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				About the Author

				Over twenty years ago Quintin Jardine abandoned the life of a media relations consultant for the more morally acceptable world of murder and mayhem. More than thirty published novels later, it’s a decision that neither he nor his global network of fans have ever regretted. Happily married, he splits his time between Scotland and Spain, but he can be tracked down through his website www.quintinjardine.com.

				Praise for Quintin Jardine’s novels:

				‘A triumph. I am fierst in the queue for the next one’ Scotland on Sunday

				‘Remarkably assured . . . a tour de force’ New York Times

				‘The perfect mix for a highly charged, fast-moving crime thriller’ Glasgow Herald

				‘[Quintin Jardine] sells more crime fiction in Scotland than John Grisham and people queue around the block to buy his latest book’ The Australian

				‘There is a whole world here, the tense narratives all come to the boil at the same time in a spectacular climax’ Shots magazine

				‘Engrossing, believable characters . . . captures Edinburgh beautifully . . . It all adds up to a very good read’ Edinburgh Evening News

				‘A complex sotry combined with robust characterisation; a murder/mystery novel of our time that will keep you hooked to the very last page’ The Scots Magazine
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				About the Book

				Primavera Blackstone has found a hard-earned contentment in a small Spanish village by the sea. A fiercely protectie single mother, she doesn’t appreciate an offer of marriage. Nor does she welcome the arrival of a blast from her murky Scottish past, retired cop Ricky Ross, now a private detective and working for Jack Weighley, millionaire owner of a budget airline.

				Jack is a powerful, persuasive man with deep pockets, someone you don’t say ‘no’ to without considering the consequences. So Primavera teams up with Ricky to investigate a series of mystery assaults on Jack’s aircraft. Are they mere acts of vandalism, or the sinister work of Catalan extremists?

				When Ricky’s car is fire-bombed and he narrowly escapes with his life, more questions arise . . . not least, why is the Spanish Special Branch involved? As Primavera and Ricky are drawn into events, and the body count rises, she begins to understand the true meaning of ‘till death us do part’.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				During the calendar year in which I wrote this book, my lovely Eileen and I have spent more time than either of us would have liked in the precincts of Edinburgh Royal Infirmary.

				For the record, I am happy to say that all the care that she and I have received has been exemplary, and for that reason As Serious as Death . . . a wholly inappropriate title in the circumstances, but that’s what it has to be . . . is dedicated to ERI, and all its caring staff.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				One

				I don’t know how I’d have managed if it wasn’t for my kids.

				How can you be depressed when you live in one of the most attractive places on the planet, and you’re wealthy enough to be in complete control of your life for ever? Good question, but lately I’ve known times when I have been.

				Most of them came during the night, after Liam left St Martí d’Empúries and Spain, heading off to finish his travel book. He didn’t say that he wasn’t coming back, but I had no expectation that he would.

				When did the shine start to wear off?

				For certain it happened one early summer Wednesday evening, on the terrace of my house, looking down on the village square watching the restaurants begin to close up for the night, as the last few punters finished their pizzas. We were alone, as next day was a school day and the kids had gone to bed.

				Out of the blue, Liam used the ‘M’ word, asked me to marry him, and I told him, rather more bluntly than I should have, as now I realise, that I didn’t want to be Mrs Matthews, or Mrs Anyone Else for that matter. It wasn’t the answer he’d been expecting.

				‘But you are already,’ he pointed out, quietly. ‘You call yourself Primavera Blackstone. It’s not your birth name: that was Phillips. It’s Oz’s name, your former husband . . . your late former husband.’

				He was speaking the plain truth, but I flared up at him, I’m afraid. ‘That’s different! I do that for the kids’ sake, not for Oz’s. They’re all Blackstones, so it makes life easier if I’m one as well.’

				‘Does it? Does it make the slightest bit of difference to them? Have you ever asked any of them?’

				‘I don’t need to,’ I pouted.

				‘What do Janet and little Jonathan call you?’ he asked, but didn’t give me the chance to reply. ‘They call you Auntie Primavera. You’re not their natural mother; you’re not even their real aunt. You adopted them formally when their mother’s death . . . and by the way, Susie was Oz’s widow, not you . . . left them orphaned, but neither of them call you “Mum”, do they?’

				‘I don’t expect it of them, nor will I ever. But Tom does.’

				‘Yes, in a fine baritone. Primavera, have you taken a look at your kid lately? He isn’t a little boy any more.’

				I couldn’t argue about that. My son was into his teens and making a good job of puberty. Out of nowhere, he had a couple of inches on me, his frame was thicker and his voice had broken more or less overnight. He was taller than the best footballer on the planet and as big as its best golfer.

				‘Clearly not, but what does that have to do with it?’

				‘He knows who he is, and he knows who you are. Like you say, you’re his mum. Do you think that if you married me his nose would be put out of joint? Do you think he still dreams that his father faked his death and that he’s out there waiting until it all blows over, so that he can come back one night, under another name and with maybe a little plastic surgery? I don’t believe he does, that’s for sure, just like I don’t believe he’d mind if you and I got married. In fact I know he wouldn’t.’

				‘Oh yes? And how do you know that?’ I challenged.

				‘Because I asked him.’

				I stared at him. ‘You what?!?’ I exploded. ‘You asked my son for my hand in marriage?’

				‘If you want to put it that way, I suppose I did.’ He grinned at me. That made it worse; my glower became a full-on glare.

				‘How dare you do that?’ I protested. ‘What were you thinking about? I suppose you asked Janet as well.’

				‘As a matter of fact I did. She beamed, all over her face, and said that would be great.’

				‘And wee Jonathan? Did you ask him too?’

				‘No,’ he conceded. ‘He’s maybe a little young for that sort of question.’

				‘Small mercies,’ I muttered. ‘What the hell are you trying to do, Liam, force my hand? I won’t be railroaded into marriage, not by you, not by my kids, not by anyone.’

				‘I’m sorry if I was presumptuous,’ he replied. His tone was distant, like I’d never heard it before. I’d hurt him, but at that moment I didn’t care.

				‘I’d call it manipulative,’ I snapped. I could see him withdraw further into himself.

				‘It wasn’t meant to be,’ he murmured. ‘It was meant to show you that there’s nothing in the way of us getting married . . . only you.’

				‘See what I mean by railroading?’ It was time to cool it a little. ‘Sorry, Liam, I appreciate your proposal, but I don’t want to do that. We’re fine as we are. We’ve been fine for a year now. So why change things? It’s obviously important to you. Tell me why.’

				‘It’s complicated. Let’s leave it at that.’

				‘No chance. I’m a bright girl; I can process complicated issues. Try me.’

				‘Okay.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Oz was my best friend, but he’s dead, and I’m alive. So why doesn’t it feel like that? Primavera, I want to be the only man in your life.’

				‘But you are,’ I protested.

				‘No, I’m not. That dream I mentioned, Tom’s dream: he told me that he doesn’t have it any more, but I’m sure that you do. You’ve never buried Oz Blackstone. You mumble his name in your sleep, but never mine. You look for him in the face of every forty-something male stranger who strolls alone into that square down there. Primavera, your thirteen-year-old son has come to terms with the fact that his father’s gone, and he’s ready to get on with his life. But you, you haven’t, and you’re not. You fantasise that he’s out there somewhere. The worst part for me is knowing that you’re thinking of him when you fuck me.’

				‘If any of that was true . . . which it isn’t . . .’ I lied, ‘how would being married to you make any difference? You make it sound like you’re trying to brand me. I never figured you as insecure, Liam. That’s certainly not how Oz saw you.’

				‘Then maybe you’ve made me that way . . . or you both have.’

				‘That’s arrant nonsense,’ I insisted. ‘You have no reason to doubt me, and you haven’t from the day we got together. We have a great relationship, so why should we change it?’

				‘Do you love me?’

				‘Of course I do. I’m sharing my life with you, aren’t I?’

				‘Not all of it; that’s my point.’

				That set me off again. ‘Christ Almighty, man, listen to yourself. Don’t you have a little place inside your head that’s all your own? Of course you do, yet here you are trying to control my thoughts.’

				‘I’m not.’ Goddammit, why did he have to be so calm? ‘I’m simply suggesting that you get on with your life, and I’m asking you to share it with me.’

				‘As I’ve just said, I’m doing that already,’ I insisted, ‘and I’m happy with things as they are. I see no need for us to get married, so thanks, but no thanks.’

				He shrugged his shoulders, and finished his mineral water.

				‘I’m sorry, love,’ I said, feeling that a little contrition was in order. ‘Come on, let’s go to bed and I’ll make it up to you.’

				I did just that, and next morning we made it business as usual with the kids, getting them off to school . . . Janet and wee Jonathan have adapted well to the Catalan system, with the aid of some intensive private tutoring, and with Tom looking out for them. An outsider would have thought that everything was fine and dandy, and so it was, almost.

				Liam was as loving as before, and I’d like to think I was too, but things had been said that couldn’t be unsaid. There was a distance between us that hadn’t been there before. It was imperceptible, or so I thought until three weeks later, when Janet asked me if everything was all right.

				‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘What makes you ask that?’

				‘I’m not really sure. It’s just that you seem a little quieter than usual.’

				‘Do you know what the menopause is?’ I asked her.

				‘Ah,’ she murmured, and dropped the subject. As it happened, I haven’t reached the change yet, but I hadn’t lied to her, as I had lied to Liam about that damned dream.

				I knew without him having to tell me that Tom dreamed about his father when he was younger . . . because he was only too ready to tell me himself . . . but I never discussed mine with him, or anyone else.

				It visited me often for a year or so, maybe once a week, and it was always the same, more or less. A man appeared out of the blue. The first time, it was in Susie’s house in Monaco, after her death, but usually it was right here in St Martí. He was always the same in every appearance. Facially, he wasn’t Oz; his nose was broader, and his cheekbones higher. His voice was different; it had a pronounced Western drawl. His hair was mostly grey, and close-cropped in military style. He was narrower in the waist and his muscles were different, though just as formidable, not gym-enhanced like Oz’s but the result of hard physical work of some kind.

				But he couldn’t hide those eyes, not when he took off his Ray-Bans and looked at me as he stepped towards me.

				I always woke up then, crying out, whether in fear, panic, or frustration I know not, but I imagine that’s when Liam would have heard me calling Oz’s name.

				I wasn’t surprised when he broke the news that he was leaving to finish his magnum opus, one morning in the square, when we were having a coffee at Meson del Conde. I couldn’t really complain either; his book pre-dated me in his life, and he had put it to one side.

				After the injuries that are an inevitable part of a very rough profession caught up with him, he developed a second career as a writer and photographer. His travel book was a long-term project, going back to his days of fame as a professional wrestler . . . sports entertainer, they call them sometimes, but he didn’t like that, for he was the real thing, not a body-builder or failed US footballer. It was going to be a photographic guide to all the places that the global grappling circuit had taken him, complete with anecdotes. Not quite an autobiography, but not far off.

				He had put it on hold when we paired up, only taking on work that could be done from Spain, apart from a stint at the Olympics as a commentator for Irish TV, but it had always been there in the background.

				‘How long will you be away?’ I asked him.

				‘I can’t say for sure. Most of the locations are in the US and Canada, but I’ll need to go to Japan as well, and Mexico, South America and Australia. It’s not a personal project any more; I’ve sold it to a publisher in New York, so I’m working to a delivery deadline. I’ll do my travelling and my photography and when I’m ready, I’ll sit down and write the text.’

				‘Will you come back here to do that?’

				He gazed at the table as he replied; that’s when I twigged that it was probably more than a business trip. ‘No, I plan to hole up in my place in Toronto to do that. My new editor says that’s what I should do. Writing’s a solitary profession, she tells me.’

				‘How long will it take you?’

				‘I’m not sure,’ he said.

				‘What’s your deadline?’

				‘End of March next year.’ He smiled and looked towards me once again, without quite meeting my gaze. ‘But hey, I don’t plan to use every minute of it. I need to spend the rest of the summer and autumn doing research and taking pictures; I should be able to start writing by the beginning of November. Of course, whenever I have a gap in my schedule, I’ll come back here.’

				‘Of course,’ I repeated.

				I knew that he was being less than truthful, because honest men are always terrible liars, but who was I to complain?

				Looking back on it, I know that I lied to Liam about more than just the dream.

				I didn’t love him. I’ve only ever loved one man in my life, in a way and with an intensity that almost destroyed us both. Liam was comfort, Liam was shelter, Liam was company, by day and by night, but ultimately he was right. He could never compete with Oz, alive or dead.

				And he is dead, make no mistake about that; I can fool myself no longer.

				After Liam left, I decided that I had to confront that dream, and all the other things that had been nagging at me. For example, there was Brush Donnelly.

				Oz’s nephew, Jonathan Sinclair, is a professional golfer, and a fairly successful one at that. By chance he played in (and won) his first pro tournament at the PGA course at Girona. It’s less than an hour away from St Martí, and naturally I took him under my wing. He lived with Tom and me for a while, until he bought his own place, on his adopted home course of Pals.

				When he turned pro after finishing his college degree in the USA, he did so under the management of a man named James ‘Brush’ Donnelly, whom he described as a former tour player himself, who hadn’t been very good at it, and had disappeared off the radar for a few years, before re-emerging under a new guise. But Brush . . . he earned the nickname by sweeping up every detail of business . . . was something of a recluse. He and Jonny did all their early business by correspondence over the phone and email, and never met face to face.

				I’ve always had a fertile imagination. The mysterious Brush made me wonder and I began to look for little anomalies in his story. I found a couple too. For example, his correspondence address was in Chicago, but the one time that he and I spoke, when he called one day looking for Jonny, it turned out that he was calling from his home in Arizona.

				That was enough: I got it into my head that Brush was Oz, taking care of his nephew. That illusion was shattered when he and his client met up for the first time, in Chicago. I had Jonny send me a photograph. Okay, maybe if he decided on a completely new look, my ex might have tried to appear ten years older than he was, but no way would he have had his legs shortened by six to eight inches.

				I didn’t give up on the idea though; for little Brush to have a winter home in Tucson and a town house in Chicago, he must have been a man of substance, yet he had very few clients and his abortive golfing career had probably cost him money rather than earning him any.

				Instead, I decided that he was a front. For whom? There could be only one candidate in my sad mind. I didn’t pursue the notion though, not until Liam left. When I did, I didn’t mess about; I hired Securitas, the biggest detective agency in the US, to investigate and report on Mr James Donnelly.

				It didn’t cost me much, for it only took them a day. They reported back to me that Brush was the son of a Mr Andrew Donnelly of Las Vegas, Nevada, a heating engineer until his death in 1962, and the nephew of Mrs Violet di Luca, the widow for twenty years of a Mr Antonio Luca, from whom she had inherited twenty-four per cent of one of the earliest and biggest casinos built in what had been the unspoiled Nevada Desert. I knew the place; they’d pulled it down for rebuilding in the brief period in which I lived in Las Vegas, but I’m sure that Brush hadn’t cared about that when Auntie Vi had snuffed it herself in 2009 and he, her only living relative, had inherited the lot.

				He used his new wealth to support charities in general and, in a way, through his role as a golf agent, for all six of his clients, four male, two female, had been hand-picked from the college system and had been helped financially at the start of their careers. For example, a couple of perks that Jonny thought had come from sponsors had been funded by Brush himself.

				The report also revealed that his reputation as a recluse flowed from the fact that he had suffered from agoraphobia. He had been treated for the condition, but still avoided crowds or wide open spaces, which explained why he was never seen at a golf tournament. Like many Americans he did not own a passport, a simple explanation for the fact that he had never visited Jonny, his star client, in Europe, not even when he won the German PGA last summer.

				With Brush out of the way as a possible link to a still-living Oz, I had only one other avenue to explore. Roscoe Brown was his Hollywood agent, and still represents the children’s interests as his professional executor. Oz didn’t make all that many movies in his short acting career, not compared with the likes of John Wayne, but every one that he did was a major box office hit and even though he’s no longer around to promote them, the estate continues to pull in substantial income from DVD and Blu-ray sales, and now from streaming.

				One thing you should know; I wasn’t the only one clinging on to the notion that he wasn’t dead. A cult has grown around him, not quite of Elvis proportions, but significant enough to sustain three different ‘Oz Blackstone Lives’ websites. I forbid few things to the kids, but I’ve told them that going anywhere near them is absolutely off limits.

				I’d wondered on occasion whether Roscoe might be behind at least one of them, given that he’s one of the most commercially acute guys I’ve ever known, so after I’d washed the Brush option out of my shortish blond hair, I called him in Los Angeles . . . via Skype, so I could look him in the eye.

				‘I need to know, Roscoe,’ I told him. ‘Do you feed any of the legends that Oz might still be alive?’

				I could see that he was offended. ‘Absolutely not, Primavera; to do that would be to take financial advantage of deluded people’s grief, and that runs against my moral code. I have never thrown out a single hint to any of them that my client is anything but dead. Maybe that means I’m not doing as good a job for the kids as I could, but I’m not going to apologise for it.’

				‘I wouldn’t expect you to,’ I said. ‘It’s just . . .’

				Roscoe’s black, and the light was behind him, making his eyes unnaturally bright as they held mine from the screen. ‘You’re a believer, aren’t you,’ he murmured. If my sound hadn’t been turned full up I might not have heard him. ‘You are one of those poor deluded people.’

				‘Maybe,’ I conceded. ‘Usually not, but there are times, when . . . I find myself asking, “What if?” Oz was a role player all his life. Very few people saw the real him. For those of us who did, him faking his death, that’s not such a hard concept to take on board.’

				‘But why would he do that?’ he asked.

				‘To protect the kids,’ I replied.

				‘From what?’

				‘From him. Oz did a couple of things in his life that would have ruined him if they’d ever come out . . . and they might have. I could see him thinking that if they did, the effect on his children would be emotionally catastrophic. And I can see him looking to spare them from that.’

				‘I hear what you’re saying, but that would mean abandoning them. He loved those kids, Primavera.’

				‘But if it wasn’t for ever . . .’

				‘Death tends to be permanent.’

				‘But if you have the resources, you can be reborn. It happens all the time, to supergrass witnesses and the like; I’ve even met one of those.’

				‘Do you want him to be alive?’

				‘Of course I do.’

				‘Even if it means that you’re never going to see him again?’

				‘Even if . . .’ I paused. ‘Are you saying he is alive?’ I gasped.

				‘No,’ Roscoe replied, instantly. ‘I am not.’

				‘But do you believe he could be?’

				‘No. Primavera, I didn’t want to get into this with you, but I think I need to. As you know, the official reports said that Oz died of an unsuspected heart condition while doing a stunt for a movie he was making in Ecuador, involving a bridge over a rocky river. He fell in and was pretty badly smashed up facially when he was pulled out. Hence the legend that it might not have been him, that the victim might actually have been a stuntman. There’s even a name that the true believers latch on to: Gary Hazelwood. There was such a person, but he was fired three days before Oz died, for smoking dope on set. That’s why Oz did the stunt himself. The websites believe that Hazelwood died in the river and that Oz took advantage of the fact to disappear. They argue that he’d had enough of fame and wanted out. Straws, Primavera, that’s all; they’re clutching at straws.’

				‘Where is Hazelwood now?’

				‘He died in a car accident in Quito two months later. He never went back to the US.’

				‘Was his body identified?’

				‘Only by his driving licence and passport, I’ll grant you, but that’s irrelevant. It was him in that car, no doubt about it.’

				‘How can you be so sure, and why is it irrelevant? Look, Roscoe, nobody outside that film unit ever saw Oz’s body, before it was cremated to comply with Ecuadorean law.’

				‘That’s true,’ he conceded. ‘But it was Oz.’

				‘How can you be certain?’

				‘Didn’t Susie tell you?’

				‘No, we made a pact never to talk about Oz’s death.’

				‘I can understand that,’ he said. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve ever seen the death certificate.’

				‘No, I haven’t. All I know for sure is that no autopsy was ever done, although the press reported, wrongly, that one had been.’

				‘No,’ he agreed. ‘The Ecuadoreans forestalled that. The film unit doctor, who certified his death, in British form since it was UK money that backed the project, didn’t even mention a heart condition. He said that death was caused by the trauma of multiple head injuries sustained in the fall. However he also said in a side letter that in his opinion the accident may have been caused by the rupturing of an aortic aneurysm, which he had been able to detect.’

				I was a nurse in a past life so I know about those: a weakness in an arterial wall that can occasionally leak or burst, with consequences that are usually fatal.

				‘How could he be sure of that without a post-mortem examination?’

				‘He said it was so big that he could feel it. But he couldn’t be certain, which is why the insurance company was wasting its time when it tried to reject my claim under the policy.’

				‘What insurance company?’

				‘The one that covered Oz, and all the other major people on the project; it insisted that everybody have a medical. That involved full body scanning. Oz’s showed a previously undetected abdominal aneurysm. The unit doctor knew nothing about that, incidentally,’ he added. ‘The insurance company’s own nominated surgeon said that given its size the risk of rupture was probably no more that one in a hundred, and they went along with that. He was advised to have it repaired surgically, and he said he would, after the movie was done. Nobody saw it as an issue, so when the company tried to use it to void the policy, my lawyer said, “Hey, it was your guy who made a mistake, not us who didn’t disclose.” They folded pretty quickly.’

				‘Mmm,’ I murmured. ‘Even so . . .’

				‘I’m sorry,’ Roscoe said. ‘There’s more. At first, I was like you; I didn’t want to believe. I wasn’t happy with the situation, so I instructed Oz’s assistant on the movie to take hair samples and swabs from the body and to have them couriered to me in Los Angeles. I had DNA profiles run and compared them with the Federal database. It was a match.’

				‘Oz was on the FBI database?’ I exclaimed.

				‘Primavera, these days many of us get on to a DNA database, one way or another. Bottom line, there is no doubt. Oz did die in Ecuador and it was his ashes that Susie scattered. I’m sorry to end your hopes but, ma’am, I really do think it’s for the best.’

				I looked into his eyes again, and I believed him, on all counts.

				‘Don’t be sorry,’ I replied. ‘You’re right. Goodbye.’

				I ended the call and leaned back in my chair. I felt physically exhausted and yet my mind was clearer than it had been for longer than I could remember.

				There wasn’t a single anomaly left for me to latch on to, not one last tendril that I might grab to sustain my fanciful hopes. I had reached the point of acceptance. Oz Blackstone was dead. The man in my dream was there and there alone; he wasn’t going to walk into the square in my village or anywhere else.

				‘Closure’ has become a bit of a buzzword, but I realised that it was something I needed. I didn’t have to consider it for too long before I knew what I had to do. The eighth anniversary of the accident in Ecuador was less than a week away. I didn’t have to remind the children, but that night over dinner, I raised the subject.

				‘How would you feel,’ I began, ‘if we had a little ceremony?’

				‘A memorial service?’ Janet asked. ‘In the church next door?’

				‘That won’t work,’ Tom chipped in. ‘The priest knows I don’t believe in God.’

				‘I do,’ wee Jonathan ventured. His older siblings stared at him. ‘Mum and Dad are with Him,’ he whispered. He looked up at me, in search of a seconder for his proposition. ‘Aren’t they, Auntie Primavera?’

				The things kids throw at you. ‘I’m sure they’re with someone,’ I said. ‘If you want to call him God, that’s fine by me. But I wasn’t thinking of anything as formal as a church service. I thought we might go down to the beach on Wednesday, after it gets dark, and do something there.’

				‘What sort of something?’ Janet asked.

				‘We’ll light a fire,’ I proposed, ‘maybe play some music, and talk about him.’

				‘Can we do it for Mum as well? It’s nearly a year since she died.’

				That hadn’t occurred to me, but I did my best to cover the omission. ‘Of course we will.’

				‘Where on the beach?’ I still hadn’t gotten completely used to Tom’s man voice. I close my eyes and it could be his father’s, when first we met, before it was affected and altered by his later life experiences.

				The answer was spontaneous; I didn’t even have to think about it. ‘Near the old Greek wall,’ I said. ‘He used to love that place. Whenever he wanted to go and think about anything, that’s where he would do it. He reckoned that it’s haunted, in a nice sort of way.’

				‘Really?’ Janet exclaimed, her eyes lighting up. She’s a romantic at heart, and I hope she always will be. So was her father, until life made him a cynic.

				‘Oh yes. Oz was more than a little fey. He used to say that he could feel thousands of spirits down there. He missed his mother a lot, just as you and wee Jonathan miss yours. He used to go down there when he wanted to talk to her.’

				‘You never told me that before,’ Tom murmured. I sensed an accusation hiding in his statement.

				‘No,’ I admitted, ‘I didn’t. Probably because I didn’t want you to spend all your time down there trying to talk to him.’

				If we hadn’t been seated, his reply would have knocked me back on my heels. ‘I don’t need to,’ he said. ‘I talk to him anywhere I want, and he talks to me. He has done forever.’

				‘In dreams, I suppose,’ I conceded. ‘But didn’t you tell Liam you don’t have those any more?’

				He shook his head. ‘No, not only in dreams. When I feel like it, I talk to Dad in my head, when I’m awake, and quite often I can hear him answer. I feel sorry for all those people fooling themselves on their websites, kidding themselves that he’s still alive, when I know he’s not.’

				‘And you never shared this with me? I thought we had no secrets.’ It was my turn to accuse.

				‘Would it have made you happy if I had?’

				My son is thirteen going on twenty-five; his question didn’t need an answer.

				We had our little Wednesday ceremony, the four of us, after dark as I had promised to make sure that we had some privacy. Tom lit the fire; if the sun had been coming up, we’d have been in the shadow of the old Greek wall. It is exactly that, by the way, a relic of the ancients’ first toehold in Iberia, and the place where the Olympic flame came ashore, in the year of Barcelona.

				I put a photo of Oz on my iPad, and played a piece of music, a song called ‘The sun’s coming over the hill’, which was as appropriate as you could get in the circumstances. If you don’t believe me, find it and listen to the words.

				When it was over, I delved into my bag and produced a shirt. Oz had left it by mistake, the morning after the last night we ever spent together, and I had hung on to it. It was the only thing that had been his that I still possessed. I put it in the centre of the fire and watched as the flames consumed it, watched as its ashes rose and were gathered by the breeze and floated off, out to sea.

				We sat silent for a while, the four of us, until Janet took her little brother’s hand and murmured, ‘I’d like to say a poem for our mother.’

				‘Yes,’ I told her, ‘please do. She’d like that.’

				She recited Christina Rossetti’s ‘Remember me when I am gone away’. She was word-perfect; she even smiled in the right place. As she finished, wee Jonathan stared at her as if she was someone he’d never met before.

				I looked at Tom. ‘Do you want to say anything?’ I asked.

				‘Thanks.’

				‘Go on then.’

				‘No, that’s it. Just “Thanks”, that’s all.’

				I didn’t ask whether he was speaking for himself; I didn’t have to, for I could feel what he did, the sense of a spirit set free.

				We stayed for a few minutes more, until Tom gave us our lead by standing up and kicking sand over the fire to douse it. When it was extinguished completely, we walked off the beach, and back up the hill towards our fine stone house, ready, all of us, to get on with our lives in the way the people we had celebrated would have wanted.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				So why did I let those two lost people down, by allowing myself to be depressed to the point that on occasion I would cry myself awake at night? Note: in all my years, some of which were spent on hospital wards, I have never seen anyone cry herself or himself to sleep.

				Liam’s absence may have had a little to do with it, I concede, but the truth was that I was busy enough looking after three kids without having an adult on my hands as well.

				I have to say in his defence that he hadn’t deserted me completely. (Not that he could ever have been accused of anything.) He’d call a couple of times a week, to give me an update on his current location. He sounded just the same, said all the right things, made all the ‘missing you’ noises, and so did I, but I wasn’t a hundred per cent sincere and I doubt that he was.

				Another Primavera might have wondered why he never used a landline, and come to suspect that maybe he wasn’t where he claimed to be, but that version of me probably disappeared with the ashes of Oz’s shirt. The revised edition didn’t care all that much, for she was too down on herself.

				The main reason for my mid-forties midnight blues was my life itself. I have never been idle, not once, not as a single woman, or as a single parent. I have always found ways to vary my existence, whether it was by nursing in hospitals, or even in an African war zone, as I did before I met Oz, or by helping out in the St Martí restaurants, or running an unofficial tourist information bureau, or being a trade missionary in Spain for Her Majesty’s Government, or by getting into several scrapes.

				Suddenly, out of the blue, it seemed clear to me that all those days were behind me, and that for the first time in my life I had a truly full-time, twenty-four seven, job.

				I was a single mother of three, mother of two adolescents, and one troubled little boy who had done nothing in his life but mourn, and I had no time for anyone or anything else. I had chosen my new role when I adopted Janet and wee Jonathan, and I did not and never will regret it, but I had not imagined what a demanding existence it would be.

				Yes, I had help around the house, a buzz-bomb of a cleaner called Terri, but nobody else. When Janet and wee Jonathan had become part of the family, I had considered bringing the Kents with them from Monaco. Audrey had been Susie’s secretary, and while her husband Conrad had been designated property manager, he had been, in fact, the children’s minder. Oz had been obsessive about security, and had fantasised about kidnap plots and the like, so he had employed a professional, ex-military bodyguard.

				The sale of Susie’s business, which the three children had inherited on her death, meant that there was tons of money around, so the idea of buying the couple a house near mine and moving them to Spain was perfectly feasible, but when the three of us sat down and talked it through it became clear that there would have been no job of any significance for Audrey, and that Conrad would have spent much of his time sitting on his hands during the school term time.

				He was honest enough to add that the risk to the kids in Monaco had been mostly in Oz’s mind, and that Tom and I had got by for years in St Martí without the need for personal protection. So we all shook hands, and they left with a severance payment, going straight into jobs in London with an exiled Russian oligarch, where security definitely was a major issue.

				So there I was, after Liam left, utterly on my own, in terms of adult relationships, and emotional support. He had never tried to be a dad, or to assert any sort of authority over the children, and because of that, and of course because of the guy he was, the elder two had liked him and had given him that status, or something close to it. Wee Jonathan had kept him at a distance, as he did with everyone, other than Tom.

				Terri kept the house as spotless as anyone could, given that it’s almost directly above a beach, but all the rest, all the school stuff, all the kitchen marvel stuff, and all the other stuff that is the basis of large family living, was down to Mum/Auntie Primavera. Liam had helped me in most of those things, giving me some ‘me’ time, but with his departure that went too.

				I was too busy to be bored, but I saw myself in a deep rut, the kind left by giant tyres. My doleful vision was that I would be past fifty by the time the children were grown enough for me to begin the climb out. By the time wee Jonathan had flown the nest, I’d be fifty-five, facing the unknown and heading downhill towards it.

				On some of those dark tearful nights, I did think about picking up the phone, calling Liam and saying, ‘Yes.’ A couple of times I almost did it, only stopping myself when I saw how selfish that would have been, and also how cowardly.

				During the day, I tried my hardest to be the old me, but I couldn’t always cut it. Occasionally I would snap at the kids for trifling things that, before, I wouldn’t even have noticed. On the first day of the new school term, I bollocked wee Jonathan in the kitchen for putting on odd socks while getting himself ready.

				His little face grew even darker than usual; he’d probably have cried if Tom, who had heard me, hadn’t laughed, and said, ‘Tough shit, Mum. He’s only got one pair left upstairs, and they’re the same as the ones he’s got on.’ Then he winked at his brother, and nodded towards the door. The sad little boy gave him a tiny grateful smile, and went off to rearrange his dress.

				As the door closed behind him, my caring young man looked at me. He was frowning. ‘What’s up, Mum?’ he asked.

				‘Why should anything be up?’ I replied. ‘He couldn’t have gone to school looking like that.’

				‘Why not?’

				‘Because . . . because . . . because his teachers would have thought he isn’t well cared for, and because the other kids would have made fun of him.’

				He shook his head. ‘His teachers would have thought no such thing, and they would have said nothing about it. And the other kids aren’t like that.’

				‘There’s always one, in every school.’

				‘Yes,’ he admitted, ‘two or three, in fact, in wee Jonathan’s school; bully types. I know who they are and even though I’m in the secondary now, they all know that if they give him a hard time, they’ll hear about it from me. I might not be there any more, but I still look after him.’

				My son was growing up before my eyes, and for the first time ever I found myself afraid that he was growing away from me.

				In all our time together after his father’s death, I had seen us as a twosome, Tom and me, me and Tom. There was nothing about him that I didn’t know, and I was determined that when I judged him old enough, there would be nothing he didn’t know about me . . . well, apart from the story about the man I shot in Geneva, during my first outing with Oz. (The guy gave me no choice in the matter; he was quite determined to kill us both, and I wasn’t having that.)

				Yet there I was, face to face with an aspect of him that I hadn’t known existed. I hadn’t been in any doubt that he loved his siblings, but the way he looked when he told me about the potential bullies sent a shiver through me. Tom has studied martial arts since he was a nipper, a form called wing shun, wing tsun, or sometimes wing chun. He’s a black belt, and Liam developed him further in the time he was with us, but they both insisted that it was all about self-discipline, deflecting aggression, and only when necessary, self-defence.

				I tried to imagine him, my gentle son, taking wee Jonathan’s potential tormentors into a corner and warning them off his kid brother, peacefully, but I couldn’t. All I could see was his father, who had definitely not believed in turning the other cheek.

				‘What did you say to them?’ I asked him, anxiously.

				He grinned. ‘Nothing,’ he replied. ‘I didn’t have to. They know who I am. I don’t have to tell them that I wouldn’t like it if they picked on my brother.’

				‘You mean they’re afraid of you?’

				‘No. I mean they respect me. Kid stuff’s all about face, Mum. They know that if they picked on wee Jonathan and I got involved, they would lose face with their mates, and they’re more afraid of that than of me kicking them into the middle of next week. Not that I would . . .’

				‘Not even if you had to?’

				He shook his head. ‘There isn’t the slightest chance of that, not with those kids, nor anyone else I know.’ He paused. ‘Now, are you going to answer my question?’

				‘What question?’

				‘What’s up with you?’

				‘Nothing’s up with me.’

				‘Sure, and the sea is on fire. I can see it from the window.’

				‘Oh, it’s nothing. Did nobody ever tell you that women get moody sometimes?’

				‘They don’t need to; Janet’s living proof of that.’ Bloody hell, he’s telling me now his sister has PMT! ‘But you don’t, and you never have. There have always been times when you’ve looked sad, but this isn’t like that.’

				‘Then what is it like?’

				‘I can’t put it into words. That’s why I’m asking you. Is it Liam being gone? Are you missing him?’

				‘A little, I suppose,’ I conceded, ‘but not that much. I lived without him for long enough and I can do the same again.’

				‘Is it the service we had for Dad?’

				‘Hell no! That was cleansing, for all of us. I’m fine with that.’

				‘Then what?’

				‘My life!’ My emotional outburst took both of us by surprise. I tried not to let him see the tears in my eyes, but I found that I couldn’t look away from him for long.

				‘It’s having three children to bring up, Tom, on my own. Don’t misunderstand me for one second. I love Janet and wee Jonathan as if they were my own, as if I had given birth to them myself, but I worry if I’m doing it right, like I’ve never had to worry about anything before. It’s tough. Can you understand that?’

				‘Of course I can,’ he retorted. His sharpness surprised me. ‘But I’m a bit pissed off by being called a child, and Janet will tell you the same thing. We’re both thirteen years old; Janet’s started her periods and I’ve got hair under my arms and in other places too. That might not make us adults, but it sure as hell means we’re not children any more. I don’t know what “bringing up” means to you, but it doesn’t mean that you have to watch the two of us round the fucking clock!’

				‘Tom!’ I gasped. ‘Language!’ I’d never heard him swear before.

				He flushed a little, embarrassed by his gaffe. ‘Sorry, Mum, but it’s true.’

				‘It is, Auntie Primavera.’ Janet was standing in the doorway. ‘You worry too much about Tom and me. We are fine, we’re doing well at school and we’re happy. To tell you the truth, I miss my mother and father every day and I always will, but I’m happier here than I ever was in Monaco. I can go to school on my own without being taken, I have friends without having to tell Conrad all about them, and I don’t feel that I’m shut up in a prison like I did sometimes in our house there.’

				‘But what about your brother?’ I countered. ‘You’re not going to tell me he’s happy.’

				‘He’s okay,’ she insisted. ‘I know he doesn’t say much and doesn’t smile much, but that’s because he’s still getting over Mum dying. He was only a toddler when Dad . . .’ her voice faltered for a second, ‘. . . when he went. After that, Mum was all he had, and he has trouble coping with her not being here any more.’

				‘How can I help him with that? What can I do?’

				‘Do the best you can to make him laugh. That’s what Tom and I try to do with him.’

				I managed a small smile. ‘You mean like when he puts on odd socks?’

				‘Yes, things like that. Whatever else it’s not your fault. That might have to do with him being colour-blind.’

				‘Eh?’ was all I could say.

				Janet nodded. ‘He might be. Mum was, I know that, so he could be too.’

				‘That’s right,’ Tom chipped in. ‘I’ve seen him get confused with colours. That might be why he’s so keen on astronomy; that all tends to be black and white.’

				Stargazing was the closest the wee chap came to having a passion for anything. He has a telescope that he brought from Monaco. I let him set it up on the terrace off my bedroom, which faces the sea so there’s less light pollution.

				‘I never knew that about Susie,’ I said. ‘In that case,’ I declared, ‘I’ll make an appointment, soon as they can do it, to have him tested. It can be inherited.’

				‘I don’t have it,’ Janet said.

				‘You don’t necessarily know that you have it. There are various degrees of colour blindness: red, green, violet. You’re being tested too.’

				‘Can it be cured?’ she asked.

				‘No, but it can be a bugger if it’s undiagnosed, especially for a child . . . sorry, young person . . . at school. I’ll arrange it today.’

				‘Good. And will you cheer up, as well?’

				I looked at her, and at Tom; their sheer youthful vitality washed over me and warmed me, as I realised that I wasn’t alone, and that they were capable of supporting me as effectively as I looked out for them.

				I found myself smiling. ‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘I’ll do that too. Tom, it seems as if you’re wee Jonathan’s real authority figure around here. Go and tell him I’m sorry, and that he can wear whatever colour socks he likes to school . . . and a top hat as well if it suits him to do so.’

				My habit was to do a morning school run but let them come home on the bus. That day, I felt restored as I took them to their various places of learning. As well that I did, considering the morning I had ahead of me.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				Terri arrived, punctual as always, a couple of minutes after I got back from the school run. I left her to do her thing, and went off to do mine. First on the list was stripping the kids’ beds and putting the sheets into the washing machine, then adding as many clothes as it would hold. I smiled as I finished, recalling my earnest discussion with Tom and Janet.

				‘They’re not children any more,’ I said aloud. ‘In that case they can start taking turns to do their own laundry.’

				I left the utility room and went up to my office, to check my morning email box. My morning newspaper links were in it as usual, La Vanguardia and also the Herald, to keep me in touch with Scotland. There was also one of my regular updates from my actress sister Dawn, in Los Angeles, and a mail covering a quarterly report from the general manager of the wine producing business that Miles Grayson, her hulky superstar husband, owns and of which I’m a director. After those I found a couple of junk items that had made it through the spam filter. I had just deleted them when an incomer popped into the box, from Mac Blackstone, Oz’s father, Mac the Dentist, Grandpa Mac.

				He’s one link with my late ex that I don’t mind at all, but I was astonished that he should be emailing me. He had a bad experience on the internet once, and as a result he doesn’t trust it. He calls regularly, at least once a week, to talk to his grandchildren and to me, so why, I wondered, the change from the norm?
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