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ONE

SHOOTING STARS

‘CUTTTTTT…!’

My eyes ping open. A clutter of raised voices assails my ears, one high-pitched and feverish, another thunderous and the last plaintive. Now what? Can’t I enjoy five minutes’ shut-eye, my first since the crack of dawn, without World War Three breaking out? I’m beginning to wonder if my sole role on this gruelling film shoot is as a one-woman peacekeeping taskforce. Squinting up from my sun lounger at a sky the colour of washed denim, I try to contemplate what kind of drama is unfolding at the poolside. Perhaps Anastasia has broken her little toenail or lost her eyeliner or, worse, Greedy George has hidden her vodka glass. An elegant falcon glides overhead, caught on a whisper of briny breeze, then in one swift move dives seawards and is gone. I have been hanging about the hotel gardens since 6 a.m., watching the sky turn from dusky rose to pale blue, and wondering when my torment will end. This was supposed to have been a one-day wonder but unless the shoot is wrapped up within the hour, we’ll be back here again tomorrow morning. A huge form suddenly blocks out the sun. It’s Greedy George. George Myers, to be exact, an old client who wafts between an ever-so-chic three-story affair in South Kensington and a brownstone apartment block on New York’s Upper East Side. Now he’s in Mallorca, crowding my space.

‘There you are!’ he booms. ‘Shirking in the sun?’

I scrabble to sit upright. ‘Actually, I was hoping to have five minutes’ peace. Thought you could manage the last shot without me.’

He slaps my shoulder. ‘Come on, guv, this Smirnoff babe is doing my head in. Nick says he’s never had such a difficult time directing an ad and he’s worked with some of the world’s most painful supermodel divas. I mean who the F does she think she is?’

‘What’s her problem now?’

‘Lazy cow won’t dive in the pool for the last shot.’

‘Probably doesn’t want to get her hair wet.’

‘Yeah, well, at ten grand a day, she should be willing to drown in chocolate.’

‘Keep your fantasies to yourself,’ I grunt.

Some distance away, beyond a small crop of lemon trees, a bronzed gazelle with black roots and tumbling blond locks is strutting about the vast patio surrounding the pool with a mobile phone suctioned to her ear.

‘She doesn’t look happy.’

‘I don’t give a monkey’s. I’m paying her to get her togs off and flog the goods.’

‘All the same, we don’t want to upset her. Dannie will be angry.’

He pulls a face and snorts loudly. Dannie, or rather Daniella Popescu-Miller, is another client who also hangs out in New York when she’s not flitting back to Mayfair to bully the staff over at the Berkeley Hotel where she’s a frequent guest. She runs Miller Magic Interiors from Trump Tower and, wearing her Romanian heritage like a badge of honour, proudly informs me that she’s a descendent of Dracula. When George suggested doing an advertising shoot for his company, Havana Leather, here in Mallorca, he foolishly asked Daniella for advice about models. She suggested Anastasia Mirnov, a Russian supermodel and close friend. Knowing how dysfunctional most of Dannie’s friends are, I vehemently opposed the idea, just as I had opposed the idea of George coming to my neck of the woods to film his new ad.

Ever since settling in rural Mallorca with my family, I have relished the freedom of being able to keep apart two vastly different worlds for life and work. It has been easy to hop back to London every few months to handle client work at my Mayfair-based public relations company, and then return to relative sanity in the mountains of Mallorca. The thought of these two worlds colliding here on my home turf initially filled me with dread. Greedy George is demanding at the best of times, and any contact of Dannie’s, my spoilt and neurotic interiors client, would inevitably spell trouble. As it transpired I failed to halt proceedings, even weakly setting up the entire shoot at Aimia Hotel in the Port of Sóller, owned by some good Mallorcan friends. Not only have they generously offered us a couple of mornings to shoot the new advert by their stunning pool, but have also kept George and the highly strung Anastasia frequently supplied with shots of iced vodka and beluga caviar. By contrast, Nick, the shoot director, and I have stuck to strong espressos in the hope of keeping ourselves on the ball while filming in the early morning.

George is hovering over me like an excitable orang-utan. ‘Can you go and talk to Smirnoff?’

I groan.

‘Come on! That’s what your job’s all about, isn’t it? Schmoozing people.’

‘Oh, be quiet.’

It’s always intrigued me that no matter how utterly rude I am to George he always comes back for more. The man must be a complete masochist.

I get up and stretch my back while he stands glowering at an equally glowering sun. There’s nothing for it. Diplomatic negotiations are needed. As I make my way through the walled garden towards the pool, I spot Cristina, one of the hotel’s owners, heading towards me. She is full of smiles.

‘How’s everything going?’

‘Fine. Just another hour should wrap it up.’

She looks at her watch. ‘That should be OK. The guests know the pool is out of action till ten.’

She offers to fetch me another espresso, which I hastily accept. Anastasia is now kneeling on a towel, her head bent over a vast Louis Vuitton branded handbag. Her face is lost in a sea of tumbling blond hair. She looks up when I approach, sweeping her mane back and offering me a well-rehearsed pout.

‘George is pig.’

‘He’s a little stressed, Anastasia. I’m sure he didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘Listen, darlink, when I say to Dannie I come do shoot, I don’t agree dive in pool. My agent only agree sitting on leather loop and sun lounger.’

I glance at the big black leather ring floating on the surface of the azure water and wonder, not for the first time, who in their right mind would buy one.

‘Look, it’s the very last take.’

‘I can’t.’

I try to reason. ‘Are you frightened to dive in?’

She hisses like an angry viper. ‘Me? Frightened to dive? Please! I am in Soviet junior swim squad when only eight year old. No, if I dive, hair turn green.’

This I hadn’t anticipated. ‘What on earth do you mean?’

‘Much bleach in hair always go green in chlorine. Later this week I have big Vogue shoot in Moscow but not with green hair.’

Cristina wanders over with a small tray. I reach for the coffee gratefully.

‘Darlink, get waiter bring me a little iced vodka, yes?’ says Anastasia sweetly.

Cristina smiles and gives me a surreptitious wink. ‘No problema.’

She walks off in the direction of the hotel along one of the winding paths flanked by pink and white oleander blooms. A few guests are emerging, wrapped in white bath robes and clutching beach towels. They head for the teak sun loungers, eager to claim their creamy parasol and patch of paradise closest to the pool. Nick is standing by the al fresco bar some feet away, taking comfort in a cigarette. He seems lost in his own thoughts.

‘But lots of women swim in chlorinated pools with dyed hair without it turning green.’

‘Yes, yes, but I have much bleach and many time in pool.’

I shake my head wearily, drain my coffee and place the cup on a small wooden table.

‘Let me speak with Nick.’

Anastasia rumbles around in her bag with long painted talons and fishes out a packet of Russian cigarettes and a huge gold and diamante lighter. She shrugs and flutters her spidery false eyelashes. ‘Go talk with him but I won’t dive.’

I stroll the length of the pool, past the patio and towards the bar. Nick grinds the butt of his cigarette under his shoe and gives me a resigned expression.

‘Tell me the worst.’

‘She thinks her hair will turn green if she dives in to the pool. Can’t we just stick a swimming cap on her head?’

‘Sure, that’ll make a great shot,’ he says, flatly. ‘Very aesthetic.’

‘So, what’s the solution? We’ve got less than an hour to do this.’

He sighs deeply. ‘That woman’s a bloody nightmare. OK, we’ll forget the diving shot. Let’s just do a final cut to her floating on the leather lilo.’

‘Could her hair really turn green?’

‘Yep. Peroxide and chlorine don’t mix. It’s because of the copper traces in the water but that’s nothing. I was on a shoot in the desert where the model’s hair came out in clumps after a perming session.’

‘Did you put her in a wig?’

‘Didn’t have any. We dressed her up in sheik headdresses. Looked pretty cool, believe it or not.’

He fumbles for another cigarette in his jacket pocket.

‘Some models swear by tomato ketchup.’

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

He lights up. ‘Removes green staining in dyed blonde hair. We could suggest it to Anastasia?’

‘Don’t even go there,’ I growl.

We saunter back to the pool, where Anastasia is drawing heavily on her cigarette while the film crew stands around aimlessly awaiting a decision. George, accompanied by a waiter, is bounding towards us.

‘Who is the vodka for, sir?’

George directs him to Anastasia. ‘Er, it’s for Miss Smirnoff here.’

She rounds on him with fury. ‘It’s Mirnov, not Smirnoff. You remember nothing.’

George smothers a smile. ‘Sorry, can’t think why I keep getting it wrong.’

I poke him in the back. ‘I’ve some good news. Nick’s come up with a bit of a brainwave for the final shot. We’re going to have Anastasia floating serenely on the lilo.’

‘What about her diving into the leather loop?’ quizzes George.

‘No, we think this will be a more powerful image,’ Nick replies smoothly.

Anastasia sniffs and gives a watery smile, no doubt emboldened by the shot of vodka. ‘Is good with me.’

George knits his eyebrows together. ‘But…’

I grab his arm and drag him away while Nick rounds up his crew and begins setting up the shot.

When we’re a good distance away I explain the delicate matter of Anastasia’s green hair to George. He stares at me for a second and then guffaws loudly. ‘We could always rename her the Green Goddess.’

‘Or we could forget all about it, finish the shoot and get Anastasia on a plane to Moscow by tonight.’

He gives me a crocodile smile. ‘You’re right, guv, and I save myself another ten grand fee and the cost of a day’s shoot.’

‘Exactly.’

He claps his hands together. ‘Isn’t your mate Catalina cooking us paella tonight?’

‘She certainly is, so let’s just wrap everything up and then you can have a relaxing day here at the hotel.’

‘I’ll drink to that.’

We walk back slowly towards the pool. I touch the sleeve of his linen shirt.

‘Now be nice and don’t make any silly jokes about her green hair, alright?’

‘Of course not, guv.’

Like a beached mermaid, Anastasia is already lying voluptuously on the lilo in a microscopic tangerine bikini, her lean legs stretching out in the sun like toasted toothpicks. The lilo bobs gently to and fro on the dazzling water as George smiles down at her with a mischievous grin. Then, just as the cameras roll, he stands defiantly at the edge of the pool and breaks into a painful rendition of ‘Greensleeves’ at the top of his voice.
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Alan, my Scotsman, is standing in the front garden, a fat cigar, a puro, gripped tightly between his teeth as he pulls violently at a clump of weeds. His shirt is damp with sweat. A profusion of lavender and white plumbago form a dazzling ring around his legs as he works and, from high in the rocky walls, water trickles softly into the pond. Our old, gnarled olive tree that sits in the centre of the lawn looks weary and its few remaining leaves droop in the heat, yet it has a nobility and robustness about it. After all, it has survived several hundred years of similar drought during long Mallorcan summers. Alan looks round as the car sweeps by, churning up the gravel before coming to rest in the courtyard. He potters over to greet me.

I lean out of the driver’s window. ‘Glad to see you’re still keeping the puro industry going strong.’

He waves the cigar in the air a tad sheepishly. ‘This is the first one I’ve had since you left this morning.’

I raise my eyebrows a fraction, just so that he knows I’m on to him.

‘Anyway, how did the shoot go?’ he asks, quickly changing the subject.

‘Better not ask. Suffice to say that Anastasia Mirnov is happy to be heading back to Moscow.’

‘I take it George was his usual ebullient self?’

‘Worse than ever.’

He laughs. ‘Come on, I’ve got just the thing to cheer you up.’

I clamber out of the car and stretch my arms. The facade of the finca, our old stone house, is now covered with shrivelled, thirsty creeper. Small geckos claw on to the dry rocks and then, like miniature abseilers with invisible ropes, gradually descend the wall, darting into any number of cool and dark crevices. The finca is at its best when it sports its spring coat, drowning in a mass of soft green leaves, but now it is the dry season. Time is elastic here in the mountainous Sóller Valley, and life is about accepting each new season and the changes it brings. It’s best to be philosophical and adopt a more maÑana attitude, which is summed up in my favourite little Mallorcan expression, poc a poc – little by little. My memory trawls back to the time when we first bought the house. In those days our finca was an unloved ruin and it took us five long years to restore it from a distance. I can hardly believe that the ragged gardens and orchard which were once home to discarded chicken coops, builders’ refuse and limp, dying trees are now an abundance of colour and a picture of health. We still have more improvements to make but we have come a long way.

‘Are you coming?’ The Scotsman is growing impatient.

I follow him across the gravel courtyard, the fiery ball of the sun pursuing our every step as we head down the stone steps into the orchard. We have just finished the last crop of oranges so the twenty or more scattered trees stand self-consciously in the arid soil like undressed scarecrows, bereft of fruit and zest. By contrast, the lemons are still going strong and the trees are heavy with golden orbs. I breathe in their citrus perfume as we pass. Alan strides through the orchard, brushing past the long, sun-scorched grass and an unruly bush of vermilion oleander en route to his vegetable patch. He pauses briefly at the side of one of the gravel paths to admire a clump of cardoons, their giant thistles thrusting into the sky. No doubt they remind him of his beloved Scotland. He reaches the neatly laid out vegetable patch where a battered old straw pannier is lying in its midst, overflowing with a mound of beetroots.

‘Aren’t they beauties?’ he says proudly.

‘Gosh, that’s some cache.’ I wipe the sweat from my forehead and bend down to pick up a few muddy specimens. They are massive and sprouting dark green stalks and leaves.

‘Perhaps you can do a dish for tonight?’

‘Catalina’s got the paella in hand so I suppose I could do some sort of beetroot starter… maybe with baby broad beans?’

‘Perfect,’ he beams. ‘I’ll carry them into the house.’

He sweeps the beets back into the bag and lifts it on to his shoulder. A few feet away the chickens in the corral are clucking throatily. Salvador, our disdainful cockerel, is strutting about looking hot and bothered. He pecks listlessly at some grain and has an irritable scowl on his face.

‘I think he’s suffering with this heat, poor old boy.’

Alan shrugs. ‘He can always cool off with the girls in the hen house.’

‘What, a macho like him? He’d much rather prance about the corral proving to his harem what a good catch he is and showing off his plumage.’

Beyond the corral is a clutter of wild brambles, weeds and assorted trees that we are currently clearing to make way for a small cattery. An abandoned digger skulks in among the trees and a mountain of weeds and old decayed branches have been swept up at the side of a metal skip. This uncared-for piece of terrain was recently sold to us by some local Mallorcans and our intention is to create a rural holiday retreat for cats. It has taken determination and perseverance to get this far and yet we still face more bureaucracy.

‘Where are the guys?’ I ask.

Alan rubs his chin. ‘They’ll be back tomorrow. They can only work on the site early in the morning now because of the heat.’

‘I suppose they’ll down tools completely in August.’

‘Yep, afraid so, but they’ll be up and running again in September.’

Orlando, one of our cats, slips out from behind a terracotta pot and shadows us. He often lurks near the corral, avidly watching the daily activities of the hens as if they were lead parts in some entertaining TV soap. He only averts his gaze when he hears the distant tinkle of his metal dish being refreshed with more food. We walk up the stone steps to the back patio and garden. The kitchen doors and windows are flung open and sprawled outside on the shaded patio are our other two felines – Inko, the queen of the household, and Minky, Orlando’s twin. It has taken Inko, our part-Siamese, some time to accept the arrival of the twins and she still regards them with utter contempt. Whenever one of them dares to make an approach, she thumps her stumpy knot of a tail against the floor and hisses with all her might. Alan steps over Minky.

‘I’d like to come back as a cat in my next life.’

‘Be careful what you wish for.’

He yawns. ‘Thinking about it, I suppose it’s not so great when your manhood’s stripped from you without a by-your-leave.’

The twins are off to the vet to be neutered soon and this has caused some angst, not least because our maverick Mallorcan friend, Pep, insists we are cruel savages for doing so. The feral population is fast growing in our part of the mountains and so stray cats are regularly culled to keep numbers down. We’d rather avoid adding to the moggy death toll.

Alan dumps the pannier on the kitchen table and fetches us both a glass of cool lemon juice from the fridge.

‘What’s Ollie up to?’ I ask.

‘Doing his summer project work. Something about the solar system but it’s all in Catalan so I can’t understand much.’

As if on cue, our eleven-year-old son appears barefooted in the entrada, our spacious entrance hall that serves as a living room, wearing a pair of crumpled shorts. He twiddles a pen between his fingers. ‘Did you know that a shooting star is really just a burnt-out meteorite?’

‘I do now.’

He turns to me impatiently. ‘Apparently, July and August are when you see the most shooting stars so can we set up the telescope in the garden?’

Our friend Victoria Duvall has given Ollie the enormous astronomical telescope that previously occupied a space in her house.

‘Good thinking,’ says the Scotsman enthusiastically. ‘We’ll spend every night stargazing.’

Ollie gives his father a cool stare. ‘Yes, but don’t expect to see shooting stars every night.’

Alan nods. ‘No, indeed. Anyway, how’s the project going?’

Ollie puffs out his cheeks. ‘I don’t see why we have to do homework in the summer holidays.’

Having completed one year at Llaut, a new Spanish school near the island’s university, Ollie has had to get to grips with learning in Castilian, which is spoken in most parts of the Spanish Peninsula, and Catalan, the language of CataluÑa and also the Balearic Islands. A further complication is that Mallorcans add their own special twist to Catalan, using vocabulary distinct to the Balearic Islands, so what is taught in Mallorcan schools is not necessarily what is spoken at home. Consequently for a foreign child, learning in the Mallorcan school system is particularly challenging. Prior to joining Llaut, Ollie attended a British school in Palma where English was the first language, so embarking on a curriculum taught in two new languages simultaneously has been tough. Still, there are compensations; he can now curse in Spanish with his classmates and hurl insults in the local vernacular, which he knows his parents can’t easily follow.

I try reasoning with Ollie. ‘You’ve got three whole months of holiday so just think how bored you’d be without homework.’

‘If I had a Wii and a PS2 I wouldn’t be.’

Alan studies him. ‘What in heaven’s name is a wiwi? It’s not one of those wretched playboy things, is it?’

Ollie shakes his head in frustration and, muttering in Mallorcan, stomps off to his room.

‘It’s that interactive TV thingy,’ I say, trying to sound knowledgeable. ‘All his chums have them apparently.’

‘Good for them but we’re not having any truck with that nonsense. There’s nothing to beat reading books and walking in the mountains.’

He lugs the pannier of beetroots over to the sink and begins to run the tap. I walk out on to the patio and watch the light playing on the surface of the swimming pool. It’s a glorious day and the Tramuntana mountains which overlook our terrain are bathed in golden light. High up in the hills, fincas glint like small diamonds as the sun kisses their glass window panes, reflecting sharp light across the valley. There’s a braying from a nearby field and the sound of a donkey pawing the ground. Mingled with the clucking of our hens is the gentle tinkle of bells. Our neighbour, Rafael, has recently taken delivery of some young sheep, all of whom are sporting bronze neck bells that clang gently as they graze.

‘So,’ says Alan, emerging from the kitchen with a pair of secateurs in his hand. ‘How many of us are there for supper?’

‘Eight, including George.’

‘At least we can eat outside. By the way, when’s he leaving for London?’

‘Hopefully tomorrow sometime but he was talking about staying on to see Sa Mostra.’

Once every year, dance troupes from around the world congregate for a week in the heart of Sóller, our local market town, to take part in Sa Mostra. It is a lively and colourful event with al fresco dance demonstrations during the day and every evening. The town’s folk dancing group gets involved and it is always fun to see neighbours and shopkeepers out of context wearing traditional Mallorcan costumes and sashaying graciously and joyously about the stage in the plaça. Often they’ll invite spectators to come up and join them on the dance floor and it surprises me how gregarious tourists become when away from home, skipping and clapping in happy abandonment in front of live audiences. In all honesty, they probably don’t get much of an opportunity back home in their local shopping centres. Much as I’d like George off the island, it would be a pity for him to miss such a wonderful occasion.

‘Maybe we can all go tomorrow night?’ says Alan. ‘I think Pep mentioned that Juana would be dancing. George and Pep would get on like a house on fire.’

Our good friends, Pep, Juana and their son, Angel, always throw themselves wholeheartedly into every fiesta and we tag along with them to most local events. When we first moved here it was extremely helpful to have Mallorcan friends who spoke fluent English, although now we get by well enough save for a few linguistic gaffes. I’m not sure whether putting Greedy George and Pep together is necessarily a good thing, both being complete exhibitionists and having a puerile sense of humour.

‘Are you sure that’s wise?’

The Scotsman smirks. ‘Yes, I think it will be highly entertaining to see how they spark each other off. I shall suggest it to Pep.’

‘On your own head be it.’ I look at my watch and give a little shriek. ‘Damn. I promised to email Rachel that PR proposal by lunchtime and it’s already noon.’

‘You’d better get your skates on then,’ he warns. ‘And don’t forget you’ve got to get your column off this afternoon.’

The weekly column which I’ve been penning for the local British newspaper, The Majorca Daily Bulletin, offers snippets and comments on London and international news. I shake off my sandals and plod up the staircase to my office eyrie. The marble is dry and cool beneath my feet.

‘Don’t let anyone disturb me,’ I call to Alan.

‘Of course not. No one’s going to be here till seven tonight.’

I barely reach the top step when the front door crashes open.

‘Hola!’ yells Rafael. ‘I thought I’d pop round for a chat and a beer.’
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Tiny stars and a slice of silvery moon enliven a charcoal sky, and yet the hills remain dark and impenetrable, resembling a mysterious, ridged creature lurking beneath a black cloak. The old wooden table is littered with debris, used cutlery and dessert dishes, empty wine bottles and abandoned serviettes. A fat and flickering candle drips tears of white wax which gather in a small puddle at its glass base. Ollie digs a burnt match into the melted goo, pours it on to his hand and watches, mesmerised, as it instantly sets. George, replete after three gigantic portions of home-made paella followed by caramel flan, is leaning back in his chair nursing a cognac in one massive paw, and a Cuban cigar in the other. Marta and Paco, Catalina’s parents, sit on either side of him, basking in the reflected glory of their daughter whose culinary efforts have been lavishly praised by one and all.

‘You know what, guv?’ yells George, cutting through the momentary calm. ‘You’re the luckiest woman in the world to have a chum like Catalina.’

‘You’re right,’ I admit.

Catalina views us both with a quizzical smile. Her husband, Ramon, gives a little grunt.

‘I mean, how long have you two known each other?’ asks George.

Catalina scratches her head. ‘Too long! I was an au pair for her sister in England fifteen years ago and that’s how we met. Now I see her every week.’

‘Yes, but she hardly ever cooks me paella,’ I complain.

‘It’s true. I’m too busy working and I don’t want her to get lazy! I only have time to do a little housework for her these days.’

Aside from helping me out around the house, Catalina is the custodian of the keys to many holiday homes in the Sóller Valley. She maintains and keeps a beady eye on these properties for their owners and is the nucleus for news gathering and dispersal across the valley.

Alan blows out a plume of smoke. ‘You see, George, we’re all flat out with work. Life’s no picnic over here.’

George roars with laughter. ‘Give me a break! You lot are having a ball.’

‘Què diu?’ asks Catalina’s mother.

‘He says we have an easy life here,’ I translate.

‘Tell him to try being married to Catalina!’ cuts in Ramon.

Marta looks thoughtful. ‘I think we’re lucky. Who wants to work in a city like Madrid or London? All that traffic and stress.’

Catalina translates her mother’s words for George.

‘Yes, poor old me,’ he says. ‘It’s hell in London. All those five star hotels and restaurants, Fortnum & Mason and Harrods. Marta’s right, I have a horrible, stressful life.’

‘It’s OK if you have money, I suppose,’ retorts Ramon.

‘True,’ says George. ‘I wouldn’t want to be poor. Then I’d end up doing something ridiculous like building a cattery.’ He leans across and prods me on the arm.

‘Leave my cattery out of it. I’m doing it because I love cats.’

‘Quick, give me a hankie someone, I’m going to cry!’ guffaws George.

Catalina tuts while Paco and Ramon exchange amused glances. They can follow English fairly well.

‘She’ll go to heaven before you will,’ Paco chuckles.

‘I do hope so,’ says George. ‘I want to have a lot more fun before I depart this world.’

Ollie joins in. ‘Lucky you don’t have to go to school. At school there’s never any fun, just work and more work.’

‘Don’t worry,’ says George. ‘I got expelled at sixteen and never looked back. You come and work for me in a few years’ time and homework will be a thing of the past.’

‘Cool,’ Ollie enthuses, then he leaps up and runs to the far end of the patio and garden, past the inky pool and towards the telescope which Alan has set up by the olive tree.

Paco takes a large sip from his glass of herbes, the local Mallorcan liqueur.

‘How are your tomatoes coming on?’

Alan frowns. ‘Not good at all. I was going to ask for your advice. Some sort of blight.’

Paco nods in sympathy. ‘The whole valley’s affected. I was hoping it hadn’t reached yours.’

‘What’s wrong with M&S?’ asks George.

‘Nothing beats growing your own veg,’ says Alan, robustly.

‘Sounds like too much hard work to me,’ grumbles George. ‘I hate digging, and worms give me the collywobbles.’

Alan decides to change tack. ‘So were you happy with the shoot, George?’

‘Jubilant that it’s over! I mean, that Smirnoff woman was a pain in the backside. I nearly danced when I saw her off at the airport.’

‘At least she was good looking.’

‘You didn’t see her without her teeth.’

‘What?’ cries Alan.

‘Only kidding!’

Catalina pours herself a glass of red wine while her builder husband sticks to cola. ‘So what were these leather products you were filming?’

George squeezes the life out of his cigar butt and stubs it in the ashtray.

‘I’ve produced a range of leather beach and pool accessories. All made out of the best hide.’

‘Really? But doesn’t leather go bad in water?’ she asks.

George relishes the question. ‘Aha! That’s what you’d imagine but a smart arse like me thinks of everything. I use BBG.’ He smiles triumphantly, assured of our wholesale confusion.

‘BBG? What’s that?’ I ask. ‘You told me it was goat hide.’

‘It is. Black Bengal goat.’

‘What’s so special about a Bengal goat?’ the Scotsman says, hotly.

George lights up another cigar and waggles it at Alan. ‘I’ll tell you why it’s special. It’s very soft hide which I get treated in a way that makes it impervious to water.’

Catalina translates this for her parents, who coo in wonderment.

‘Where do you get your supplies from?’ asks Catalina.

George leans back in his chair, and exhales a plume of smoke. ‘I’ve got a mate in Bangladesh.’

Greedy George has a mate in every part of the globe. It wouldn’t surprise me if he had a string of intergalactic alien contacts across the entire universe.

‘Did you know,’ he continues, ‘that there are over thirty million goats in Bangladesh?’

‘Fascinating!’ I cry in mock amazement.

He gives me a dark look. ‘So, Miss Sarcastic, do you know what vellum is?’

‘A kind of parchment paper. Used to be made from calves’ skin.’

‘Goat’s skin, mostly. Poor old Charles the First had his death warrant written on goat vellum.’

‘Is this leading anywhere, George?’ I sigh.

Catalina momentarily slides a hand across her mouth to stifle a grin before translating the sorry tale about Charles I to her parents. Marta shakes her head at this news, as if the royal’s demise were a recent occurrence.

‘What I’m trying to say, guv, is that there’s nothing I don’t know about goats.’

We all get the giggles and Catalina and I start bleating just to put a stop to any more goat nonsense.

Paco scrutinises his watch in the half light. ‘It’s one in the morning. We must leave.’

Everyone rises and Marta attempts to clear the table but I shoo her away. ‘We’ll do it later, won’t we?’

‘Absolutely,’ says Alan, yawning heavily. ‘MaÑana, maÑana…’

Ollie trips over to us. ‘I think I’ve just seen a falling star.’

‘Did you catch it?’ laughs Marta.

‘Not this time,’ he replies, using Mallorcan dialect. He smiles and says good night to everyone. George grabs him in a bear hug.

‘Take my word for it, young man. Give up all this school crap and join the firm.’

Ollie hangs his head on one side. ‘How much would you pay me? A million pounds a year?’

‘In your dreams, sonny Jim. You’d have to work your way up.’

‘Hmm,’ he replies coolly, turning back towards the telescope. ‘I’ll think about it.’

We wend our way through the house to the front courtyard to say our final goodbyes.

‘Ollie’s a sharp little bugger, isn’t he?’ says George.

‘I like to think so,’ the Scotsman grins.
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The telephone is ringing incessantly. I glare at it across the desk, wondering why our erratic answerphone fails to connect. Rather crossly I whip up the receiver and give a curt greeting. It’s my managing director, Rachel, calling from the office in London.

‘Snappy!’ she yells provocatively. ‘What’s got your goat?’

‘Don’t remind me…’

‘About what?’

‘Nothing really, just a silly conversation I had with George the other night.’

‘I take it he’s left your sunny shores now?’

‘Mercifully, yes, but I’ve got a mound of work to do thanks to taking time out for his wretched film shoot.’

There’s a gale of laughter. ‘I can just picture what Dannie’s supermodel friend was like!’

‘Yes, well just add on some horns, a tail and have her waving a pitch fork.’

‘How did George get on with her?’

‘Badly, Rachel. Mind you, he spent two nights partying once she left so I don’t think he was too traumatised by the experience.’

‘Whatever did your friend Catalina make of him?’

‘Believe it or not, she adored him. They even danced together at Sa Mostra, our folk dancing fiesta.’

‘I’d love to have been a fly on the wall.’

I chuckle at the memory. ‘He was pretty nimble, given his bulk.’

She explodes with laughter. ‘Look, I know you’ve got to get on but I wondered when you’d next be over in London. I want to set up a meeting with the Peterson-Matlocks, those furniture designers.’

‘Are they normal?’

‘How do I know? They seem nice and they want to hire us.’

‘OK, but remember I’ve got enough on my plate already with George and Dannie, not to mention mad Manuel.’

Somehow, since handing over the reins of the company to Rachel, I’ve ended up with all the misfit overseas clients. Manuel Ramirez, the owner of H Hotels in Panama, is another fruitcake. I’d even go as far as saying that he’s more deranged than Dannie and George put together. He is soon to open a hotel in Maryland where he has a new investor, an ex-vice admiral from the US Naval Academy. I’ve got a bad feeling about him.

‘Is Manuel giving you angst?’

‘Not really, but I’m worried about this admiral guy he’s linked up with. Sounds a bit of a nut.’

‘I shouldn’t worry, birds of a feather and all that,’ she chortles. ‘So, when are you back?’

‘I’ll be over at the beginning of September.’

‘Cool. The Peterson-Matlocks are in Jakarta visiting the owner of Wild Woods, the franchise they’re taking on. They won’t be back until the end of August.’

‘Good-oh.’

She’s silent for a moment. ‘Just one other thing.’

‘Yes?’

‘Can we have a private word some time? Nothing too heavy.’

I’m intrigued. ‘About what?’

‘The future,’ she says.

‘Of course.’

‘No hurry.’

She rings off. A discussion about the future. How timely is that?
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TWO

SITTING DUCKS

I set off at a gentle running pace along our stony old track, hoping that I might just avoid bumping into Rafael when I reach his house. Should our paths cross he will inevitably preach the dangers of running in the midday heat, a subject I would rather avoid. The pretty finca closest to ours is owned by Helge and Wolfgang, who pop back and forth to Sóller from their home in Berlin several times a year. Rafael, however, is a permanent fixture and has lived in his old stone house since the day he was born. His property lies midway between ours and that of our furthest neighbours, Pedro and Silvia, at the mouth of the track. They too have resided here for many years and historically both families have had the odd skirmish over land and access rights, and other neighbourly grumbles, but these days they get along well enough.

More than a year ago, Margalida, the elderly mother of Silvia, died, and I felt bereft. She used to occupy a smart white chalet opposite her daughter’s house on the corner of the track, in full view of the lane. An alert concierge, albeit with appalling sight, she relished being able to sit on her veranda and watch the world go by. There would be small clusters of German hikers, the occasional car or moto rumbling by, a neighbour returning with shopping and gossip from Sóller town, and the biggest prize of all – random delivery vans. As soon as one of these vehicles turned into our narrow track, Margalida would hobble out onto her porch, wave her wooden stick and demand to know what was being delivered and to whom. With some trepidation the driver would draw to a halt and hand over a piece of official paper, perhaps some crumpled delivery note, for her to scrutinise with her unseeing eyes. When fully satisfied that the poor fellow wasn’t some opportunist ladró, thief, she would sniff heavily and permit him to continue on his way. The postman, Jorge, was a regular visitor to her home as was my friend Gaspar, the paper delivery man. In a short while Margalida and I became firm friends, even though she could only converse in Mallorcan and I in poor Castilian Spanish.

Since then, my grasp of the Mallorcan dialect has improved but is still rudimentary. Luckily, I don’t need to practise it on Rafael – he has a fairly good knowledge of English, having picked up vocabulary from British tourists who pop by his cake shop in the town. Similarly to me, he enjoys running, although at a greatly enhanced pace, which means that I try to avoid chummy runs with him at all costs. As I pass the muddy enclosure of Alberto, his Dalmatian, I can hear sizzling coming from the kitchen and a delicious smell of chorizo sausage wafts over. Rafael appears like a genie at the open door with a frying pan in his hand.

‘You want something to eat?’ he says with a sly grin, observing my running shorts and trainers.

‘Very funny.’

‘How far you go?’

‘To the Port.’

He sucks his teeth. ‘You’d be better going up to Fornalutx. There’s more shade on the back road.’

Rafael always knows best when it comes to running.

‘Yes, but I don’t feel like it.’

He casts his eye over his watch. ‘Hombre! It’s nearly noon. You’ll fry!’

Alberto starts barking excitedly from his run.

‘See, even Alberto agrees with me!’

I laugh. ‘I had to finish a lot of work in the office this morning.’

‘If you want to train for another marathon, you must go earlier, when it is cool.’

‘Si, si…’ I mutter. I’m certainly not going to tell him that I’ve already signed up for the Athens marathon next November. It shall remain a secret for now.

‘Bon profit!’ I say, Enjoy your lunch.

‘Gracias! Vagi bé!’ he cries. Go well.

I carry on jogging, already uncomfortable as sweat trickles down my face and back. The thought of undertaking another gruelling marathon fills me with dread but it’s a great way of fundraising for the small Sri Lankan orphanage that Alan and I support, and it’s also a fantastic discipline. In the past two years I’ve taken part in both the New York and London marathons and have derived a certain masochistic pleasure from the training and the bittersweet agony of running the actual course. Around me a wave of hissing cicadas grows louder across the bancales, the old stone terraces and the orchards. Perhaps the cicadas, like an ancient Greek chorus, are warning me of the perils of venturing out in such temperatures – and they’d be right.

At the end of the track where it intersects with a narrow country lane, I stretch my legs against one of the stone walls, surprising a small gecko, which gapes up at me and then disappears into a tiny hole. There isn’t a sound save for the loquacious cicadas and a fretful dog barking in the distance. A film of ochre dust envelopes the vast Tramuntanas and, through the haze, they rise up before me like a herd of wild elephants, grey and parched in the harsh light and covered in dry scrub. A lone eagle soars high in a bright but colourless sky and across the valley comes the low and distant rumbling of thunder. Waddling along the road and quacking loudly, two ducks suddenly appear. In deep and earnest conversation, they scarcely acknowledge my presence as they patter by, heading who knows where. I imagine they’ve made a heroic escape from a neighbour’s garden but I fear their freedom may be short lived. If a speeding car doesn’t end their days, then a wily neighbour will have them in a pot before they have time to squawk, Socorro! Help!

I finish my stretching and am about to set off along the road when I hear the agitated whining of a moto, the pop-pop bike used by every Tomás, Diego and Horacio up here in the mountains. It’s Gaspar, the paper delivery man, dribbling along and straining to keep both his buttocks firmly wedged on the narrow seat. He slows down, beads of sweat pouring from his plump face, and gives a half-hearted little toot toot. I wave and walk over to him. He cuts the engine.

‘I’ve decided I want to come running with you,’ he says breathlessly in Mallorcan.

‘Què?’

‘Si, si, I know I’m overweight, but I think it’ll help me to exercise.’

I digest this news slowly. ‘My pace might be a bit too quick for you, Gaspar. Maybe you should begin with fast walking. You know, poc a poc.’

He pulls a face. ‘No, I’d like to run with you. We can have a nice chat, stop in the port for un cafè…’

He trails off when he sees the look of disapproval on my face.

‘We don’t stop for un cafè, do we?’

‘No, we don’t.’

‘D’acord. When can we go?’

I wince. Maybe I could take him for a quick jog some time, but I’m worried about the stress to his huge bulk, especially in this heat.

‘How about next week?’

He proffers a sunny smile, revs up his motor and gives me the thumbs up. Then he points to the sky.

‘Don’t run too far. A storm’s coming. Fins aviat!’

See you soon, he says. He sure will, but in the interim, I’ll take some advice from Rafael about how to train my gentle Hulk.

Finally, I start running at a good pace, turning left along the winding road which leads down towards the port. I feel a kiss of rain on my cheek and then a deep growl of thunder rips through the clouds. In a few minutes, violent streaks of lightning flash from above and soon the whole sky resembles a throbbing disco. Hardly able to see for the water running into my eyes, I hurtle along, refreshed by the cool air and pleased to have the place to myself. As it happens, I don’t. Rather incongruously, splashing about in an enormous puddle at the side of the road, are the two escapee ducks. I observe them for a few seconds, wondering whether they really do have a death wish, but then who can put a price on freedom, however brief? For now my feathered friends quack happily in the rain, making the most of their fleeting flight of fancy.

[image: ]

The town of Ca’n Picafort, which spreads its suburban tentacles to Alcudia in the north and Arta in the east, was once a modest little fishing village, home to just 200 inhabitants only fifty years ago. It sits plum in the middle of the vast Bay of Alcudia, where swarms of tourists arrive during the summer to fry on the beach that unfurls seductively. Ca’n Picafort today is little more than an anonymous holiday resort with the predictable palm-lined promenade of cafes and bars, and grey, unprepossessing hotels crowding its coastline. It does have a few redeeming features, though; the untouched wetlands of Parc Natural de S’Albufera lie to the west, a twitcher’s paradise, and the ancient burial ground of Son Real Necropolis, known as the Cemetery of the Phoenicians, are a stone’s throw from Son Baulo beach. As far as I’m concerned, Ca’n Picafort has one saving grace and that is its annual event of Amollada d’Anneres, otherwise known as the duck-catching competition. This memorable but bizarre celebration, held annually on 15 August, allows Ca’n Picafort to hold its head up proudly and claim at least a small degree of Spanish eccentricity.

We have spent the best part of two hours crammed inside a hot and sticky car travelling to this unassuming resort and now spill out of our cramped jail like four wretched prisoners on release. Ollie and his good chum Angel stretch out their limbs and strain to see the craggy rocks of the harbour from where the ducks will be released. Hundreds of people are milling about the streets like hyperactive sand flies, anticipating the big event. Flanking the bay is a clutter of hotels and apartment blocks and beyond, in the far distance, a seemingly never-ending golden beach. Within a minute or two of our arrival, our friends Pep and Juana roll up and park nearby. They have travelled in relative luxury in their roomy, air-conditioned silver estate car. A door is flung open and Pep hauls himself onto the pavement. Angel and Ollie run up to him.

‘So, you survived the journey in that old jalopy?’ he says, threading his hands through his unruly grey locks.

The Scotsman plods over to him with stiff legs. ‘It wasn’t fun, I can tell you.’

Pep breaks into a sadistic smile, revealing a row of nicotine-stained teeth. ‘Anyway, it’s your own fault. I can’t believe you’re using that same old hire car after all these years.’

‘Needs must,’ sniffs Alan.

‘Què broma! You’re just an old Scottish… what do you say… skinflint.’

Pep has a point. It is a bit of a joke among our friends that we’re still using a hire car but there is a good reason for this. We pay a tiny amount for extended use of the old banger and we don’t have to worry about insurance, car servicing or breakdowns. The hire company takes care of all that. The other major perk is that hire companies remove hubcaps from their cars’ wheels which means that the local policia never pull their drivers over to check documentation. Assuming that it’s just a tourist at the wheel, the police leave the driver in blissful peace. The downside is that we have air conditioning that exudes gusts of fiery heat akin to a dragon’s breath and the seats appear to have been embedded with small knives and knuckledusters. I try to convince myself that I’m getting a free shiatsu massage every time I get in the car.

Juana, elegant as always in a linen jacket and tailored cotton shorts, joins us on the pavement.

‘You poor things, all squeezed in together. The boys should have come with us.’

Angel protests. ‘I like it better in their car. It feels more like we’re going on an adventure.’

Pep begins wheezing with laughter. He claps Angel on the shoulder with a heavy brown hand. ‘You, my son, are an idiota.’

Angel breaks away, muttering jolines under his breath, a perky little untranslatable expletive used by Mallorcan children as soon as they can open their mouths.

‘Come on, the race will begin any time,’ shouts Ollie, scrutinising his watch.

‘No it won’t,’ yawns Pep. ‘It starts at noon, so we’ve still got fifteen minutes to wait. We’ll have to walk down to those rocks and then, my chicos, you can get ready.’

The two boys listen attentively and then run ahead. Alan bustles over to the boot and pulls out a straw pannier full of towels. He tucks a leather loop under his arm while Pep observes him with a furrowed brow.

‘And what, my friend, is that monstrosity?’

‘It’s a leather loop, an upmarket rubber ring. One of George Myers’ mad inventions.’

Pep’s face fills with pleasure. ‘Ah, my new friend, George! You’re lucky to have such an entertaining client. He proved to be a good dancer at Sa Mostra, too.’

‘Give me a break!’ I snort.

He examines the leather loop. ‘In fairness, it’s rather elegant. Not vulgar like the rubber ones.’

Alan raises his eyebrows and strides off with it towards the beach. We follow in his wake. It is difficult to fight our way through the excited throng clambering among the slimy rock pools and clumps of seaweed. Most of those picking their way through the pebbles to the water’s edge are local Mallorcans. The pack of spectators in shorts and T-shirts standing high up on the road are no doubt expectant tourists keen to see whatever pageant is about to unfold. Pep finds a small area of unoccupied sand and plonks down his bag and a sombrilla, a large cream parasol. Then, with difficulty, he stabs the parasol into the sand and grinds it in. He is sporting a wide-brimmed Panama hat, linen shirt and beige shorts and puffs vigorously on a slim puro.

‘Want one?’ he enquires, thrusting a packet towards Alan.

The Scotsman extracts one of the cellophane-wrapped cigars.

‘Now, boys,’ says Pep, gesturing to Angel and Ollie to follow his gaze. ‘See those five boats anchoring outside that hotel?’

They nod.

‘That is Hotel Sol y Mar. Soon they will release the ducks.’

‘They’re not real, are they?’ asks Ollie.

Pep gives a cynical shrug. ‘They used to be but health and safety or some interfering anti-duck-throwing group has stopped that. Now they dole out plastic ones.’

Ollie hunches his shoulders. ‘I’m glad they’re not real. Poor things.’

‘Come on, Ollie!’ yelps Pep dramatically. ‘Be a macho! In the old days we’d have had a nice free duck for supper.’

‘What’s macho about catching a duck?’

With a grunt, Pep waves the remark away with his cigar. Juana and I settle ourselves on towels under the parasol and watch as the boys strip down to their swimming trunks and rush towards the shoreline carrying George’s leather loop between them. No sooner have they waded in to the sea, along with countless others, than there’s the sound of a horn and a bright yellow flash as the boats unleash hundreds of plastic ducks into the brine. Angel and Ollie swim off in the direction of a few bobbling birds while a mass of adults and children struggle to capture the scattered booty in the frisky waves. In the midst of the mayhem a police patrol boat churns up the water as it heads briskly towards the throng. An officer stands unsteadily at the helm, loudly blowing a whistle, and agitatedly waving his arms in the air. Those gathered on the beach are jostling to see what’s happening. Zooming into view across the waves appears a flotilla of small boats, crowded with masked men armed with snowy white, live ducks. The spectators begin slow clapping as the flapping, quacking birds are launched into the sea. Some try to catch them as they splash down indignantly alongside their yellow plastic imitators. It’s hard to tell what’s going on or indeed what role the police boat has in all this.

‘What’s happening?’ I ask Pep.

He removes the puro from his mouth. ‘They are the saboteurs, the fiesta traditionalists who make a stand every year. They want to bring back real ducks. The local police show up but really they just turn a blind eye.’

‘But who are the saboteurs?’ I persist.

He seems coy. ‘Who knows? Locals, I imagine. It’s just a bit of fun.’

The boys now appear, dripping wet and triumphantly carrying three small plastic ducks between them. Ollie wrestles the leather loop to the ground. I notice, begrudgingly, that it’s still as dry as a whistle. People run from the sea in all directions, some boasting armfuls of plastic ducks while others carry live birds or simply go empty handed.

‘Where are people taking those live ducks?’ asks Ollie suspiciously.

‘To the torrent de son Bauló, where they’ll be released,’ soothes Pep.

Juana looks up from her towel. ‘You know that this whole event is illegal?’

‘How come?’ asks Alan.

‘The agriculture and fisheries department tried to ban it but the local council wants to preserve the tradition and is prepared to pay a big fine each year for the privilege.’

‘That could only happen in Mallorca,’ Alan chuckles.

Pep claps his hands together. ‘So that’s it, my friends. End of the show. Now what?’

‘How about heading off to the S’Albufeira wetlands?’ suggests the Scotsman.

‘Aren’t we going to the museum?’ clamour the boys.

I have promised Angel and Ollie that later we’ll drive up to the Fundación Jakober in Alcudia which houses a collection of Old Master portraits of children and has a stunning sculpture park.

‘Si si, later,’ tuts Pep. ‘But food comes first.’

He taps a finger against the side of his nose. ‘I know just the place for lunch. Owned by a friend of mine.’

‘Oh, what a surprise! The man with a friend in every port,’ I tease.

‘As it happens, he does a perfect duck à l’orange…’

‘You’re joking?’ exclaims Ollie in some horror.

Pep tousles his hair. ‘Naturally! I’m always joking. My friend does the best seafood paella in town and so rest assured, mon amic petit, there won’t be a feather, webbed foot or beak in sight.’
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The sky is louring as Catalina hangs washing on the line. She finishes her task and then, with hands on hips, contemplates the towering mountains beyond. She plods past the pool with the empty washing basket at her side and a tea towel over one shoulder. I am sitting at the wooden table under a parasol, correcting a press release on my computer for Sarah, one of my staff in London. Catalina clumps the basket down and leans over my shoulder.

‘What you writing?’

‘Something intensely dull. It’s about a new range of porcelain animals that my client, Dannie, is launching in the States.’

‘You don’t like them?’

‘Not really, they’re very kitsch. I’d rather have the real thing.’

She sighs deeply. ‘At the end of the day it’s a job. Wait till you have the cattery up and running, then you’ll be happy.’

‘I wish we could just get on with it.’

‘Paciencia,’ she says. ‘In September the men will finish clearing the land and then we can start building.’

Much as I like the holiday feel of August, I have to curb my impatience when things are put on hold. Everyone downs tools in Mallorca during this sizzling month because it’s so oppressively hot. Projects are shelved, repairs go unfinished and the island melts into maÑana mode. A delight for visiting tourists but a frustration at times for residents.

‘Will you cut down on your workload when the cattery opens?’ Catalina suddenly asks.

‘Maybe, but between us we’ll manage.’

She shrugs. ‘Yes, but you won’t be able to do so much.’

It’s something that’s been worrying me. Although Rachel knows about my plans, she won’t admit to the cattery being a reality until it’s finally built. Somehow my workload has been increasing, which isn’t what was supposed to happen when I stepped back from the day-to-day running of the company. The problem is that Rachel is almost too good at her job and has brought in a lot of new business. I need to have a serious talk with her about the future, something which she seems eager to do, too. I wonder what’s on her mind.

‘Don’t worry.’ Catalina is smiling. ‘It’ll all work out.’

‘No doubt.’

She taps me on the shoulder. ‘Shall I make some tea?’

‘Wonderful.’

‘The mountains are not well today,’ she remarks. ‘They are sad.’

I like the way she personifies our ancient Tramuntanas. It makes me regard them more as a group of old pensioners who have good and bad days than mere mountains.

‘It won’t be long before the sirocco is here,’ she muses.

This hot and dusty maelstrom blows in from the Sahara early in September, covering everything it touches with a fine, sandy grit. It creates a great deal of extra housework for Catalina as windows become grimy and a thin layer of yellow dust smothers floors, walls and tables. It even invades the pages of books and wriggles its way into clothes drawers.

Alan appears at the top of the stone steps leading up from the orchard. He is holding two terracotta pots with sprouting seeds.

‘Where are you putting those?’ Catalina demands imperiously.

‘On the planting table,’ he answers, wiping sweat from his face.

She marches over and peers into the pots. ‘There’s no more room there for these seedlings.’

He looks defiated. ‘Of course there is! I’ll just move up the others.’

She drags him by the arm over to the battered, old planting table which sits in a shady alcove outside, beyond the kitchen. I throw back my chair so that I can enjoy the spectacle from afar.

‘This is no good. You have hundreds of plants and every day more. What you trying to do, open a nursery?’

He gives her a quizzical look before dumping the pots down on the ground. ‘It’s because I never have enough space! Gardeners need plenty of room to nurture their seeds.’

Catalina throws up her hands. ‘You have a big garden. Find another place.’

He frowns. ‘But this is the shadiest spot and I’ve no more room on the front porch.’

‘Then put your wormery down in the field. It’s taking up so much space.’

I try to hide my mirth behind the computer screen. The poor Scotsman has to endure a serious nagging session on a Monday when Catalina arrives at the house. Meanwhile I get to have a morning off from office drudgery, instead offering a helping hand to Catalina when she needs it and listening to their endlessly entertaining repartee.

‘My worms are staying put,’ he says firmly. ‘They’re already suffering in the heat, poor little devils.’

‘I thought Mallorcan worms were more sturdy?’ I goad.

‘That’s true, but they still like the shade.’

Catalina whips him on the shoulder with her tea towel. ‘All I’m saying is that you suddenly have pots everywhere. It’s becoming crazy!’

She leaves him to ponder the problem, and hurries off into the kitchen to fill the kettle.

He shuffles over to me. ‘Just look up at the vines. Aren’t those grapes spectacular?’

I turn to face the pergola, which is heavy with bunches of ruby red fruit.

‘They’re fantastic, but it’s impossible to eat them all. We’ll have to freeze the juice.’

‘You’re right. I’ll make a start on it this afternoon.’

‘Don’t forget I’ve got my first English class later so I’ll need the kitchen to myself.’

He groans. ‘In that case I shall hide myself away upstairs in the office.’

‘It’s only for an hour.’

‘I’d rather hide, just the same,’ he says and plods into the house.

Some months ago my friend Fransisca begged me to teach her young daughter English. At first I resisted. I was busy enough as it was and also wasn’t sure how I’d fare teaching a six-year-old Mallorcan child the English language from scratch. After some gentle persuasion, I finally agreed – at which point Fransisca cheerfully told me that there were five other children from her daughter’s class who all wanted to learn, too. This news filled me with some panic but it was too late to turn back on a promise. The class of six children would go ahead. It is a few weeks since we agreed the date of the first lesson and in that time I have invested in some sturdy books, folders, pencils and colouring crayons.

Catalina emerges from the kitchen carrying two mugs of black tea and a plate of home-made muffins.

‘That’s good for the waistline,’ I remark.

She smirks. ‘You’ve made so many. I thought we’d better eat some.’

‘That’s because I made a big batch for the children.’

She gives me an old-fashioned look. ‘Don’t spoil them. They’re coming to learn English, not to eat cakes.’

We sit munching, looking out over the garden and hills. The sky is a smudgy grey and yet perspiration drips off us.

‘You don’t think he’s up to something?’ asks Catalina.

‘Who?’

‘Alan, of course. Why is he growing so many plants?’

I hadn’t stopped to think about it. All I hope is that it’s not another of his loopy business schemes. Many moons ago he and Pep had a crackpot idea to open a whisky shop in Palma but fortunately tired of the notion. Since then, the Scotsman has amused himself helping Pep with bookings for his holiday apartment in Port of Sóller but Pep has just sold the flat. In some ways it came as a relief because what was supposed to be a bit of fun became a full time job for the Scotsman. Now he is occasionally wooed by Focus, a Palma-based film company, to appear in TV and print adverts. It keeps him off the street.

‘I wouldn’t worry, Catalina. You know what he’s like about his plants.’

‘Let’s hope you’re right,’ she warns. ‘It was better when he was out of our hair, doing those rentals. Why did Pep sell up?’

‘He just wanted to cash in on his investment.’

‘I suppose you can’t blame him,’ she says.

There is the sound of a powerful engine and tyres crunching across the gravel courtyard. We look at each other.

‘Who can that be?’ I ask.

Catalina gets up and together we walk through the kitchen into the wide marble entrada. A small, plump man is standing in the porch. He smiles as Catalina wafts through the open front door and they exchange greetings in Mallorcan. She listens to him for a few moments and then narrows her eyes.

‘Did you hear that?’ she calls to me from the doorway.

‘Something about a delivery,’ I say.

‘Seedlings!’ she says with exasperation. ‘This man is from the nursery in Santa Maria. Apparently Alan has ordered a whole load of plants. They were on discount.’

The driver strides back to his van whistling merrily as he pulls out tray upon tray of plants.

Catalina regards them fiercely. ‘Where is he?’ she growls.

‘I think he went up to the office,’ I say, before sloping back through the kitchen to the table outside. I sit cowering in front of my computer as Catalina’s voice rolls up the stairs: ‘Alaaaaaaaaaan!’
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Six little faces stare back at me from the big oak table in the kitchen. In truth, only five faces are in evidence because Iván has done a disappearing act under his chair. I try to unearth him by pulling gently on his arm. It’s like trying to extract a reluctant mole from its hole.

‘I don’t want to come out!’ he yells in Mallorcan.

‘That’s too bad. Sit up!’

He ignores me. The other children enjoy the show. It’s a test of wills. Tofol begins making aeroplane noises while Sara jumps up and down pretending to be a frog. It has taken some effort to herd them indoors. Once the parents had deposited their offspring in the front courtyard and departed, I watched in some dismay as the children ran wildly about the lawn, before gathering at the pond edge to count the fish and frogs. With what authority I could muster, I clapped my hands and bellowed for them to come inside. They stopped and stared, understanding my tone but not the English. I tried in Spanish. This time they grudgingly tripped after me into the house and sat at the kitchen table. I had created folders and worksheets for them all and had also pilfered puppets and plastic animals from Ollie’s room. There would be hell to pay should he ever find out.

Tina and Mateo start giggling while dreamy Marga begins drawing on her hand. Enough is enough. I clap loudly.

‘Do you all like chocolate biscuits?’ I ask in their native tongue.

They all shout out SI, even Iván under the table. I show them my watch.

‘Now, we have one hour. If you work hard, at half time we will have chocolate biscuits and orangeade and then a fun DVD. If you’re naughty we will stay here until your parents return.’

They exchange dismayed glances.

‘So, what’s it going to be?’

Somewhat reluctantly they take their places at the table again. Iván bobs his head up and is soon sitting on his chair. I hand out colouring pads and ask them to draw pictures of their favourite animals. Iván’s mother has told me that her son has a mental block about English and is doing poorly in the subject at school. He and his friends have only been learning the language for one year so it’s still very new to them. I wait until they’ve completed their works of art.

‘What a fantastic dog,’ I say to Iván. He is coy. I write ‘dog’ under his drawing and give him a tick and a gold star. While I’m examining the other children’s work, he beavers away. I potter over to him.

‘Cat,’ he says, pushing his next oeuvre towards me.

‘Super, Iván!’ I exclaim, giving him another star. He can hardly contain his excitement. The others work diligently, keen to amass their own small constellation. Before I know it, half an hour has glided by and my busy bees are toiling away at their worksheets. We stop for biscuits and juice and then spend the rest of the time watching a DVD and singing along to a tape of nursery rhymes. The parents arrive to the sound of ‘The Grand Old Duke of York’ and find their children marching about the entrada like soldiers and showing little sign of wanting to leave. After several entreaties my charges join their parents and depart down the track on foot. ‘Bye, bye!’ they shout in unison, waving their hands wildly in the air.

I potter into the kitchen and find it relatively unscathed. A puddle of water collects at one end of the table where a plastic cup has been carelessly knocked on its side, crayons and bits of paper are strewn on the floor and biscuit crumbs are scattered across cushion covers of chairs, but nothing more. I find myself happily humming, ‘Oranges and Lemons’. Despite my initial misgivings it’s been great fun playing teacher for the afternoon. After all, when else would I have a legitimate excuse to skip around the kitchen as Little Miss Muffet, let alone a poor little piggy squealing ‘wee wee wee’ all the way home?
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I’m lolling in a chair upstairs in the office with all the windows thrown wide open. The dry and musky smell of rosemary rushes in on the warm breeze as I close my eyes to listen to the sounds of the night. The room is dark but for my desk light. At this time of the year my beloved frogs and one fat toad whom I’ve christened Johnnie are in full throttle, calling to one another and splashing about in the pond beneath my window like a group of teenagers at a fun park. There’s a deep sigh and I open my eyes. Inko sits curled on my desk, her paws twitching, her eyes darting behind closed lids. She emits another big sigh and then begins murmuring. I wonder what sort of dream she is having. The events of the day unwind before me. I am relieved that my first language class has been a relative success, and that I’ve started tackling the stack of paperwork listing precariously like a small tower of Pisa against the side of my desk. Soon I will need to return to London to meet up with clients and discuss the future of the PR consultancy with Rachel. Would she let me bow out and run it herself or maybe take on a partner? Could we merge it with a larger concern or just give up the ghost and close it down? The door creaks open and Ollie is standing there yawning in his pyjamas.

‘I was looking for Inko. She needs to go to bed.’

I give him a hug. ‘OK, you take her.’

He lifts her gently in his arms and wraps her round his neck so that she resembles a beige stole. She doesn’t resist. He stops at the door.

‘What are you thinking about?’

‘Work.’

‘What’s the point of that?’

‘I don’t know.’

He gives me a bright look. ‘Well then, come and read me a story instead.’

I laugh. ‘You’re too grown up for that now.’

‘Who says?’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Of course,’ he protests. ‘Who doesn’t like a bedtime story?’

He’s right. What could be better than ending the day with a bedtime story? I turn off the light and together we slip off to his room.
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