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Chapter One
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‘Bloody hell!’ Susan Maybury exclaimed as a loud bang sounded beneath us and the hire car swerved onto the left-hand side of the road. I dropped the map I was holding and Susan gripped the steering wheel tightly, trying to bring the vehicle back under control. The metal frame of the Seat Panda was rattling all around us and only the seatbelts were keeping us from flying through the air. Up ahead, to add to our troubles, a large brown pickup truck was coming around a curve in the road.

‘Look out!’ I yelled as the vehicle hurtled towards us.

Susan yanked the steering wheel sharply to the right. The driver of the truck saw us just in time and swerved left, the large vehicle pulling past us with barely a couple of inches to spare. My hands were in my mouth as our wing mirror clipped the side of the truck and the jolt sent us spinning even further off track. We juddered along the verge at the side of the road as the man let off his horn in anger. Susan pulled us back onto the track and, as we rounded the corner, she brought the car to a clattering halt.

For a moment, we sat in silence, numb with shock. Susan’s hands were still gripping the steering wheel. ‘Blimey, that was close,’ she breathed. She shot me a nervous grin, the adrenaline pumping through her.

‘Too close,’ I said, my face pale with shock.

She pulled her hands from the steering wheel and turned off the engine, then took another deep breath.

‘What happened?’ I asked, at last. The car was brand new. We had picked it up from the airport less than an hour ago. ‘It felt like we hit something.’

Susan unclipped her seatbelt. ‘We very nearly did.’ She laughed uneasily, glancing back through the rear window. The truck had disappeared from view in a cloud of dust. The driver hadn’t bothered to stop. But we were alive, that was the main thing. ‘I think a tyre must have blown.’ She gazed at the broken wing mirror and pulled a face. ‘That’s going to cost us.’ Flipping down her sunglasses, she opened the side door and stepped out onto the parched grass at the side of the road. A set of bushes lined the narrow verge. Susan looked down at the wheel and gave it a sharp kick. ‘Yep, flat as a pancake,’ she confirmed.

I got out of the car and came around to join her on the verge.

Susan crouched down to take a closer look at the tyre. She was already in full holiday mode, in light brown shorts and a white top, tied at the front. I was in long trousers and a short sleeved shirt. The air was dusty and still, and there was barely a cloud in the sky. It was early afternoon and the temperature was uncomfortably hot. ‘I think it might have been a bit of glass,’ she said, peering down at the tyre. Susan was in her early twenties, a year or so younger than me, with a rounded face, wide brown eyes and dark, shoulder-length hair. ‘Yeah, there’s definitely some glass in there. Some idiot must have dropped a bottle or something in the road.’

I glanced up and down the track. There was nothing in sight bar the gravel, the bushes and the mountains in the distance. I scratched my head. ‘What are we going to do?’ I looked up at the roof rack. Our luggage was still in place, thank goodness. With all the bumps in the road, I was worried the suitcases might have fallen off.

Susan pulled herself up and shot me a reassuring smile. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll get it sorted. It’s all part of the fun, isn’t it?’ She liked to look on the bright side. It was one of her most attractive qualities. She wiped a bead of sweat from her brow. ‘Mind you, I think you could have chosen a better road. We’re in the middle of nowhere here.’

I laughed. She was right about that. It was unlikely anyone would be coming this way any time soon.

‘You and your map reading,’ she teased. ‘Blimey, it’s hot. You didn’t see a garage anywhere, did you?’

‘Not since we left the coast road.’ We had arrived at the airport around eleven this morning and left in the hire car a little after midday. We’d turned off the coast road about an hour after that. It was too far to walk back to it in this heat.

‘Ah well.’ Susan shrugged. ‘I’ll check the boot. You never know, there might be a spare tyre in there.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Could you change a tyre?’ I asked. She had an uncle who was a mechanic, so it was not beyond the bounds of possibility.

‘Probably. As long as we’ve got a jack somewhere.’ She skipped around to the back of the car and lifted the lid. ‘Bingo!’

I moved towards her. ‘We’ve got a spare?’

‘We have. Tyre, jack, the works.’ She grinned and leaned forward to give the new tyre a prod. ‘Give us a hand, will you? Let’s get it out.’

I took a breath and moved in to help. The tyre was fairly heavy but, between the two of us, we were able to lift it out of the boot, without banging our heads on the lid. That done, we propped it up against the bumper. I stepped back and gazed at it with some scepticism. It was at least fully inflated. ‘You really think you can change it?’

‘No problem,’ she said. ‘So long as the nuts aren’t too tight. On the wheel,’ she added with a laugh. She grabbed the tyre and began rolling it around the side of the vehicle. I made to close the boot but she stopped and called back to me: ‘The jack. And the rest of it.’

‘Right.’ I nodded and pulled out the remainder of the tools. ‘Will they charge us for the tyre?’ I wondered, shutting up the boot and coming around to join her.

‘Bound to. And the wing mirror. There goes our deposit. Right. Let’s get everything jacked up.’

I watched in admiration as she set to work. Susan had always been a much more practical person than me. She knew how to get things done. In situations like this, it was better just to let her get on with it.

Susan and I had been going out together for a little over five months now. I still couldn’t believe my luck. She was everything I had ever looked for in a woman. Intelligent, strong, practical, with an impish sense of humour. She had not batted an eyelid this morning, hopping into a left-hand drive car for the first time in her life and haring down the wrong side of the road. Now here she was, in the blazing sunshine, calmly setting to work on a busted tyre while I stood around like a prize lemon, trying not to get in her way. ‘Is there anything I can do?’ I asked her, grabbing a hat from the car and plonking it on my head.

‘I’ll let you know,’ she said. ‘Just keep out of the sun for now.’

That was Susan all over. Always getting stuck in. This whole holiday had been her idea. ‘We could do with a bit of a break,’ she had said to me, a few weeks earlier, when we had gone out for lunch one afternoon. ‘How do you fancy a week in Spain?’

‘Spain?’ I was taken aback by the suggestion. I had never been abroad. I didn’t even have a passport.

‘A mate of mine has a villa out there. Well, her family does. She’s invited me over. A free holiday. Not to be sniffed at.’

I confess, I was a little nervous at the idea. As a child, the only holidays I had been on were seaside camping trips with my mum and dad. But Susan loved to try new things and, since we had met up again last year, she had dragged me into all sorts of different adventures. Some of them, it has to be said, had been quite gruesome.

We had first met at primary school, many years before – Susan was in the year below me – but we had run into each other again last summer and had quickly become firm friends. Later, when I’d finally plucked up the courage to ask her out, we had started dating. That was a turning point for me. She wasn’t my first girlfriend, but this was the first time I had gone steady with anyone. It was taking a bit of getting used to, in the nicest possible way.

I was still living at home. My father was a vicar and I lived with my parents at the vicarage in Nosford. Susan shared a flat in town. I had stayed over with her a few times. I was an aspiring actor and she had been very supportive, helping me out preparing for auditions. She had also encouraged me to take some driving lessons. She had been driving for a few years now. She needed to for her job. Susan was in events management, in quite a responsible position, considering her age. I had passed my test on the second attempt, but there had not been time for me to get an international driving licence. That was why Susan was behind the wheel today.

I must admit, I’d had some reservations about the holiday. Staying with a bunch of strangers. Despite my acting work, I was not the most sociable of people. Given the choice, I would rather have booked a cheap hotel. But the villa certainly sounded nice. It had a swimming pool and everything.

‘You’ll love Anna-Marie,’ Susan assured me. ‘And her mum and dad will barely be there. Just her and her brother. And a couple of friends, I expect. It’ll be great fun.’

Susan could be very persuasive when she put her mind to it and I had quickly agreed to come. She was right. We needed a break. And now here we were, in the middle of the Spanish countryside, in the blazing sunshine, barely an hour out of the airport and already in the thick of it.

I smiled, gazing down at her as she set to work. Wherever we went, things always seemed to go awry. A flat tyre was one of the lesser problems. Susan was busily extending the jack. She looked quite fetching, in those tight brown shorts. ‘I should get the camera out of the case,’ I said, looking up at the roof rack, ‘and take a photo.’

‘Don’t you dare!’ she shot back. ‘Not while I’m working.’

I laughed. She was right. It was not the most flattering angle. I glanced at my watch and a sudden thought occurred to me. ‘We passed a payphone, didn’t we? A couple of hundred yards back?’

Susan was jacking up the car. She stopped to think. ‘Yeah, I think you may be right.’

‘How long is this going to take? Maybe I should give your friend a ring.’

She rubbed her chin with the back of her hand. ‘That’s an idea. If I can’t get the tyre off, we might need a lift. Or the name of a garage somewhere. Yeah, give her a ring. Let her know we’re going to be a little bit late at least. The number’s in my handbag.’ She stood up and stepped back from the car, allowing me to get at the side door.

I leaned in and grabbed the bag. I offered it to her but she shook her head. ‘My hands are too dirty. Just pull out the diary.’

I unclipped the bag and retrieved the small book.

‘“A” for “Anna-Marie”,’ she said.

‘Oh, yes. Here it is.’ I could see the name and the number.

Susan wiped her brow, then checked the time on her watch. ‘Tell her if we’re not there by four to send out a search party.’

‘Right.’ I looked down at the tyre. ‘Are you sure you’ll be all right here on your own?’

‘Piece of cake.’ She grinned. ‘I’ll have it off in a jiffy.’

I smiled back and was about to return the handbag to the car when another thought occurred to me. ‘Oh. I haven’t got any money for the phone.’ The lady at the bureau de change had provided me with a wad of pesetas, but notes rather than coins.

Susan rolled her eyes. ‘There’s some cash in my purse.’ She had been into a shop at the airport and bought a few snacks and a couple of drinks. They had given some coins in the change.

I pulled the purse out of the handbag. A twenty-five peseta piece and two fives. That would have to do.

‘Anything else you need?’ Susan asked as I returned the bag to the car. ‘Or can I get on?’

‘Sorry. Yes.’ I chuckled. I was not being particularly helpful this afternoon. ‘I’ll go and make the call.’

I left her to her work and made my way along the road towards the bend, pulling my hat down firmly on my head. It really was incredibly hot. I should have broken out the sun cream. But I would worry about that later. I marched around the curve and gazed back along the track. I could see the tyre marks where we had swerved to avoid the truck. It was a miracle we had not hit it. The road was mostly straight, on a slight downward gradient leading back towards the coast road. An orange grove fringed the right-hand side and there was the black silhouette of a bull sitting on a low hill in the distance. Some sort of advertising hoarding. As I moved along the track, sweating profusely and listening to the hum of insects all around me, I could see the skid marks from where the tyre had blown. Nearby, I saw some glass on the ground. Susan had been right. Some sort of bottle. That was what had caused the accident. Someone had been very careless. I stopped and kicked the shards of glass out of the way. The truck driver had managed to avoid them but I didn’t want the next person along to come a cropper. What kind of idiot left a smashed bottle in the middle of the road?

The payphone was a little further down the track. It was a blue metal affair, free standing, with a glass hood to protect it from the elements. What it was doing out here in the middle of nowhere, I had no idea. There was a gap in the bushes and a small wooden gate leading into the grove. Beyond that were several lines of trees. Dipping under the hood of the phone, I looked at the display panel. I was in luck. The minimum fee was twenty-five pesetas. I picked up the receiver, found the right coin, and scrabbled for the number that Susan had given me.

I dialled the first four digits and then stopped.

A low moan was coming from the orange grove off to my left. I grimaced, looking round, trying to make sense of the noise. What was it? A cow? No. What would a cow be doing in an orange grove? There was another moan, louder this time. It wasn’t an animal. It was a person. I hung up the phone. ‘Hello?’ I called, stepping tentatively towards the gate. It sounded like someone was in distress. That was confirmed when I heard a sudden loud yelp. Then there was silence.

I reached for the gate but couldn’t open it. It was secured with a chain and a padlock. Hurriedly, I glanced up and down the road. There was no-one about. I placed a hand on the fence and hauled myself over the gate. I landed badly on the far side and took a moment to recover myself. The grove was thick with trees. They were short and arranged in long, straight lines. There was no fruit on any of them. It was probably the wrong time of year.

‘Hello?’ I called again, surveying the area. No reply. Where had the sound come from? I moved through the trees. A drainage ditch bridged the gap between the wood and the bushes along the side of the road. There was a flicker of movement up ahead. The flutter of some birds, perhaps. I glanced down into the ditch and let out a cry of my own.

A man was lying spread-eagled on his side, at the bottom of the shallow trench. He looked to be about thirty-five years old. He was dressed raggedly, with torn trousers and a loose multi-coloured shirt. His hair was covered in mud and his chin was stubbled. He had one arm out in front of him, the other resting by his side, in a couple of inches of water. His eyes were closed. He was not moving.

I took a deep breath and eased myself down into the ditch. My feet hit the water and I gurgled in distaste. I was wearing socks and the muddy water splattered them as I crouched down to examine the man. He looked to be in a bad way. There was a red mark on the side of his face but no other signs of life. Please don’t let him be dead, I thought.

I reached forward, crouching down to touch his skin. It was warm. That was a positive sign. But there was blood on the back of his head. Had he fallen into the ditch? The edge was lined with concrete. He could easily have banged his head on that. I reached for his arm and tried to find a pulse, but there was nothing. Quickly, I put a hand to his mouth. No sign of breathing either. The poor guy had called out to me less than a minute ago, but he was dead now. There was no doubt about it.

I closed my eyes and sighed. If only I had got here a couple of minutes earlier. Not that I knew any first aid, but I could at least have phoned for an ambulance.

My thoughts returned to the payphone on the road. I would have to call somebody now. An ambulance or the police. I groaned, pulling myself out of the ditch. Not a great start to the holiday, but it could not be helped.

I hurried back to the gate. A moped was roaring up the road towards me, a flashy blue and white motorbike. I hauled myself back over the gate. The rider was young and curly haired. He wasn’t wearing a helmet. I called out to him, raising my arms, but he was looking straight ahead and tore past me without a glance. I glowered at him as he headed off towards the curve. So much for the kindness of strangers.

A splinter of wood from the gate had imbedded itself in the palm of my hand and I flinched at the unexpected pain. I lifted the hand to my mouth and carefully pulled out the splinter with my teeth. Then I hurried across to the phone. I searched for the coins in my pocket but I couldn’t find them. Hell. They must have fallen out. I had a quick look at the grass surrounding the phone, but couldn’t see them anywhere. Knowing my luck, they had probably fallen out over by the ditch.

I returned to the road. Susan would know what to do. I cupped my hands around my mouth and called out her name as loudly as I could. I yelled twice, to emphasise the point, and then turned back to the phone. Maybe I wouldn’t need a coin, if it was an emergency call. I headed across and picked up the receiver.

Susan appeared around the curve, some distance away. ‘Simon? What’s the matter?’ she bellowed. I gesticulated for her to come. She saw the urgency and started to jog towards me. ‘What’s up with you?’ she said, pulling up a minute later. ‘I’ve got the tyre off. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘Worse than that,’ I said with a shudder. ‘There’s a man lying in a ditch just over there.’

She did a double-take. ‘You’re joking.’

‘I wish I was. I think he might be dead.’ I explained briefly what had happened.

‘Bloody hell.’ She shook her head, as shocked as I was. ‘It never rains but it pours. I knew it was a mistake going on holiday with you,’ she joked half-heartedly. ‘We’d better ring the police.’

‘I was about to. I’m not sure what the number is, though.’

‘Try 999. Or 911. Hey, wait a mo.’ She gazed at the panel beside the phone. ‘There you go.’ She pointed to a number on the board. ‘Emergencia. It’s written there.’

I picked up the phone and dialled the number. In the distance, I could hear the thrum of a vehicle coming from over by the bull. Susan moved out onto the road, trying to locate the source of the noise, while I continued on the phone.

A man answered the call on the second ring, speaking in Spanish. I did my best to make myself understood. I gave him the number of the payphone and, in broken English, he promised that an ambulance was on its way. They would know exactly where to come.

Susan had given up on the noise and moved across to the gate. ‘I’m going to have a look,’ she said, pulling herself over the fence and disappearing into the trees. I remained at the side of the road, listening out for the ambulance. A couple of minutes passed and Susan returned to the gate. There was a frown on her face. ‘Where did you say he was?’

‘In the ditch.’ I moved across to her. ‘The drainage ditch.’ Susan was standing on the other side of the fence. ‘It’s just over there.’ I pointed in the direction I had gone.

‘That’s what I thought you said,’ she agreed. ‘Are you absolutely sure?’

I stared at her blankly. ‘Of course I’m sure.’

She scratched the side of her face. ‘I’ve just had a look. The ditch is empty, Simon. There’s nobody there at all.’
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Chapter Two
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‘This is the annex.’ Anna-Marie Franklin indicated the two bedrooms, either side of the hallway at the top of the stairs. We had followed her up from the hall with our suitcases. ‘It’s nice and private. They’re both en suite.’ Anna-Marie was a bubbly young woman, about twenty years old, five feet two, with an elfin face and straight blonde hair. She gestured left. ‘This one’s got a balcony. And that one’s got the bathtub.’ She gestured to the second room, on the right.

I put my suitcase down and shot Susan a look. ‘Which one would you prefer?’

‘I wouldn’t mind the bath,’ she said. She liked a good soak. ‘You can have the balcony, if you like.’

‘Sounds good to me.’ I smiled. A nice view of the estate. I wasn’t going to pass that up.

‘I’m sorry about the separate rooms,’ Anna-Marie apologised again. She had explained the set-up before we had come upstairs. ‘Dad’s a bit old-fashioned. He doesn’t think it’s proper for an unmarried couple to share. But the rooms are next door to each other. And it’s nice and private up here. You’ve got the whole floor to yourself.’

‘It’s perfect,’ Susan assured her.

The woman had greeted us enthusiastically when we had pulled up at the villa at a quarter to four. We had phoned from the roadside, to tell her we would be delayed, without going into any details. As soon as she heard the engine, Anna-Marie had burst out of the house and enveloped Susan in a big hug, once she had got out of the car. Susan was of middling height – about five feet seven – but she towered over her old schoolfriend. ‘It’s so great to see you,’ Anna-Marie gushed, pulling back. ‘It’s so good of you to come all this way.’

‘I wouldn’t miss this for the world,’ Susan assured her, gazing up at the house and then looking back at Anna-Marie. ‘It’s been too long. This is Simon.’ She jerked a thumb in my direction. ‘My boyfriend.’

I was just coming around the side of the car.

‘I’ve heard so much about you!’ Anna-Marie babbled excitedly. She would have hugged me too if I hadn’t shot out a hand first. ‘I’m really looking forward to getting to know you properly.’ She beamed. ‘Let me help you with the luggage. I’ve got everything planned out. We’re going to have such a wonderful time.’ Susan had warned me Anna-Marie was a bit full-on – a small bundle of energy, she had said – and she was not joking. But the warmth of her greeting had quickly endeared her to me. We pulled the luggage off the roof rack and she ushered us into the house. ‘I’ll show you to your rooms. It’s all laid out for you. You’re going to love them.’

I was already impressed by the estate. The track leading up to the house had been a little rough but, as soon as we passed through the front gate, we were in a different world. An immaculately tiled driveway, lined with palm trees and brightly coloured flower beds, led up to the main house. The villa was larger and more modern than I had expected, a beautiful two storey affair in light pastels with a pillared entrance, tiled roof and a multiplicity of windows. It looked brand new. The inside of the building was mostly open plan and, as we moved into the hall, I could see all the way through the living room to the patio and beyond. A study and dining area bookended the entrance and the kitchen area off to the left. There was a separate dining room and a breakfast room too, adjacent to the kitchen, with a bar on the nearside. Susan’s eyes lit up at the sight of that. Alcoholic beverages of every description were lined up in several neat rows behind the bar.

‘This looks like it could be fun,’ she said.

Most of the bedrooms were on the ground floor but there was a separate annex upstairs, over the garage at the front, and Anna-Marie had quickly directed us up the stairs.

Now, Susan grabbed her suitcase and shuffled towards the second bedroom. She peered inside and then looked back at Anna-Marie. ‘This is one hell of a place,’ she said.

Her friend smiled. ‘I’m so glad you could come. Both of you.’ It had been two years since the girls had last seen each other, when Anna-Marie had come back to England for a summer visit. ‘I’ll leave you both to freshen up. Come down when you like. I’ll show you the cocktail cabinet.’

Susan nodded happily. ‘Now you’re talking.’ She hefted the suitcase into her bedroom and Anna-Marie disappeared back down the stairs.

I moved left, opening the other door. The room beyond was spacious, white walled on three sides, with glass doors at the far end leading out onto the balcony. An impressive double bed proved to be the centrepiece of the room, a rather high affair with a flowery cover. There was a picture of the Virgin Mary on the wall and a wooden fan hanging from the ceiling. On the nearside of the room there was a large closet, and a second door led through to the bathroom. I put my suitcase down and had a quick look inside. It was small but modern, with a shower cubicle and a bidet. That suited me fine. I didn’t have Susan’s obsession with baths.

I pulled open the glass doors and stepped out onto the balcony. The view was better than I had expected. Not just the driveway but the mountains too; and, off to the east, a thin sliver of sea. For all the to-ing and fro-ing to get here, we had not actually come that far inland.

Susan appeared at the bedroom door behind me, a huge grin on her face. ‘So what do you think?’

‘It’s really nice,’ I said. ‘I think I’ve got the better deal though.’

‘Yeah. I think you may be right,’ she agreed, looking around the room. ‘Double bed too, you jammy sod. I’ve only got a single.’

‘Come and see the view,’ I suggested.

She joined me out on the balcony, threading an arm around my waist. ‘It’s pretty neat,’ she admitted, gazing out at the mountain range. The insects buzzed manically at us from the flowerbeds down below. ‘You glad you came?’ she asked.

‘Definitely,’ I said. And I meant it. ‘We ought to start unpacking. It’s been a hell of a day.’

‘Hasn’t it just?’ She grinned again. ‘And it’s only just getting started. I’m going to take a quick shower first. I’m sweating like a pig.’

‘You’re not the only one.’ I chuckled as she pulled away. ‘I still can’t believe you changed that tyre all on your own. In this heat.’

‘We’d have been there all day if we’d waited for a garage to come out. And that policeman wasn’t any help.’

‘No.’ I shook my head ruefully. A police car had arrived at the orange grove at the same time as the ambulance. ‘He must have thought we were such idiots.’ I sighed at the memory. It was so embarrassing, the ambulance and police car screeching to a halt by the payphone, expecting the worst. And there we were, two dumb tourists, babbling about a dead body when there was no dead body to be found. Not even a living one. No wonder they hadn’t offered to help us with the car. The police officer was a short, rather portly man with a crumpled military-style uniform and a gun at his hip. All the police here were armed. His English was basic but serviceable and I could tell that he was not impressed by us. ‘I don’t think he believed a word I said. He probably thought I had sunstroke.’ Even with a hat on, I had been sweating buckets in the early afternoon sun. Before we set out, Susan had assured me the weather wouldn’t be too bad in April, but it felt like we were in the middle of a heatwave.

‘Do you think he was right?’ Susan asked, looking out across the driveway. ‘Just some vagrant lying there, having a nap?’ That was the suggestion the policía had put forward. According to him, I had probably stumbled across some homeless man, taking forty winks in a ditch. He wasn’t dead at all, just sleeping. And then, when I went to call for help, he had woken up and hurried away.

‘I don’t think so.’ I met her eye seriously. ‘I’ve seen enough dead bodies this last year.’

‘You and me both,’ she agreed. We had been involved in a couple of unpleasant incidents back in England the previous year. Several people had died, not all of them of natural causes. Susan and I had been caught up in the middle of it all. We had even ended up in court, giving evidence in a criminal trial. This holiday was meant to be a chance to get away from all that. And now, on day one, this had happened.

I sighed again. ‘Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps he did just get up and walk away. His body was still warm, that much I do remember.’

‘You checked his pulse, though.’

‘I did, but perhaps I didn’t check hard enough. I was only there a minute. Maybe I got it wrong.’

Susan put a hand on my shoulder. ‘Don’t beat yourself up, Simon. You did the right thing. We told the police. It’s their business now. Forget about it. We’re on holiday.’ She glanced back at the bed. ‘Shame about the separate rooms, though.’

I nodded. ‘Do you think they’ll mind if we creep about a bit?’

‘Simon Turing, what are you suggesting?’ She snorted. ‘No, it’s just for appearances. I don’t think they’ll mind if we bunk up together.’ We were used to that at home. I lived with my parents and Susan had a flatmate whose histrionics were guaranteed to kill off any romantic evening, so this was a step forward. Susan moved across to the bed and pulled herself onto it, trying it for size. ‘This’ll do us nicely.’ The mattress wasn’t as hard as it looked. She rose up and gave me a quick kiss. ‘I’ll grab that shower. Then we can head down and make a start on the cocktails. See you in a bit.’ And with that, she skipped off to her room.

I watched her go, shaking my head. Anna-Marie was not the only one who was a bundle of energy. I moved across to the bed and sat down on the mattress, taking off my shoes. They had dried out a bit now, but the socks still reeked from the water in the ditch. I had hoped for a quiet holiday but it seemed unlikely that I was going to get it. Susan’s friend had already planned out a whole raft of activities. It would be a busy week. As long as Susan was happy, though, that was the main thing.

I laid back on the mattress, which really was very soft, and yawned. The suitcase was lying next to me. I would have to empty that out. From the other room, I could hear the tinkle of the shower. Our first holiday together. I smiled at the thought. Then the image of that tramp sprang back into my mind and my mood soured. No, I wasn’t imagining it. The guy had definitely been dead. I had done all I could, though. Susan was right. The police had been told. They had my address and my passport details. It was up to them now. There was no point worrying about it. A positive attitude, that was what was needed. This was going to be a great holiday.

Another image popped into my head. Susan crouching down, loosening the nuts on that tyre. I smiled. What a girl. I really should have got the camera out.

‘Penny for them?’

I opened my eyes. I must have dozed off for a minute. Susan was standing in the doorway. She had changed into a light summer dress. I sat up and stared at her.

‘What do you think?’ she asked. The dress was yellow and loose. She had a swimming costume on underneath. ‘A bit too girlie?’

‘No. It looks really nice,’ I said, wiping the sleep from my eyes and rising up. ‘It’s suits you.’

She smiled. ‘Is the right answer!’ She gazed down at my crumpled shirt. ‘Get your trunks on, Turing. Let’s hit the pool.’

––––––––
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‘I’ve got some big news,’ Anna-Marie declared, sitting up on the sun lounger. Susan was drying herself off with a towel. The two women had spent half an hour splashing about in the pool as the sun began to wane. I had dipped my toe in briefly, just for appearance’s sake, but swimming could wait for another day. ‘I’m going back to England,’ Anna-Marie continued. She had dried herself off and pulled a t-shirt over her pink bikini top. ‘I’ve been offered a place at Bristol. I start in September.’

Susan swung her towel over the back of a second lounger and sat down next to her friend. ‘Congratulations!’ She stretched out her legs. The yellow dress was hanging from the back of the lounger too, on the opposite side. ‘What are you going to be studying?’

‘Business, like my mum. I’m hoping to follow in her footsteps.’ Anna-Marie’s mother was a big shot in the business world, apparently, a senior manager for a large American company based in Madrid. Mrs Franklin had worked her way up with grit and determination – in a woefully macho environment – and was now earning the big bucks, according to Susan. No wonder they could afford such an impressive house. It was as close to paradise as you could get, this side of the Caribbean. I was surprised Anna-Marie wanted to leave it all to come and study in England. ‘It means we’ll be able to see each other a lot more,’ she added happily.

‘Yeah. We’re not too far from Bristol.’ Susan beamed, pleased at the idea. ‘And it’s certainly less hassle than a plane ride.’

Smoke was filtering out from the barbecue on the opposite side of the patio. Anna-Marie’s father was on cooking duty. Norman Franklin was a sober looking man in his early fifties, tall and lean, with a comb shaped moustache on his flattened face and short, light grey hair. ‘I understand you’re an actor,’ he said, looking across at me. We had got talking over the sausages but I had been distracted for a minute, listening to the conversation over at the pool.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ I admitted, suppressing a sigh. I always dreaded the “what do you do?” conversation. I never quite knew what to say.

Mr Franklin tossed a couple of sausages. He was dressed semi-casually, a blue and white apron covering a long-sleeved shirt and matching pastel trousers. I was in shorts and a pair of flip-flops. Darkness was beginning to fall, but the patio lights were on and insects were buzzing madly around the lightbulbs. In the distance, a cacophony of cicadas were making merry, adding to the busy background hum. The evening was warm and the heat of the barbecue in the corner served to make it warmer still.

‘I’m just starting out really,’ I said, in answer to his question. ‘I finished drama school a couple of years ago. I’ve done some theatre work. A couple of adverts.’

Franklin nodded, moving a burger across to a platter on one side of the stand.

‘I’m hoping to get into television,’ I added. ‘I had an audition just recently. I’m waiting to hear back.’ That was not quite true. I had got the train down to London for a meeting with the producers and the first question they had asked me was, ‘Do you speak German?’ At drama school, they always advised us to say yes to any question, but even I couldn’t pretend to speak another language. I had cursed my agent and given an honest answer. The producers thanked me and said they would be in touch. I was not on tenterhooks, waiting for the call.

Franklin tossed another burger onto the hot plate. He frowned slightly, his moustache twitching in sympathy. I doubted he had any real interest in my fledgling career but he was making a decent fist of pretending otherwise. ‘It must be difficult financially when you’re just starting out, making ends meet, if you only work occasionally.’

‘I’m lucky,’ I said. ‘I live with my mum and dad at the moment.’ I paid my parents a nominal rent and they were happy to support me while I struggled to establish myself. ‘And I have a day job in a bookshop. Miss Rutherford, the owner, she’s been very kind. She lets me go off to all sorts of auditions.’

‘That’s very accommodating of her.’ He smiled tightly. He was a rather formal man, Mr Franklin, and spoke with some deliberation. ‘I’m sure you’ll make your mark eventually.’

‘I hope so.’ I took a sip of beer. I had never been much good at small talk and this conversation was proving particularly excruciating. I glanced across at Susan, who was chatting animatedly with Anna-Marie over by the pool. They had started on the cocktails already and their conversation was flowing freely. I cleared my throat. ‘It was very kind of you to invite us out here. Putting us up like this.’

‘Not at all.’ Franklin followed my gaze. ‘Susan and Anna-Marie are old friends. It’s always a pleasure to see her.’

I scratched an earhole and looked back through the patio doors into the family room, with its tiled floor and expensive wooden furniture. ‘It’s a lovely place you’ve got here. It must have cost a bomb.’

‘It wasn’t cheap,’ he admitted. ‘But I had some money put away. And Nita, my wife, she has a very good job. She’s in Madrid at the moment. She works four days there and then comes home for a long weekend. You’ll meet her tomorrow.’

‘What does she do?’ I asked. Susan had provided me with a rough outline but I was curious to know more. She sounded like quite a formidable woman.

‘She works for a games company. DRT Games. You may have heard of them.’

‘Yes, I have.’ It was quite a prestigious company. Board games and the like, children’s toys.

‘That’s why we decided to come out here and live in Spain. They gave her an offer she couldn’t refuse.’

‘And what about you? You’re retired, I gather?’

‘Yes.’ He looked away. Franklin was in his early fifties, a little young to be putting his feet up. He unpacked some more sausages
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