heart melted. ‘I’m not going very far,’ he said. ‘I promise.’

			Responding to another sign from Marta he tiptoed to the veranda, passing a small metal walking frame by the door. The sound of the woman humming, mingling with the rise and fall of cicada song in the sea grapes, made Philip think of his childhood again: of getting up on winter mornings while it was still dark, his mother babbling Velvet Underground lyrics as she struggled to get him ready for school; the smell of tea, cigarettes and last night’s wine on her breath and the touch of her fingers like icicles as she fumbled with the buttons on his uniform. 

			A shiver passed through him, triggering another memory: of boys at St Michael’s teasing each other that when you shiver it means the ghosts in Highgate Cemetery are walking over your grave. Inhaling the sweet smell of orange blossoms, Philip found it hard to imagine ghosts on the Island. Blocking everything from his mind except the future, he shut the door to his past and went to find Hannah.

		

	
		
			on the nature of toads

			Sheltering inside the jasmine pergola he watched her put finishing touches on the outdoor lunch table. Hannah had changed into a creaseless white linen sundress, ballerina flats and a wide-brimmed straw hat, stylish cat’s eye sunglasses shading her eyes. Bougainvillea petals floated like confetti on the kidney-shaped swimming pool behind her. A strange sort of pool, Philip thought; sloping gently and without steps, a fibreglass Adirondack chair sitting in the shallowest portion with a wide sun umbrella attached to its high back. From the other end of the pool rose a spacious two-storey pink stucco house with a barrel-tile roof and purple bougainvillea vines climbing the stone pillars of the loggia. Shutting his eyes, Philip tried to imagine the first world of salt marshes, palmettos and cabbage palms that had been displaced by all this opulence. When he opened his eyes again he realised that Hannah had spotted him, politely making no attempt to interrupt his reverie. 

			Philip waved as he prepared to make his entrance. But it all fell apart the instant his bare feet came in contact with the pool deck. The tiled surround had been baking in the sun and, hot as a live wire, sent him, limping and cursing, straight into the pool. Shambling through the shallow water to cool his burning soles, worse than the pain was the sound of Hannah’s stifled laughter.

			‘A bit of advice for my fellow Englishman,’ she said, ‘is never to leave home without sun cream and a pair of flip-flops.’ 

			‘Right,’ Philip muttered, humiliated by his performance. 

			‘But how lovely that you’ve come after all. Jesse was over the moon when he heard that you might join us for lunch and insisted on going to meet you.’

			‘If you mean the outlaw Jesse James, I was just with him in the cottage. Marta put him down for a catnap.’ 

			Hannah sighed. ‘They’ll be along soon, I expect.’ Bending over a wicker basket full of beach balls, she tossed Philip a pair of rubber flip-flops. He caught one in the air, but the other flew over his head. ‘Can I pour you a glass of lemonade?’ she asked. ‘The lemons are from our own trees.’

			‘I’d love some.’ 

			He drank thirstily, studying Hannah’s movements over the rim of the glass, the way she inclined her head a little as she refilled it. Yes, he thought, it must have been her all those years ago in Highgate. But what was she doing there? Lifting his eyes to the sky, searching for the answer, Philip nearly choked on his lemonade when he recognised, partially concealed by palm fronds, the small wooden balcony outside his lodgings. 

			‘That’s my room, up there,’ he blurted, pointing to it with his glass.

			Hannah raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 

			‘Free room and board at the home of one of the institute’s trustees was part of my contract.’ Philip raced through how he had learned about the position and the terms of his appointment; justifying what needed no explaining and nearly forgetting that he was telling the truth.

			Hannah nodded. ‘Very sensible.’ 

			But it was hard to tell what she was thinking behind the blue-black lenses of her Dior sunglasses. There was in any case no time to reflect on it, Marta and Jesse having already emerged from the pergola. The boy looked refreshed after his nap, one side of his face pink from lying on it as he advanced slowly towards the table on his little walking frame. Hannah waited patiently for him to complete his journey, then lifted him on to her lap. 

			‘Did you have a good rest, poppet?’ she asked as he nestled against her, stealing looks at Philip sitting beside them. ‘I understand that you two gentlemen have met,’ she said. ‘And will see a good deal more of each other since Philip is living next door.’

			‘What? Living with Julietta?’ Jesse cocked his head impishly.

			‘With all the Alonsos,’ Hannah corrected. ‘They’re a big family – much too big!’ 

			Jesse said that he liked Julietta best. Turning to the guest he said: ‘She’s the one who told us that you’re a prince – from a kingdom across the sea.’

			Philip smiled. ‘The last bit is accurate, but I’m not sure how princely I am.’

			‘Oh, but you are. You’re the prince of turtles. I saw you on the beach with one of your subjects this morning.’ 

			‘And you’re an outlaw.’ 

			‘I am. James is my middle name. What’s yours?’

			Philip hesitated. ‘Actually it’s James – like yours. My family name is Godolphin.’ 

			Jesse’s eyes rounded. ‘Are you descended from dolphins?’

			‘Not that I’m aware of.’

			‘I’m sure there’s one or two in the family. We all came from the sea, you know.’

			‘I do know. I’m an oceanographer.’ 

			‘Whatever you are,’ said Jesse. ‘I shall call you Dolphin.’

			‘Speaking of dolphins,’ Marta chuckled. ‘My old man’s been waiting these twenty years for the Miami Dolphins to win another Super Bowl.’

			‘They’re a football team,’ Hannah clarified. ‘But, more importantly, how is Princess?’

			‘Doing rather better than I expected,’ Philip said, describing the institute’s pulley system for transporting large amphibians to the lab. ‘She’s resting comfortably in a recovery berth and is hooked up to an IV.’

			‘I had an IV yesterday!’ Jesse swaggered, showing off the bandage on his forearm. 

			A chirping sound that had been coming from the lilyturf suddenly ceased; and was followed a moment later by a large toad hopping towards the table.

			‘Get away, you!’ Marta shrieked as the toad took a giant leap closer.

			‘It’s Sylvester,’ Jesse called to the housekeeper, who was already escaping to the house. 

			Philip moved to the edge of his seat. ‘Bufo toads can emit a poisonous spray,’ he warned.

			Jesse, his face shining, shook his head. ‘Sylvester would never do a thing like that. He is a prince after all – the Prince of Bufos – and only attacks in self-defence.’

			Hannah explained that the toad had resided on the property since before their home was built. ‘He wasn’t at all pleased when the construction began, and sprayed the workers in protest. But once we moved in and Sylvester got to know Jesse,’ Hannah added with a smile, ‘he has been a changed toad ever since. Only Marta is still afraid of him.’

			A telephone rang from somewhere inside the loggia, and Hannah, checking her watch, quickly rose from the table. Jesse giggled as he watched his mother frisk through bougainvillea pots and beneath seat cushions, searching for a cordless phone that finally materialised inside a beach towel. She stood with the handset cradled against her shoulder, her expression turning solemn as she listened to what was being said at the other end of the line. Looking out over the pool, her gaze came to rest on Jesse and Philip sitting together at one end of the table.

			‘Your father’s flight has landed early,’ she said when the call ended. ‘And now it seems that we’re to have lunch at Louisa’s.’ 

			‘Can Dolphin come with us?’ 

			‘I’m afraid not, poppet.’ Lifting Jesse on her hip, she apologised to Philip. ‘We have to go now. But there’s plenty of chicken salad and crisps in the kitchen – or, if you’d rather, Marta can make you a packed lunch to take back to the lab.’ 

			And with that she was off. 

			Philip stared after them. What had brought this on? he wondered. Was it something to do with Hannah’s husband coming home early, or something to do with him? Perhaps he shouldn’t have mentioned that James was his middle name. He had sensed a change in her when she learned that he would be living next door, and became distant after the phone call. 

			Chilled by the thought that Hannah had picked up on some likeness between him and Jesse, Philip stood up from the table and kicked the chair. Sylvester, his belly splayed in front like a seated Buddha, glowered meditatively on the ground beside him. From the other side of the sea grapes the ocean – serene and watchful – returned their melancholy gaze. 

		

	
		
			the lost art 
of letter-writing

			That evening, sitting cross-legged on his bed, Philip reviewed the evidence in his possession. The letters, in the same handwriting as the poems inside the beach cottage, had been addressed to his father – some to the poet’s office at Durham University and the rest to his home in Highgate. Nothing about the plain brown business envelopes gave any hint of the distressing nature of their content. Or that a teenage girl’s desperate one-sided correspondence with the award-winning modernist poet James Muir had ended in a final, and to Philip’s knowledge unanswered, appeal for help. 

			None of the letters had been opened by their intended recipient. That task had fallen to Philip in the months following Sir James’s untimely death (Sir being his father’s preferred title since his knighthood). Philip, who didn’t believe in titles, had dropped Muir from his name upon entering Oxford and adopted Godolphin – a family name on his mother’s side and one of two middle names that appeared on his birth certificate – effectively severing any link between him and the then newly appointed poet laureate to the British nation.

			When Muir died – in never entirely clear circumstances at a seedy resort in Ibiza – Philip, who had just turned twenty-one, learned that he had been named executor of his father’s literary estate. The copyright to the great man’s poems provided a small but steady stream of royalties for Philip and his mother – Lady Muir, as she was now, the title being her principal legacy from a man Philip assumed she must have cared for as little as he did. In his role as executor he was obliged to wade through the poet’s papers, an undertaking that raised a long-lingering distrust of his father to a new level. The most damning evidence – from the betrayal and backstabbing of friends and colleagues to the systematic corruption of minors, bordering on paedophilia – had been kept in a padlocked drawer of Muir’s desk. Philip had to hire a locksmith to force it open and discovered Hannah’s letters near the bottom, tied with a rubber band so dry that it snapped with a bite in his hand. 

			He kept his mother away from these and other lurid discoveries. She had spent too many years drinking alone in a draughty Edwardian house backing on to Highgate Cemetery to be told any more than she already guessed. Yet it was to this house that Muir had returned every weekend without fail from his teaching post in Durham and travels to poetry readings around the country and abroad. Why he bothered to come back at all was another of the great man’s enigmas: as if calling a place home and holding his family hostage in it every Friday to Sunday somehow vindicated his offences during the week.

			Reading Hannah’s letters had a profound effect on Philip. From those near the top of the pile he learned that she had become pregnant with Muir’s child and of her struggle to keep the baby: from the last few, that the child had been diagnosed soon after birth with a rare congenital disorder and had only a few months to live. The need to find out what had become of the pair – Jesse, after all, was Philip’s half-brother – turned into a mission. By then Philip had completed his studies at Oxford and was looking for work. When he discovered that his search for Hannah and Jesse was leading to the same seven-mile-long barrier island off the south Florida coast as his search for employment, he leaped at the opportunity. Overlooking the meagre salary, Philip applied for the position and was given a three-month placement starting immediately. 

			He may have been the only applicant. It would explain why an offer reached him so soon after sending his CV and list of references. There was not even the usual request for an interview and, so far as Philip was aware, none of his references were checked. The offer came handwritten in an unusual purple ink that smelled faintly of gardenias, with a gilt-edged palazzo on the letterhead and capital letters pirouetting across the creamy vellum.

			A smile came to Philip’s face as he reread it: 

			My dear Philip (if I may),

			It is with the greatest pleasure that, on behalf of the Trustees of the Palm Beach Marine Life Institute, I offer you the position of Intern for a trial period of Three Months commencing in January. We are happy to arrange for your Green Card, food and lodging at the home of one of the Trustees, together with a bi-weekly stipend of $50 towards living expenses!

			We hope very much that you will accept our humble offer and unique experience to engage with the unprecedented environmental initiative being launched by our community.

			Awaiting your response, I remain

			Faithfully yours,

			Mrs Sanford Vine (Vanessa)

			Chairwoman and Trustee

			Hearing a sound, Philip’s eyes leaped to the door. But it was too late and Julietta, his hosts’ teenage daughter, was already halfway across the room. She had a maddening habit of prowling about barefoot, confirming Philip’s hunch that she might have been lurking outside his door for some time.

			‘I saw your light and came to say goodnight,’ she said, approaching the bed. 

			Julietta Alonso had the prominent family nose, deep-set charcoal eyes and thick black wavy hair. Unlike her family, she was long-limbed with a narrow waist and small breasts that showed like tight fists through her cotton tank top. Philip had the impression that she was dropping by his room in the annexe rather too often, using one excuse after another. Being a guest in the house and unsure of American customs he was at pains to find a polite way of discouraging her. 

			‘Just checking that you’ve got enough filtered water for the night. Make sure you never drink from the tap, Phil.’ 

			He cringed and counted to ten. There were few things he disliked more than people calling him Phil. It reminded him of his father coming through the door every Friday afternoon on the dot and crying out: ‘It’s no use hiding, Phil: Daddy’s home.’ 

			More calmly than he felt, he explained that where he came from people tended to use full names. ‘For example, James instead of Jim, Philip rather than Phil, Andrew, John and so on.’ 

			‘Do they do that with all names or just with the names of the Apostles?’

			Philip, who had hoped to distract Julietta long enough to slip the letters beneath one of the cushions, found himself distracted instead. ‘Apostles?’ 

			‘Well, all the examples you just gave are the names of Apostles in the New Testament. Yours too. Actually,’ Julietta pursued, taking a seat primly at the edge of the bed, ‘Grandmalita thinks we should call you Sir Philip to show respect for – what did she call it? – ah yes, for the Prince Consort.’ 

			Philip had no idea what the girl was going on about. Americans, it seemed to him, had a peculiar obsession with names – and knew nothing about British royalty. Now, moving aside a little, it seemed to him that Julietta was also making faces. 

			If only Philip knew how many hours she had spent practicing the new ‘bedroom eyes’ technique that was all the rage among girls at her school. Launched in the sold-out January issue of Cosmopolitan magazine, it involved the gradual lowering of one’s lids to show off the lashes and bring a dreamy expression to the face. ‘Count to ten,’ the magazine instructed its readers. ‘Then, very, very slowly, open them again.’ 

			Try as she might, Julietta couldn’t tell whether her exertions were having the desired effect. She would in any case have been devastated to learn that the look they produced reminded Philip of the heavy-lidded turtle he and Hannah had rescued on the beach. Failing to get a reaction Julietta tried to remember what the magazine had said to do next. But, as usual, she had spent far more time looking at pictures than reading, and had got only halfway through the article. 

			It was just one of the items on Julietta’s private list of imperfections. Growing up in the Island’s hothouse atmosphere, girls of a certain age were perilously aware of their slightest defects; with the predictable result that two of Julietta’s classmates at the Day Academy were being treated for anorexia and three more were at a popular rehab centre on the West Coast. Another group had been dispatched to ‘fat farms’ in New England by mothers eager to see them slim down to the acceptable norm; and the rest evacuated to boarding schools ‘up north’ to prepare for entry into an Ivy League university. And there were always the one or two that flared like rockets, outshining everyone at slumber parties and teen fashion shows before their lights extinguished and they were never mentioned again. 

			In Julietta’s case none of these exit strategies were possible. Grandmalita would never risk being parted from her only granddaughter – and prize jewel of the Alonso family virtue – by permitting her to leave home under any circumstance. Even less would she allow her to date whomever she pleased. Julietta objected, of course: it was the prerogative of youth to object. And yet, given a truth serum, she would have to admit in the hidden depths of her Latin soul that Grandmalita was right about most things: and that even in the final decade of the twentieth century a wise and clever girl could still expect to make the same sort of match, and live the same wonderful life, as her forebears. 

			The arrival of the English houseguest had brought a new sense of urgency to Julietta’s mission. Blushing for no reason in his presence, she longed only to be alone with him. But when she was, it seemed that she could do nothing right – apparently not even address Philip by his proper name. Perhaps, Julietta thought, the most she could hope for at this juncture was simply to protect him – that is, to protect him from her family. 

			They were the formidable Alonso clan that had fled Communist Cuba by boat (actually, it was in the family’s forty-foot yacht), bringing with them what some on the Island described as the fiercest set of values since the Pilgrims had landed on Plymouth Rock. Once safely ensconced in Florida, Julietta’s grandfather Ernesto set out to resurrect the family’s sugar empire in the New World. He built vast plantations in the fertile wetlands and a grand house in Palm Beach that was a replica of the family’s home in the Pinar del Rio. Using philanthropy as an entrée into society the Alonsos funded charitable balls from one season to the next, rubbing shoulders with European nobility and American presidents until it began to seem that no season could begin without them. (To grandfather Ernesto’s eternal credit he established and gave half of what he earned to a refugee relief fund for the boatloads of less fortunate Cubans who were also fleeing to America.) 

			Julietta’s parents were Patsy and Eduardo, dutiful offspring of the two most prominent Cuban émigré families in Florida. There was never any question that they would marry, bringing together in a splendid wedding at St Christopher’s the state’s tobacco and sugar empires. The couple cheerfully assented to their arranged union, as Patsy did to living under the same roof with Carlotta, Eduardo’s rambunctious, recently widowed mother. For the next three decades they hosted lavish parties, raised money for charity and played tennis and polo – and of course golf – at the Mangrove, Bath & Racquet and Shore Clubs. Eduardo proved as fierce a competitor on the polo grounds as he was in business; while the Alonso women played bridge and backgammon and attended fashion-show luncheons at their private clubs, membership to which was obligatory for anyone hoping to matter on the Island. True, the peculiarities of the clan’s traditions occasionally gave their friends and neighbours pause, but these were deemed to have more to do with them being devoutly religious than being foreign. In reality, the Alonsos’ Catholicism was in name only, it being more expedient to perpetuate the myth than constantly have to justify values they could neither explain nor do without. 

			Julietta and her four older brothers were the first generation born on American soil. Three of the boys were presently away at boarding school or university, and the eldest, Armando – who detested books – was being schooled in the family trade. Unlike the rest of his family he preferred to live in a modest rental on the mainland with a group of surfing buddies and disapproved loudly of the way the sugar business was run. Philip had so far met none of these Alonso heirs-in-waiting, whose dashing features and picture-perfect lifestyles appeared in portraits and inside gaudy picture frames showcased on the walls, top of the grand piano and fireplace mantle of the hacienda. They were shown dancing, sailing, playing polo and eating – to Philip it seemed they were always eating – in a grand depiction of a way of life that seemed to assume the twentieth century was only just beginning instead of ending. 

			On Philip’s uninitiated face Julietta saw starkly mirrored how astonishing her family’s domestic arrangements must appear to the outside world. For instance, the way they said grace before meals, attended Mass as often as they played croquet and the staff wore white gloves and uniforms and used a separate entrance. They hung an Olympic-size American flag outside their home and, like many recent émigrés, were utterly devoted to their adopted country: worshipping the new-world system of values so long as it didn’t encroach on their old-world attitudes. 

			‘I’m so excited about the barbeque,’ Julietta announced, hoping to inject some life into the conversation. ‘Grandmalita has been baking non-stop.’ 

			‘Yes, I know,’ Philip said. The guest annexe stood directly above the kitchen and for the past two days Carlotta Alonso’s culinary endeavours had emitted powerful gusts of garlic, fried onions and molasses through the floorboards and windows of his room.

			‘You’ll get to meet some of my friends from school,’ Julietta coaxed. She spoke in a sing-song voice that turned up at the end of sentences and made her seem always to be asking for permission.

			Hoping it would get her to leave, Philip said he didn’t think that he was invited to the barbeque. 

			‘Oh, but you are! At any rate, I’m inviting you now.’ Julietta’s eyes slid surreptitiously over the letters Philip had been at pains to conceal. ‘It was meant to be my quinceañera but we’re doing a barbeque instead.’ 

			‘Your quincea what?’ 

			‘Oh, it’s one of those Cuban things,’ she sighed. ‘A silly party Latino families give when a daughter turns fifteen.’ 

			‘Is that what you are – fifteen?’

			The question made Julietta briefly lose her train of thought. Trying to weigh the benefits of Philip thinking her either older or younger than she was, the girl, picking at her cuticles, admitted that she had turned fifteen at Christmas. ‘But there was too much on the social calendar to throw another party. Besides which, I don’t go in for arcane customs.’ With a cunning look she said: ‘Let’s see what you’ve got there, Phil–ip,’ and slid her hand towards the cushion.

			He thrust it aside, but that only made Julietta laugh. He suspected her of going through his things when he was out, and now she had seen the letters. The room might almost be made of glass for all the privacy he had, with the housemaid coming in and out and Julietta snooping about. Not for the first time, Philip considered renting a safe deposit box at the bank where he could store the letters and his personal effects. Hearing the familiar click of the air conditioner, he braced himself for the blast of cold air from the grid in the ceiling that was about to slide like an ice cube down his back.

			‘They’re just some letters from my mum,’ he said. ‘Same old stuff, you know.’

			Brightening, Julietta felt that she and the English houseguest were finally on common ground. She longed for the day when she would have a home of her own and could exchange letters and phone calls with her family instead of having to submit to their demands. ‘Mothers can be such a nuisance,’ she said. ‘All the girls at the Day Academy feel the same.’

			Philip wondered. ‘Never mind,’ he suggested tactfully. ‘You’ll get through it, and then, all at once, you’ll be free as a bird.’

			‘Free? To do what exactly?’

			‘Spread your wings and fly!’

			Julietta considered this advice. ‘Does that mean you’re coming to the party?’ she asked.

		

	
		
			friends and neighbours

			A dozen high tables draped in red, white and blue were spread evenly across the loggia and pool deck, a single beeswax candle inside a tall Mason jar burning in the middle of each table. Fairy lights silhouetted the mission-style roof and climbed the palm trees at the rear of the Alonsos’ mock hacienda, the poolside tiki bar glinting with a rainbow of bottles and fiesta bowls filled with Meyer lemons, Key limes and three types of Spanish olives. The smoky smell of roasting pork, beef and onions misted the air above the rustic summer kitchen while, far in the distance, like an inky blue extension of the infinity pool, the ocean absorbed the last light of day.

			It being a buffet, the guests were expected to serve themselves and eat while standing at the tables – or, space permitting, seated on lounge chairs surrounding the pool. They began arriving as early as six o’clock, many coming straight from golf and tennis courts and games of bridge, canasta and backgammon. Friends and neighbours streamed through the circular foyer paved with smooth brightly coloured Spanish tiles leading into a living room the size of a small concert hall. (Carlotta Alonso loved the way the English houseguest referred to it as the drawing room – ‘as if anyone in this house ever learned to draw!’) As in most homes on the Island the flow of movement was towards the rear of the house, swimming pool and ocean, so that every window, at some point of the day, would be filled with nothing but sea and sky. 
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