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ONE 


RUBBLE 







It's noon. A fat gecko, its eyes as large as marbles, locks on to me with an unblinking stare as I grapple with a crude, rusty key, the size and weight of a small hammer, just above his head. I want him to move but he hugs the wall like a watchful Spider-Man, daring me to engage key with lock. I know it's a male, a he, just by the way he surveys me. Everything in this country is machismo so why shouldn't that include geckos with big ant guts? He's looking disapprovingly at my bitten painted nails, orange kitten heels, fake designer handbag from a trip to Dubai, and thinking, for crying out loud, what's a house like this doing with a woman like that? He's a good psychologist too. He knows I don't like insects, snakes, small, fast moving vertebrates and anything with multiple legs, hairy limbs and antennae. And exactly why am I faltering at the door? Am I seriously scared of a lizard? Get a grip. I push the key firmly in the lock. Simultaneously, the reluctant, portly custodian of the house shimmies up the door and ducks into a groove in the stone wall. Vanished into a smudge of darkness. Good riddance. I shudder and attempt to turn the key. It won't shift and here I am, up a dirt track drive in the sort of heat that could melt bones and trigger tantrums. Cicadas are hissing accusingly at me from the grey contorted olive trees and a voyeuristic frog is peering over a discarded can in an old septic water tank, willing defeat. 


This is no simple Yale or Banham lock. It is blackish and seigneurial, displaying a few distinguished brown spots of corrosion at the edges, and fashioned out of wrought-iron from centuries ago. However, the key, its faithful lifelong partner, is old and battered with age and unable to engage in happy union as once it might. I use the time-honoured practice of the short tempered and impetuous, and start kicking the door. It shudders but refuses to budge. Four hundred odd years of Spanish craftsmanship and solid oak are not going to give way to a petulant, hot and bothered Londoner with a blatant disregard for anger management. 


There's a strange humming in the distance, an angry, gnawing sound that grows louder until it soon explodes into a cloud of hot, powdery dust three feet from me. A young man with tight, black curly hair and a set of teeth and comely muscles normally reserved for matinee idols is silencing the engine of a motorbike and waving cheerfully at me. Oh God, who's this? Do I have to share the humiliation of being incapable of opening my own front door with a total stranger, and a foreigner to boot? He saunters over to me with a look of concern and it's not just for my sanity. 


'Is problem wees door, si?' He sibilates his words smoothly, referring to me as senyorita, young lady, not the more matronly senyora, indicating that he's either in public relations, an inveterate liar, or in need of good specs or possibly all three. Still, he speaks some English. This will at least spare him from having to endure my spoken Spanish which has only recently graduated from Teletubbies greetings to vocabulary worthy of the Peter and Jane books. To make matters worse, he is speaking in Mallorcan, the local dialect, which naturally poses even greater hazards for me. 


'Well, I can't turn the key. It's stuck. Can you try?' 


'No problema, senyorita. Is very old.' 


In Mallorca nothing is a problem, until you have a problem. He wrenches the key round and it emits a squeal of anguish. Then with a quick kung fu arm movement he strikes at the door and it creaks open, allowing a shaft of ruby light to caress the marble floor. I throw him a gracious smile and push my sunglasses back over my hot, damp hair. 


'Sorry, who are you?' 


'Me? Oh, I friend of Miguel.' 


And who is Miguel when he's at home? 


'Miguel is friend of Joan who is brother of Jaume.' 


The genealogy lesson doesn't stop here. 'Jaume's grandfather was doctor.' 


I resist the childish urge to say, 'Doctor who?' and instead ask, 'So who is Jaume?' 


He looks bemused and shrugs his lean brown shoulders. 


'Jaume is builder. Jaume work on your house.' 


Ah! Now we're getting there. 


'Do you work on my house?' 


'No, Jaume leave kettle in field. I get for him now and go.' 


I'm about to start all over again in an attempt to learn his name but stop. There are times when to question 


further would result in entering what my family call the twilight zone, an enchanted territory in time and space where nothing can ever make sense. It's a world of alphabetical letters in jumbled order, where cats wear hats and the distinctly odd becomes the norm. So should I discover that Jaume the Builder really is brewing Typhoo tea in the manner of his British counterparts in my field under the full strength of a fiery Mediterranean sun, I shall know not to question it. 


I nod sagely at the young Adonis and leave him to amble off across the courtyard and down into the wasteland of a field with its towering weeds and sad bowed orange and lemon trees, splashed with mud and grime from countless assaults on the turf by tractors, diggers and lorries. I walk into the entrada, a large, semi-lit, blank white space smelling of damp paint and cicadas. How does a cicada smell? Like my entrada, that's how. I clip-clop over to the arched doorway leading to the back garden and terrace. It is masked by heavy wooden shutters which surprisingly give way when I lift the wrought-iron levers. The sun engulfs me and I'm momentarily blinded, then deafened by a sudden blast from my handbag as the mobile phone bursts into song. I could throttle it but instead I trill in the way a public relations professional should, with a voice brimming with false enthusiasm. 


'Prudence! I was just thinking of you. I've literally just put the finishing touches to the brief and am about to wing it over to your office.' That's when I've actually written the wretched thing. 'Tomorrow? No problem, I'll e-mail it. Yes, it has turned cold, hasn't it?' 


She rings off without the faintest idea that I'm speaking to her from a sweltering, empty house in the mountains of a Spanish island. Has she completely forgotten about my move or relegated the information to the back of her mind? The thought amuses me. I feel like a naughty schoolgirl playing truant and yet the work will get done, just in a different location. 


Prudence Braithwaite is the officious secretary of Michael Roselock of Roselock Fine Jewellery, a client on the edge of a nervous breakdown who has disbanded half his staff through debt and has weakly left her to run his ailing ship. Neither of them has a clue what she's doing. Nor have I for that matter. Unnervingly, both persist in trying to embroil me in the mounting sagas of their company with daily hysterical calls that inevitably end with the fretful words, 'What are we going to do?' Much as I try to buoy them up, they've struck the iceberg and water's seeping in. I sigh and hurl the slim little silver spy back into my bag with venom. I call it Judas because it always betrays me. In my opinion the maniac who invented mobile phones really should have been shot at the prototype stage, preferably to the accompanying wail of a microchip pumping out a synthesised fugue. 


My nameless friend pops his head round the front door, kettle in hand, and yells 'Adéu!' so loudly it rebounds around the stark walls and vaulted ceilings and makes my heart thump. A minute later I hear the familiar whining sound of the bike tearing off up the track. Once again, I'm alone with the geckos and my many hidden detractors – living creatures that crawl and creep soundlessly in the undergrowth, observing my every move. I pop my shades back on and stride out into the sun, the insecure owner of a partially restored pile in a foreign country. Here, in the craggy northwest mountains of Mallorca, I feel light-years away from my flat in central London with the shuddering, creaky cabs passing my windows and the constant judder of coaches and lorries as they thunder by, night and day. The air is still and fragrant and the lisping cicadas with their monotone pulsating beat lure me into a state of momentary calm. The house is ancient, so old that we can only trace its lineage back three hundred years. It's almost double that according to local oral tradition – neighbours, shopkeepers, bar owners and the elderly paisanos who eke out their days playing cards and reminiscing with their friends in the town square. Word has it that over the centuries this finca played home to the local priests of our village church and was once a safe house during violent Moorish assaults on the island. During that troubled time it also served as a secret chapel for devout local parishioners, a sacred place for those in peril. Let's hope the magic still works. 


The view from the courtyard to the pinky-grey Tramuntana mountains is formidable if you can prise your gaze from the clutter on ground level, for the front of the house resembles a builders' merchant's, choking with boulders of yellow chalky stone, great planks of pine timber crushing small patches of yellowed weeds, wire tightly bound in prickly bales and sacks of cement spilling over on to the uneven ground in ugly ochre tinted piles. I listen for the mobile phone, now distracted by its muteness. Why isn't anyone calling me? Have the phones gone down in the office back in London? Has my battery died? Surely someone, somewhere, simply must be trying to get hold of me, and where is Alan, my hardy Scot? He and our son, Ollie, were supposed to have been here eons ago, leading a procession of removal vans from the town roundabout to the house. Admittedly this is no mean feat. This finca, our finca, is set amidst a bewildering labyrinth of winding roads and tiny, narrow cobbled lanes, fields of olives, oranges and lemons and decoy houses that pop up along the way and bear a striking similarity to our own in shape or size of stone, but in fact belong to somebody else. 


To add to the frustrations of the first-time visitor, the journey is beset with hazards of a Mallorcan kind: crater sized potholes from which gaping coloured pipes of an unknown nature spew forth, one-way signs which locals ignore but tourists don't, spontaneously reversing water carriers and tractors, kamikaze mangy dogs and cats that leap gamely at moving vehicles, elderly senyoras, bundled like mummies in black swaddling, who topple onto the road, their walking sticks raised in perpetual protest, and finally, garrulous locals. The latter is the real bummer. Mallorcans are oblivious to the time constraints of others. They will happily slam on the brakes in the middle of moving traffic to wave or gossip with a friend in a passing car or pop out to buy a loaf from the local supermercat, leaving the engine running, while you sit, exasperated in their wake, unable to move, impatiently awaiting their return. Horns will start blasting after five minutes but it's all a good-natured game on the part of the locals and the offender, once armed triumphantly with bread stick, will return to the car to be greeted like a hero with wolf whistles, smiles and whoops, while the mystified foreigner looks on wretchedly, excluded from the fun but caught up in the inconvenience. 


The removal vans are coming from Palma, Mallorca's capital, and were due to arrive at eleven. Anticipating the disaster if we left them to their own devices up here in the mountains, we insisted on acting as scouts, leading them to the house. Therefore, more than an hour or so ago Alan, Ollie and I sat hot and irritable in a sweltering hire car in a local lay-by waiting for them to arrive at the designated time. Foolishly, we had not reckoned on Mallorca mañana time which means you arrive within an hour or so of the time you originally agreed. After thirty minutes of heated discussion with Alan about their whereabouts, I had recklessly insisted on getting some provisions on foot and walking back to the finca alone. It was a decision made hastily and under the influence of a sadistic sun. Alan had accused me of being ridiculously impetuous and likely to end up with severe sunstroke striding out uncovered in such heat. 


Ignoring his entreaties, I scrambled out of my side of the car, observing a brief exchange of stealthy and complicit looks between Ollie and his father. Crossly, I had to accept that no sooner had I left than Alan would be puffing on one of his putrid cigars and brokering a deal with Ollie to keep shtum later. Despite my spirited lectures on the subject of smoking and its dire consequences, Alan defiantly continues his tobacco habit, albeit more sneakily and, where possible, away from my prying eyes. Rather like an accomplished thief, he is good at covering his tracks and removing evidence of the crime, but the odd cellophane wrapper trapped under a car seat or cloying odour of a recently puffed Cuban delight refusing to disperse, even with the most pungent of air fresheners, often betrays him. 


I certainly needed some fresh air. So, mincing like a poodle at Crufts up the precarious, stony lane which leads to the house in my slingbacks, I had practically thrown myself at the front porch, expecting a heroine's welcome from my husband and a dozen sympathetic and swarthy men carrying boxes. Instead I met with the hostility of nature, a thousand beady eyes and rustling limbs hiding in the grasses, wall crevices and murky pond, glaring at this ill-equipped and fey female from an alien universe daring to invade their world. 


This surely is the first time I have ever stood this still for so long in years. The last occasion must have been about aged six during the silent spell of a pass the parcel game. I'm not good at being slow. My sister always says I was born with the engine of a Porsche crammed into the body of a Mini. It's true, I don't like hanging around, and I'm beginning to wonder what on earth I've done making this move to Mallorca. If I were in London now my ear would be superglued to an office phone, hands meanwhile tapping away on the computer keys, while I'd be mouthing instructions to someone in the office. There would be noise and manic activity, couriers arriving and taxi drivers barking down the intercom. A paper cup of cold Starbucks coffee would be perched on my desk, a blueberry muffin, hardly touched and stale, peeping out of a paper bag, ready for instant disposal in the bin. I worked it out one day, just for the hell of it. How much did I really spend at Starbucks? Way too much. Let's just leave it at that. 
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Five years back when Alan and I first came to Mallorca, it was like a game. We were on holiday in a rented property supposedly to relax, but within two days I was on the mobile to London making umpteen corrections to a client document, while he lay serenely by the pool with a glass of cold cava, immersed in The Garden magazine. Once the Scotsman has this horticultural fix in his grasp, he is immune to everything around him. As I stalked around the garden like a demented stork trilling into my mobile on some exigent business, he calmly turned the pages, seemingly without a care in the world. At one point he looked into the distance and said with a sublime smile, 


'Ah, yes! Quercus ilex and Prunus dulcis, the evergreen holm oak and the almond tree.' 


Then he sighed contentedly as if he had just solved the final mystery of the universe and resumed his reading. 


When Toni appeared like deus ex machina before us in the garden, I wondered what genie I'd rubbed up the right way. Tall and bronzed with a chiselled cheek you could strike a match on, he stood smiling down at us like a benign God. I shook myself out of a sweet reverie and sized him up as a suave Spanish salesman. Despite the heat, he oozed charm, not sweat, and had the effortless elan of a man with a mission in an impeccable cream linen suit and sinfully pricey looking shoes. It transpired that the owners of our holiday finca were putting it on the market and Toni was handling the sale. Later, as we all sat mulling over a glass of wine on the spiky lawn, I was hooked. 


'So you have other fincas for sale?' 


Toni slid me a roguish grin from under a thick beetle-black fringe. 'So you want to buy?' 


'No,' muttered Alan decisively. 


'We'd like to look,' I interjected tetchily. 


'No, we don't.' 


'Do.' 


'Good. Well, come and see me tomorrow. Here's my card.' 


The following day, we found ourselves bumping up the very same track I have slogged along today. From the back of Toni's smart four-wheel drive with its spotless olive interiors and subtle scent of Dior's Eau Sauvage, I could see rising before us a vast stone wreck, beaten in, forlorn and unloved, its windows tiny black indents crossed with metal like decayed teeth in a brace. Small holes peppered the facade from which pigeons, like police marksmen, would poke their heads, ducking back in when they heard any noise. As we walked across the courtyard a metal sign hanging drunkenly on its side announced in gaudy red and rusted letters: 'CUIDADO CON EL PERRO'. 


'The dog has gone, I presume?' 


'Of course,' sniggered Toni, tutting at me. 'Is probably dead.' 


'The finca's in a bit of a state. When was it last occupied?' 


'Old people lived here, you know. Now they dead and there are, as we say, muchas brothers. Maybe there will be problem with esciptura, the title deeds of the house. Is lot of work. Come, I have many other houses with no problems.' 


I shot Alan a look. 'What do you think?' 


'What do you want me to think?' 


'It's an incredible place.' 


'Hmm, and free, I suppose?' 


We explored the interior of the house, opening rotten, worm-infested shutters to let in the light. It was like a Mallorcan equivalent of Satis House in Great Expectations and for a moment I half expected to see a mantilla clad Senyora Havisham claw her way down the ancient, creaking staircase. Gigantic cobwebs with arthritic limbed spiders hung in loops from the ceilings, and long battalion lines of centipedes, ants, moths and beetles shrivelled with age lay perished on their backs in every room as if defeated in some ancient battle of the antennae and proboscis. 


Several floors had caved in as well as part of the roof which now let in rough wedges of bright light above our heads. Old wooden beams supporting ceilings still intact had been ravaged by insects and, when poked with a stick, released small explosions of splintered wood and dust. Bizarrely, every room was sparsely furnished and decorated with random objects enshrined in dust, as if the geriatric tenants were still occupying the place but had given up on any housekeeping. Propped up against a mould-ravaged wall in the kitchen stood a rickety-legged, water-stained pine table. Choked with thick grey soot, it housed a clutter of yellowing church pamphlets curled at the edges, festering mugs with chipped rims and two empty brown beer bottles. Cheap religious memorabilia hung on the walls and lined a chipboard cabinet in the dining room and in a downstairs bedroom, above an ornate mahogany bed, a beseeching Jesus looked on, eyes upturned to his heavenly Father, rosary in hand. On a sideboard in the hall, a small metal framed print of the Madonna, her head ripped off so that the torn paper billowed around her shoulders like a snowy stole, stood stoically, awaiting its eventual fate. At the Virgin's feet, a sepia photograph of an old couple dressed in pagès, 'country folk' garb, and smiling shyly, lay grubby and creased. I picked it up, wiped it on my shorts and gently put it in my bag. Up on the landing we discovered a depiction of Saint Francis of Assisi, with obese and grotesque Friar Tuck dimensions, holding a mouse which he appeared to be kissing or devouring, depending on your perspective. Toni and I wandered around the dark, claustrophobic rooms upstairs, with their grimy concrete floors and small window holes obscured by black iron grills. The rooms led one to the other across the top floor of the house like a series of empty dungeons whose prisoners had escaped. Alan, who had gone ahead of us, stood transfixed at a window in his own reverie, gazing through the bars out to the garden and field beyond. 


As we explored the various outhouses, we came across a table hewn out of old pine, its surface rough and dyed red, and sliced up as though Mad Max had been let loose on it. Several rusty instruments of torture, saws, knives and axes drooped from a lax piece of filthy rope overhead. 


'Is slaughter table, si,' said Toni with mock solemnity. 'Many lives have ended here.' 


'Just humans, I hope?' 


'Mostly,' he grinned. 'But occasionally a pig or hen.' 


The basement held the greatest revelation. Left as it must have been for twenty odd years, the air smelt dank and sweet and white paint powdered on our clothes as they scraped the inner wall on the way down the dark, crumbling steps. Lining every wall were bottle upon bottle of hand pickled preserves: olives and onions, cucumbers and tomatoes, fruits and liqueurs, all intact in simple glass bottles, their contents outliving their elderly owners. Hanging down over our heads were row upon row of dried tomatoes, basil and rosemary, cracked and gnarled with age but still holding the colour and vague aroma of their kind. 


'This could make a great guest bedroom,' I mumbled to myself. 


'Or a tomb,' my Scotsman rejoined laconically. 


We stumbled back up into the main entrada, a dark hall with rank, mildewed walls and a pitted concrete floor. 


'We'll take it.' 


Toni examined his shoes and Alan looked at the Madonna for inspiration but she had already lost her head. 


In an effort at male solidarity, Toni frowned slightly. 'Senyor, is important you see shower and toilet first.' 


Alan growled almost imperceptibly. 'I didn't think there was a bathroom.' 


'No. Is no bathroom. They used garden.' 


We crept uncertainly behind him up the back garden to a wooden shelter covered with a dirty, rain-ravaged, pinstriped cotton curtain partially ripped off its wooden rod. It was hiding something grim within, I knew that much. A hole gaped at us from the ground. We had plumbed new lavatorial depths. And the shower? 


'Is green hose over back door. Goes from drain above so when rain falls you have shower.' Nice touch. 


'All mod cons,' Alan intoned dryly. 


'Well, we still want it,' I persisted. 


Alan fixed me with one of his cool gazes. 'Exactly which bank were you planning to raid?' 


'But it's so cheap, and think what you could do with all that land!' 


As a keen horticulturist, he had already sussed out the landscaping possibilities for himself so wasn't going to be seduced by the insincere sales spiel of an inexpert gardener like me who couldn't tell a hibiscus from a hydrangea. 


'Look, we're not buying a mule here! This is a house and we don't have the money.' 


'So you like it?' I beamed victoriously. 


'It's not a question of what I like. We came to Mallorca for a holiday, not a house.' 


'And ended up doing the reverse. That's the thrill.' 


'Anyway, what would we do with it?' 


'We'll think of something.' 


Toni shuffled outside the front door, too polite to interrupt a potential marital dispute. I followed him out moments later and told him that we were going to buy it. He raised his eyebrows slightly and stole a glance at my husband. 


'What would you do with her?' Alan said to Toni with an exasperated grin, offering his hands out wide in a gesture of defeat. 'There's only one thing for it.' 


And with that he drew a large cigar from his pocket and popped it defiantly in between his teeth, certain for once that I wouldn't dare say a word. 
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I'm slammed out of my reverie and back into reality with the sound of a deep rumbling far up the track. A procession of tipsy lorries are weaving their way unsteadily over pot holes, large gashes in the road and pools of muddy water left from the previous night's storm. Ollie has somehow inveigled his way into the passenger seat of the front truck and leans out of the open window quietly surveying the scene before him. Alan toots enthusiastically at me from the hire car, his eyes bright with anticipation and a wide beam on his face. Surreptitiously, head slightly lowered, he draws deeply on a cigar butt before ejecting it adroitly from the car window on nearing the house. He doesn't seem to think I've noticed. He parks the car under a carob tree, leaps out from his seat and saunters over to me across the gravel. It looks like we've arrived. 
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TWO 


LONDON: AUGUST 







Sunday 5 p.m., Oxford Street 


Ed has bought me The Fearless Flier's Handbook. I laugh loudly. It's the sort of puerile joke that appeals to us both. This time he remonstrates earnestly. 


'No, Scatters,' he yelps in between bouts of guffaws, using his nickname for me from university days. 'I really think it might help. If you've got to commute from Mallorca to London each month, you've got to conquer your fear of flying.' 


Ed is a nervous traveller and uses tranquillisers and various potions from his mobile emergency kit, otherwise known as MEK, to assist him in times of high stress; but then Ed's problems are a tad more severe than mine. I mean Ed can't get on a train without a respirator and a dozen pills from the various pouches in his survival bag, which he carries everywhere with him. As for the London Underground, forget it. Ed works as a producer at the BBC and is always in a state of high anxiety when he needs to make business trips. On these fearful occasions he plans his route meticulously, packing his MEK with loving care, or he doesn't go at all. Once or twice I have peeked inside this voluminous bag and registered: 






Two packs of Nurofen 

Inhaler x 4 

Portable electric fan 

Two-litre bottle of Evian water 

Family size box of Kleenex 

Tweezers and scissors 

Plasters and bandages 

Eight bottles of different coloured pills 

Two small bottles of dubious liquid 

Eight chocolate muffins 

Packet of Jaffa Cakes 

Two family size bars of Cadbury's chocolate 

Tuna sandwich 

Flask of coffee 

Imperial mints 

Copy of Private Eye

Book with obscure title 

Portable CD player and multiple classical CDs 







The MEK is no ordinary bag. It's a vortex. In the footsteps of Gladstone, Ed seems to be able to pack endless amounts of medicinal items inside his bag without ever filling the thing. Perhaps the day he tries to flat pack a mobile doctor, nurse and man of the cloth he may come unstuck. 


I look out of the window at the rain tumbling down on Oxford Street. Shoppers are fleeing for the tube stations, umbrellas to the wind. Most look beyond misery. We are sitting in Starbucks, two cappuccinos in paper cups between us. Proper china is off the menu, which really irks me. 


'Do you think you'll ever visit me in Mallorca?' I ask quietly. 


'God. No!' he splutters into his coffee. 'You wouldn't catch me on a plane.' 


I regard him with some alarm. 


He quickly changes tack. 'Well, no, I mean, flying is really safe now. I'm just a bit paranoid. Hopeless really. Not brave like you.' 


I open the book at a random sentence and read to him out loud: '"My fundamental goal in the Fearless Fliers course is to help people realize that they have no control over the aircraft or the pilot…" That's just great, Ed. I feel such immense relief just reading that.' 


'Oh, come on! You can't just pick out a line. You've got to give it a chance. You're so impetuous.' 


I read on, '"Most people who develop a fear of flying are what we call worriers." You don't say?!' 

'Look, if you're going to be sarcastic, I'll take it back.' 

He grabs at it but I evade him. 'I think it's going to be an inspiration. I'm serious, really. Thanks, Ed.' I throw him one of my indulgent smiles which I know he hates. 


How long have Ed and I known each other? It seems like a trillion years. I think I know him better than he does, and he thinks the same about me. We're both wrong, though. Ed is what others less endowed with brains would call a boffin. He's an academic with a first in English, a PhD and a swag bag of secret neuroses that the most fervent Freud couldn't unravel, though many have tried. But then that's part of his magic, his lure. Ed is naturally a dedicated hypochondriac and also has a weight problem. He starts a diet one day and eats the book the next with a generous dollop of mayonnaise. Exercise seems a complete waste of time to him when he could compose a brilliant piece of jazz on the piano, immerse himself on the Internet or consume a segment of a novel in the same time. Can I blame him? No. Ed's other problem is money. He never has any because he fritters his salary away on endless phone calls to fantasy women he encounters on the web who invariably hail from the States and have names like Laurel, Roxanne, Ivy-League and Cup Cake. But at the end of the day – and God, don't I hate that phrase – Ed is the best friend you could have, with or without his foibles. 


'What is it that kills, I mean, concerns you most about flying?' he stutters over a ton of chocolate cake which he tries to cram into his mouth all at once. 


'Oh, everything really. First there's the random BING BING sound at the beginning of the flight when little lights start twitching up and down the cabin…' 


His hazel eyes widen in horror. 


'… then the surge of power as the plane takes off, wings shaking like beaten whippets, followed by a weird sound of scraping metal and a grinding noise that deepens into a violent juddering like an unstoppable pneumatic drill. Then comes a loud DONG DONG over the intercom and the air hostesses' nostrils are flared and a look of terror creeps into their eyes as they unclip their belts and…' 


Ed loosens his collar. 'Stop, stop, for crying out loud! You'll give me palpitations. That's it, I'm never getting on a plane again.' 






Monday 7.45 a.m., the Pimlico pad 


I'm alone in my basement flat with the Today programme pontificating from the kitchen radio and breakfast television simpering from the bedroom. I'm already late but I can't blame it on this, my first monthly commute from Mallorca, since I arrived here yesterday afternoon. I just didn't set the alarm properly. Careering from room to room, cup of black tea in hand, I scoop up files, pens, mobile phone, diary, make-up, keys and wallet like a possessed vacuum cleaner with my free hand tipping these items messily into my handbag. I've got to get to a meeting in fifteen minutes. Should I catch a cab, or is the Tube quicker? A hurried snoop under the living room blind reveals a heavy downpour outside. Ye gods! What's wrong with this country? It's always raining. This is still August, isn't it? I sift through stuff in the walk-in cupboard. No umbrella. Damn it. I rush out into the dark and windowless rectangular corridor, once described by a zealous estate agent as a dining hall. What a joke. 


Swinging the bag over my shoulder, I pick up my briefcase and treble lock the front door. Our communal block has an archaic lift with creaky wrought-iron inner gates that, like a concertina, have to be pulled back to open. Although it reaches the basement and stops just outside my door and that of my neighbour, I'm not lazy enough to use it in place of the stairs. I pass the dark and creepy boiler room and bolt up the narrow steps to the main landing. It is sombre and covered with the kind of dreary, pea-green wool carpet that adorns so many of these sort of respectable central London blocks. The arched ceiling and elegant coving lend a rather faded grandeur to the place, but the paintwork is slapdash and hardened dribbles of magnolia paint hang precipitously from the corners of dado rails, and the skirting board is scuffed and grimy. 


I just manage to reach the brightly lit communal front entrance when the lift door opens behind me and out puffs our resident Lord. 


'Ah, what ho? Back from Milan, are you?' He squints at me through his half-moon spectacles, a large girth and froth of navel hair peeping out from the frayed waistband of his stripy, cotton Jermyn Street pyjamas. I have never seen him wear anything else. Presumably he stops short of wearing them in the House of Lords. 


'Mallorca, William.' It still feels strange calling my neighbourly Lord by his first name but he always insists. 


'Marvellous place, Italy. Here for a holiday?' 


'Hardly, I'm working. I'll be back and forth from Spain every month now. I'm living there but working here. A double life, William.' 


He gives me a wink and bellows cheerfully, 'Good girl! Send my love to Fraser.' 


I don't know who Fraser is but imagine he thinks he's my husband. Is the name Alan so hard to remember? Over the years, Lord Jim Jam, as we affectionately call him, has called him everything from Stuart to Macduff. Lord Jim Jam shuffles over to the mail tray and scrutinises each letter, holding the individual envelopes of our neighbours up to the light. I wonder if he's searching for postal orders but he catches my eye and mumbles about precautionary security measures. I fly into the weepy street, dash in front of a moving cab and brace myself when it screeches to a halt. The young cabbie clicks his teeth at me. 'You must have a good guardian angel. Roads are like glass today. Where you going then?' 


'Piccadilly, and don't spare the petrol.' 


He looks back at me through the mirror as we speed along with a curious look on his face. 'In a hurry, are we?' 


'Always.' 


'Gotta take it easy or you'll do your head in.' 


'Oh, I let others do that for me throughout the day.' I smile crisply at him. 


My bag starts shivering at my side and I wonder if it's coming down with flu. Then I hear the familiar bawling of Judas from within. Oh, here we go. 'Hello?' 


It's Rachel, my saviour from the office, wondering where I am. 


'No, I didn't miss the plane. Got in yesterday afternoon. I'll be there in five minutes. Can you hold the fort?' 


Rachel could hold off a whole army single-handedly. She's a no-nonsense cookie, a human battery, constantly charged and in control and always even-tempered. Maybe I used to be like that once. 


We've arrived. The cabbie gives me a wave and I scuttle down a cut-through into St James's and through the glass doors of Havana Leather to be greeted by camp Richard, the showroom sales manager. He's sporting tight yellow chinos and twirling towards me like a game show host with first question in hand. It turns out to be an order pad for coffee. 


'Ooh. Just made it by the skin of your teeth, lovie, and you've got spots of rain on that gorgeous suit! It'll dry, don't fret.' 


I won't. 


'Our George is upstairs with the lovely Rachel. Can I get you a cappuccino?' 


I nod, straighten my crumpled suit and walk up the marble staircase. To think that less than twenty-four hours ago I was sitting on my Mallorcan terrace watching the sun rise over the mountains. 


George Myers is a forty-five year old enfant terrible who runs a luxury leather company beloved by the nouveau riche, idle and star-struck. His client list reads like a FTSE 100 Top Luvvies and his new-found fame has won him a clique of shiny showbiz friends who share his table at The Ivy and enjoy his generous discounts at the shop. George has been a client for ten years and, despite my unwavering cynicism in his presence, he bears me a grudging respect. When I first knew him, he ran a small leather workshop in Hackney and together we built up the brand's reputation so that it became the darling of the media. To the press I portrayed George as a cheeky East End boy who done good, sent them wooing gifts throughout the year, and wined and dined the fashion and shopping editors until their every waking thought was of Havana Leather. We jointly went on an assault of the business editors, earnestly portraying George as the best of British, humble roots but with a talent to match the best designers in Europe. In truth, he was a brilliant craftsman, a visionary in design but also a selfish and ruthless bully. He enjoyed belittling staff, threatening small suppliers and reducing his young secretary to tears. An inveterate debunker, he relished needling the fragile egos of the insecure fashionista press as they embroidered their copy with ludicrous sprinklings of hyperbole and absurd product descriptions. 


'It's a WALLET, Amy!' he would blast good-naturedly over lunch with one of these thin, spectre-like scribes. 'What's a skinny-hipped, louche leather secret weapon when it's at home? Don't they teach you how to write plain English at journo school?' 


It was these frequent outbursts with the press that persuaded me never to let him loose on the media alone unless bound like a mummy and wearing a yashmak for good measure. 


Over the years George has become greedy. He enjoys success but, like an incurable alcoholic, he can't curb his principal vice. Spending money. Employees go without pay, invoices languish unpaid, but Greedy George continues to buy up half the goods in Bond Street, hangs out in the best dining emporiums and clubs, purchases the latest top-of-the-range four-wheel drive and every electronic gadget on the market. He has a three-storied house in South Kensington with olive green shutters and Tyrolean window boxes overflowing with lavender, which he shares with his agelastic and captious wife, Bianca, a waif-like Philippino housekeeper called Consuela and a West Highland terrier named Harris. George believes there is only room for one child in his household and he's already snaffled that role. His holidays are spent at his Tuscan villa or in luxury spas around the globe with his wife, where he convinces himself that his sumo-proportioned body is shrinking with every Ayurvedic massage. Inevitably, he returns fatter than ever. 


I walk into his Philippe Starck-inspired office with its glass walls and sleek leather furnishings. Greedy George is lolling in a deep maroon leather chair holding forth while Rachel sits spellbound opposite. She's faking it. His face breaks into a grin when he sees me. 


'Ah, guv! Thought you'd got on the wrong bus, or should I say plane?' Hoarse laughter. 


'Where are you up to?' I exchange a furtive wink with Rachel and pull out a chair by the enormous glass meeting table. 


'We're just discussing the forthcoming winter range. George has created a fascinating new product.' 


I eye her carefully. She looks away. George heaves himself up and wanders over to a cardboard box on the table. He fumbles inside with his pulpy hands and throws me a plastic bag with what looks like – please God, no – a leather lizard inside. I've seen enough of the real thing in the last few weeks in Mallorca to last me several lifetimes. 'It's a lizard.' 


'Don't miss a trick, do you, guv?' 


I hold it in my hand and peer into its face. It's about twelve inches long, olive green, and has black beaded eyes. The leather is soft and on the back I notice there are tiny perforations. Why? I grapple with its underbelly and spot a small Velcro strip which when ripped open reveals a netted cavity inside. I'm mystified. The neck, I notice, is hidden by what looks like a miniature collar but when squeezed it releases an internal spring and the head juts out and nods from left to right in a sinister way. I jump back. 


'Well it's certainly worthy of a Stephen King movie.' 


'Are you this rude to your other clients?' 


'No, you have exclusive rights.' 


George breaks into a chuckle. 'Since you're so bleeding thick, permit me to present my new masterpiece, The Lounge Lizard!' 


Rachel is driving the point of her pen into her palm in a desperate attempt to keep a straight face. 


'So, what does our lounge lizard do exactly?' I smile sweetly. 


'Don't take that patronising tone with me, guv,' he gurgles with mirth. 'This is the new Nodding Dog. Everyone used to have them in their cars, didn't they?' 


'No.' 


'Yeh, well, Snooty Pants, I wouldn't have expected you to have one, would I?' he scoffs. 'Anyway, this isn't just a novelty toy. It's an anti-stress air freshener for cars, desks, wherever you want to put it.' 


I feel inside the lizard's hollow stomach. 'Ah, I think I see. You put a potpourri sachet in here?' 


'Potpourri sachet?! How naff can you get? No, it's a silk and muslin pouch infused with Eastern calming oils.' 


'How long does it last?' I ask starchily. 


'I've had one on trial in my car for a month. Losing its whiff now so I reckon we could hit the punter for a three month supply and then clobber him for some other gear when he comes back for more refills.' 


I feel my lip curling at the edges. The world really has gone mad. 


'It's certainly a one-off, George.' 


'Come on, admit it, guv. I'm a genius?' 


'Possibly.' 


Greedy George frowns. 'Where's bloody Ricardo? He only had to fetch three cappuccinos, for crying out loud.' He pounces on the door and shouts down the stairs, 'Oi, Twinkle Toes! Get your arse up here with those coffees.' 


Soft footsteps follow and an aggrieved Richard arrives with steaming paper cups and a plate of croissants. 


'Now, where were we?' Greedy George grins, smearing a croissant with a thick layer of butter and jam. 






11 a.m., the City 

And where did all the cabs go? It's bucketing with rain and I've just left Rachel's initialled umbrella at my last meeting place. It must have cost a fortune. Have I got time to go back for it? No. When am I going to get back to the office to clear all my e-mails? I look at my watch. I've a conference call at noon with my new American client, Bryan Patterson of the Aphrodite Corporation, and then, horror of horrors, a meeting with Prudence Braithwaite at Roselock Fine Jewellery. Despite the company's rocky state, she and the owner, Michael Roselock, struggle on like a pair of obstinate mules. Have I the strength? Now in desperate need of an umbrella. Where's a Boots when you need one? 






1.18 p.m., the West End 

I scramble from the tube and up drizzly Piccadilly on foot, all the while dodging the battery of black umbrellas wielded like lethal weapons by those charging towards me along the pavement. Bedraggled and breathless, I hurtle through the shiny revolving doors of the restaurant and up a flight of marble steps to the front desk. My hair's still dripping. I'm a mess and late. It's never good to keep a journalist waiting, even though I've known Dresden longer than Barbie's known Ken. A cloakroom attendant approaches me but seeing that I have neither raincoat nor umbrella scuttles away wordlessly. A tense young woman in a dark trouser suit looks up my reservation in a black desk diary, her long blonde tresses brushing the page, and with a red biro brusquely ticks off my name as if I'm a child arriving late for school. A queue has formed behind me and she's keen to move me on. 


'One of my colleagues will show you through,' she says curtly without bothering to look up from her desk. Stalking towards me is a supercilious young man in a slate grey suit with crimson lining who impatiently leads me through the tables. I notice he steals a cursory, critical glance at my rain-splattered clothes. The restaurant is already crowded, but there are lone diners, the seats next to them vacant, edgily skim-reading copies of the Evening Standard or sipping on water, hoping that they haven't been stood up. The place is noisy with chatter, and frenetic waiters, sleek in black attire, waft by, trays held aloft. This, at least, is a place of refuge without lounge lizards and lunatics on the menu although several can be seen slumped at the tables. 


'Darling!' drawls Dresden, leaping from his seat like a perky imp. 'Where have you been?' He air kisses my cheeks and then rolls his dark eyes at my dishevelled appearance. 'Quelle horreur! No umbrella?' 


I sit down quickly, aware of the titters of other diners as they study my guest with fascination. Today, Dresden Watts is coiffed to perfection, his hair in a quiff and his body enveloped in tight black leather with a jabot at the neck and white ruffs masking his wrists. A staggeringly large emerald glints from the little finger of his right hand. He is a would-be London dandy, an impresario and dilettante extraordinaire. He is also Asian and devilishly handsome. Waggling a white napkin flamboyantly at a passing waiter, he orders two glasses of Krug. I'm relieved that this lunch is on Greedy George since Dresden and I are meeting for the sole purpose of discussing Havana Leather. 


'So, what's new, pussycat?' he purrs. 


I fumble in my bag and throw a leather lizard across the table. He flinches and pulls back as if about to be struck by a viper. 'What is that?' 


Ten minutes later Dresden is in full flow, mapping out a story he thinks will be great for the Evening Standard about designer leather toys for stressed executives. 


'Dear George is a genius,' he enthuses, dabbing at his mouth with the corners of his napkin. 'Just think, a luscious lizard that exudes the exotic fragrance of the East.' 


I observe him thoughtfully. A crazy image fills my head of a leather-clad Dresden enthroned on my Mallorcan porch, his perfectly groomed hands fondling a nodding lizard while the builders, torsos stripped bare and tools lying slack in their hands, stand entranced as they contemplate this hallowed symbol of London life. I'm jolted back to the table by the din of clattering plates and knives. 


'So,' says Dresden, 'when can I interview George?' 






5.30 p.m., in the office, Mayfair 

I'm opening my forty-ninth e-mail of the day. The office is hot and airless and beyond the double-glazed window I can hear the drone of London traffic. The telephone rings. It's Alan in enthusiastic mode. 


'It's scorching here,' he's saying. 'I've had to change my shirt twice today. Ollie's worn me out playing football all afternoon. How is it with you?' 


'Stuffy and sticky. Is Ollie OK?' 


'He's on great form. We're off to the beach for a quick swim and then a fish supper in the port.' 


I feel a twinge of envy. I'd much rather be joining them for dinner in the local port than eating a Tesco ready meal on my own in the flat. 


'Anything exciting to report?' 


'Well you'll never believe it but we've been invited to a refurbishment party at the Banca March. Can you imagine that happening in London?' 


I give a cynical grunt. 'I think not.' 


In truth, the local Banca March cannot be described as a bank in the current British sense. Although totally up to date with the latest technology it still possesses one key ingredient now sadly missing from our own financial emporiums – humanity. It may be that in the past British banks were the same, with cheerful and understanding managers and staff who could remember your name and treated you as a friend, but I've never known it in my time. In the mountains at our local branch it is like that. Ever since we moved to Mallorca and opened a bank account Tolo, the deputy manager, has been like a guardian angel, offering us advice in perfect English, accompanying us to the town's notaría, the notary's office, when we bought our finca, and turning a blind eye to the occasional blip in our account when builders' bills have, at times, overstretched our already strained finances. We know the names of all the staff, and pop by just for a chat when shopping in the town. I find it touching that we have been invited to this local celebration. 


Alan's full of the joys. 'The party's not actually until October. A little do from noon it says on the invitation.' 


'You will accept?' 


'Of course,' says Alan with vigour. 'Tolo would be hurt if we didn't go.' 


I'm sure Tolo isn't of such a sensitive disposition but I find Alan's loyalty to him rather endearing. Someone knocks gently on the half-open door. It's Rachel. I put the phone down. 


'That was Alan. We've been invited to our local bank's refurb party, isn't it a hoot?' 


She gives me an old-fashioned look. 'I can't think of anything more boring. Besides, I don't know a soul at my bank and certainly wouldn't want to.' 


'Ah, but it's different in the mountains, Rachel. Our bank's wonderful.' 


'Yeh, right,' she rasps. 'Have you been on the happy pills again?' 


I poke my tongue out at her. 


'Anyway, on to more pressing matters. Are you getting changed here or at the do?' 


'The what?' A panic grips me. Crikey. The Cosmetic Guild's annual bash. How could I have forgotten? Isn't it tomorrow night? No, of course not. That's Patterson's media party for 300 guests and we're organising it, silly! Charismatic Bryan Patterson, Queen of the Aphrodite Corporation in New York, a client whose account my entire team would work on free of charge, given the chance. 


Rachel is unperturbed. 'I'd better get one of the girls to jump in a taxi and pick up some clothes from your flat, otherwise, Cinders, you won't make it to the ball.' 


I gratefully throw her my door keys while writing out instructions for whomever of my long suffering staff has agreed to accomplish the task. They'll need to find everything from jewellery and hosiery to make-up and shoes in my jumble sale of a bedroom. Mind you, they've all done it enough times. 


'Oh and we've got team drinks in half an hour. I thought you might like to reassure the troops that you'll be back and forth each month now.' 


I feel like Brown Owl about to deliver a campfire talk. 


'Can't you do it?' I plead. 


'No, that's not an option.' She thumps me lightly on the head with a file she's carrying and says with irony, 'By the way, George Myers rang to thank you for giving that lizard to Dresden. He's doing an interview with him on Friday.' 


I begin to picture the headline and story: 






Lounge Lizard Craze Hits London 

It's only a toy, but a twelve-inch Moroccan leather lizard costing seventy-five pounds that shakes its head and exudes an intoxicating fragrance has caused hysterical scenes in the capital today. Designer George Myers of exclusive Mayfair store Havana Leather created the lizard as an executive anti-stress device, never expecting it to develop into a craze. 


'I put its success down to Posh & Becks who bought up the lot and now I'm waiting for new supplies,' said George Myers. 


Angry riots erupted outside the showroom in the early hours of this morning when it became clear that new stocks would not be available until tomorrow… 


A sharp cough shifts me out of my reverie. 


'A penny for them,' says Rachel before closing the door. 





Tuesday 2 a.m., the Pimlico pad 

I'm watching the news. Actually I'm staring at BBC News 24 while propped up in my voluminous bed, a pile of annotated notes, two out-of-date copies of Private Eye and a Spectator on my lap. News is addictive and because I have no television in Mallorca, I'm staring at the screen with the rapt attention of a voyeur at a bedroom window. I find it impossible to switch off in case I miss something, something heart-stopping, like the latest hourly bulletin about war and strife in the Middle East or wherever else the world's events have moved. In public relations circles we switch restaurants and hairdressers at the drop of a newspaper. In global politics, they 


swap their war terrain at the drop of a despot. 


Somehow, since I was last here the news has taken on a more sinister mantle. The stories seem darker, the murders more gruesome, the violence on the streets more tangible yet, perversely, my eyes are rooted to the news spot on the television screen or drinking up every last drop of ink on the page of a newspaper as if to goad myself into a state of terror. By contrast, in Mallorca the most nail-biting headline is likely to herald inclement weather, cancellation of a fiesta or inauguration of a new mayor. Perhaps our media should carry a government health warning. 


I get out of bed and go over to the wardrobe. It's bulging with city battle dress; suits, a few expensive ones, and last night's cocktail dress, hooked lopsidedly on a hanger. Too much stuff. Did I ever really wear all this clobber? As for my casual clothes, they have been sent to Mallorca where I shall be spending most of my time, my life. What remains here is a working wardrobe, whatever that's supposed to mean. My wardrobe has never earned a penny. It's a slob. It just dispenses clothes every day and taunts me when I can't find a vital part of an outfit. I swear it hides belts and shoes, or maybe, as in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, a secret world lies beyond. I push my arm through the bulk of suits and hit a wall on the other side. There are definitely no trees. I feel a pang of disappointment and potter off to the phone. I dial 123. A synthetic male voice announces frigidly, 'At the third stroke the time, sponsored by Accurist, will be 2.08 and 40 seconds.' I'm annoyed. Why does everything have to be sponsored these days? We never used to have any of that nonsense. I'm sounding like my Irish grandmother. 


Perhaps I should try to sleep. I pace up and down the room, aware of the soft wool carpet contracting beneath my feet. A restless lion in a fur-lined cage. It's a strange, lonely sort of time to be awake in the city. There's a dull hum of traffic in the distance and I can just about hear rain dripping methodically from the gutter above the window. I peer under the blind and through the iron bars up to the starless sky and then to the sodden patio. Leaves have clogged up the drain and a discarded, empty packet of cigarettes is rotating in the scum and water. Some drunk or yob must have thrown it down. It happens every day. A large pile of rubble, like a tired old man, sits dejectedly in a corner, the remnants of a neighbour's crumbling wall that was never repaired. Here I am in my own private prison, protected from an invisible enemy. I slump back on the bed, longing to pick up the phone and speak to a human voice, and wondering what I'm doing here in this cramped flat, more like a lock-up, stifled with the trappings of city life which now seem so alien to me. I'm missing a soft sky pregnant with stars, chanting cicadas and the smell of jasmine floating on the breeze. And above all, I miss space and peace. Suddenly I want to be back home, curled up next to the homely Scot in our simple, white walled room with its gnarled beams and shutters, with the balmy, fragrant mountain air seeping through the bedroom shutters and fluttering about the sheets. For the first time ever, I'm even missing Alan's habitual snoring, although I'd never admit it. God forbid! I begin to yearn for my bedtime story-reading with Ollie, those secret moments of communication alone with my son, as the clicking cicadas and frogs croon outside his window. My family now feels like it belongs there, back on Mallorca, and tonight in London I feel like a lone tourist in search of some guidebook to help me make sense of my life here again. 


A coach whooshes by in the distance and then there's a wail of sirens as two speeding police cars pelt up a nearby street, their tyres squealing in the rain as they spin round a corner. Then silence. I sip at a glass of water, forcibly make myself switch off the television, hurl everything from the bed and extinguish the light. I'm exhausted. Time to go home. 
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