
		
			[image: 9781529430424.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Also by JP Delaney

			 

			The Girl Before

			Believe Me

			The Perfect Wife

			Playing Nice

			My Darling Daughter

		

	
		
			

			 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			 

			This edition first published in Great Britain in 2023 by

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			Copyright © 2023 Shippen Productions Ltd.

			 

			The moral right of JP Delaney to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication 

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any 

			information storage and retrieval system, 

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available 

			from the British Library

			 

			HB ISBN 978 1 52943 039 4

			TPB ISBN 978 1 52943 040 0

			EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52943 042 4

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, 

			businesses, organizations, places and events are 

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			Excerpt from ‘When you are old’ by W.B. Yeats, first published 

			in The Countess Kathleen and Various Legends and Lyrics, T. Fisher Unwin, 1892. 

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.quercusbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			The New Wife

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Prologue

			One

			Two

			Three

			Four

			Five

			Six

			Seven

			Eight

			Nine

			Ten

			Eleven

			Twelve

			Thirteen

			Fourteen

			Fifteen

			Sixteen

			Seventeen

			Eighteen

			Nineteen

			Twenty

			Twenty-­one

			Twenty-­two

			Twenty-­three

			Twenty-­four

			Twenty-­five

			Twenty-­six

			Twenty-­seven

			Twenty-­eight

			Twenty-­nine

			Thirty

			Thirty-­one

			Thirty-­two

			Thirty-­three

			Thirty-­four

			Thirty-­five

			Thirty-­six

			Thirty-­seven

			Thirty-­eight

			Thirty-­nine

			Forty

			Forty-­one

			Forty-­two

			Forty-­three

			Forty-­four

			Forty-­five

			Forty-­six

			Forty-­seven

			Forty-­eight

			Forty-­nine

			Fifty

			Fifty-­one

			Fifty-­two

			Fifty-­three

			Fifty-­four

			Fifty-­five

			Fifty-­six

			Fifty-­seven

			Fifty-­eight

			Fifty-­nine

			Sixty

			Sixty-­one

			Sixty-­two

			Sixty-­three

			Sixty-­four

			Sixty-­five

			Sixty-­six

			Jess

			Author’s note

			Discover more from JP Delaney . . .

		

	
		
			Prologue

			In rural parts of Mallorca, you still come across clusters of carob trees surrounded by high nets, open to the sky. These are es trampes, the songbird traps. The farmers coat the branches with sticky lime; when migrating thrushes and other small birds land on them, they get stuck in the lime and, after a few hours of struggle, die from exhaustion, ready to be plucked off the branches next morning.

			Roze told me once that they do something similar in Albania. But there, she said, they use ‘mist nets’ – so called because the mesh is so fine, the birds can’t see it; or, if they do, they mistake it for harmless floating spiders’ threads. But the aim is similar: to entangle the bird before it fully realises what’s going on, so that its increasing struggle to free itself is the very thing that eventually kills it.

			The glue and the net. Two different ways of hunting. But, in both cases, the prey doesn’t even realise it’s being hunted, until it’s much too late.

		

	
		
			One

			Let’s start with the Old Bastard’s death, then, since that’s where it all began. Or, to be more precise, with Jess’s phone call to me about the Old Bastard’s death.

			‘You sitting down?’ she asked when I picked up.

			‘In bed. That count?’

			‘Jesus. I’ve been up for hours.’

			I could hear her moving around, folding laundry as she spoke, the phone muffled against her shoulder. ‘Your choice to have children,’ I said smugly.

			‘Says the happy singleton. Anyway, I don’t know if this is commiserations or congratulations, but I’ve got some news. Brace yourself. Dad’s dead.’

			It took me a moment to get my head around that. ‘Wow . . . What happened?’

			‘He collapsed, apparently. Making a bonfire.’

			‘Not drunk?’

			‘Hmm.’ There was a pause while Jess considered that possibility. ‘Probably making a bonfire while drunk,’ she conceded.

			‘Who told you?’

			‘The wife called me. Ruensa.’ She pronounced the name with a roll on the R.

			I pushed myself upright. Despite everything, it seemed wrong to be talking about my father’s death lying down. ‘Was she upset?’

			‘Well, it happened almost a week ago – my number was stored in his phone, and she didn’t have his passcode, so it took her a while to track down my contact details. But it was pretty grim, from what I gather – the ambulance couldn’t get up the track from the village, so they had to carry the defibrillator up, then stretcher him down. He was pronounced dead on arrival at Son Llatzer.’

			‘That must have been horrible.’ A thought struck me. ‘Should we go out for the funeral? Did she say when it is?’

			‘It’s already happened. You know what they’re like there – they never leave it more than a day or two. She was very apologetic about that. I told her we were sad to miss it, but we quite understood.’ Jess’s voice was dry.

			‘Are you?’

			‘Sad to miss it? No. Apart from anything else, that would be a bit awkward, wouldn’t it? Meeting your father’s third wife for the first time at his funeral.’

			Neither of us had been invited to the wedding – a civil ceremony in Palma, just over a year before. We hadn’t even known he was in a serious relationship. In any case, I doubted either of us would have wanted to go. We’d both lost patience with him a long time before that, and although he still phoned Jess at Christmas, I’d stopped returning his calls.

			‘We should write to her, though,’ I said. ‘I’ll definitely write.’

			‘I guess. Hey, I suppose this means we’re rich now.’ Jess’s voice was studiously casual.

			‘Technically. Christ, I never expected it to be so soon.’

			‘I don’t suppose you’d want to live there?’

			‘At the finca?’ I snorted. ‘I’d rather saw off my hand with a rusty fish knife.’

			‘Me too.’

			Silence. But even over the phone, I could tell what Jess was thinking. Our conversations were often like this – apparently jumping from point to point, seemingly inconsequential, but actually following some deeper train of thought. Children of divorced parents are often close, but children who also shared an upbringing like ours are even closer.

			‘So, we’ll sell it – no point in trying to rent it out,’ she said at last. ‘What about the wife? D’you think she knows she doesn’t get it?’

			‘Why would she want it? It’s falling down. But yes, he must have told her.’

			‘You think? I mean, it’s not the kind of thing that comes up in casual conversation, is it? “By the way, I’m such a failed drunken cheapskate, I couldn’t give my first wife a divorce settlement, so my kids will inherit this house instead.” Don’t forget, he was a total coward, along with everything else.’ Another pause. ‘Either way, she’ll probably have to be reminded.’

			Now it was my turn to be silent. Because, much as I love her, there’s a side to Jess I find hard and materialistic sometimes. It’s a reaction to our childhood, I know. When your parents’ lifestyle was so chaotic that sometimes the only foodstuff in the house was a plate of hash brownies; when going to school might be cancelled on a whim because there was a beach party happening in Deià; and when you never knew who was going to be turning up for breakfast until they ambled down the stairs, it was hardly surprising if you ended up craving convention and stability. And Jess had gone full tilt down that path, marrying a banker and putting her kids’ names down for a private school.

			‘We should leave a decent interval, though,’ I said, with what I hoped was enough finality to close the topic down. ‘We wouldn’t want her to feel rushed.’

			‘What about squatters’ rights?’ Jess went on as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘Did you look at that link?’

			‘I did, as it happens.’ About a month before, she’d emailed me an article about squatters in Mallorca taking over empty holiday homes – the rightful owners were almost powerless to evict them, apparently, thanks to Spain’s cumbersome civil legal system. At the time, I’d thought it slightly random of her, but perhaps she was making the connection with our father’s house even then.

			Or our house, as I supposed we’d have to start thinking of it.

			‘So the interval shouldn’t be too decent, or she’ll simply stay,’ Jess continued. ‘I think you should go out, pay your respects, and politely make sure she knows the house isn’t hers at the same time.’

			‘Jesus, Jess!’

			‘What? You can offset your carbon emissions, or whatever it is you like to do. Besides, a break might do you good.’

			‘Oh? Why?’ I said pointedly, but she wasn’t going to rise to that.

			‘Mallorca’s nice this time of year. The orange blossom will be out.’

			‘Yes. And the finca will stink of rotting oranges and maggoty unharvested olives. There’ll be rats the size of foxes and pine martens the size of wolves.’ I had a sudden mental image of the farmhouse the last time I’d seen it – half derelict, the roof gaping at one end, the window shutters falling off, the olive and orange groves a matted jungle of pampas grass, out-­of-­control oleander bushes and decomposing fruit. It was an imposing property, even a beautiful one – almost what Mallorquíns called a possessió, an agricultural estate, the equivalent of an English manor house – nestled high up in the mountains, but it had been empty for several decades before our parents moved in, and many of the repairs that were needed simply never got done. To begin with, it didn’t even have electricity; for years our father talked loftily about ‘living off-­grid’, as if it was a trendy lifestyle choice instead of a state of perpetual misery brought about by lack of organisation or funds. Then tourism in the area took off and, for a time, he made a decent income selling his paintings. But with the money came, first, drugs, and then brandy, and while the drugs didn’t seem to affect his output much, the brandy certainly did. By the time our mother – a gentle, dreamy soul who almost never stood up to him – finally saw sense and brought us back to England, he hadn’t sold a painting in years.

			‘Well, why don’t you ask the lawyer to explain the situation to her?’ Jess was saying. ‘Then, when you turn up, you can be all, “Hi, I’m your long-­lost stepson,” and “Sorry for your loss.”’

			‘You have a heart of stone, you know that?’

			‘I’m not going to pretend I liked him. I’m certainly not going to pretend I loved him.’ She was silent a moment. ‘I told him I loved him once. I must have been about eleven. I said, “Pa, I love you so much.” D’you know what he said back?’

			‘Nothing nice, I assume.’

			‘He said, “Oh, don’t be so fucking bourgeois.”’

			I didn’t reply. I was remembering when I’d tried something similar – although, in my case, I think it had been a clumsy hug I’d attempted. He’d recoiled and said witheringly, Why’re you acting like a fucking pansy?

			Anyone who thought hippies were all about peace, love and tolerance had never met Jimmy Hensen. Not that he was a hippy, exactly – more of a chaotic, dissolute, self-­styled bohemian – but more than one person had assumed from his lifestyle and the people he surrounded himself with that he was, only to face a rude awakening when his caustic tongue proved otherwise.

			‘Anyway, that’s another reason it has to be you,’ Jess was saying. ‘You’re better at all that touchy-­feely stuff than me.’

			I sighed. That much was certainly true. ‘What do we know about her? She’s a t’ai chi teacher, right?’

			‘Keep up – that was the girlfriend before. This one’s a domestic help. They met when she came to clean the house.’

			‘Dad had a cleaner?’

			‘Wonders never cease, right? Who knows, perhaps the place isn’t quite as squalid as it used to be.’

			‘Um,’ I said. ‘The roof needed more than a clean, the last time I saw it.’

			‘Incidentally,’ Jess said, ‘I don’t think the path of true love was exactly running smooth. I got some texts one night that looked like they were actually meant for her. He called her a bitch. And he was clearly drunk.’

			‘Oh, great.’ The more I thought about it, the less I wanted anything to do with this. In fact, Jess’s suggestion that we pass the whole thing on to Tomàs, the lawyer friend who’d drawn up the agreement between our parents in the first place, seemed to me a good solution. But my sister was clearly on a mission, and I knew from experience that now wasn’t the time to raise objections.

			‘It’ll be fine,’ she was saying. ‘And it’s only right we meet her – one time, anyway. I told her one of us would go out this week to pay our respects, but I said it would most likely be you as I’ve got the kids.’

			‘Oh, thanks, sis. Thanks so much for that.’ My previous remarks about Jess’s heartlessness had been spoken mockingly, but now I felt genuine anger at the way she’d manipulated me into doing this.

			‘Do you want to get the house back or not? I just googled unrenovated fincas. They’re like gold dust on Mallorca now – even derelict ones fetch around half a million euros. Think what you can do with your half of that. And it’s not like we got anything from Mum’s side.’

			I was silent, but I couldn’t help glancing around my room in the tiny flat I rented along with two other people. While it was just like Jess to keep tabs on how much our inheritance was worth, it was also true that selling the finca represented my only chance of getting on to the London property ladder. Our mother was dead, killed prematurely by cancer; but because she’d remarried, what little she’d had passed to her husband. When he died not long after, it turned out he’d left everything to his biological children. I’d been trying to save up for a deposit, but, given my mountain of student debt and maxed-­out credit cards, it looked increasingly impossible.

			It struck me that Jess and I were technically orphans now. Alone in the world, in a way we hadn’t been while one parent was still alive. It was a strange, disorientating feeling.

			‘I’ll go and say hello,’ I said at last. ‘See what her plans are. But I’ll get Tomàs to do the legal stuff before I get there.’

			‘Coward,’ Jess said, happy now she’d got her own way.

			‘How did she sound on the phone?’ In other words, What am I walking into?

			‘Don’t worry – she wasn’t hysterical or anything. She was . . . sombre, obviously, but perfectly calm. I liked her, actually – she sounded a lot less new-­agey than most of them. More down to earth.’

			‘I feel sorry for her. It’s a shitty situation she’s in.’

			‘Oh, come off it. She was married to the Old Bastard. She’s probably already realised she’s better off without him. Just like we are.’ A pause. ‘Well, not quite the same way we are, but you know what I mean.’

			 

			When I tell people I spent the first fifteen years of my life on Mallorca, they usually say it must have been idyllic. They might even have heard of some of the people my parents hung out with – rock musicians, writers, that dodgy aristocrat who had an affair with a minor member of the royal family. But the truth is, the golden age of free spirits embracing the simple lifestyle of Mediterranean peasants had been decades earlier, and the older ex-­pats who liked to sound off about knowing Joan Miró or Robert Graves were usually, when you checked the timelines, spouting bullshit. In any case, the epicentre of the island’s counterculture back then was the old fishing village of Deià, where Graves had lived, and by the time my parents arrived, even that was out of their price range. So they went further along the coast, to Cauzacs, a small village clinging to the side of a mountain by the sea. My father wanted to be up high, for the light, but it also meant he got our old finca for next to nothing. The land up there was rockier and less productive than the farms lower down, and the original plan to become self-­sufficient had slowly dwindled, just like the terraces themselves as the mountain gradually reclaimed them. And, although we might have looked directly down on to the village, a stone’s throw below us, getting there meant either a fifteen-­minute drive or a thirty-­minute walk along a steep, switchback track. Jess and I spent most of our time hanging out at our friends’ houses – ex-­pat kids like us, with nouns instead of names: Harmony, Rock, Saffron, Meadow; ‘Jess’ and ‘Finn’ aren’t our birth names, needless to say – putting off the moment when we’d have to tackle the climb back up to the house. As a group, we felt different from the genuinely Mallorquín children in the village school, but there were enough of us to make a self-­sufficient gang, and the other mothers never seemed to mind feeding us, even if was usually just pa amb oli, slightly stale bread rubbed with the flesh of a tomato, anointed with olive oil and perhaps a smear of sobrassada, soft Mallorquín sausage.

			My father was charming, though. I realise that’s something I haven’t mentioned yet, my memories of him being mostly bound up with his shortcomings as a parent and husband. (I don’t mean that he was unfaithful – like many of the so-­called artistic types in Mallorca, my parents had an open marriage.) Women adored him, and he them, at least until he got bored of them. From somewhere he’d acquired a supply of dashikis, African embroidered smocks – I cringe now to think of the casual cultural appropriation – and even after his long mane of hair went white, he cut a handsome, imposing figure, standing at his easel or talking the talk at a Palma opening. He could even be good company when sober, with a childlike sense of fun. But he was so determined not to accept any boundaries for himself, he couldn’t see that his children needed some. We didn’t even have a consistent language – we spoke English at home, Catalan at school and Mallorquí in the café; something Jess, in particular, struggled with; for a while, she couldn’t really hold a conversation in any language.

			I only went back a couple of times. Wife number two clearly resented us, and my father was too self-­centred to keep a relationship with us going. Our mother talked vaguely about maintaining our heritage, but the truth was, there had been nothing authentically Mallorquín about our lifestyle in the first place, and, after she met someone new, she wanted to erase that part of her life as much as we did. For me, the only legacies of those fifteen years were an EU passport, a slight tendency to stutter when reaching for the correct English word, and a piece of paper saying that, in lieu of our parents splitting the house fifty–fifty on their separation, my father would have the use of it for his lifetime and we’d get it when he died – a deal known as a usufructo, not uncommon in Spain, that had been drawn up by Tomàs, a lawyer friend of my mother’s, when he heard the Old Bastard was refusing to give her a penny if she, and we, left him. I think Tomàs even had to pay for our flights.

			And now I was going back. Despite what I’d just said to Jess, I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of curiosity. Not about the OB’s third wife – I already knew what she’d be like, my father’s partners conforming to an unvarying type; she might be a cleaner, but she’d still be sun-­weathered and into yoga and wellness and all the narcissistic pseudo-­healthy crap the counterculture had somehow evolved into – but about the place. The finca was where it all went wrong, fifteen years ago, and now I was returning to reclaim it.

		

	
		
			Two

			I didn’t rush it, though. It was the following Saturday before I flew out. My commitments would have been easy to rearrange – I freelanced for a web-­development company, who were happy for me to work remotely – but I wanted to give the wife some breathing space.

			Widow, rather. Ruensa. I must start using that name, I reminded myself. Not ‘the wife’.

			I also wanted to give the lawyer time to speak to her. Despite what Jess had said, I had absolutely no intention of turning up on Ruensa’s doorstep and pointing out that it was my doorstep now. That would not only be crass, it might provoke a confrontation, and I was hoping to avoid any excessive emotion, whether anger or grief.

			Tomàs didn’t think there’d be a problem. ‘It’s hardly unusual for a man who’s remarried to have made provision for his children in his will, and this isn’t so different,’ he pointed out when I phoned him. ‘I’ll call her with my condolences and tactfully find out how much she knows.’

			‘Thanks, Tomàs.’

			‘But you should be prepared for the probate to take a while. The deed will have to be translated by a forensic translator and witnessed by the apostille, then the documents drawn up and signed, and the tax agency has to give approval for the sale . . . I estimate it’ll be several months before things are settled.’

			‘Can you act for us? So we don’t have to keep coming out?’

			‘Of course – that is, I can prepare papers giving me power of attorney, but you’ll need to sign them in front of a Spanish notary. We can get the process started, though.’ His voice ­softened. ‘Besides, it will be good to see you. Come to the office and we’ll have lunch and a proper catch-­up, yes?’

			‘Of course.’

			Tomàs was the nearest thing Jess and I had to an uncle. Our childhood had seen a dizzying succession of people coming to stay with my parents – friends, lovers, crashers, acolytes – some of whom stayed for weeks, some months. A few even settled for longer, making jam from our fruit trees to sell in local markets, or offering henna tattoos and the like, until my father informed them that he was bored of them and it was time to fuck off. When they went, some bothered to say goodbye to the kids who’d become attached to them, but many didn’t. Tomàs had been one of the rare constants in our life – a cultured, urbane lawyer who hung around the Mallorca art scene because it amused him, but who also became a genuine friend to my mother. I assume they were lovers at some point, since almost everybody slept with everybody else, but he was also a sympathetic ear and a rare source of practical advice.

			I was sure, then, that he’d be true to his word and handle the situation tactfully. Even so, I felt a stab of apprehension when, at the airport, waiting for my flight, I felt my phone ring and saw a Spanish number on the screen.

			‘Hola?’ I answered cautiously.

			A pleasant female voice said, ‘Is that Finn?’

			‘It is, yes.’

			‘Finn, it’s Ruensa – Jimmy’s wife. Is now a good time?’

			I looked at the clock. I still had forty minutes before boarding – another legacy of a chaotic childhood; Jess and I were always ridiculously early for things. ‘Yes, certainly.’

			‘I got your number from your sister – I hope you don’t mind. She said you were on your way to Mallorca.’

			‘That’s right.’ We were talking in English, which Ruensa spoke well, but her accent didn’t seem Spanish. She might be German, I thought, or possibly Scandinavian.

			‘Then I hope you are intending to stay at Finca Síquia while you are here,’ she said firmly, giving the house its formal name.

			‘Actually, I’ve booked a room—’ I began.

			‘No, really, you mustn’t even think of it. Jimmy would be outraged if he knew.’ The idea that my father would have given a shit where I stayed was almost comical, but I let it pass. ‘After all, it’s your property, and even if it wasn’t, we couldn’t possibly let you go to a hotel.’

			‘That’s very kind.’ As I spoke, I was mentally processing the fact that she knew about the usufructo. There would be no need for a confrontation after all. Relief washed over me. Despite what Jess had said, I wasn’t great with that kind of thing – just better than her, which wasn’t saying much, and probably only because I was slightly more aware of other people’s feelings than she was.

			I added formally, ‘And Ruensa – I should have said sooner, I’m so sorry for your loss.’

			There was a pause. ‘I miss him terribly,’ she said simply. ‘I know he wasn’t the best father, and he felt terribly guilty about that – I was gently encouraging him to invite you out here, you know, and I think it was only his embarrassment that was still holding him back. It was his biggest regret, he often said. That, and how much he used to drink. Anyway, that’s how I know how much it would have meant to him to have you stay here.’

			Unseen by her, I raised my eyebrows – unless my father had undergone a full personality transplant, barely a single word of what she’d just said seemed likely, but it was hardly the time to say so. ‘In that case, I’ll certainly stay. But just for a few days – I need to sign some papers in Palma, then I’ll be coming back to the UK.’

			‘Then it’ll be nice to see something of you while you’re here,’ she said firmly. ‘And we’ll scatter your father’s ashes together – I thought perhaps at the Torre del Verger, that spot he loved so much. It will be a pleasure to have some family to do that with.’ She paused. ‘To be perfectly honest, I’m trying to keep busy. So you’ll have to put up with being made a fuss of.’

			We exchanged some more pleasantries, then she rang off. I was left thinking about that reference to ‘family’. Was she going to expect some kind of continuing relationship when all this was over? I hoped not. Apart from a distant cousin, Rachel, who lived as a recluse in Cornwall, Jess and I only had each other – well, Jess had her husband and children, but that was different – and that was the way we liked it.

			But the situation with the house was settled, that was the main thing. Of course, we’d have to agree how long she could stay on for – I’d want to be as generous as possible, so at least until the legalities were sorted and the sale had been arranged – but presumably Tomàs could deal with that side of things, too.

			Something else struck me. Ruensa had said, We couldn’t let you go to a hotel. By ‘we’ she meant my father and her, presumably – the verbal slip of someone who hasn’t yet made the transition back to ‘I’, even though one half of the partnership is dead.

			I went and got a bad coffee from an airport café. Twenty minutes later, my flight had just been called, and I was joining the queue at the gate, when my phone rang again. This number, too, was prefaced by +34.

			‘Is that Mr Hensen?’ a male voice asked when I answered.

			‘It is, yes.’

			‘Mr Hensen, this is Subinspector Parera from the Policía Nacional in Palma. My condolences on the loss of your father.’

			‘Thank you,’ I said, wondering why the police would need to speak to me.

			‘Mr Hensen, we need to assess whether a formal investigation is necessary into your father’s death. I will need to ask you some questions—’

			‘What do you mean, “formal investigation”?’ I said, surprised.

			‘When someone has died in avoidable circumstances, the police are always involved,’ the subinspector said smoothly. ‘At this stage, we’re simply gathering the information we need. Do you have ten minutes?’

			I looked at the queue in front of me, now moving slowly towards the boarding desk. ‘Not really – I’m about to get on a plane.’

			There was a short pause. ‘May I ask where you are flying to?’

			‘To Mallorca.’

			‘One moment.’ I heard the phone muffle as he put his hand over it to speak to someone. ‘Then perhaps you could come and see us in person,’ he said when he came back. ‘Would Monday morning be convenient? At eleven a.m.? We are located on the Carrer de Simó Ballester, in Palma.’

			‘I suppose so, yes.’

			‘Good. We’ll see you then.’ He rang off.

			Avoidable circumstances. I had a dozen questions about that, too, but clearly I was going to have to wait until Monday to ask them. Jess had mentioned a defibrillator and something about the OB collapsing, so I’d assumed it was a heart attack. Perhaps by ‘avoidable’ the subinspector had simply meant ‘drunk’? Ruensa had implied that Jimmy was drinking less – or, at any rate, trying to. But he’d be starting from a pretty high base. When we were kids, the pile of empty bottles behind the house was so high we named it ‘Puig Veterano’ – Mount Veterano, after the cheap local brandy.

			I messaged Jess:

			Spoke to Ruensa. I’m staying in the house – ! And the police want to talk to me about the OB’s death.

			There was no reply at first. Then, just as we were taxiing and I was about to switch my phone off, two messages pinged in, one after the other:

			 

			Re house – good! Possession 9/10ths of the law!

			Re police – ha! Maybe the new wife killed him?

		

	
		
			Three

			As the crow flies, Cauzacs is only about twenty-­five miles from Palma airport – but not even a crow could fly over the Serra de Tramuntana, the mountain range which stretches across the northern coast of Mallorca like a thousand-­metre-­high wall of rock. Getting there involves a lengthy detour around Puig de Galatzó, the highest point on the western part of the island, which in turn means traversing a tiny coastal road that’s Instagram-­perfect but not for the faint-hearted, a precipitous series of hairpin bends and sheer drops wound tight between the mountains and the sea.

			I’d hired a car, a little Renault Captur; it had four-­wheel drive, but still felt terrifyingly tinny as I nursed it round the corners. Accelerate . . . brake . . . change gear . . . turn. Occasionally I spotted a griffin vulture, drifting around the pale limestone crags above me; sometimes an oncoming coach or lorry forced me into the side of the road, or I had to tuck in behind a line of cyclists, ant-­thin in their Lycra and streamlined helmets, as they whizzed downhill. Mostly, though, this northern side of the island seemed deserted, the only sign of life an occasional fishing boat on the sea far below. Of death, though, there were plenty of signs – the pine woods had been ravaged by forest fires in recent years, and for mile after mile, the trees had been reduced to endless blackened stumps the height of gravestones.

			Cauzacs came into view some time before I reached it – a cluster of houses clinging to a distant cleft in the mountain. Below and above the village, ancient terraces were carved into the hillside for agriculture, so that the lower part of the mountain resembled a giant wedding cake. There was meant to be a tradition that every son added another level to those farmed by his father. Needless to say, it had been many generations since any owner of Finca Síquia had bothered to maintain its terraces, let alone add to them. Nor were they the only ones to have neglected the custom – I could see at least a dozen places where the wedding cake’s layers had collapsed in huge spillages of stone and earth. There were more of these breaches than the last time I visited, just as there were more patches of blackened forest. The whole place had an air of gloomy decay to go with its mountainous grandeur.

			Yet, in the village itself, nothing had changed. The same handful of small hotels that doubled, out of season, as cafés and bars. The same bakery, the same furtive white-­and-­ginger cats padding through the empty streets, the same thickset Mallorquín mastiff hurling itself at my tyres as I turned up Carrer de sa Síquia. To my left, a dusty snake whipped along the road. It was a horseshoe, over a metre long, but not venomous, unlike the smaller false smooth snakes we got on the finca – whenever she found one, Jess would get me to deal with it; she loathed snakes, and, for all that our parents bleated about living in harmony with nature, I think they did, too. I was amused, rather than alarmed, to note that this particular specimen was actually going faster than I was. Even in second gear, the little car was struggling with the gradient.

			The road got steeper still. Visitors often doubted a car could get up it at all; more than one lily-­livered hippy had chickened out halfway up – though, since they couldn’t turn round, doing that meant they were effectively stuck. Half a mile out of the village, there was a junction where a rocky track headed into the pine trees. It looked picturesque, and passable enough; it was only after a short while that you realised you now had to deal with ridiculously tight bends, an impossible gradient, and a loose surface, all at once. But the knack was in knowing the terrain as much as anything else, and although the Renault slipped and skidded, I never actually went backwards.

			And then the house came into view.

			There’s something about going back to the place where you grew up – some looping of space-­time that goes on in your head. I felt so many contradictory emotions – familiarity, revulsion, homesickness, regret. But most of all, a sense of waste, for the needless harm that was done here.

			To my surprise, I saw the roof had been mended. Jess’s words came back to me: Who knows, perhaps the place isn’t quite as squalid as it used to be. Last time I was here, the deterioration had looked ­terminal. But perhaps marriage number three had finally prompted my father to take the place in hand.

			I got out of the car and headed for the door we always used, on the back veranda. If I’d been surprised by the roof, I was amazed by what I saw when I came around the corner. The views had always been incredible – the mountains stretching away to the east and west, a series of barren, rocky crags gleaming pale grey in the sunshine. But views were all there’d been, and the jungle that had once been the finca’s fields had reached right up to the house. As a kid, I used to fancy that the ancient olive trees, their twisted trunks dumpy from earlier generations of hard pruning, were a legion of old women, frozen into statues by some magical enchantment; when the olive flies laid their eggs in the unharvested olives, it was as if they were buzzing around the women’s unkempt hair.

			But since my last visit, the place had been completely transformed. The scrub of pampas and oleander had been banished, the olives harvested, the new growth pared back. Where once there had been nothing but weeds, now there was neatly raked earth. The oranges, too, had been picked – all except the late-­ripening navels, which were hanging fat and thick on the branches. The avocado bushes were pendulous with fruit, the figs had been pruned, the prickly pears uprooted. And, next to the house, the lemon tree glowed with healthy yellow fruit, so different from the diseased, overripe objects I recalled.

			In the distance, I caught sight of a small tractor reversing up to an almond tree, a figure in blue overalls at the wheel. So the OB had even employed some help.

			As I went along the veranda, there was a further surprise. In the days when he was still painting, my father had used the old olive press as a studio. Between it and the house was a cisterna – an ancient irrigation tank, perched right on the edge of the steep drop down to Cauzacs. When the temperature hit forty degrees, we children used to plunge our limbs in it for coolness, ignoring the fact that its black depths were teeming with warty Mallorquín toads. But all that had changed, too. The tank had been turned into a small but pretty swimming pool, complete with decking and infinity edge. The cement liner was painted a dazzling cerulean blue, and the water was clear and sparkling in the sunshine.

			It wasn’t just that it was so unlike my father to want a pool – he used to sneer at them as symbols of Mallorca’s supposed deterioration from authentic artistic hideaway to mass tourist destination: Look at those idiots. Why d’you need a pool when you’ve got the fucking sea? It was the cost. Together, the pool, roof and tractor must have cost tens of thousands of euros. Where had he found that kind of money?

			Oh, God. I groaned inwardly as I wondered if he’d married it – traded in his charm for an easy life with some rich widow.

			But then I recalled Jess telling me that Ruensa was a cleaner. Why clean houses, if you were wealthy enough not to?

			Anyway, I’d soon find out. ‘Hello?’ I called through the open door. ‘Hola?’

			Silence.

			I stepped inside. Here, too, everything had been transformed. To my left, in the high-­ceilinged kitchen, the old butcher’s blocks had been scrubbed and bleached, and the floorboards patched and sanded. The walls – once covered with my father’s awful erotic frescos – had been painted sky blue, the ceiling ochre; it was a combination that probably shouldn’t have worked, but did. From the wooden beam that ran the width of the room hung strings of dried ramallet tomatoes, the essential ingredient of pa amb oli. The whole thing looked like something out of a style magazine – everyone’s dream of a chic and simple Mediterranean bolthole.

			‘Finn?’ a woman’s voice said.

			I turned. She’d come down the stairs without me hearing, and was standing in the hall with an expectant smile. I had a brief impression of a slight, dark-­haired woman in her early fifties – I’d been debating how to greet her, and had decided a hand clasp was probably appropriate for a first encounter, perhaps accompanied by a formal peck on both cheeks, but she immediately swept me up in a hug. It was only when she stepped back again, still beaming, that I got a proper look at her.

			‘You must be Ruensa—’ I began.

			‘Please, call me Ru,’ she interrupted. ‘You’re so like your father!’

			I was surprised at that – I’d never been aware of any resemblance. ‘I’m so sorry we’re meeting in these circumstances.’

			She waved my condolences away with a brusque, almost fierce gesture. Clearly, she didn’t want to discuss that. ‘You’re here. That’s the main thing. Welcome back to Finca Síquia!’

			‘I hardly recognise the place.’

			She smiled proudly. ‘You approve?’

			‘It’s incredible.’

			She looked around. ‘Jimmy chose the colours, of course. His eye – amazing. But it was me who made him throw everything out. When I first saw it, this was a dump! But we got it sorted in the end.’

			She was a bundle of energy – every sentence laden with emphasis and accompanied by fierce nods and smiles. She gave a sense of always being in motion – when she turned to gesture at the walls, she whirled like a ballerina; when she looked back at me again, her eyes widened, as if she’d chosen me to be the recipient of some great secret.

			‘It’s so kind of you to have me,’ I said. ‘I really would have been fine at a hotel.’

			Again, she waved the words away, screwing up her face at the very thought. ‘I’ve put you in the caseta – the guest house. I hope that’s all right.’

			‘The caseta? You mean the olive press?’

			She saw my expression and smiled. ‘Yes, but it isn’t like you remember. Come and see.’

			She led me outside, to my father’s old studio, and pushed open the door. It had always been light in there, thanks to the big doors on the far side, but it had also been a mess, a jumble of rusting farm equipment and half-­built canvases. Now, the opening where the big doors had once been was glazed, the stone walls were painted cream, and it had been transformed into an elegant, airy bedroom suite – there was an old four-­poster with a simple canopy of white netting, a ceiling fan tucked high up in the beams above it, rugs, a wood-­burning stove. Behind the bed, they’d kept the battered internal wall, but it had been sanded down and waxed to reveal the grain of the wood. Beyond it, I could see a stack of thick white towels. There must be a bathroom back there, too.

			‘Again, amazing,’ I said, and meant it. ‘Ru . . . I’m just full of admiration for what you’ve done here.’

			She laughed – a low bubbling laugh that was almost a chuckle. ‘We were going to open it on Airbnb this summer. The hiking here is incredible.’ She gestured in the direction of the mountain. ‘The trails go all the way to Esporles.’

			I nodded. It actually made a lot of sense – the finca might be forty minutes from a decent beach, but the flipside was that it was very close to the mountain. When I was a kid, few tourists ­bothered with the GR221, the trail that followed the old smugglers’ paths from one side of the island to the other, but I’d heard that, in recent years, hiking it had become quite popular. And, since most trail accommodation consisted of simple mountain refuges and cells in monasteries, the finca’s lack of luxuries such as air conditioning shouldn’t pose too much of a problem.

			One wall of the caseta was dominated by a painting – I recognised my father’s style, although I hadn’t seen anything so good by him in decades. It was of Ruensa, sitting in an old leather armchair. Her head was turned towards the light, her chin propped on her slender fingers, staring out at Puig de Galatzó. But it was the figure standing next to her, looking directly at the viewer, that drew my eye. A young woman – tall, slender, her long hair tumbling around her shoulders, her eyes dark as olives.

			‘Who’s that?’ I asked.

			Ruensa looked at the picture approvingly. ‘Roze. My daughter.’ She turned. ‘Ah, Roze! Come and say hello.’

			A tall, slim figure in blue overalls was passing the open door – the same figure, I realised, that I’d seen driving the tractor.

			The young woman in the painting.

			She stopped. ‘You must be Finn. Hi. I won’t shake your hand – I’m filthy, I need a shower.’ She waved, then pushed her hair back from her forehead, which was damp with sweat. ‘I’ll say hello properly later.’

			She was gone. But already, in that instant, something rather wonderful had happened.
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