
[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


Copyright © 2020 by Gordon Brown

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles.

All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307

West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

First North American Edition 2021

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department,

Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New

York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Arcade Publishing® and CrimeWise® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.

Visit the author’s website at gordonjbrown.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2021931848

Cover design: headdesign.co.uk, courtesy of Birlinn Limited

Cover photography: Shutterstock, courtesy of Birlinn Limited

ISBN: 978-1-951627-66-9

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-951627-91-1

Printed in the United States of America


To Dad—a proud police officer, no longer with us. 
I still miss you.
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1

Skinning the Cat

‘It’s the mother lode,’ says Effie Coulstoun to the young investor. ‘For just a small deposit you get ten per cent of the game and even our worst projections will make you a very rich man.’

Effie looks around Se Busca, her pub; a practised, surreptitious action designed to suggest to the investor that the information she is imparting is not for other ears. Given the bar is closed and empty, the look is just part of the game. Counting to ten in her head she turns back to the young man.

‘In fact, Paul,’ she whispers, ‘you would be a millionaire.’

Paul’s eyes flicker in the half-light. His straggly hair and third-hand clothes speak of his financial plight. He lifts both hands from the table and slowly rubs them together. And Effie knows she has him. Right here, right now, she has him. Another chunk of cash in the pot.

God, but I feel good this morning. Radiant. Sod the eighth decade I’m in—I feel twenty. Those bloody pills are a marvel. Illegal but bloody wonderful. God thank friends with access to such things. Just the job to give me a bit more energy.

‘Let me freshen up that beer,’ Effie says, rising. She crosses to the bar and stretches across wood that has a lifetime of drink, sweat and tears rubbed into it, and, with practised ease, fills a pint mug with a perfectly poured measure containing 450 ml of beer and a half-inch head. Advertised as a UK pint—it’s from the glasses she keeps for the odd tourist who unwittingly stumbles into her pub. 

Effie gazes around her domain as the beer settles in the glass, and takes in the dark, low-slung ceiling, underpowered bulbs and shadows that outweigh light ten to one—a deliberate choice in illumination. Cuts down on the need for any redecoration. With no window to the outside world the bar is a spaceship. Go anywhere, be anywhere. To her left, one wall is a shrine to gigs of yesteryear. Torn, faded posters of festivals, concerts, shows. None newer than the late eighties. Some of the paperwork on that wall would be worth serious money, if its condition was better. In the far corner a dirty white pinboard advertises local events and bands. The latest some two years back. Effie doesn’t hold with advertising other people’s stuff. Not any more. Her notorious tightness with money has deepened with time. Fuck ’em, is her late-age motto. She glances at the ceiling. Banknotes plaster every available inch. At last count there were more than 160 countries represented up there. Total value, 206 euros, at today’s exchange rates. Effie had costed it all up a month ago after someone told her that a few of the older notes might have some serious antique value. The someone had been talking piss, but Effie had found the exercise of calculating the notes’ true worth oddly satisfying.

At right angles to the bar sits a pool table that can be wheeled away to provide room to play darts on an ageing dartboard. In older days it also allowed a band or a DJ to set up. Not any more. The rest of the pub’s furniture is a job lot of chairs and tables that Effie picked up when the Carnes Frías restaurant in the old town had gone tits up. It was the first replacement furniture the bar had seen in twenty years. The regulars had been stunned into silence. Not so much by the surprise of the change. More by the lurid pink colour that both the tables and chairs were painted in. The colour scheme choice of the owner of Carnes Frías going some way to shortening the restaurant’s lifespan. Effie reckoned the colour added some brightness to her place. The regulars thought it looked like shit, but still came in for drink.

Beneath her feet the wooden floor, a decade out from its last polish, is seven parts wood and three parts alcohol. The air conditioning is the same ratio on the working to not working axis.

To her right she looks on a row of booths, the last one occupied by the young investor. She returns to the booth, dropping the beer glass on the table before heaving her bulk into the chair opposite Paul. She eyes him up. If he chooses to reject her offer to invest he will pay for the two beers and the packet of cheese and onion crisps she’s already given him. But she doesn’t expect him to have to pay.

‘How was the apartment?’ Effie asks.

‘Stunning,’ Paul replies.

‘The new ones will be even better.’

Paul sweeps at the long hair cascading over his face. Effie thinks the shoulder-length mane, scruffy goatee and flea-bitten Afghan coat a crock of crap. It marks Paul out as a prick. But a prick with twenty grand in his account. Twenty grand earmarked for Effie’s bank.

‘When do you break ground?’ Paul says.

Effie smiles.

The dick is trying to use building-developer terminology. Good luck with that. I’m right in the mood for this.

‘We need full planning first,’ she says, winding up the well-practised pitch. ‘But that’s not proving to be straightforward.’

‘Oh?’

‘Nothing to worry about,’ she replies. ‘It’s just, since the Gürtel scandal, in Spain the local authorities are a lot warier over approving developments.’

‘I read something about that,’ Paul says. ‘A massive issue here. Bribery, wasn’t it?’

‘And the rest,’ says Effie. ‘And it’ll rumble on for years. It’s changed the whole political landscape in Spain. It’s why we have to show the Ayuntamiento that half of our investors are not connected to us.’

As if.

‘They want to ensure we don’t have any controlling interest. Especially when we are talking a couple of million per property. It’s a pity because we’d love to put all the cash in ourselves. It’s such a sweet deal—but rules are rules.’

Paul rubs his nose, ‘I have to say I couldn’t find anything about any fifty per cent rule.’

That’s because it doesn’t exist, dickwad. Let’s get this done soon. I’m up for another pill.

‘It’s new,’ Effie says. ‘George Laidlaw can explain it. He’s the legal beagle on this. But it’s good news from your end. You only have to front up twenty k as a deposit. The rest would normally be payable when we complete—but, by then, we’ll have sold out, be a lot richer and you won’t have had to fork out the balance. Twenty k for a million plus—how can that not be the deal of the century? This is better than a lottery win for you.’

Like hell it is.

Paul scrubs at his forehead. ‘Why so little cash up front? Seems too good to be true.’

Effie smiles, a crooked beast at best. ‘The new rule requires us to deposit a hundredth of the estimated final sale price with the Ayuntamiento on application. We’re not allowed to take any more than twenty thousand per investor until planning is approved, at which time, before any more money is needed, we will sell it on to a bigger developer.’

Take it easy, Effie, take it easy. Now for the tricky part.

‘Are you interested?’ she asks.

‘I’d be a fool not to be.’

‘You’ve got that nailed but if you want to go ahead I need you to sign an NDA.’

The lack of understanding on his face is good news for Effie. He isn’t an experienced investor. A few have been and they were busted flushes.

‘A Non-Disclosure Agreement,’ she explains.

‘Oh.’

‘It’s necessary,’ she points out. ‘You see, if word gets out about this then we’d be cut out in a second by one of the large property developers. This is way too profitable for them not to try to fuck us over.’

Paul’s eyes flare.

No swearing, Effie. No fucking swearing. Just keep it calm. But it’s so hard to keep it calm. I feel good. Those pills ...

‘Sorry about the language,’ she apologises. ‘It’s just that, although we own the land, the big boys know the system inside out. We need to surprise them. Give them no chance to stop us lodging planning. We did them over once before with the flats you saw today.’ Then she adds, ‘Beautiful, aren’t they?’

Paul nods.

‘Well, the big builders were mad as hell about that and won’t miss us a second time. This is all about stealth. Playing the game. Catching them cold. If we can do that we’re home free. So, we need complete secrecy. That’s why I insisted we meet here. If new people turn up at our offices then someone will talk. This town has a gossip vine like no other I’ve ever seen.’

Offices. That’s a laugh.

Paul stares at her. Hanging on every word.

Cat-skinning time. It’s cat-skinning time.

‘So, if you are in, it’s simple,’ Effie says. ‘As one of a small number of hand-picked investors you put in twenty k, we put in the rest. When we sell for, our best guess, ten million—that’s a lowball estimate—that’ll give you a million for your share.’

‘How do the buyers of the land still make money when we make so much?’

I like the ‘we’ in that sentence.

‘Easy,’ Effie lies. ‘The whole thing is worth twenty million. We take ten. Their build costs are about five, that leaves them five million profit, maybe more if the market moves up.’

‘You’ve got all this worked out.’

Oh yes, we do, Paul. Oh yes, we do. We, we do, we do—we soooooo do.

‘Sweet, isn’t it?’ Effie says.

She sits back, conscious that the space between her and the table is all stomach. But at her age who really gives a shit? At her age all she wants is out of this place and Paul is probably the last step in that plan towards the goodnight cash mountain she has been working towards. Her ‘time to check out’ money. North of a million euros already. Not enough for all of the team involved to fuck off but more than enough for a seventy-eight-year-old woman who is sick of sloshing booze down ingrates’ throats. And she holds all the cash. Possession being nine tenths and all that.

Paul sips at his beer and Effie slides a couple of sheets of paper across the table.

‘These are the bank details, account number and NDA,’ she explains. ‘But you need to be quick. All the others have paid and we submit planning soon.’

As if.

Paul examines the papers.

‘If your money isn’t in by close of banking tonight,’ Effie adds. ‘Then we’ll assume you are out. I’ve more people in reserve that will drop the cash with us first thing tomorrow and then the deal is closed to anyone else.’

‘How long will it take before it all pays out?’ Paul asks.

Not in a million years, now just get on board.

‘Wheels move slowly in El Descaro,’ Effie replies. ‘Could be a few months, but once we get our submission in, and it’s in the public domain, we’re home free. The big boys might shout and scream but they can’t stop us.’

‘And after planning is submitted they can’t kill it?’

‘It’s much harder for them to do that after we lodge and, anyway, our betting is that one of them will buy us out instead.’

‘Betting?’

‘We don’t know quite which one will bite, but one will. As I said, this is sweet. You’ve seen the land. Front-line sea view. The last virgin plot of its kind in the town. The words prime real estate were created for it. And you saw the quality we are aiming for. Top dollar property.’

The apartment Paul had seen that afternoon had been sorted out by George Laidlaw. He knew the building’s management company and at this time of year all the apartments were locked up tight. Paul had been led to believe that they were Effie’s previous consortium’s build. The clincher as it were. Very high-end finish. Very expensive.

‘So, are you in?’ Effie asks.

Paul rotates his beer glass, dragging his finger across the condensation ring on the table.

‘Maybe a million and a half,’ Effie states. ‘If the wind blows the right way. But the clock’s ticking.’

Hands rubbing. Eyes flicking. Breathing rapid.

Cat skinned.

‘I think so,’ he says. ‘I’m just nervous. It’s my university money that I’m risking.’

‘Of course you’re nervous but think of what you can do with 1.5 million—you could go to any university in the world—or just bug out.’

Paul stares at the table and whispers, ‘I’m in.’

‘Great,’ Effie reaches across the table. ‘Welcome on board.’

Fan-bloody-tastic.

Paul takes her hand and they shake. When Effie withdraws the shake, she has to wipe the sweat from her palm on her dress.

At that moment the pub door slams open.

The door had once graced a printing business in the old town. When the business had closed down, to be converted into studio apartments, the door was surplus to requirements. Effie had been sipping a café con leche in a nearby café when she had seen the door being removed. A hundred euros to the boss man and the workers had dropped it off at her bar. A free night on the booze had paid for a local chippie to size and fit it. It was a brute of an item. Solid oak. Worth twenty times what Effie had paid. It was also a monster of a thing to open. And that’s why she had bought it. A recent break-in informing her that her pub, a building that she thought an almost impregnable, windowless concrete shell, was not quite so inviolate.

Hence the surprise when the door slams back on its hinges with what appears to be consummate ease. The inside door handle punching a hole in the cheap plasterboard wall. Sunlight streams in, briefly framing a figure flying into the pub.

Effie and Paul turn at the noise.

‘I want my fucking money back.’

The new arrival screams the words.

Effie sighs.

The weightlifter. The bloody weightlifter. I should have listened to my gut. I thought him too sneaky to pull the wool with such an obvious scam. But he’d been keen. Very keen. For good reason and keenness had led to blindness. But now . . .

‘Did you hear what I fucking said?’ the new arrival says. ‘I . . . want . . . my . . . fucking . . . money . . . back . . .’

Effie squeezes her bulk from the booth and rises, with a grunt.

‘Simon,’ she says as she approaches the man.

‘You’re a fucking con artist,’ is the reply.

As the door swings closed, the man’s outline transforms into that of a five-feet-four-tall individual with the chest of Popeye. Wrapped in a tight white T-shirt and beach shorts, his massive upper arms and thighs give him an almost comical appearance, out of proportion to his height—compensation for his shortness writ large in the hours of pumping iron and steroid abuse. Effie is an inch taller and, with her excess fat broadening her physique, the two face each other across the pub floor like some revolting gone-wrong Munchkin-Mexican stand-off.

‘Simon,’ she repeats.

‘Money . . . now . . .’ he replies.

‘Simon.’

‘Fucking . . . now . . .’

‘I—’

‘No excuses, you thieving cow,’ he says. ‘That land is contaminated.’

‘Simon, we know this, calm down.’

‘And you don’t even own it.’

‘We do own it—’

‘The fucking rear. You own the fucking rear. Not the front. No one knows who owns that. And that’s the only access to your fucking site.’

‘We do know who owns it.’

‘Who then?’

How the fuck do you know all this?

‘A local,’ she replies.

‘Bollocks. The council thinks it’s some guy in Moscow who owns it. But the address they have is wrong. They can’t trace the owner. The Russian bought it ten years ago.’

‘It was sold to us.’

‘You are just fucking lying,’ the weightlifter spits. ‘There’s no record of any sale in a decade and the bit of land you own is worth fifty grand. Max. The clean-up will cost a minimum of half a million and even then, you still won’t have any access to the site.’

‘Simon, if you would just sit down I’ll explain.’

Paul stands up, circles Effie and Simon without a word, and leaves. Effie watches him with a sigh.

Shit. That’s that one gone.

‘Look, Simon, please take a seat and I’ll get you a beer,’ Effie offers.

‘Just give me my twenty grand back.’

Effie moves to the bar, grateful that the usual suspects are still half an hour from frequenting her establishment. An empty pub means that this might still be rescued.

‘Simon,’ she says. ‘Let me get George down here and he can explain it all. It’s not like it looks.’

‘I don’t want to talk to Laidlaw. He’s in this up to his neck. I’m going to the police,’ Simon says.

Effie changes tack at the mention of the authorities. She knows she has no time to dick around. With an effortlessness born of years on the grey side of life Effie reframes the conversation in a moment.

‘If you do that your fucking twenty k will never surface,’ she says.

Simon’s face creases.

‘Then it’s fucking true,’ he says. ‘This is all a big con.’

It is, and I need another pill.

Effie turns back to the bar and repeats the art of pouring beer from the wrong side, dropping a couple of fingers of liquid into a small glass. She reaches into her pocket and quickly throws two white pills into her mouth and washes them down with a slug of beer. She pushes the glass aside.

Better.

‘I’ll tell you something, Simon,’ she says, turning back to him. ‘Go to the authorities and you’ll never see your money.’

‘I want it back.’

‘It doesn’t matter what you want,’ she says. ‘It only matters what I’ll give you. That’s how it works within these walls.’

Simon’s anger tips off the boil as confusion races in. He hadn’t figured much past screaming for his money. He’d come here and not to the authorities, when he’d found out the truth, because he really needed his money back. And needed it now. The gym he’d opened down near the beach had tanked big time. By catering for muscle builders like himself he had miscalculated. The area wanted for health palaces for the young and retired female brigade. What the muscle-heads wanted was the nasty, but very cheap, hole that nestled in the rear of a car workshop, buried in the back end of the old town. Simon’s twenty-grand punt on Effie’s building scam was a last desperate attempt to save his skin. He’d been ill advised on who to borrow from for his venture.

‘It’s my money,’ Simon says.

‘And do you think bursting in here, screaming like a loon is going to get it back?’

‘It’s all a con.’

Effie shrugs and pours him a beer. Simon might have arms and legs like telegraph poles but his gut speaks of a beer sponge. He takes the alcohol.

Feeling real good now, Effie my girl. Loving those pills.

‘So you’ve said,’ points out Effie. ‘But the question is—have you told anyone else about this? Because if you have then you can say goodbye to your twenty k. And from what I hear, that will place you as the hot favourite to take a dive off Acclana Cliffs with ten stone of anchor chain wrapped around your balls. The Charles brothers can be a little bit touchy when people don’t pay back their dues.’

The last of Simon’s anger flows to the floor at the mention of the brothers. He’d known their reputation when he’d borrowed the cash but they had been deceptively nice when laying out the terms. Full of reassurances that it was in their interest to see local businesses thrive. They’d even offered to take out a couple of memberships for themselves.

‘How do you know about them?’ he asks.

‘Simon, this town is hard-wired to spread news. Especially bad news. Fuck your high-speed broadband or 5G or any other tech on this planet, El Descaro’s got it all beat. It’s bloody telepathic.’

‘You won’t get away with this,’ Simon says. ‘When people find out you’ll be fucked.’

Effie laughs. ‘What are you talking about, Simon? We’ve already got away with it. The money is in the bank. And if you breathe a single word three things are going to happen.’

Feeling fine, my dear, real fine.

Effie moves her considerable backside a few inches, nestling the stool into her arse crack. She glances at her watch. Still twenty minutes to doors open.

‘Firstly,’ she says. ‘Your money will never return. Secondly, I’ll give the Charles brothers a little call. Explain that I’ve heard you’ve stumbled on a bit of bad luck. That a small bird told me you had pissed their money up against a wall. That you are now claiming to have invested in our little venture. A claim I’ll refute. A claim that has no backing. After all, you have no paperwork.’

‘I’ve a bloody bank transfer to your account for twenty grand.’

‘My account? I don’t think so. I don’t know who you gave the money to but it certainly wasn’t me.’

‘People will come after you.’

She laughs again. ‘Do you think we didn’t think of that? Really?’

Shit. I feel...

‘I need that money,’ he says.

‘And thirdly,’ Effie stutters as she speaks. ‘I’ll call Pat Ratte.’

Simon freezes. Every muscle locking. His eyes fixed on Effie. ‘You wouldn’t.’

Whoa. I really don’t feel right.

‘Simon, I’ve been in this game for a ton of years. You don’t stay on top without staying on top. Do you get my meaning? Information is king. You cut Ratte in for fifty per cent of the new gym. Which as we all know is fifty per cent of fuck all now and if the Charles brothers are a vile force to be reckoned with, they are nothing in comparison to Ratte.’

What in the hell is wrong with me? I feel terrible.

Effie had only found out about Ratte’s involvement a few days back when a drunken conversation between Pete Richmond and Eddie Alderley in the bar had morphed into a pissing contest on who knew the hardest bastard. Ratte had been the trump card for Eddie and during the exchange Eddie had let slip that Ratte was in for fifty per cent of Simon’s gym. Info that Effie had gratefully tucked away.

‘So, Simon, stop being a dick and sit down.’

Fuck, I feel bad.

Sails becalmed, Simon looks around the pub.

‘Ain’t anyone here to help you, Simon. And if you want a little bit of advice, I’d think of leaving the pub soon. It’s the darts league tonight and Mikey Charles is our team captain. He’ll be in here soon for a bit of practice.’

I can’t breathe.

‘My money,’ Simon whispers.

‘Simon, I need to sit down for a second . . .’

Effie’s last words on this earth settle on the pub atmosphere like a dark cowl. Her face twists as someone presses a two-ton lead weight on to her diaphragm and sends an electric shock up her left arm. Sweat erupts on her forehead.

Simon watches as Effie throws her right hand to her chest. A grunt and she drops. A lift going down. Cables sliced. Brakes shot. Gravity king. She face-plants the floor, no attempt to break the fall.

The doctor will say that Effie was dead seconds after hitting the wood. The autopsy will reveal a massive heart attack brought on by arteries so blocked they would be shown to a visiting set of medical students as an example of what chronic overeating does.

Simon stands for a few seconds, unsure exactly what to do. His first thought is not to drop to his haunches and help Effie. His first thought is that he has just watched his twenty grand die in front of him. Eventually, when his brain clears a little, he moves forward.

‘Are you okay?’ he utters, looking down on Effie.

The words sound dumb as soon as they are out.

Behind him a voice sounds.

‘Effie,’ the newcomer shouts and rushes forward.

As the newcomer bends down he asks Simon, ‘What happened? Did you do this?’

The accusation stuns Simon. ‘No, George. She just dropped.’

‘Effie?’ says George Laidlaw, reaching for her hand before shouting at Simon, ‘Call an ambulance, man.’

Simon reaches into his shorts for his phone. And hesitates. He stares at the phone.

‘112, man. Call 112,’ says George. ‘Oh God, Effie.’

Simon calls the number and in broken Spanish says, ‘Necesito una ambulancia.’

He gives the operator the pub’s name as George tries to find Effie’s pulse. George doesn’t know CPR but tries anyway. After a couple of minutes he gives up, slumping back.

‘They will be here as soon as they can,’ says Simon as he kills the call. ‘What do we do?’

‘Do?’ says George, standing up. ‘What can we do? Effie isn’t going anywhere except the mortuary. So, if you ask me, we pour ourselves a drink and wait on the ambulance. That’s what I’m going to do.’

MINESTERIO DEL INTERIOR
 GUARDIA CIVIL
 PUESTO DE EL DESCARO

DATE: Jueves 14 de Noviembre de 2019

Esta es una copia de la traducción al inglés de la entrevista con la persona o personas nombradas.

(The following is a copy of the English translation of the interview with the subject or subjects.)

PRESENT: Capitán Lozano, Teniente Perez and Daniella Coulstoun with her legal representative Jose Cholbi

TRANSCRIPT AS FOLLOWS:

SPANISH POLICE OFFICER CAPITÁN LOZANO (CAPITÁN L): Señorita Coulstoun, my name is Capitán Lozano. Do you require an interpreter?

DANIELLA COULSTOUN (DC): No. My lawyer will help out.

Note: all questions put to Miss Coulstoun were translated by her lawyer, as were Miss Coulstoun’s answers. 

CAPITÁN L: Muy bien. Can we start by you telling me your full name?

DC: Daniella Euphemia Coulstoun.

CAPITÁN L: And can you please state, for the benefit of the tape, where you live?

DC: 32 Ryder Avenue, Clarkston, Glasgow in the UK.

CAPITÁN L: And how long have you lived there?

DC: A little over twelve years.

CAPITÁN L: And what is your occupation?

DC: I’m a call centre operative with an insurance firm.

CAPITÁN L: And when did you arrive in Spain?

DC: On November the sixth.

CAPITÁN L: And why are you visiting El Descaro?

DC: My mother died.

CAPITÁN L: Euphemia Coulstoun?

DC: Yes.

CAPITÁN L: A heart attack?

DC: Yes.

CAPITÁN L: And you were in the UK when she died?

DC: Yes.

CAPITÁN L: Where exactly?

DC: When I heard or when she died?

CAPITÁN L: Both?

DC: I was at work when she died and at home when I was contacted by George Laidlaw.

CAPITÁN L: And you flew out to make the necessary arrangements?

DC: No, those were done by George.

CAPITÁN L: Señor Laidlaw made the arrangements?

DC: Yes.

CAPITÁN L: You were not involved?

DC: Other than saying a few words at the crematorium, no.

CAPITÁN L: And did you know if your mother had health problems?

DC: Not that I know of. But she was seventy-eight. Can I ask, is it usual for the police to ask questions about a heart attack?

CAPITÁN L: The death was sudden, Señorita Coulstoun. All sudden deaths are investigated.

DC: Even heart attacks?

CAPITÁN L: When I think we should, yes. When did you last talk to your mother?

DC: Last Christmas.

CAPITÁN L: And when did you last see your mother?

DC: About two years ago.

CAPITÁN L: You haven’t seen your mother in two years?

DC: That’s correct.

CAPITÁN L: Can I ask why?

DC: It’s complicated.
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Touch Down

The plane touches down to a smattering of applause. Why are they clapping? Relief ? Appreciation of the pilot’s skills? Sarcasm? Celebration? All four. A cheesy tune tells me that ninety-something per cent of flights land on time. I’m happy for them. I look out the window. ALICANTE ELCHE is the branding above the terminal. Early November and the mid-morning temperature is already sixty degrees, sunny with a light northerly wind. This information was imparted to me by the overweight man sitting in the middle seat next to me. A man who has oozed fat into my space for the entire flight.

The passengers around me rise to don coats and retrieve bags. I’m happy in my seat. Fast as the turnarounds are nowadays it’ll still be a good ten minutes before enough people have exited to make it worth my while standing. And it’s not that I’m in any hurry. Funerals are not something that I seek out as a rule. I’m anti-death. Live forever. No grim reaper for me. The exception. Immortal.

I stare out the window at the tarmac, conscious that the fat man next to me is rooting around at my feet.

‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I dropped my pen.’

I smile at him but don’t offer to help. There’s not enough room for two of us down there. He grunts and groans as his hot and sweaty thigh presses mine into the fuselage. He’s sporting grey sweat patches the size of footballs under each arm. The fetid stink of his unwashed pits has been my companion for three hours. The woman on the aisle seat had sprayed perfume so often during the flight, to cover the smell, I’d swear she was crop dusting. But I didn’t complain about that. The sweet aroma had provided temporary relief from the man’s stench and I’d joined in with my own perfume as needed. To compound matters, an hour into the flight, the man (a sales rep taking a few days to soak up the sun and the beer) continued the nasal assault on me by starting to pass wind on a regular basis. A smell that provoked coughing as far as four rows down. Sitting next to it, I could taste it.

Then again, what do you expect for fifty quid each way, Glasgow to Alicante?

The man stands, relieving the pressure on my leg. He turns and smiles at me. It takes real self-control not to vent forth on bodily cleanliness and his diet. I make do with a grimace that I hope conveys disdain and disapproval in equal measure.

As he fumbles for his bag in the overhead bin I sigh at the situation I find myself in and sigh again as the man releases some more gas. I plant my face in the window and breathe through my mouth. A hoodie behind me swears and mouths off about someone on the plane having colon cancer. Patrick is clearly well used to such abuse and blanks it easily. Fair call. Walk in someone else’s shoes and all that.

As the air-side crew manoeuvre the stairs across the tarmac to the front of the plane, I wonder if it’s possible to sneak into the toilets, hide and fly back home. Assuming, of course, that this plane isn’t heading for other climes first—although even that thought has appeal. More or less anything has appeal when it’s your mother’s funeral you’re heading for and you feel like an interloper rather than the sole grieving daughter. Mum doesn’t deserve my disdain or my childish attitude. It’s simply a matter of guilt stacking on guilt.

I sit it out until the last passenger is exiting the plane, rise, grab my bag and trudge to the door. The air crew are already checking the seats for detritus left behind. I slope down the stairs to the tarmac and meander towards the terminal. I’m in no hurry. The closer I can arrive to the time due at the crematorium, the better.

Passport control is a scrum of people trying to judge which of the electric dog traps has the quickest moving queue. I’m the only one looking for the slowest. Too soon I’m presented with a gate; requiring the help of a young man to figure which way up my passport needs to be inserted into the scanner. I draw no complaints from waiting passengers for my ignorance as I’m the last through.

As I stand on the escalator, going down, I pull my mobile free from my pocket and fire it up. A few seconds later, as I pass into the baggage hall, my provider texts me to tell me how much they are going to rob me for using my phone. I’ve a down-at-heel, pay-as-you-go, ancient iPhone with no international roaming deal. I could easily tip my bank account into the red with just a few texts or ten seconds on the web.

I follow the signs saying Salida and await the incoming text from George Laidlaw. He’d volunteered to pick me up and said he’d text and meet me on the other side of the baggage hall exit doors.

I exit the baggage hall to discover a barrier separating the waiting hoards from the arriving passengers. A smattering of crudely drawn cardboard signs dot the crowd, most displaying a misspelling of a name. The high-tech amongst the pick-up mob have iPads flashing their welcomes.

George steps from the crowd. One of Mum’s oldest friends, he’s a heavy-set man with a whale of a stomach and a neatly trimmed grey beard. He’s wearing light-coloured chinos and a collared shirt. His shoes are classic loafers. He oozes legal from every pore.

‘Daniella,’ he says, extending his hand.

I take it and I’m subjected to a fierce handshake. No doubt honed over the years to impart confidence and exert control over his clients.

‘George,’ I reply. ‘Thanks for coming to pick me up.’

‘There wasn’t much option,’ he says, his tone in reprimand mode. ‘You don’t drive, you said you were skint, the taxi to El Descaro costs over a hundred euros, and the first bus available would arrive there twenty minutes after your mother’s funeral starts. So here I am.’

Not a word of condolence to be had.

‘I got here as quickly as I could,’ I say. ‘Why is the funeral so soon?’

‘This is Spain. Twenty-four hours to forty-eight hours is the norm. Not that you would know anything about that.’

I decide not to respond, choosing to fall in behind him as he marches through the terminal with a determined stride. It’s clear he’s none too happy with me.

When we arrive in the car park I discover that George drives a Jaguar S-Type. The leather interior has seen far better days and it reeks of stale cigar smoke. The beige roof lining was probably Arctic White when the car rolled from the production line. George urges me to get in. He navigates us out of the car park and up on to a roundabout before plunging down to a dual carriageway. All without uttering a single word. He presses his foot to the floor and we surge forward, soon picking up signs for Valencia. He grunts something about it taking ‘time’ to get to El Descaro.

Twenty minutes later, when we hit some toll gates, he stops to take a ticket and turns to me. ‘Have you prepared what you are going to say at the crematorium?’

‘I’m expected to speak?’ I ask.

‘Of course you are,’ he spits back. ‘Someone has to. Effie wasn’t religious so the priest is only there for protocol. You’re her daughter.’

‘What am I supposed to say?’

‘Whatever you want, but it would be nice if you talked about her life.’

Tricky. I’ve been a bit part for twenty years.

‘George, wouldn’t it be better if you did that?’

‘Would it fuck.’

That’s that then.

A text pings in on my phone. It’s George telling me he’s at the meeting point in the airport. You’ve got to love latency in technology.

George slams his foot back down and we race forward on to the motorway. I settle for staring at the scenery and forty minutes later we skip by an ocean of high-rise blocks.

‘Where’s that?’ I ask.

‘Benidorm,’ George replies.

‘Bloody hell, it’s huge.’

Mountains rise ahead of us like a scene from Game of Thrones. Spectacular. We zip into a tunnel with signs telling us to switch on our lights and drop our speed. George does neither.

‘What time do we have to be at the crematorium?’ I enquire.

‘In just over an hour. It’ll be tight. We both need to change.’

I look down at my black blouse, black denims and black Vans. Change? I’d been hoping to put my dark grey jacket on and be good to go. I don’t have an alternative range of funereal clothes in my bag. I had considered buying a dress, but having only ever owned one, now too small round the waist and frayed at the edges to be seriously considered for a funeral, I’d decided against it. Mum was not one for fancy dresses and I’m strictly a T-shirt and jeans girl. So, it’s not disrespect that drives my choice of attire. More a desire to be true to what Mum and I had. Which wasn’t much. But what it was, wasn’t bullshit. And a posh dress is bullshit in my eyes.

As we exit the tunnel I think on my flight back in three days. I would have flown back tomorrow but I have an appointment to see a local lawyer in the morning to look over Mum’s will. George had been cold as a penguin’s foot when I’d called and told him about the lawyer. George felt he should run with the will but I wanted someone who hadn’t been done for fraud to look after Mum’s affairs. And that ruled George out. He’d been struck off the UK lawyer’s roll many years back for, amongst other things, siphoning off clients’ funds. The details were cloudy but his presence in Spain coincided with the Law Society’s announcement of his demise. The same day, I’d heard. Maybe even the day before.

‘George,’ I say, hoping for a little thaw in the car. ‘You knew Mum well. How was she . . . at the end?’

George flicks the steering wheel to slipstream a truck. ‘She was Effie. What else do you need to know?’

No thaw yet.

‘I mean how did she seem?’

‘What do you want me to say? That she was ready for a heart attack? Had it writ large across her forehead. You know the sort of thing. Here comes the big one. Blood Vessel Blockage are in the house playing their biggest hit—Acute Myocardial Infarction. Last time ever.’’

What in the hell?

‘George, I’m just asking.’

‘Well, fucking don’t. Later. Not now.’

I thought we were cruising close to the top speed of the car but George manages to coax another ten miles an hour out of the engine. We bullet through the sun-bleached hills in silence. Me wondering where in the hell George’s anger is really coming from. Him leaning forward, crouching over the steering wheel, flecks of red speckling his face, knuckles sheet white. I settle back, burying the questions, wondering why a man I hardly know would launch off like an Exocet to a daughter on the way to her mother’s funeral.

We exit the motorway via another toll gate, George inserting his credit card to pay. He pushes it into the slot as if trying to slice through a cheap steak with a blunt knife. The road sign beyond the gate signals eighty kilometres an hour as the upper limit. We’re passed that speed ten seconds onto the road; a two-way ribbon lined with commercial property and the odd café.

We soon slip towards the coast and roar into El Descaro. George zigzags through classic Spanish back streets and heaves his foot on the brake outside a white three-storey building with a small sign in the garden reading Hotel Pequeño.

I get out, grabbing my bag off the back seat.

‘I’ll be back in fifteen minutes. Be ready.’ George says this into a tyre-smoking slipstream as he flees the scene.

I’m left standing on the pavement. A little shocked.

The garden that guards the hotel is neat. I push open a metal gate and approach the front door. A small buzzer serves to alert the hotel staff to people’s presence. After a couple of minutes of pressing, knocking, scouting and a scanning, I’m thinking no one is home. Then, with sloth-like speed, the door opens and an old lady appears, hair tied tightly in a bun, her body wrapped in a bright white apron covering a black ankle-length dress.

‘Buenos días, she says.

‘Buenos días.’ I’m now stretching my Spanish. ‘Coulstoun?’

‘Perdón.’

‘I am Señorita Coulstoun,’ I say. ‘I have a room booked.’

At least I hope I do. George has arranged this.

‘Coolstone,’ she repeats. ‘No tengo a Señorita Coolstone.’

‘Me,’ I say, pointing to my chest. ‘I am staying here.’ I point to the hotel. ‘Eh . . . dormir aqui?’

She looks at me with that blank look reserved for those with an idiot on their doorstep.

I try something else. ‘Señor Laidlaw?’

‘Ah, si, Señor Laidlaw,’ she replies with a smile. ‘Éll reservó una habitacion para usted. Vale.’

She opens the door and I’m allowed to enter. The hallway is tight, barely enough room for one person to pass along at a time. A cross with Jesus hangs on one wall and a small mirror, ringed in black metalwork, sits opposite. The floor is laid with bright terracotta patterned tiles and, in the midday sunlight, motes of dust float. I’ve stepped into a quieter part of the planet.

The hotel owner climbs the stairs at the end of the hall, encouraging me to follow. At the top an even smaller hallway reveals two doors. The hotel owner pushes the second one open and walks in. I trundle after her, banging my bag off the wall.

The room continues the tiny theme. A lone single bed and a foldaway table the only furniture. No wardrobe in sight. The owner smiles and waves at the room. I smile back. I can’t see any sign of a toilet.

‘The bathroom?’ I ask.

‘Como?’

I mimic washing my hands.

‘Ah, el baño,’ she says.

She retreats to the hall and points up another set of stairs. ‘Es el primero a la izquierda.’

She waves with her left hand and I’m guessing she means the toilet is up the stairs and on the left.

‘Gracias’ I say as she scuttles along the hall and vanishes down the stairs.

I re-enter the bedroom and remove my toiletries, spreading my jacket on the bed. The jacket’s wrinkled but with no place to hang it up, it will have to do. I’d planned a shower but if George is right about being back in fifteen minutes I’m stuffed. I’ve had five of those minutes already.

I grab my toiletries bag and climb to the bathroom. Bleach-clean, it continues the miniscule thing. Sitting on the toilet means placing my feet in the shower and the wash-hand basin wouldn’t hold enough water to wet a postage stamp. I do my best to clean off the travel dirt and resort to the old trick of overdosing on perfume and deodorant. I brush my hair but to little avail. It doesn’t behave. Then again it never has. I descend to my bedroom just as the buzzer on the front door sounds. I check my mobile. Fifteen minutes since George sped off. I close the door to the bedroom as I leave, slinging my jacket on.

The hotel owner is nowhere to be seen when I reach the front door and the Jag is waiting, purring gently. George, window down, is waving frantically at me to get in.

He examines my clothes.

‘No dress?’

‘I don’t own one.’

‘They don’t have clothes shops in the UK?’

I ignore that.

We roar away and, less than ten minutes later, we wheel through the gates of the crematorium. The car park is busy and people are pouring in through the front door.


3

A Fixer

I’m standing at the front of the tanatorio. Everyone’s eyes are fixed on me. Mum’s coffin behind, lid open. I can almost feel her eyes on my back. Rows of brown plastic chairs, sporting shining metal legs, range in front of me, all sat on top of highly polished marble. Every chair is full, maybe eighty or ninety people in the room. A few are standing at the back. To my left there is a wall of glass with a set of double doors leading to a gravel surround outside. Beyond the gravel small, gnarled trees dot a bare landscape. The priest, standing behind a white linen-covered table, signals for me to start. I let an uncomfortable silence build.

What do I say? What is expected of me? Back to my childhood? Platitudes? Make up shit?

When my gran passed away it was my mum that took centre stage for the eulogy. I was six at the time and too young to take it all in. My memory of the day is a vague cloud of tall strangers, whispers and the smell of bleach and whisky. But I have a clear recollection of what Mum said through a shaky VHS video that one of my uncles shot; an odd deed to undertake at a funeral but one that has afforded me a memory of something solid at an age when most memories are tinged in vagueness and lies.

In the video Mum is standing at the foot of the pulpit, looking sad and uncomfortable. She is wearing a midnight-black prison sackcloth dress. Her mum’s death and her lack of religious conviction are scribed in her tear-streaked face. The voluminous dress stays still when she moves, making it look like she is speaking from inside a small, funereal circus tent. Her hair, usually a wild bush of flying ends is scooped high on her head, held in place by a ring of black tape. She holds a single sheet of paper in her left hand but never looks at it once as she speaks. We were often forced to watch this video. A macabre ritual, at indeterminate intervals, that involved shortbread, whisky and a pot of tea—my gran’s favourite trilogy. I haven’t watched the video in two or more decades but Mum was secretly proud of her words that day and I’d occasionally find myself reciting the opening lines when I’d heard that someone had died. I’d do so alone, under my breath. A silent prayer to the departed. With nothing else springing to mind I break the uncomfortable hush that is blanketing the room with Mum’s words.

‘When the living depart this world,’ I say, ‘we look upon it as the last full stop at the end of a book. That the person is gone. That they have no more role to play in our lives. That it’s time to type those two words, “The End”.’

The silence in the room is, if anything, deeper but a little less awkward.

‘Yet this is not true,’ I continue. ‘The dead live on. Their memory an everlasting presence in the heads of friends and of family. Sadness and grief giving focus to what they were and what they did. But, more importantly, what they have left behind. Their legacy. And when, in time, those memories fade, the strongest ones will survive. The real essence of Mum. And it is those memories we should think on here.’

I let the words settle, wondering, not for the first time, did Mum write those words or did she find them somewhere. With eyes on me I leave Mum’s speech and set out on a trail of my own.

‘Mum,’ I continue, ‘was never what you would call conventional.’

A burble of laughter.

‘I was born later in her life than I think she wanted.’

I laugh this time and add, ‘I don’t think that. I know that. When most kids were being escorted to primary school by young mums fresh out of their teens, I was sent on my own. Mum focusing on work and bringing in cash. Focusing on cleaning the engineering factory she worked in for over twenty-five years. I swear that if it had been possible I’d have been born on that factory floor, put to one side and only taken to the doctor to be checked over once the factory siren had blown.’

There are another couple of small laughs.

‘But if Mum instilled one thing in me it was that, in life, you get a job, put your head down and work. Until she quit, I really thought she’d be at that factory till she retired. Then she surprised me, and her friends, by buying the pub out here on the day I turned sixteen. A day that she upped sticks and moved to Spain. No reason given. At least none was given to me and I was left to move in with my aunt till I finished school.’

I pause. Not sure where this track is taking me.

‘As you might know,’ I continue, ‘or maybe you don’t, Mum also never told me who my father was. Not even a hint. I asked, many times, but she didn’t even try to lie. She just told me it was better I didn’t know.’

An awkward shuffling creeps across the room. Feet moving, hands crossing and uncrossing, bums rubbing on seats. Some eyes looking away.
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