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CHAPTER ONE
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This was Monica’s favourite time of day, these early mornings – dawns, really, and surprisingly dark, even in southern Spain – when nobody except the village cockerels appeared to be up. The cockerels started an hour before she did, and the villagers took no notice of them, but Monica heard them with pleasure. They were a sort of signal to take her morning cup of tea, made with leaves sent from England, out onto the terrace and stand there, sipping, while the light slowly brightened below her to reveal the Rock of Gibraltar, like a great war horse plunging towards Africa, thirty kilometres away. It was miraculous, that moment. Every morning, without fail, through autumn mists and spring downpours, the rearing Rock and the cascading mountainsides down to it gave Monica a feeling of exultation that no place or landscape had ever given her in her life before. Not even the magnificence of the West Highlands, where she’d started life, sixty-eight years before. Life in Spain, and accommodating herself to her husband’s stubbornness, hadn’t exactly been easy, but this morning ritual of tea on the terrace while watching the day steal up on the night was one of the day’s unlooked-for bonuses.


The terrace, of course, once it was fully light, revealed its perpetual neediness. Some plants – the disappointingly scentless plumbago, for example – seemed to have no trouble in thriving, tumbling over walls in extravagant abundance, dense pale blue flowerheads mingling with the deep, almost violet blue of the convolvulus, which grew everywhere, in profusion, if she didn’t keep a sharp eye on it. But some bougainvilleas behaved, Monica thought, extremely neurotically, perpetually and fretfully shedding papery leaves and petals onto the terrace that she had to remind Pilar to sweep up. Pilar considered outdoors as another planet, a planet ruled by men with all their attendant idiosyncrasies, and properly inhabited by animals and machinery and weather. Outdoors was nothing to do with her. She said as much to Monica, volubly and constantly, banging her broom about the terrace. ‘Why are you English so obsessed with stupid flowers? Can you eat them?’


Pilar had worked for Monica since 1994, when she had been a nineteen-year-old from the village with parents who could neither read nor write. Her father, who was still alive, kept rabbits for the table in a ruined shed, fattening them with bread and water in the dark. Monica had protested both to Pilar and to her father about the cruelty of keeping rabbits in such dreadful conditions, and the old man had stared at her, shaking his head, as if confronting someone certifiably insane. Monica had rounded on Pilar.


‘The way you treat animals is a disgrace to humanity. It really is. Those poor, poor rabbits. Don’t you understand?’


Pilar leaned on the mop she was using to wash the kitchen floor.


‘You think it’s cruel? If you want to see real cruelty, you should go to North Africa, to the Rif Mountains. Those donkeys can hardly move, for their burdens!’ She brandished the mop. ‘Go and water your silly flowers.’


Sometimes, Monica thought she had had quite enough of Pilar. Just as she thought she had had quite enough of Gus, too. At twenty-three she’d had every sympathy with Gus’s rage and despair at his own father’s obtuse intractability and the consequent terrible quarrels that resulted in their abandoning England for Spain in 1993, old Gus bellowing that Spain, in all its post-Franco confusion, was welcome to his useless, disloyal eldest son. Old Gus would have been a figure of fun if he hadn’t been so powerful and if her Gus hadn’t craved his father’s approval and affection so pitifully. It was old Gus who named the Spanish vineyard in the end too, the vineyard they’d had to sell everything in England to start, despite her objections.


‘Don’t you see?’ she’d said pleadingly to Gus. ‘Don’t you see what he’s doing? He’s suggested Beacham’s Bodega as a joke, a contemptuous joke. As if running a bodega is all you’re fit for. As if we weren’t having to leave two of our children at school in England—’


‘Paid for by my father.’


‘But I don’t want him to!’


Gus looked away from her.


He said, quietly, ‘All the same.’


‘Do you even know what a bodega is?’


‘No.’


‘It’s just a shop. A little shop, selling groceries and wine. It’s a belittling name for a proper vineyard like you’re planning. Can’t you see that?’


Gus squinted past her.


‘All the same,’ he repeated, ‘it alliterates. The Spanish can at least manage the initials.’


‘Gus,’ Monica said despairingly, ‘why won’t you admit the absolutely obvious?’


He had looked at her for the first time in that conversation. Still handsome Gus then, blond and blue-eyed with rolled-up shirtsleeves and bare feet in cotton espadrilles.


‘Because,’ he said, ‘I actually think Beacham’s Bodega is a very good name.’


And that was that. Sebastian and Katie stayed – miserably, in Katie’s case – at their English schools and the rocky, unpromising stretch of virgin land just west of one of the famous pueblos blancos became their vineyard. Gus had done his homework, she had to give him that. The soil of the vineyard was almost identical to the soil of the Rioja region. There were two rivers nearby which cooled and watered the air and the earth. There were also crucial warm winds blowing up from Africa, but cooler winds at night, which would encourage the grapes Gus was planning on planting to develop the thick skins so beneficial to red wine.


He bought hundreds of Tempranillo vines, all of which had to be planted in the newly cleared, newly turned earth, five feet apart and positioned to shoot vertically. Along with four men hired from the village, Gus worked doggedly all the daylight hours, only stopping when Monica, adding the task of project managing the building of their future house to the business of being Gus’s wife and the mother of three children, demanded he give his attention to some essential decision about construction.


‘I don’t care where the bathrooms are,’ Gus said. ‘You mind about that far more than I do. You decide what you want and that’s fine by me.’


‘I want you to focus,’ Monica said. ‘It’ll be your house as much as mine. I want you to be part of it.’


He was dusty and sweaty from planting. He had a ragged blue bandana tied around his throat, above a faded T-shirt. He’d leaned forward and kissed her.


‘As long as you’re in it, any house is fine by me.’


So she had designed the house – long and low to take advantage of the view – with occasional input from Jake, her youngest child. She had been thankful, on a daily basis, for this village girl called Pilar, who managed to clean their small village house, and rough launder their clothes, and who often arrived in the mornings with a basket of vegetables from her father’s huerta, outside the village.


‘A huerta?’ Monica asked in her careful new Spanish.


‘He goes there every day,’ Pilar said, her arms full of sheets she’d dried on the bushes outside, ‘to get away from my mum. All the men do. It’s the only time they aren’t nagged.’


‘But I thought,’ Monica said, ‘that this was a society famous for machismo.’


‘It is,’ Pilar replied. She dumped the sheets on the table and began, rapidly, to fold them. She didn’t look at Monica. ‘Things go wrong for men . . .’ She sucked her teeth. ‘Wham, their women suffer.’


‘But—’


‘You have to accept,’ Pilar said, still folding, ‘you come from one culture. Here is another. Different. You want to live here? You accept.’


Over the years, Monica thought now, she’d got less good at accepting. At the beginning, she’d given way to Gus’s determination, bent to submit to Pilar, worried endlessly about the children, how their parents’ abrupt change of lifestyle was affecting them – had never stopped worrying, in fact, however good their Spanish was now, especially Jake’s. For goodness’ sake, Sebastian was forty-three and married with sons of his own. Katie – Monica felt the pang of remorseful anguish that she experienced every time she thought of Katie – was forty-one and had been living with Nic for almost twenty years now, and was the mother of three daughters. And Jake, darling, easy, sunny Jake, had finally married his Bella after all those years of living together because of Mouse, who was eighteen months old and whom Monica saw most days on FaceTime, putting bubbles on her head in the bath or drinking noisily from her sippy cup. Six grandchildren in England, even if Gibraltar airport was only just over an hour away. Six grandchildren, never mind three children and their three partners. Thank goodness, at least, that old Gus was finally dead and that her own parents, who had been admirably self-sufficient all their lives, had managed their final years in the same spirit of competence. ‘You would hardly believe,’ Monica’s brother wrote to her after their father’s death, ‘the order in which he left their affairs. All I’ve had to do is follow his precise instructions. I don’t know about you, but I’m left with the feeling that they chose to be strangers to everyone except each other, even their children. What do you want me to do with your share of the money from selling the house?’


‘I propose,’ Monica said to Gus, ‘giving it to the children.’


He was hunched over his computer. The office, despite the occasional presence of a secretary who drove all the way from Ronda, was crammed and chaotic, and had never moved from the tiny room next to the fermentation tanks. Gus was absolutely insistent on bioculture, on the organic nature of everything in the vineyard – when the grapes had been harvested in September, the vines were left to rot and then Grazalema sheep were turned out to finish the job – but that meticulousness didn’t extend to his surroundings. Monica stood, as she often stood, leaning against the outer doorframe of the office.


‘What?’ Gus said, not turning round.


‘I propose dividing the proceeds of my share of my parents’ house between the children,’ Monica said patiently.


Gus raised his head. On the wall above his computer hung his first award, the best newcomer Tempranillo for the Denomination of Origin in the province of Málaga for 2009. It was framed in corks, arranged like regimented teeth; Spanish corks which had to be dampened before they were wedged into the necks of bottles which were also made in Spain, even if of Italian design.


‘Why don’t you,’ Gus said, as a statement, staring up at the corks.


‘Don’t you have a comment? Or even an opinion?’


‘In a good year,’ Gus said, ‘every hectare here produces five thousand bottles.’


Monica stared at the back of his head. The blond hair had faded to the colour of dead leaves and there was a small but definite bald patch at the crown.


‘Do you mean that we are in a sufficiently secure financial position ourselves that we can at last be generous to our children?’


‘Something like that.’


‘Then why don’t you say so? And turn round to look at me when you do?’


Slowly, Gus turned round to face her, in his swivel chair.


‘That better?’


‘Honestly,’ Monica said, ‘you are a piece of work. You really are. Don’t you care about the children?’


‘Very much.’


‘Then why—’


‘Stop it,’ Gus said suddenly. ‘Stop it. Enough. I’d react more strongly if I didn’t feel such an absolutely fucking useless father to those poor children. That’s all.’


Then he swivelled the chair sharply back again and bent towards his computer screen.


Monica mouthed ‘Wow’ to herself. For a long moment she stared at Gus’s hunched back and then she crept away, across the yard to the house she had designed to be some kind of fanciful symbol of family life and which had become, in fact, the default dwelling of two people who had tried all their lives to make something positive out of rejection.


Well, she thought now, nursing her tea and watching the astounding view gradually reveal itself, things could only get better. That had been a low moment, possibly the lowest. But it was ten years ago, ten years in which the two youngest grandchildren had been born, other awards had been won, Gus had started keeping bees in the vineyard, running geese through to eat the pernicious snails, using the sediment from the wine vats as compost to feed the earth. And she had started a business, a specialist grocery shop attached to the vineyard. She’d called it Rico, and Pilar’s sister Carmen ran it for her, as manager. She stocked English foods for homesick expats there, as well as their own wines, displayed in an imported English bookcase, the bottles interspersed with teapots and milk jugs, and beside it, a refrigerated glass case of made-up dishes, stuffed red peppers, aubergines fried with the vineyard’s honey, spinach croquettes, which Carmen’s friends and nieces cooked in a tiny kitchen behind the shop. The friends and nieces were a perpetual chattering procession of women, so Monica paid Carmen for a set number of hours’ work each week, and left Carmen to sort out who should be paid how much. The shop made a small profit about which Gus seldom enquired, which Monica used to buy air tickets back to England to see her grandchildren. Gus seldom came.


‘If they want to see me,’ he said, as if the onus only went in one direction, ‘they know where to find me. I’m always here.’


He always was. Sometimes, Monica tried to summon up the Gus she had met at twenty-three, the diffident, sad, lost Gus whose existence was clouded at best and almost obliterated at worst by an impossibly demanding father. Gus had been an unquestioned basket case, a wounded animal in need of rescue, a misunderstood, unappreciated lovely boy, just begging to be saved and valued. She remembered very clearly, and now with some regret, that feeling of rapture at finding in Gus a cause and a purpose for the rest of her life. Her brother had only alluded to it once, remarking mildly that the saving of Gus appeared to have taken hold of Monica with the fervour of a religious conversion, and she had rounded on him with such ferocity that he had never gone near the subject again. In fact, Alasdair hardly mentioned Gus and relations between the two were only sustained by Monica being the sister of one and the wife of the other. When Katie, in a mood Monica guiltily interpreted as defiance, took her three girls up to Scotland to stay with Alasdair and Elaine, Monica knew that her silence on the subject spoke volumes. She was silent because, in truth, she did not know how to express the reality of what she felt, without shame. It was dreadful, it really was, to resent your own daughter behaving like a proper niece. Especially when that daughter had been miserable at her English school, and Monica, obeying the social conventions of her class and time, had known that all too well, and still persisted in the separation.


She could hear Pilar now, in the kitchen behind her, talking to the dogs. They were Gus’s dogs, technically; English Labradors who were severely tested by the heat. When Gus was invited to go shooting on the coast, he loaded the dogs into his battered shooting brake and returned with reports of how much they had been commended for their retrieval skills, but for most of the year, it seemed to Monica, they lay gasping in patches of shade, pink tongues lolling. Pilar affected to despise them, but they loved her, thumping their tails in welcome when she arrived, circling round her while she unloaded her basket and put on the sleeveless flowered overall that was her uniform for housework. She talked to them as if they were children, half scolding, half encouraging, and sometimes, if her father had killed a rabbit, she slipped them something raw and red from a much worn supermarket bag.


‘You want more tea?’ Pilar said from the kitchen doorway.


Monica turned. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll make it.’


Pilar held out a hand. ‘Give.’


‘Really, I—’


‘I need distraction,’ Pilar said. She snapped her fingers. ‘Give. I had a row with Carmen this morning. You know what? She’s giving her children cereal again this morning. I said to her, “Excuse me, is that what we had for breakfast when we were children?” I tell you, we had bread our mother had baked and olive oil. And now what? Now it is all sugar, sugar, sugar. The supermarkets are stuffed with sugar. Cereals are all sugar. No wonder Carmen’s children are too fat. That boy of hers! He can’t run because of his thighs.’


Monica held her cup out. ‘Thank you, Pilar.’


‘And you are too thin.’


‘And the dogs are also too fat.’


Pilar took the cup. ‘In winter, they get thin again. With working.’


‘Have you heard Mr Gus this morning?’


‘No,’ Pilar said. ‘I wake him soon. I take his coffee.’


‘I’ll do it.’


Pilar eyed her. ‘OK.’


‘It’s Tuesday morning,’ Monica said unnecessarily. ‘He needs to get going.’


Pilar took the cup back into the dimness of the kitchen.


‘I make his coffee then you take it.’


Monica waited where she was. Pilar had made no comment when Gus had left the marital bedroom and moved to sleep in the room Monica had allotted for Sebastian’s use when he came out to Spain. He’d come a lot at the beginning, helping Gus with the planting, explaining seriously to his mother how the vines, for the first year, simply had to be cut down to the base to allow the roots to strengthen, but his own life had gradually taken over and absorbed him, and now he and Anna and the boys almost never came. The reason, he said frequently to his mother, was his business, the office-cleaning business he had started with a school friend, and now ran himself with Anna meticulously doing the books. It meant, Sebastian said often, that they couldn’t really get away, because of Profclean, which always needed attention, it seemed, especially with regard to staffing problems. Gus had assumed that Sebastian would be named Augustus, the fifth Augustus Beacham, but Monica, full of righteous indignation at Gus’s treatment by his own father, had demurred.


‘I’m sorry, but I can’t. I can’t bear his name to be perpetuated.’


‘But it’s my name too.’


‘I know. I know. It isn’t logical. It isn’t logical in the least, but I feel it really intensely, I feel that I just couldn’t bear our baby to be burdened with his name.’


Gus, fresh from another berating from his father, had held her shoulders in genuine bewilderment.


‘What then?’


‘Sebastian,’ she said in joyous relief.


‘Sebastian? What has Sebastian got to do with anything?’


‘It’s the Greek translation of Augustus, which means emperor. I mean, it meant emperor for the Romans.’


‘Golly,’ Gus said admiringly.


‘Yes.’


‘Well, yes. I mean, fine. Sebastian.’


‘Can we call him that?’


They looked down at the baby, lying neatly on his side in his hospital crib.


‘Yes,’ Gus said. He bent over his son. ‘Hello, Sebastian.’


Sebastian and Anna didn’t know, officially, that his parents no longer shared a room. Nor did Katie, although Monica suspected that she’d guessed. As Jake and Bella must have, too. If it mattered. Did it matter? Wasn’t it historically the case, anyway, to sleep – and, she mentally emphasized, sleep – separately? Surely this fashion for togetherness was contemporary and very much to do with sex? Monica looked up at the sky. It was blue and clear and fathomless. Sex. The mere idea of it was now as distant to her as the moon.


Pilar came out with Monica’s tea. It wouldn’t taste quite as it did when Monica made it herself. She had taught Pilar about boiling water and loose leaves and a teapot but all the same, Pilar’s tea tasted odd. Not unpleasant, just odd. Different.


‘Thank you, Pilar.’


‘Now I make Mr Gus’s coffee.’


‘Is Carmen in the shop today?’


‘No,’ Pilar said, ‘is Pepie.’


‘Pepie?’


‘My niece Pepie. Married to José Manuel who is enólogo to Mr Gus.’


‘Ah. Of course. I’d forgotten.’


‘You don’t forget José Manuel.’


‘Of course I don’t. I’d forgotten he was married to Pepie, that’s all.’


‘How do you say enólogo? Winemaker?’


‘Yes. Winemaker.’


‘Drink your tea.’


Monica turned away. The sun was high already and the descending slopes below her looked completely exposed to the heat, vulnerable somehow, despite their antiquity, the fact that for millennia they’d known nothing else. She drank her tea rapidly. The time, the landscape had lost its privacy, its exclusivity. It belonged to the whole world now and her brief possession of the day was over. 
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Pilar had made Gus’s coffee as he now liked it, strong and Arabic, with an almost gritty texture. Sometimes she added cardamom pods, just two or three. He loved that. He loved anything Moorish anyway, anything that was redolent of Andalucía’s past, of those long centuries before the Catholics reconquered the south and uprooted all the mulberry trees the Moors had relied on for their silk trade, and replaced them with cork oaks. The cork oak forests were everywhere now, interspersed with the yellowish green of Aleppo pines and, higher up the mountains, the darker Spanish firs.


When they first came to Spain in 1993, Gus had been wildly enthusiastic about the culture, about the fact that this had been an area of huge importance to the Romans – ‘What else did the Romans do, but plant vines?’ – and that the then Prime Minister, Felipe González, was from Seville and was determined to put Andalucía on the map. He had taken advantage of the Olympic Games being held in Barcelona in the same year – 1992 – that Madrid was European City of Culture, and he had created Expo ’92 in Seville which had attracted over 40 million visitors and celebrated the 500th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s first voyage to the New World, in 1492. Spain, Gus said excitedly to Monica, was the land of opportunity. Cheap and full of possibility. He’d taken her hand and pulled her into a crowd in Seville, a dancing crowd full of girls in ruffled dresses. He’d danced himself, in fact he’d have danced all night if she hadn’t run out of breath and energy, slumping against a wall, laughing and helpless. It had been like courting again, like those first exciting, tentative dates, before parenthood, before the full realization bore down upon her of what it was like to live with someone who only ever wanted the one thing he couldn’t have.


She paused outside his bedroom door. Sebastian’s door, really, even if Gus had colonized the room, getting men from the vineyard in to move the old wardrobe Monica had bought in Sotogrande. Left to himself, Gus would probably never open the shutters to see the view, never straighten his bedclothes or pick up socks from the floor. It wasn’t that he was spoiled, Monica told herself, it was more that he simply did not see untidiness, could not perceive the value of homemaking.


She knocked. There was, as usual, no reply. She turned the handle and pushed the door open. A line of sunlight as precise as a stripe of yellow paint lay across the tiled floor from a gap in the shutters. Yesterday’s shirt lay in the stripe, as did yesterday’s socks and the boxer shorts Sebastian and Anna sent every Christmas from an old-fashioned shirtmaker in Jermyn Street. Monica was dismayed to realize that her first instinct was to pick up Gus’s laundry, open the shutters, sort the room. 


Gus wasn’t in the bed. The sheets looked as if they had been dragged to one side, as if a weight had pulled them. Monica put the coffee cup down precariously among the piled paper beside Gus’s bed and put her hand on the crumpled pillow. It was cold. A sudden fear clutched her throat, at the same moment that she saw him, on the floor, on the far side of the bed, slumped on his side.


She hurried round and knelt by him. His eyes were open and his mouth was working, working, but no sound came out of it.


‘Gus?’ Monica said. Her voice sounded high and frightened, as if coming from far away. ‘Gus?’


She put a hand on him. He was breathing but clammy cold. His eyelids dropped briefly shut, as if in relief.


‘Can you speak? Can you tell me . . .’


She noticed tears on his face, tears pouring out of his eyes, saliva pooling below his mouth onto the tiles.


‘Oh my God, Gus,’ she said. ‘I think – I think you’ve had a stroke.’


She raised her head. The children flashed through her mind, name after name as if on ticker tape.


‘Pilar!’ Monica yelled at the top of her voice. ‘Pilar! Come quickly!’









CHAPTER TWO
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‘He’s in hospital,’ Katie said to her brother Sebastian on the telephone. ‘There’s a new hospital in Ronda. He’s there.’


Sebastian said, ‘I remember an old cottage hospital in Estepona.’


‘Well, there’s this new one. And it’s wonderful, Mum says. It’s where all the expats go to have their vision lasered.’


‘Poor old Dad.’


‘I know. And poor Mum.’


Sebastian sucked his teeth.


‘I wish I could go out there.’


Katie said shortly, ‘Jake has.’ 


‘What? Jake’s gone already?’


‘Yup.’


‘But Dad only had the stroke two days ago.’


‘Jake went today. Bella and Mouse are going at the weekend.’


‘Did – did Mum ask him to?’


Katie looked at her screen. A letter she was drafting had been interrupted by an incoming email. It was an email from the head of her office, the man who had founded her legal firm, and therefore required attention.


‘I don’t think so,’ she said to her brother, her eyes on her screen. ‘I think it was Jake’s own idea.’


‘I am not suggesting,’ Katie’s boss had written, ‘that anything too drastic is desirable in your client’s case. But I think you should advise doing nothing. Absolutely nothing. That might frustrate the other side into making some useful errors.’


‘Can you go?’ Sebastian asked.


Katie sighed. She had spoken to her mother for over an hour that morning.


‘Of course I’m going, Seb. As soon as I can. Dad’s had a stroke.’


‘Yes. Well.’


‘I think Mum feels suddenly very alone there, in Spain. I got the strong impression that if she could persuade him to come back to England, she would.’


‘He’d hate that.’


‘I’m not talking about him. I’m talking about her. I think she’d like him to be ill in his own language. Her own language.’


Sebastian cleared his throat.


‘If you asked Dad about the future, he always said it was there. Firmly there.’


‘It’s different when you’re ill.’


‘Is it?’


‘I think,’ Katie said, ‘that when something really bad happens, like a stroke when you are seventy-three, you just need to be where everything is familiar.’


‘Dad didn’t like English familiar. In fact, he detested it. He made his own familiar, in Spain.’


Katie looked again at her email. Her boss had signed himself, as he always did, ‘Best, T.’ The T was for Terry. Terry rode an upmarket motorbike to work from the house he had bought in north London, with views out into Hertfordshire. There was no wife in the house, only a series of girlfriends, and a staff of three, one of whom polished the two Maserati GranTurismos in the garage. He too had made his own familiar, having grown up in a crowded household in Deptford, one child out of seven.


‘I was saying to Mum,’ Katie said, ‘that I have to be in court for the next two days. But I’ll go out to Spain on Friday night.’


Sebastian said carefully, ‘I’ll talk to Anna.’


‘Yes.’


She thought of saying, ‘You should make going to Spain a priority,’ and for some reason, didn’t.


‘Maybe I could manage to go early next week,’ Sebastian said.


‘Jake will have got it all sorted by next week.’


Sebastian said with some energy, ‘Fuck Jake.’


‘You can’t have it both ways. You go now and organize everything your way, or you go next week and put up with what Jake has done.’


‘And you?’


Katie gave a little yelp of laughter. ‘Me?’


‘Yes,’ Sebastian said. ‘What are you proposing to do?’


Katie took the telephone away from her ear for a moment and closed her eyes. Then she replaced it, under her hair.


‘Everything,’ she said shortly, to her brother. ‘Like usual.’ She thought of adding, ‘Pick up the pieces of the mess you men have made,’ and quelled the idea. It was a crude reaction, she knew that, and unjust as well. Jake’s presence would make Monica feel much better and safer and more cheerful, and that was what Katie wanted – or should want – so petty resentments and jealousies should be trampled underfoot. Stamped on. Firmly.


She said to her brother, ‘Ignore me. I didn’t mean it.’


He said sadly, ‘Sometimes even Anna says things like that. She can’t bear feeling put upon or exploited.’


‘No,’ Katie said.


‘So if you’re going at the weekend and so is Bella, and Jake is there now, maybe I’ll try and go on Monday. Or next week somehow.’


‘Yes,’ Katie said, feeling that the conversation had taken a long time to come full circle. ‘Yes. I must go. Love to Anna.’


She clicked her phone off and put it face down on her desk. Then she put her hands over her own face, not in despair but more for privacy, to be able to think. She must wait, she told herself, wait for all the whirling thoughts to stop filling her brain with panic at the urgency of all of them and settle themselves into some kind of sequence. Or, if not exactly a sequence, a more manageable series of priorities.


The day had started badly. It had started in the unfortunate way that too many days seemed to start in Katie’s family these days. Katie couldn’t identify exactly the moment that she and Nic had started to get on each other’s nerves rather than being the team they had originally so successfully been, and she supposed that the drift apart had just begun in that imperceptible way of most relationship divides, and then gradually widened as attitudes became habits and habits had hardened. Monica was insistent that Katie and Nic’s not being married lay at the root of their troubles, an insistence that Katie now found close to unendurable rather than just an irritation. Just as she found insupportable the insinuation, emanating from some of their friends whose wives didn’t work, that Katie’s being the main breadwinner must lie at the root of their evident troubles. But the fact was that they were not getting on well as either parents or lovers. They just weren’t. And that morning had been a perfect example of the unhappy state of play between them. Nic had left the house early because he said he needed the headspace that could only be found, apparently, in a coffee shop near the college in which he taught creative writing, before his first class of the day. That left Katie with all three girls to get up, dressed and off to school before she could even think of switching from harassed mother mode to her working role as a solicitor specializing in intellectual property. The two younger girls wore – technically at least – school uniform, but Daisy, her eldest, was doing her A levels and was thus liberated from uniform. Liberated, Katie thought most days, meant in fact imprisoned instead by the modern demands of makeup and clothing. Daisy, who was both clever and slender, spent hours every morning straightening her hair and applying precise lines round her eyes before shrouding her body in carefully chosen layers of black. She was, at this moment, declining to eat breakfast. She said she couldn’t face eating anything at seven thirty in the morning, which made her next sister down, Marta, feel that she too was incapable of eating even a banana. Only Florence, the youngest, for whom food was one of life’s chief necessities, never mind its pleasures, competently and regularly boiled herself a morning egg, and ate it at the table, with relish.


So there had been the breakfast battle, and the school uniform hunt for black tights that were neither too laddered nor unacceptably ripped at the crotch, and Florence’s wailing discovery of nit eggs in her plastic hairbrush, on top of Katie’s own voicemails from the day’s distressed clients and the inexorable ticking of the clock. Seeing all three of them scattering their arguing way down the street towards the bus stop should, Katie told herself, have been the moment of her own liberation. The moment when she could switch from the domestic to the professional, where she could dismiss the image of the disordered kitchen and unmade beds from her mind, and focus instead on the workday ahead and the need to manage her clients’ public reputations amid the swirling and perpetually ingenious inventiveness of modern technology.


And in the midst of it all, there was the news about her father. It wasn’t, either, just the news itself, it was all the attendant emotions that rose up in her because of it, those feelings of responsibility and guilt and anxiety and inability to decide. Monica had been initially calm and clear on the telephone.


‘He’s fine. He really is. He’s in a wonderful place being wonderfully looked after.’


‘When did you say it happened?’


‘Tuesday morning.’


‘But it’s Wednesday! It’s more than twenty-four hours later!’


‘I told you,’ Monica said levelly, ‘I told you that Pilar was magnificent. He was in the hospital by mid-morning. I deliberately didn’t—’


‘Deliberately?’


‘Yes. I deliberately didn’t ring you at once because what could you do, from London?’


Katie said, lamely and fretfully, ‘But I needed to know. We all did.’


‘Now you do,’ Monica said with almost an air of triumph. ‘Now you all do. And Jake will be here for supper.’


Katie took a deep breath.


‘Ma. Are you OK?’


‘I’m better,’ Monica said. ‘Much better than I was.’


‘Meaning?’


‘I simply meant . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘That I got a fright. Of course I did. But Pilar was here and that made all the difference. She was wonderful.’


‘So you said.’


‘And he’s in the best place. They think he’d had the stroke only an hour before I found him, so when he got to the hospital – honestly, the ambulance was here before we knew it – he was given a thrombolytic drug.’


‘A what?’


‘It breaks up blood clots, apparently. And he has tubes everywhere.’


‘Can he talk?’


There was the smallest pause. Then Monica said brightly, ‘Not at the moment. Not clearly, at any rate.’


‘Oh, Mum.’


‘He has high cholesterol, they said. And high blood pressure. He’s going to have to change what he eats.’


‘If he’ll listen.’


‘Yes,’ Monica said. Her voice sounded abruptly uncertain. ‘Yes. If he’ll listen.’ She gave a half-laugh. ‘That’ll make a change after forty-five years!’


‘I’m so sorry.’


‘Yes. Well, there it is. God bless the Spanish care system and the new hospital in Ronda. And Pilar.’


‘Of course,’ Katie said, ‘Pilar.’


‘All her nieces and friends are doing the nursing, really. They’ve made a rota. You know how the Spanish don’t really have nurses, they expect the family to muck in. So as we haven’t got family out here, Pilar’s family are filling in.’


‘Yes,’ Katie said again.


‘It makes me want to cry. How wonderful they’re being. One of them is always there—’ She broke off and Katie could hear her breath coming unevenly between suppressed sobs. Then she said, more collectedly, ‘I’m fine, Katie. I really am.’


‘I wish I was with you,’ Katie said hopelessly.


‘Yes. Yes, I wish it too. But you can’t be. And you can hear how well we’re being looked after. Both of us. Don’t worry.’


Katie waited for the ‘darling’. It didn’t come. She tried very hard not to think that Jake would get many ‘darling’s. She said, ‘I’ll be there late Friday. I’ll hire a car at Gibraltar.’


‘How nice,’ Monica said. ‘Lovely. How comforting.’


‘Ma. Mum . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘Try not to worry too much.’


‘Oh!’ Monica said. ‘I’m not worried. He’s in the best possible place, after all. I’m just shocked. That’s quite different. It rather – takes your breath away, does shock.’


‘I know,’ Katie said.


‘I must go. And I’m sure you should have stopped talking to me long ago. See you Friday.’


When she had rung off, Katie went on holding her phone, staring at it. Then she laid it down, quietly and almost reverently, and turned back to her computer. 


‘A friend of mine,’ her client had emailed, ‘thinks we should make a formal complaint to the Independent Press Standards Organisation. Why haven’t we?’
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After the plane had landed, and Jake could switch his phone back on, he saw that there were three missed calls from his older brother. He was about to return Sebastian’s call when he suddenly halted, and decided that after all, he wouldn’t. He would call Bella to say that he had arrived, collect his hire car from the desk in the huge, empty airport foyer, and then perhaps text Sebastian to announce – cheerfully – that he would be at the vineyard for supper and would take Mum to see Dad in Ronda the following morning.


It was a grey day, if warm, and the top of the Rock was shrouded in grey mist. Mum, if adhering to her time-honoured habit, would have taken her tea out onto the terrace that morning, and observed that the Rock was cloaked in mist and then started fussing about the diamond rot on the canariensis palm, or something. Jake remembered the palm arriving, probably twenty years ago when the house was up but hardly finished, just a slender sapling of a tree, and being planted on the terrace in the centre, in its own bed, and Monica saying to him, reverently, that it would grow to thirty feet high, it really would. And now it had, and it had got this fungus, which meant that the affected leaves hung down in a brown, unhealthy, skeletal way and caused Monica intense distress. She fussed over that palm the way he and Bella fussed if there was anything the matter with Mouse.


He hitched his bag onto his shoulder and rang Bella from the hire-car queue. 


‘Phew. You’re there,’ she said.


‘I am. I’m just waiting to collect the car. How’s Mousie?’


‘Asleep, thank goodness. She kept asking where you were.’


‘Did you tell her she’d see me at the weekend?’


‘Of course I did,’ Bella said. ‘What do you take me for? I showed her a picture of an aeroplane.’


‘Which picture?’


‘The photograph one. Don’t worry, I didn’t confuse her by showing her an over-simplified drawing.’


‘Good.’


‘Is the sky bright blue? It’s dismal here.’


‘Bright blue,’ Jake said, too heartily. ‘Even makes awful old Gib look OK. Bright blue sky and a neon orange windsock I can see.’


‘We miss you.’


‘Three days. Tell Mousie I rang. Big kiss from Papa.’


He reached the front of the queue and dropped his phone in his pocket. Then in rapid colloquial Spanish, he spoke to the hire-car clerk.


‘Hi there, mate. I booked a Jeep or something like it? Name’s Beacham.’


‘I know you,’ the clerk said. ‘You’re a friend of Francisco’s.’


‘That’s me.’


The clerk beamed at him. ‘You were at school with my cousin, Manuel.’


Jake smiled back. He said again, ‘That’s me. The Englishman who speaks local Spanish.’


‘Can you talk posh if you want to?’


Jake adopted a Castilian accent. ‘Certainly I can.’


The clerk looked impressed. ‘Wow,’ he said, ‘I can’t do that.’ He looked at his screen. ‘I’ve got a Jeep Wrangler. Will that do?’


Jake liked being back in Spain. He sometimes thought that he preferred being in Spain to being in England, and when Bella suggested that that was because he liked his Spanish persona better than his English one, he was inclined to agree with her. It was easier, after all, to be sunny in the sunshine, and Jake liked being sunny, he liked things to go well, to be easy and fun and pleasurable. His sister Katie had said to him once – and not smilingly – that he was like one of those Elizabethan sundials that have engraved on them, ‘I onlie count the sunnie houres’, as if clouded or dark times could be brushed aside as hardly mattering. In Jake’s view, they did matter, but they should never be allowed to dominate, let alone spoil the sunshine. Jake was, by temperament, designed for optimism, for the positive, and his determined view of his father’s stroke was to regard it as bad but could have been so much worse.


‘I mean,’ he’d said to his mother on the telephone, ‘he could have died. Couldn’t he? And there’s this brilliant brand-new hospital. Pretty miraculous, really. Don’t you think?’


Monica plainly did think likewise. She’d answered the phone sounding tremulous and shaken at first and so much older, but by the end, Jake said to Bella, she was practically laughing. And agreeing with him that to have some time off from the old bugger was really pretty wonderful. Jake had no intention of allowing an atmosphere of anxiety and tension to dominate the next few days. His mission was, as he saw it, to open a bottle of their best wine, give his mother a substantial glass, and light the barbecue on the terrace in order to grill the excellent huge prawns he had instructed Pilar to purchase. He’d had several conversations with Pilar, with many jokes – even if they were, in essence, about Gus’s stroke. He had, after all, been at school with two of Pilar’s brothers in the village and could, in every way, speak their language. When he’d turned thirty, eight years ago, he’d had a whole string of parties to celebrate the birthday, including a Spanish one in the village, to which his English family was forbidden to come. That had been quite a night. Just as well, he sometimes thought, that it had pre-dated Bella. Bella’s Spanish was now quite good, but it would always be English Spanish. And his, around people like Pilar, was local; accent, vocabulary and all.


He settled himself into the car and looked approvingly at the premium sound system. Then he texted Sebastian.


‘At Gib. Will be at BB for supper. Mum sounds fine. Will report more later. J.’


The car was automatic. He slid the gearstick into ‘Forward’ and moved towards the amateur confusion of the Spanish border. Good to be back, he thought and then thought, odd but I always have a sense of homecoming here, a sense I almost never have in England. He slid the driver’s window down.


‘Cheer up,’ he said to the nearest border policeman, yawning at his post. ‘It’s raining in London.’
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Anna, Sebastian said to anyone who would listen, was much better at technology than he was. It was Anna, after all, who had been on a course to learn how to manage a business, and had come home with a knowledge of spreadsheets which she said was impossible, and therefore pointless, to pass on to him. So it was Anna who dealt with all the administration of Profclean, Anna who spoke comprehensively to the accountant, Anna who filed the tax return and arranged for an annual audit. Sebastian was volubly proud of Anna’s skills and abilities, but in his heart of hearts, he was also a little frightened of them. Increasingly, they seemed to represent a vital element of the company that was unreachable to him. As Anna herself seemed sometimes to be.


Their two sons, named for two great-uncles on Anna’s side who had both been lost at the battle of Monte Cassino in the Second World War, seemed to be as formidably focused as their mother. They both attended a prestigious school of ancient foundation in north London, and if they were led astray by their contemporaries, they showed little outward signs of it. Sebastian knew that Dermot and Marcus derived a certain cachet from having a first cousin, in Katie’s Daisy, who was generally considered hot, and he also knew that Daisy had accepted a spliff at a party all the cousins had attended, but Anna had told him, in that effectively quiet way of hers, that he was not to interfere. Teenagers, she said, must be left to be teenagers as far as possible. It would be far more worrying, she said, if Dermot and Marcus had never been drunk and never experimented with weed. They were clever boys who knew their parents were watching in silence, and that silence, Anna told Sebastian, was not only golden but imperative. Sebastian, whose own adolescence had been an intermittently parented period of confusion and anxiety, could only defer to her. She must be right. Of course she was. And anyway, it was, as it had now been for eighteen years, a relief to be married to anyone so certain.


If he was honest with himself, Sebastian knew that Anna had grave reservations about his parents. She thought, even if she seldom said so outright, that they had not been what she considered good parents; that Gus had always been too consumed with trying to please his father to be any use to his own children, and that Monica had made the wrong choice in putting her husband’s welfare and wishes first. She had thought her late grandfather-in-law a monster – ‘Quite frankly, Seb, you are as much in need of rescue as anyone I’ve ever met. It amazes me that you are related to those old horrors in any way’ – and her father-in-law weak, having allowed his emotional development to be crippled by old Gus. But the real problem, subtly, was Monica. Anna disliked her mother-in-law as much as Monica feared and resented her daughter-in-law. Monica wasn’t resentful of Sebastian’s dependence on Anna, but merely baffled that her eldest son had chosen someone so alarmingly self-confident and – frankly, Monica thought – chilly. It was, as a situation, a classic case of incompatibility between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, and the resulting animosity between Monica and Anna had, if anything, only intensified over the years. In truth, it wasn’t Profclean that prevented Sebastian and his sons going out to Spain all these years: it was Anna. Profclean was just a useful excuse, an acceptable hypocrisy. Anna hadn’t said outright, ‘I can’t bear your mother, and she can’t bear me, so the less we have to see of each other, the better,’ but she didn’t need to. Nor did she or Monica seem to feel any obligation to explain how they felt about each other. It was just there, dislike simmering away and only threatening to boil over if a meeting was mooted. 


Sebastian had informed his family of Gus’s stroke. The boys had glanced at their mother to gauge the appropriate reaction and Anna had said, ‘Oh dear. I am so sorry. I really am. What a good thing your mother found him so soon after it happened.’


Dermot muttered something about poor Grandpa and Marcus made an inarticulate sound or two, which appeared to be sympathetic. Then Anna nodded in her sons’ direction and they melted out of the kitchen. Five minutes later, the sound of Dermot’s drum kit being played thudded through the ceiling, accompanied by Marcus on his keyboard. Marcus, the music master at school assured Sebastian, had the makings of an impressive jazz pianist.


Anna was slicing leeks. 


‘You’ll have to go out to Spain,’ she said to Sebastian.


‘I know.’


‘In fact,’ Anna said, turning to tip the leeks into a casserole on the hob, ‘you ought to go soon. Before Jake gets there and takes over.’


Sebastian said unhappily, ‘He went today. He texted me to say he’d be at the bodega by suppertime.’


Anna didn’t turn. She said softly, ‘I bet he did.’


‘There’s a brilliant new hospital in Ronda. Dad’s there. Mum was full of praise for it.’


Anna said nothing. Sebastian regarded her back view, the smooth bob of dark hair, the apron tied neatly round her admirably trim waist.


‘Look,’ he said, ‘I know you think I’m feeble, but there wasn’t anything else I could do. Katie’s going out on Friday night. I suppose I could go on Monday.’


‘Why don’t you go on Friday night too?’ Anna said, stirring leeks. ‘With Katie? Then you could drive up there together.’


Sebastian said nothing. Anna turned.


‘I don’t have to come,’ she said. ‘You know I don’t want to. I am genuinely sorry about your dad and all that, but your mother doesn’t want me there. She wants you, she wants her children, especially Jake. Go. Go on Friday.’


‘It’s a mess.’


‘It’s been a mess since you were Dermot’s age. I mean, honestly. Starting a vineyard in Spain at the age of forty-seven, older than you are now! Did they think about old age then? Did they think about what it would mean for their children in due course? And don’t, do not, get me started on Brexit.’


Sebastian said mildly, ‘There was no inkling of Brexit in 1993. And in any case—’


‘What?’ Anna said furiously.


‘In any case, there’d have to be a wholesale repatriation of all nationals right across Europe to affect them seriously, and that simply isn’t going to happen.’


Anna opened the fridge door and took out a supermarket tray of cubed meat.


‘All the same.’


‘OK,’ Sebastian said soothingly, ‘OK.’


‘Shall we just get back to practical matters?’ Anna said, ripping open the cubed-meat tray with her leek-slicing knife. ‘You getting to Spain? You have to go.’


‘I know. In fact, part of me wants to.’


She regarded him, knife poised.


‘Good. Go on Friday, with your sister. I’ll watch the boys play rugby on Saturday.’


‘If you’re sure . . .’


‘Of course I’m sure. Ring Katie.’


‘After supper.’


Anna pointed at him with her knife.


‘Now,’ she said, with emphasis.
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