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Prologue

MIA

August

We are standing in the olive grove hoping to find traces of the dead. The light shade of the perfumed trees protects us from the glare of the early morning sun. Blanca, dressed in her customary mourning clothes, her face as wrinkled as a grape left out to dry in the summer heat, grips my hand.

Despite her old age, she is strong. Her watery dark brown eyes show a determination to uncover the truth. She rasps out a sibilant whisper in Spanish, ‘Mia, my dear, with the grace of God, we will find her today.’

She doesn’t want revenge, she tells me again. All she needs are the remains of her mother so she can gather her bones together and give her the proper burial she deserves. It must have been so lonely for her, Blanca says, her poor mother shot like a dog and left to die in this stretch of dry land near the shadow of Devil’s Head.

I look up at the grotesque rock formation that juts out above us and try to make out the supposedly demonic features, but a fragment of memory from the previous night threatens to overwhelm me. I sense Blanca looking at me. She asks if I’m all right and I tell her that she isn’t to worry about me. I’m here to support her.

Her eyes scan the ground and the two-foot-deep trench dug by a mini JCB yesterday. Her mother has lain here for the past eighty-one years, her grave unmarked apart from the flowers brought by Blanca, blooms that would often be snatched or destroyed by one of the descendants of los asesinos – the murderers. Yet Blanca would not allow these small acts of barbarism to interrupt her mourning and, on finding the flowers missing or the petals macerated, she would turn up here on the edge of the once-abandoned village with a fresh supply.

The volunteers, masked and wearing gloves, pour a final cup of coffee from a shared flask, and say something I can’t hear. They go to the van and take out the tools they need: a couple of wheelbarrows, mattocks, pickaxes, buckets, shovels, a selection of brushes, large rulers and measuring squares, coloured flags, and various markers for the dead. As the archaeologists begin to work, I help Blanca into a folding chair. She wants to watch every step of the process.

She tells me that she will never forget the look in her mother’s eyes as the soldiers dragged her away or the terrible noises that came from her throat. It was worse than any matanza, the annual killing and butchery of the family pig. She has not seen her mother since that terrible day when she was five years old. She is, as she told me, alone before God: she has a great-nephew she is close to, her younger brother died years back, and she was never able to have children herself. We sit and listen to the sound of birds and the harsh strike of metal on earth. The soil here is rich in gypsum and the translucent crystals glint in the sunlight. A light breeze plays through the branches of the olive trees, whispering a tale of past horrors.

‘La pobre,’ says Blanca, looking down into the earth. ‘For the best part of life you’ve lain underground. I’ve been in mourning since the day they took you.’

I grip her hand again as the old woman’s jaw works backwards and forwards. We’ve only known one another for a matter of months, but I feel as protective towards her as if she were my own grandmother.

‘We will give her the burial she deserves,’ I say in Spanish. ‘And you can place flowers on her grave as often as you like.’

‘I hope they find her,’ she replies. ‘Once they find her, I’d be happy to die.’

Before arriving in Spain a few months back with my boyfriend Rich, I’d had an intellectual understanding of the meaning of death in Spanish culture. I’d done a degree in the language, studied the literature and painting, and my dissertation was on the concept of the duende in Lorca. ‘In Spain the dead are more alive than the dead of any other place in the world,’ the poet had written. ‘Their profile wounds like the edge of a barber’s razor.’ Now, as the sharp blade of a pickaxe slams into the earth, I’m reminded of these words, and can feel the reality that here, in this dry corner of Spain, the dead are very much alive.

The men and women from the Association for the Recovery of Historical Memory (ARMH) believe there could be as many as fifteen bodies here, victims of the Francoist militia during the Spanish Civil War. Blanca’s mother, a leftist, was persecuted by the falangistas for her political views. In July 1938, her head was shaved and she had been paraded through the village before being shot by the soldiers and, along with a group of other ‘troublemakers’ and ‘communists’, pushed into a makeshift trench. Her name was Esperanza – Hope. The irony is almost too much to bear.

With each bucketful of earth emptied into the wheelbarrow I’m convinced that Blanca can sense her mother’s spirit rising from the ground. At times her eyes glaze over and it seems she’s transported back into the past, enveloped by memories of being held within her mother’s embrace and smelling the milky warmth of her skin. She whispers to herself, words she wished her mother could hear: lost dreams, lost causes, lost land, lost peace, lost spirit.

Just then there’s a call from one of the archaeologists, Diego. He’s standing behind an ancient olive tree, its trunk twisted and split. He says he’s found something. But there’s something about his voice, its panicked edge, that sounds out of place on an archaeological site, even one that has a mission to dig up the dead.

‘Over here – quick!’ he shouts.

‘Is it my mother?’ Blanca cries. She doesn’t understand, she says. She was always told that her mother’s remains lay in a trench that ran parallel to the road. But perhaps that information was wrong; perhaps she does lie in the shade of the old olive tree. Have they found her mother? ‘Madre, ya voy.’

Blanca tries to push herself out of her chair, but I tell her to stay where she is. I will go and check. The volunteers throw down their tools and gather round the tree. It’s then, just as I’m letting go of Blanca’s hand, that I hear a scream. It’s one of the younger girls in the team. Perhaps she’s new, I tell myself, and it’s the first time she’s seen a skeleton. But she screams again, a high-pitched sound that splits the morning air. I see the girl staggering back, falling down onto the ground, being sick into the dry scrub.

‘What is it?’ I call out.

I take care not to disturb the trench and rush over to the olive tree. There, in the shade of its enormous branches, the volunteers recoil from what lies there. This is no desiccated skeleton, long buried in the earth, but a fully fleshed body, twisted and bloody.

I can’t comprehend what I’m seeing. I try to breathe, but I feel like I’m suffocating. I steady myself by the tree. Another memory from the night before flashes into my consciousness. I’m here in the olive grove. I’m shouting. I feel possessed by something that has been building within me all year. I …

Diego interrupts my thoughts as he explains how he realized that the cooler bag full of lunch things and water bottles needed to be in the shade. He went to drop off the bag in a nook behind the olive tree when he saw something strange out of the corner of his eye. It looked as though a clutch of fingers were growing from the ground like strange, etiolated mushrooms. He did a double take, went to have a closer look and was horrified to discover that there was a hand pushing through the earth. He quickly brushed off the thin layer of topsoil and unearthed the corpse.

He crouches down and checks the pulse for the second time. He looks up and shakes his head.

‘There’s no hope,’ he says. ‘They’re cold, been dead for hours.’

I hear someone talking to me. ‘Mia, Mia – are you all right?’

I try to speak, but I can’t seem to form the words. I feel cut off from the world. I hear Blanca calling my name, asking to see her mother, and I return to her side, feel the sharp edges of her fingers on my arms. She’s crying, demanding to see the body.

‘What have you seen?’ she cries. ‘Did you see her body? Is it Esperanza?’

I kneel down by her chair and take her bony hands in mine.

‘It’s not – not your mother,’ I manage to say. ‘It’s …’ But my voice fails me. I can’t say the name because that would make the horror, the impossibility of what I’ve just witnessed, real.

I hear Diego telling one of the other volunteers that they will have to call the police. Also, they will have to close down the dig, at least for the time being. It seems as though the death was quite recent, he says. He’s no expert, but it’s likely it occurred in the last twelve hours. The body has sustained some significant injuries to the head, he adds. There’s dried blood in the hair, brain matter on the ground.

It looks as though this could be murder.
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MIA

February, six months before

A new country. A new beginning. Just what we need, says Rich again, as we pass over the French border into Spain. I look out of the rain-streaked window and see the Pyrenees obscured by snow clouds. I turn to Rich and watch him concentrating at the wheel. The driving conditions have been awful all day – spray from lorries hitting the windscreen, reducing visibility to zero for a terrifying second or so – but this does not seem to faze Rich. He directs the Saab like an arrow on course to meet its target.

He’s been like this since the day I met him at university. Incredibly focused. Objective. A left-hand side of the brain kind of person. Apart from his obvious physical appeal – with his fine features and slim, athletic build, he’s a good-looking guy – some of my friends on my Spanish course thought we were just too different to make the relationship work long-term.

They didn’t understand that he was just the kind of man I thought I needed. He had his feet firmly planted in reality – a physicist who believed in evidence, measurements, laws of nature. He would be able to tell me the reason why the tide came in and why the stars didn’t drop out of the sky. Matter, its behaviour and motion through time, he would inform me, is the most beautiful thing in the world. Gravity. Electricity. Kinetics. Mechanics. Thermodynamics. His world was the very definition of dependability. He also told me that he’d always protect me. He was a martial arts nut. Black belt. He knew all the techniques to disarm someone. Could he kill someone, I’d asked? He’d nodded confidently, as if it was the easiest thing in the world.

‘Are you looking forward to it? Val Verde?’ he asks, brushing a strand of his long ginger hair from his face. ‘It’s a great place, you know.’

‘I can’t wait,’ I reply, not quite feeling the enthusiasm the words suggest. ‘It will be like an adventure.’

‘I know you had your doubts about it all, but after … after everything that went on, I think it will be good for you. Good for us.’

It took courage to give up our jobs in London – I was a Spanish teacher in a big comprehensive in east London, Rich a consultant in solar engineering. But Rich was right, it was the best thing to do after what we’d experienced.

I remember it was a sweltering hot day towards the end of the summer term. There was a playful atmosphere as the school began its preparations to close for the year. I was in a local café on my afternoon off, putting together a light-hearted quiz to test my students’ knowledge of Spanish-speaking celebrities when I got a text on my phone. It was from Rich. He’d been looking at Facebook and had come across a post about a girl from my school who had died. At the same moment my phone rang. It was the headmistress, Mrs Beaumann. As soon as I heard her voice I knew there was something wrong.

‘Mia, I’m afraid I’m calling with some very bad news,’ she said. ‘It’s concerning one of our students, one of your students. It’s Emily Thomas. Apparently, she just stepped out in front of a bus at a busy junction.’

The news hit me in the stomach. I had a soft spot for seventeen-year-old Emily and I’d been talking to her – what? – only an hour or so before. I’d bumped into her outside the school gates and I’d walked with her through the streets of Hackney – she was going back to her parents’ house and I was heading for the café. Our conversation centred on her plans for the future: she was excited about the possibility of training to be an actress or a dancer.

The headmistress didn’t know the circumstances of the death at that moment, but soon rumours started to circulate that it hadn’t been an accident. I knew that she was a vegan and that she refused to fly, but Emily’s friends talked of her worries about climate change and her anxieties about how we only had twelve years left before the rise in temperatures made the world uninhabitable. She couldn’t imagine a future for the planet and some people were thinking that perhaps that’s why she had decided to end it all.

Yet I couldn’t believe it had been suicide. She was a feisty character, full of life; she had dark hair, dark eyes, and indeed there was something Mediterranean about her spirit. She just wasn’t the kind of girl to end it all. Of course, I wracked my brain for any signs of depression or hints of unhappiness during our last conversation. Was it something I’d said to her? Had I responded in a way that she thought was negative or problematic? We hadn’t mentioned the environment or climate change. Perhaps not addressing the issue had been the problem? However, no matter how hard I played back that conversation – back and forth, on a never-ending loop – I couldn’t come up with anything that could explain Emily’s actions. I was left in a kind of limbo, asking myself why.

Rich and I had been talking about leaving London to do something different for years – it was one of those perennial conversations we had whenever we went away – but the shocking news of Emily Thomas’s death made the dream more of a necessity. We had to act and we had to act fast, Rich had said. We were in our mid-thirties and if we didn’t change our lives now, then when would we? It was up to us to do our bit, he added. It might not mean anything in the larger scheme of things – what with carbon emissions rising and all the rest of it – but as everyone kept saying, there’s no planet B.

And so the plan to pack in our jobs – and our lives in London – was born. When Rich’s mother, Marianne, died in August and he inherited her house, La Casa de la Luz, southern Spain seemed like the most natural destination. After all, we could rent out our flat in Hackney and the place in Almería would cost next to nothing to run due to its array of solar panels. The village, Val Verde, was off grid and full of interesting people from all around the world. Rich made a few quick trips out there to make sure all the paperwork was in order, and we couldn’t wait for our new lives to begin in February, just when England was at its most miserable. Although I never bothered with social media, Rich announced our new adventure with a picture of the spectacularly beautiful valley on Twitter and a quick post, after which he deleted his account. Of course, both of us would have our phones – the house doesn’t have a landline – but it would be great for him to step away from social media because the platforms only seemed to make him more angry.

‘And if it doesn’t work out in Val Verde,’ says Rich as we continue to speed along the motorway, ‘we can always return to London and pick up our lives where we left them.’

‘Yes, you’re right. But do you think you’ll miss anything about London?’

‘What, the pollution? The ridiculously high cost of living? Or the sweaty armpits on the Tube?’

I smile back at him.

‘And it will be perfect for you,’ he continues. ‘You’re always complaining that you never got to have a proper conversation in Spanish.’

Again, he’s right. Although I loved teaching, my capacity to communicate in a language I adored – sometimes a language I dreamed in – had been limited.

‘And it will be good for you,’ I reply. ‘It might give you the opportunity to … well … to finally learn Spanish.’

This is a touchy subject for Rich, as it’s tied up with his parents’ bitter divorce and the conflicted feelings he has towards his mother.

‘Perhaps,’ he says, running a hand through his hair.

‘How will you feel … going back there?’

‘What? To Casa de la Luz? I’ll be fine. After all, the thing that held me back – namely, Marianne – has gone now.’ He calls her by her first name, rarely Mother. ‘She’s out of my life.’

‘She can’t have been that bad.’

As Rich moves the car into the middle lane, his fingers grip the steering wheel and a darkness hardens his grey eyes. ‘Let’s not talk about her. Not now, not today.’

‘Okay,’ I say, stretching across to place my hand on his knee.

He smiles, and for a moment the thoughts of the past melt away. From what he’s told me of his mother she was a selfish, narcissistic woman. She’d been an actress, a great beauty in her day – ice queen blonde hair, cat-like green eyes, amazing figure – who resented the fact that she’d married young. When she got pregnant – with her only child, Rich – she blamed her husband, James Ellis, a successful architect, for ruining her career and curtailing her freedom. She hated being a mother and had taken to drink. The situation had got so bad that she soon started to neglect him. She went on terrible vodka binges, and one time when his father was out she left a candle burning after collapsing in bed. It had been up to five-year-old Rich – who had been in his bedroom when he smelt smoke – to try to get help. Luckily, no one had been hurt that day, but the incident led to James getting custody of his son. James, who brought Rich up in Wandsworth, wanted to settle the matter in a civilized manner, and so he had paid Marianne a large amount of money to leave, money which she used to travel to Almería, where she’d once made a film. She’d settled in Val Verde, already a village known for its ragbag collection of wild spirits and bohemians, where she restored an old cortijo, La Casa de la Luz.

‘I still can’t believe I’ve never seen it,’ I say. ‘The house, I mean.’

‘Unfortunately, that would have involved a visit to see Marianne, and I didn’t want to inflict her on you. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about her.’

His tone is strained and I don’t pursue the subject. We lapse into silence, each of us staring into the gloom of the road, and I think about the sad circumstances surrounding Marianne’s death. She had been found in her house after going on what seemed like an epic binge. Empty bottles of gin and vodka were discovered by her corpse. She’d been suffering from cirrhosis of the liver and Rich had told me that her once angelic face had become bloated out of recognition. She knew that if she wanted to have a chance of living she would have to stop drinking, but Rich said that she loved the bottle more than she loved life, certainly more than she’d ever loved him. He’d flown out for the funeral in August, while I’d stayed behind in London – although I’d offered to travel to Spain with him, he told me that it would be better if he went alone.

Rich starts to fiddle with the radio, but there’s no reception and a series of jagged noises spits from the sound system.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ he hisses as he repeatedly hits the search button to find a station.

He focuses on the radio and in that split second, just as I’m about to say I think he should concentrate on the road and I’ll find something for us to listen to, a lorry – a slow, lumbering thing – pulls out in front of us.

‘Rich!’ I shout, feeling adrenaline flood through my body like a terrible poison.

The back of the lorry looms so close I can see the traces of rust mottled across its black paintwork like a rush of cancerous cells. Rich hits the brakes, presses hard on the horn. I slam my feet down on the floor of the car in an instinctive but useless reaction. Rich swears again. I don’t dare look at him. I don’t want to die here. Like this. Just as we are on the cusp of trying to make a new life for ourselves.

I see things from the past flash into my present. No, it can’t be like this. I can’t have my life end here. I’ve done so much to win a chance of happiness, I won’t allow it. I hear the screech of brakes, the smell of burning. A wave of water from the lorry hits our windscreen. We are so surrounded by water, it feels as though we could be falling into a lake or a river. The windscreen wipers, on top speed, clear the screen, before another wall of water hits us. I feel my jaw clenching, locking, my teeth gritting themselves together.

I ready myself for the impact. I feel like saying something to Rich, but I can’t get the words out. My tongue is paralysed. The car continues on its seemingly inevitable path. Only a few minutes ago, I’d been thinking about how Rich controlled the Saab like an arrow on course to meet its target. But I never thought the target would be this.

I close my eyes, expecting the collision, the impact of metal on flesh, the feeling of glass shredding my skin. The noise of the crash. The smell of burning rubber, the rank aroma of blood. Something threatens to rip me back in time. But then, when nothing happens, I dare to open my eyes again. The lorry is still in front of us. We are still behind it, but with what looks like only a couple of inches to spare.

Rich checks his mirrors, indicates and pulls out into the fast lane.

‘Fucking idiot could have killed us,’ he snarls. He speeds past the lorry, pressing his horn as he does so.
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RICH

It’s almost dusk by the time we reach the village. I would have liked to have arrived in daylight so Mia could have seen the contrast between the dry, almost lunar landscape of the hills, and the slash of green that runs through the bottom of the valley.

I spent the final part of the trip telling her again about the geography of Val Verde: how rainwater percolates through the gypsum rock beds into underground pools before rising to the surface, the source of the small river. Unlike the majority of ramblas, or dry riverbeds, which only fill with water during one of the heavy but infrequent bursts of rainfall, this rio flows all year round. And although you can’t drink it – you have to go to one of the local fuentes to collect drinking water – the householders pump water from the stream into tanks, while the gardeners use it to irrigate their strips of land. It seems as though vegetables have been grown here for hundreds of years, and it’s thought the irrigation line that runs through Val Verde dates back to Moorish times.

As I relate this to Mia, I get the sense that she’s not listening. Perhaps it was the incident with the lorry that upset her – that idiot could have caused a serious accident – but she seems to be in one of her moods again. I’ve learnt that it’s usually best not to try to talk her out of it, otherwise there’s a tendency for her to slip back into a black hole. Carry on as normal, that’s always been my motto. And it seems to work. After a few hours of silence, when I don’t know what the hell has been going through her mind, she’ll emerge as if nothing has happened.

‘So this is it,’ I say as I direct the Saab into the communal car park at the edge of the village. I find a space next to a beaten-up, mustard-coloured camper van. Its back doors are open slightly, through which I can see movement. I turn to Mia. ‘Welcome to Val Verde.’

I keep the lights on as we get out of the car and watch as Mia gazes at the jagged cliffs around her. There’s an empty quality to her ice-blue eyes.

‘I think we’ll unpack the bulk of the car in daylight tomorrow,’ I say. ‘And we can meet some of the neighbours then, too.’

I swing my rucksack over my shoulder and, just as I’m about to start wheeling Mia’s suitcase down the track, I smell a whiff of marijuana on the night air. The aroma immediately seduces me, forcing me to relax after the long journey. It also makes me desperate for a smoke.

‘Buenas noches, mis amigos,’ says a male voice. I turn back and see a figure standing by the camper van.

‘Hi,’ I say.

‘You’re English?’ he asks. ‘Looking for the eco-charity? Desert Shoots?’

‘Yes – and no. I’m Rich, and this is Mia. We’re actually going to be living here. In Casa de la Luz. Do you know it?’

‘Is that the big house where …’ he trails off. ‘Cool, I’m Hans,’ he adds, raising a spliff to his lips.

I breathe in the air, greedy for a quick hit. I almost feel like reaching out and grabbing it from his fingers. I sense Mia’s eyes on me.

‘If you need anything,’ he says, stressing the last word, as if he can read my mind, ‘just let me know.’

‘Will do, thanks,’ I reply, turning away from him. I feel a bit embarrassed as I start to wheel Mia’s bag, hoping Hans will understand that it doesn’t belong to me. ‘It’s different to Hackney, right?’ I say when we’re out of earshot of Hans. ‘Everyone uses wheelbarrows to fetch and carry stuff here.’

I hear Mia’s footsteps behind me as we make our way past the whitewashed houses silhouetted against the darkening sky.

‘It’s difficult to see at the moment, but this is Payton and Bill’s house up here on the left. She’s been looking after the house. I told them we didn’t want any kind of welcoming party. I knew you wouldn’t be keen on that idea. Next on the left is the charity house, where the people from Desert Shoots hang out. They’re probably enjoying one of their communal suppers right now. They have a constant flow of new people from all over the world, but they’re usually a nice bunch. Oh, and be careful; down to your right is a sheer drop – below are the terraces of vegetables and fruit trees. I’ll give you a proper tour tomorrow.’

We walk past another of the charity houses, and outside it stands the figure of a woman I don’t recognize. ‘Hola, buenas,’ she says, words I echo back to her. We carry on past the crystal path that leads up to the cluster of houses at the top of the village, and continue down the camino towards La Casa de la Luz. I stop outside a pair of enormous wooden doors and tell Mia that we’ve arrived. I put down the bags, hook my hand inside a circular hole and slide the doors back. I see the outline of the palm tree in the courtyard, the lion’s mouth of the fountain, which is running dry at the moment. A blast of icy February wind cuts its way across the terrace, whipping Mia’s scarf into the air.

‘Let’s go inside, we’ll soon warm up,’ I say, taking her by the hand. I feel the edge of the key in my pocket, but I’m pretty sure I won’t need it as Payton will have left the house open. ‘Val Verde is the kind of place where people don’t need to lock their homes.’ This isn’t inner-city London, where we were always vigilant. One of Mia’s rituals was the nightly check of the locks on the door and the windows. And who could blame her? London was rife with robberies, rapes, knife attacks. That’s one of the reasons it felt so good to leave.

With my free hand I carry her suitcase across the terrace. I open the door for Mia, switch on the light and gesture for her to step inside.
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MIA

I smell woodsmoke in the air and through a decorative archway I see the flames of a fire licking the glass of a chunky wood-burner. I immediately go and stand by the fire and tell myself I need to relax. The incident with the lorry had obviously put me on edge. But Rich had saved us, saved me, and now we’re here in our new home. And what a home. Whenever I asked Rich to describe La Casa de la Luz he always ended up talking about his mother and making himself angry, so in the end I stopped. I hadn’t pictured it as grand as this because he’d always said it was an eco-house, something I imagined being only one or two steps up from a teepee or a yurt.

As I look around I take in the clean, tiled floors, the ceilings made from bamboo canes, the white plaster walls, and the expensive furniture that wouldn’t look out of place in a Georgian country pile. The walls are decorated with old Spanish paintings, landscape sketches, portraits of princes and paupers, and a set of still lives of fruit in varying stages of decay. It’s clear that Marianne had exquisite – but quite expensive – taste. I walk through some double doors to a library, complete with desk, and then another set of doors which takes me into an enormous space that serves both as a kitchen and a living-dining room. There’s a table large enough to seat ten, a couple of squidgy sofas, and a vaulted roof with exposed wooden beams which Rich tells me were hewn from a local eucalyptus tree. At the back of the house is a larder and storeroom and finally an enormous bathroom with marble bath and sink.

‘It’s amazing, Rich, like a really proper house,’ I say, as I wander back into the dining room.

‘Of course it is, my mother needed her creature comforts.’ There’s that familiar note of bitterness in his voice which he uses whenever he talks about Marianne.

Soon after meeting Rich, I’d done my own research on her. Whenever I had the flat to myself I’d watch some of her old films online, something I kept hidden from Rich. In her prime, her beauty was unreal. Her skin was translucent, flawless, and she had that ability to compel you to gaze at her, lose yourself in her. Critics had written about her possessing that almost undefinable trait – star quality – and it was true. Whenever she was in a scene, she really did light up the screen. I’d rather think of her like this than the sad, tragic figure of Rich’s recollection.

‘Anyway, I love it,’ I say. ‘And I love you.’ I worry the words sound slightly forced. I walk up to him and put my hands around his neck. ‘Sorry for being in a mood earlier. It was …’

‘It’s fine, I understand,’ he says. ‘What do you say we explore upstairs?’ He points to a spiral staircase in the middle of the room. He leads me by the hand up the stairs and flicks on a switch to reveal another sitting room, with a floor-to-ceiling window. The view from here is spectacular, he says, something I’ll see for myself the next morning. He tells me that there are three bedrooms that lead off either side of this room, but informs me that he doubts I’ll want to sleep in the largest one. This is where his mother died. He opens the doors, pushes a light switch and the first thing I see is a wall covered with multiple reproductions of Marianne’s face. The effect is dizzying.

‘I told you she was a narcissist,’ he says.

‘She really was amazing looking,’ I reply as I walk up to one of the larger black and white photos, an image of Marianne in a short skirt and black boots that looks as though it had been taken somewhere like the King’s Road in London.

‘I certainly don’t want to go to sleep with that face looking down on me, do you? It gives me the creeps.

‘In fact, I don’t know why she kept these old shots. It must have been bloody painful for her to see herself looking like this, especially towards the end. Maybe she was a masochist too? No wonder she drank herself to death.’

I wish he wouldn’t talk about her like this, but I don’t tell him what I think. Rich walks over to the bed, an enormous affair covered with highly patterned throws that look as though they’re from Morocco, and pillows the colour of the darkest red wine.

‘Is that where …?’

‘Payton’s done a nice job of tidying it all up, but yeah – this is where they found her. Payton and Bill. They told me what happened when I came over for the funeral. Marianne was supposed to drop in on Payton for a cup of coffee and when she didn’t turn up, she got worried and came over. The door wasn’t locked – as I say, nobody locks their houses here – and she let herself in, calling my mother’s name. When she didn’t hear anything she ran back to get Bill. They found her here on the bed, surrounded by empty bottles, and thought to begin with that she’d just passed out. They were used to Marianne’s drinking binges. Of course, her friends had tried to persuade her to stop – and sometimes Marianne did have a few months off – but I suppose the guilt of what she’d done must have caught up with her.’

‘Guilt?’

‘Yeah – leaving me like she did. I think she never got over it. I think she realized she’d made a huge mistake. It ate away at her soul like acid.’ He turns from the bed and takes me in his arms. ‘Anyway, enough of the sob story.’

He leads me past an old-fashioned television console, twinned with an ancient VCR, and a bookcase lined with some of Marianne’s old films on videotape. We pass back through the upstairs sitting room and enter a set of rooms in the other part of the house. The guest quarters, which share a bathroom, are more spartan and functional: in one room there’s a pair of twin beds, and in the other there’s a large double bed covered with a duvet encased in a plain white cover, an old wooden wardrobe and chest of drawers, a bookcase and an old mirror spotted with rust.

‘The view isn’t nearly so nice – it looks out into the street below – but I thought for now it would be better for us to sleep here,’ he says. ‘We can always move back into my mother’s old room once we’ve cleared out all the photos and paraphernalia – we can put them into storage in the studio outside. Who knows – perhaps we even need to do an exorcism?’

He makes a woo-ing noise like a cartoon ghost, and tries to tickle me under the ribs in an attempt to laugh me into bed, but jokingly I tell him to cut it out. I wriggle free and go and stand over by the window. Just then I think I see a shadow pass by the entrance to the house. I squint to try to get a clearer view. I’m sure there’s someone down there by the archway. I’m about to say something to Rich when it melts away into the night.
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RICH

I get up early and leave Mia sleeping. As I step outside with a coffee, I let the weak morning sunshine caress my face. My first stop is the studio, which contains the batteries and inverter for the top-of-the-range solar power system; the panels themselves are on the roof. I spend half an hour making sure everything is in good working order before walking through the series of olive terraces that drop down to the river below. I listen to the reeds whisper something unknowable to one another. Across the valley I hear a group of people, most likely volunteers from Desert Shoots, working on a stretch of dry land.

It’s odd to be back in Val Verde, strange to be at my mother’s house. If someone had said to me a year or so ago that I’d be standing here now, in La Casa de la Luz, keen to make a new life in this green paradise, I would have laughed in their face. But a lot had happened in the last nine months or so. Emily, that girl at Mia’s school, had died, some said by suicide because she couldn’t live with the guilt of existing in a world wrecked by climate change. We’d had a wake-up call about the importance of doing something for the environment. Marianne had died and I’d inherited the house. Lots of life shit. And so, in Mia’s words, we decided to make the leap into the unknown.

I knew she was less keen than I was to move. She’d be leaving behind her friends, her job, the London that she loved so much. But when I laid it all out in a logical fashion, she had no choice but to agree that this was the best course of action. The rent on our flat would pay the bills. Living here in Val Verde cost next to nothing, as all the energy was self-generated. Although the garden was a mess, once it was cleared and established again we’d be growing most of our produce ourselves, apart from dry goods like lentils, chick peas, flour and oats. In addition to the olive trees, which meant an endless supply of olive oil, we had almonds, grapes, figs, quinces, pomegranates, loquat, oranges and lemons. Imagine a gin and tonic with a slice of lemon grown by your own fair hand, I’d said to Mia – what could beat that? We’d be living a green life, a good life – for real.

I go back inside to make myself another coffee when I catch a glimpse of a paisley print fabric waft through from the dining room into the library. Marianne’s old Liberty dressing gown. A memory of her comes back to me. I don’t know how old I am; four years old, maybe. Dad had gone away on a work trip and she was supposed to be looking after me. Instead, she’d left me locked in my bedroom while she went out drinking. I’d banged and banged on the door, made myself sick with fear, until finally I’d fallen asleep. I woke up in the dark to hear loud, drunken voices. It was her with a man, but not Dad. I knocked on the door, told her I needed to go to the loo, but she ignored me. I thought I was going to die in that room. The next morning she opened the door wearing the dressing gown. Her face was all puffy from drink, her mascara smudged giving her panda eyes, her red lipstick smeared around her mouth. She took one look at me and saw what I’d done on the floor and slapped me around the face. She said the room smelt of shit, called me a dirty little bastard and ordered me to clean up my mess. When she returned with a cloth and a bucket filled with hot water I told myself that I would no longer call her Mother. I could no longer allow myself to love her. It was too painful. Whatever reserves of love I’d had for her would now be replaced by hate.

Mia returns to the kitchen. She comes over and drapes herself around me and asks me to come back to bed. The sight of the dressing gown – those repeated patterns shaped like elongated tear drops – disgusts me. I push her away, telling her that I’m too busy.

‘Rich – what’s wrong?’ she asks. She looks like a little girl, the black hair of her pixie cut still messy from bed, framing her innocent face.

‘I’m sorry.’ I can’t begin to tell her about the dressing gown. ‘It’s coming back here – it’s full of memories. Not good ones.’

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘No, it’ll be fine.’

She raises her eyebrow slightly, a gesture that serves as a silent question: are you absolutely fucking sure? She knows this makes me laugh and today’s no different.

‘Sorry – what do you say we go on a tour of the village?’ I suggest. ‘Payton and Bill didn’t want to bother us last night, but I’m sure they’d love us to drop by this morning.’

Ten minutes later she’s in the shower. While she’s washing I pick up the dressing gown from where she’s left it draped across the edge of the bed. My guess is that, when she unpacks her own clothes from the car and begins to wear her own dressing gown, the one I bought her, she won’t miss it. I hear her turn the shower off and so I take the dressing gown outside and put it in the bin. I grab a handful of oranges picked by Payton and squeeze some ready for Mia when she comes down.

‘It tastes amazing, like sunlight in a glass,’ she says, her face lighting up.

‘Let me show you the garden – we can walk down through the olive terraces and then along the river and back up to Payton and Bill’s house.’

I watch her face as she sees the garden for the first time. Any trace of darkness disappears as she wonders at the lush abundance of the valley which sits in contrast to the dry, parched cliffs of the surrounding landscape.

‘I can see why it’s called Val Verde,’ she says. ‘It’s like some kind of miracle.’

‘I suppose it is.’ I take her by the hand as we enter a gate that leads to the circular pool, full of water pumped from the river, and through to the vegetable garden, strips of land overgrown with weeds. ‘Apart from this, I’m afraid, which is going to need some work. I reckon I’ll have to get some help. And there’s the irrigation line to clear out too.’

‘I guess your mother had other priorities towards the end of her life.’

I know what her priorities were – drink and herself – but I keep my opinion to myself. I don’t want to do or say anything that will upset Mia any more today. It’s important that she settles in and feels happy here. I breathe in the morning air, perfumed by traces of sage and thyme, as Mia begins to ask me again about the residents of the village and their reasons for moving here. I tell her about Payton, who left her native Boston to travel through Europe.

‘I think Bill’s her second husband, I’m not quite sure, but they met at some rally or demo in Madrid. He’s filthy rich – family money, I think – I don’t think he’s ever worked. They’ve lived here more than twenty-five years. She’s got some great stories about protesting. Anti-nuclear. Oil in the Arctic. The destruction of the Amazon. Copper mines. Fracking. Endangered species. Population control. Seems like she’s done it all.’

‘Sounds wonderful,’ she responds in a half-hearted fashion.

‘Anyway, instead of me talking about them, let’s go and meet them.’

We take a path up from the river, through the terraces that belong to Desert Shoots, past a stretch of reed beds and a line of compost loos, and through an arboretum back up to the main track. Walking towards us there’s a clutch of volunteers, mostly young, skinny types, some with dreadlocks, carrying mattocks, buckets and lengths of freshly cut bamboo. As we pass we nod and say, ‘Hola’ – no doubt in time we’ll get to know the ones staying in the village on long-term contracts. Although the charity tries to recruit as widely as possible, the truth of the matter is that because the pay is so low – something like one hundred euros a month – the majority of the volunteers and staff come from families which can afford to support them. They belong to that much-mocked gang of Trustafarians, a label that’s been lobbed at me a few times over the years. And I suppose I can’t deny it. One of the reasons I fell in love with Mia was because she came from such a different background to my own. She really had it hard – really suffered – but doesn’t like to talk about it, which is understandable.

‘Here we are,’ I say, placing my hand on the small of her back and guiding her towards the white steps that lead up to Payton and Bill’s house. ‘And don’t look so worried – you’ll love them.’
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MIA

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ says Payton, standing at the front door, ‘but I’ve taken the liberty of inviting a few neighbours over – we’re sitting up on the roof. I thought it would be easier if everyone came here, just to show you what a friendly bunch of folk we are.’ She’s an emaciated woman in her fifties, and speaks with an upper-class Boston drawl. ‘Now, come on in. We don’t bite.’

We pass through an archway festooned with gaudy purple bougainvillea and enter a cool, dark hallway. Bill appears at the doorway – he’s an overweight, late-middle-aged man with a reddened, bloated face. As he lunges to kiss me, his sausage fingers linger just a little too long on my shoulder. His breath smells of brandy and it’s only just gone ten in the morning.

‘Lovely to see you,’ he says, in a ridiculously grand voice. I assume he’s putting on the accent as a joke, but he continues to sound like one of those buttoned-up BBC newsreaders from the past. ‘How was the drive, Rich? Shit weather on the way down, I expect. You must feel relieved to be here. Sunshine!’ He lifts his hands above his balding head and parts them, almost as though he has the power to determine the weather himself.

‘Yeah, it’s great to be here – and thanks again for making up the fire and getting the house ready,’ says Rich.

‘It’s no problem
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