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Co-author’s postscript




This book is dedicated to Robert Morgan Skinner, QPM, who played a big part in its being written. QJ

 

 

And to Paloma Puig i Garcia, who had an even greater role. XA

 

 

And finally, to Mia Abernethy Teixidor; guapa, pure guapa. QJ/XA




Co-author’s note

Xavier Aislado has been a part of my existence for around three years, although I suspect that he’s lurked in the background for rather longer than that, without either of us being aware of the fact. We were introduced indirectly, by a friend we have in common, Bob Skinner, whose acquaintance with Xavi goes back even longer than does mine with the man who’s currently chief constable in my city of Edinburgh, and my near neighbour in Gullane, my home village.

When finally we did meet, I suspected from the outset that this massive man was going to play an appropriately large part in my life. Then he vanished, and I guessed that I had been wrong.

Xavi’s an impressive and imposing guy. People who’ve met him will never forget him, and they’ve all tended to make assumptions about him, some well founded, others less so. However, there were two things about him on which everyone agreed. One was that from his youth he was a naturally sombre individual. The other was that an air of sad serenity enveloped him like a bubble in the last fourteen years of his life in our community. Its cause was a matter of record, and so when he did leave our midst, without warning, without farewell, many of us thought that he simply couldn’t stand being him any longer.

I was among those, I confess. I shared that foreboding. My fear was that he had sought a way to end it all, and that if Lord Lucan was ever found, the remains of the late managing editor of the Saltire newspaper, the monument he left behind, would be close by.

Nevertheless, when the post lady rang my doorbell one morning, asked me to sign for a package, Spanish stamps and postmark, and I saw the sender’s name, on the back . . . Sr. Xavier Aislado . . . I wasn’t really  surprised. Indeed, I berated myself for my own foolishness. That great, serious totem of a man is far too big in every respect ever to have done away with himself, and I, of all people, one of his few confidants, should have known that all along.

However I was taken aback when I opened the parcel. Inside I found a four gigabyte memory stick, and a covering letter from the big fella, printed on personalised stationery. It read: 

Dear QJ

I’ve read your work, and I believe that you’re the guy to help me. My life is on this gadget. I’d like you to take it, consider it, and then do what you can to give it book form, in the hope that it might interest others, and even more, in the hope that it will provide a fitting tribute to those who have made me what I am, for better or worse; my dad, and his mother, the greatest and most remarkable human being I’ve ever met.

If you’re prepared to undertake this task with me and for me, go ahead in your own time and get back to me when you’re ready. If not, please shred this letter and destroy the stick.

Yours ever

Xavi





 

When I plugged the device into my computer, I found a Word document and two MP3 audio files. I listened to those first and they scared the shit out of me, especially the shorter of them, the second in order. After that I could do nothing but go on. I read Xavi’s documentation. It was a series of notes and recollections, a very long series at that, the kind a journalist would compile in researching a story. It told a remarkable human story, long and ultimately tragic. For all that he might appear to be now, and for all that he might possess, this man has borne a share of ill fortune that would have broken a lesser being.

Of course, I knew some of the tale; so did most of our city, and a good chunk of the rest of the country. It couldn’t be otherwise, as Xavier  Aislado was his country’s leading journalist in his time. Yet behind those headlines, behind those ‘exclusive’ tags, there was a secret world, one that’s been hidden until now from everyone who didn’t live in it, or through it. I was amused, surprised and, finally, shocked, as I read his largely unreported saga, and I’m sure it will have much the same effect on you.

I’ve done my best to tell this life story in the manner in which Xavi hoped I would. Mind you, I haven’t followed his instructions slavishly. I wasn’t content simply to be his sub-editor. In preparing this work, I’ve spoken to those who were part of the Aislado years, those who’ve survived, that is: the recently retired John Fisher, his mentor at first then his right-hand man, Tommy Partridge, his friend and counsellor, Alexander Draper, who helped set him on the road, Simon Sureda, a distinguished scribe whose example Xavi set out to follow, and of course Bob Skinner. Much of what they’ve told me has found its way into the following pages, which include a series of objective interjections among Xavi’s account of his life. Some are direct quotes, from my own knowledge, others are conversations that I’ve assumed took place, while being fairly certain of their accuracy.

Xavier Aislado has been many contradictions in his time. He has been gentle, yet his physical appearance, his genetic inheritance, has made him seem, unknowingly, fearsome. He has been naturally kind and caring, and yet he has been unintentionally cruel, by failing through his single-mindedness to appreciate the needs of others. He has been a great reporter who shone light upon many scandals and many crimes, and yet he has been blind to those closest to him.

He has been the keeper of the flame of truth for many, and yet he has dwelt alone in darkness.

This is his life.




One

There was a time when a few of the sun’s rays shone into my life.

There was a time when I supposed that people were inherently good. There was a time when I lived in a world where my first instinct was to trust, rather than suspect. There was a time when naivety was an endearing trait rather than a potentially lethal character flaw.

There was a time in my schooldays, in a different life, when I was almost gregarious, and my friends laughed at the irony of my name, Xavier Aislado, or in English, Xavi the Loner. Now I have few friends beyond my own front door. Because I seek none. Because friends ultimately mean hurt and I’ve known too much of that. Believe me, I’m Xavi Aislado now . . . in every respect, locked in my own world, because that’s the way I want it.

I was given my prophetic name by my dad, a childhood refugee from the Spanish Civil War who grew up in wartime Scotland and stayed there for a while after that, since his father had been violently anti-Franco and was in exile for a lifetime . . . either his or Franco’s: the former as it turned out, since he died in November 1961, three months before I was born. Grandpa was Xavi the First. (The Catalan ‘X’ is pronounced ‘Ch’, by the way, as in ‘Chocolate’.) My dad was christened Josep-Maria, but the second of those forenames remained his secret, in Scotland, at any rate. There, everyone outside the family, and these days that means almost everyone but me, calls him Joe, the name he was given when he arrived from Spain as a four-year-old, in 1936.

I can’t remember a time in my formative years when I truly liked him. My dad was born a son-of-a-bitch, and he’ll probably be that way till the day he dies. He’s perversely proud of it too. He says that his  nature was his gift from my grandmother. I have memories of her from my infancy. They are of a grim-faced old harridan . . . when we are very young, every adult is very old . . . with a scowl like a black flag draped across a coffin. Those images are still imprinted in my memory, sixteen years after she went to dance the great Sardana in the sky. They make me smile now, for I have others, the product of acquired knowledge in our later years.

My dad inherited some of Grandma Paloma’s (that’s what I called her from infancy) thunderous nature, and the running of Grandpa Xavi’s business. I’m told that the old guy called himself a socialist, and that’s what put him on the Caudillo’s death list. Whatever the truth of that, like all Catalans, he was a capitalist in his heart and soul. Grandma told me, when I was ten, once she had decided that I was ready to absorb her wisdom, that he made his first fortune by opening a string of hotels in the cities of Girona, Figueras and Olot, then selling them to an idiot French investor in 1935, the year before the Civil War erupted. As I say, that’s what she told me; I didn’t learn the whole truth until several years later.

Grandpa Xavi and his little family unit arrived in Edinburgh with enough money to buy another hotel, but instead, grasping the essential nature of the people amongst whom they had chosen to settle, he went into the pub trade, and as a result, became even more prosperous than he had been in Spain, while Europe tore itself apart. By the time he died, he owned a chain of forty-five boozers across central Scotland, and a small brewery which supplied them. Yes, that cunning old fox had the foresight to anticipate the real ale craze . . . or so I thought for much of my life.

After he was gone, my dad developed the business shrewdly, carefully and very profitably, for fifteen years. One of his first acts was to sell the brewery to a couple of Asian entrepreneurs for an eye-watering profit. He used the money to double the number of outlets in the pub chain, and to move them upmarket, with carpets on the floor rather than cigarette ends and empty crisp packets. After that, he kept on expanding;  his business philosophy has always been: ‘To settle for what you have is to embrace stagnation.’

I knew nothing of this as I was growing up. I have very few early childhood memories of him; he seemed to be always at work, leaving me in the care of my mother, a quiet unsmiling woman from Falkirk, maiden name Mary Inglis. I didn’t know it at the time, not surprisingly, but she had been a clerk in my grandfather’s office when the eye of the son and heir had fallen upon her, followed by the rest of him. Yes, there was a lot I didn’t know.

I didn’t want for anything as a kid. That wasn’t down to my dad, who was never there, or my mother, who was entirely indifferent to me and gave me nothing but the occasional slap across the legs when I annoyed her. No, it was all Grandma’s doing. She was a proud woman, with a small circle of acquaintances from the Catholic Church, with which she had a fitful relationship over the years, and from the Scots-Italian merchant community . . . the closest she could find to Spanish, I suppose . . . that thrives in Edinburgh, and she made damn sure that I lived up to the image of our family that she wanted to project. At her insistence, I was enrolled in George Watson’s primary department when I was five, over my mother’s fairly limp protestation that she had wanted me to be educated in the state system. I wasn’t bothered either way; school was the means for me to meet other kids, as I hadn’t until then, and I didn’t care whether they wore fancy uniforms and spoke nicely or were snot-nosed, with their arses hanging out of their trousers.

Watson’s was a relief to me, although I was too young to recognise it as such. For a start, it got me out of our loveless house in Merchiston. (It didn’t take me long to realise that’s what it was. The very first time my best class friend Bobby Hannah took me home for tea, aged seven, I knew that the way his folks behaved towards each other was the way it was supposed to happen.)

I did very well at school, almost from the start. I might have lagged behind in English initially, thanks to Grandma Paloma’s habit of speaking Spanish and Catalan to my dad and me . . . and even to my  mother when she was reproving her for something . . . but I caught up quickly, and I was always ahead of the game numerically.

I found that I was popular too; it didn’t mean anything to me at the time, but looking back, I must have had something going for me. Nobody ever bullied me, or made jokes about my name. Mind you, I was a big lad even then. When teams were picked for playground football, I was an early choice, until eventually I became one of the pickers. In truth, I sailed through junior school, and when I won the medal for top boy in the final year, nobody seemed surprised. I thought that might have drawn a small smile from Grandma Paloma, but it didn’t; she seemed to take it as a fair return on her investment, no more.

My mother wasn’t around to congratulate me. When I was nine, she gave up; I assumed it was in the face of my dad’s disinterest and Grandma Paloma’s undisguised contempt. I arrived home from school one October afternoon and she was gone, back to Falkirk, back to the dour and ill-tempered Inglis grandparents whom I had met eight times in my life, at their place on each occasion, for they were never invited to Merchiston. For a couple of years she sent me birthday cards, then she gave up on that too. For the rest of my childhood, she was lost to me; not that I missed her.

There was one thing that Grandma deigned to teach me herself, and that was music. She had been raised in the era of real home entertainment, the kind that you make for yourself without the aid of computer game designers or television production companies. She was an accomplished pianist, and began to teach me almost as soon as I was old enough to sit on the stool and reach the keys of the baby grand in the music room of our big house in Merchiston. My dad was tone deaf; when I was eleven years old, she told me, once I had attained a standard of proficiency that satisfied her, that I was a second chance, given her by God, to pass on her skill. Actually, He’d had help, but I was too young to point that out to her at that time . . . indeed maybe I was never old enough! She taught me to play in her own classical style, but when  I was twelve, I discovered Thelonius Monk, and that was it for Chopin.

In 1975, when I was thirteen years old, Franco died.

You should understand this; I had never heard of the Generalissimo until his death was reported on telly, and Grandma Paloma roared, ‘Yes!’ from deep within her armchair.

‘Who’s he?’ I asked.

She glared at me. ‘The Devil,’ she replied, ‘gone to hell.’

I remember thinking, but being smart enough to keep it to myself, that there was an element of contradiction in what she had said, since by definition, if he’d been Satan he’d been there all along.

My dad always played his cards very close to his chest . . . literally, as one of his old poker buddies told me many years later. He sat tight for two years after the old Caudillo was put in the ground, watching as King Juan Carlos led Spain to democracy. And then, with no warning, without a single leak to Scotland’s ferret-like business press, he sold the booming pub chain, one hundred and twenty outlets by then, to a major UK brewer for a sum that might have made Grandpa Xavi burst out of his grave with pride . . . or perhaps that would have been astonishment.

As I should have expected in my family, I found out about the sale at school. I had just started my fourth year in Watson’s secondary when the news broke, with a bang that was loud enough to make the front page of the Scotsman. Scott Livingstone, another of my class pals, although not as close as Bobby, thrust a copy of the paper into my hand as we walked into morning assembly, folded so that the story was all I could see.

‘You’re a dark horse, Xavi,’ he said, loud enough to draw a few others towards us, including the delectable Grace Starshine, a blonde Jewish girl whose Hebrew name had been anglicised a few generations before.

Grace and I had started school in the same class, on the same day. We were both chubby kids aged five; she was as fair as I was dark. But we grew at the same pace, shed our puppy fat at the same time and entered the adolescent world together. Grace hung with the girls and I  hung with the boys, until the time for kids’ play was past, and then quite naturally we hung with each other. A few years later, Bobby remarked that we had been joined at the eyes from the start. He was a good objective judge, for he had no interest in Grace himself, nor in any other girl, or woman.

As I took the paper, I stared at the headline, then scanned the first paragraph. (I was on the editorial committee of the school’s semi-official newspaper, and knew even then that every good story stands on its intro.) ‘Fucking hell,’ I gasped as it sank in, drawing a tut from Grace. ‘If you think I’m secretive, mate,’ I told Scott, ‘you want to meet my old man. This is news to me, and I’ve just had breakfast with him and my grandma.’

‘They never said?’ Grace exclaimed, forgiving me for the first of many expletives that I was to utter in her presence.

I shook my head. ‘Not a fu . . .’ I strangled the second before it emerged. ‘Not a word.’

‘So when do you think you’ll be going?’ Scott asked.

‘Going?’

‘Read on. It says your family’s moving back to Spain.’ He glanced out of the school hall window at the September rain. ‘Lucky sod.’

‘You reckon?’ I muttered, as I thrust the paper back at him.

I wasn’t at my best that day. It was all I could do to keep from bolting out of assembly and running all the way to my dad’s office. But it wasn’t his office any more, was it? He’d sold the bloody place, and as I saw it, he’d sold my inheritance, without a murmur in my direction. So, instead, I festered through classes until mid-afternoon, when I cut rugby practice (rugby was the winter team game for boys at Watson’s), with the approval of a sympathetic games master, and walked the short distance back to Merchiston, my mood growing darker with every stride.

As I stalked up the drive, I saw my dad’s Mercedes in the garage: he’d left the up-and-over door open. There was another car, parked to the side, one I hadn’t seen there before.

Grandma Paloma spotted me coming, from her upstairs eyrie in the small sitting room off her bedroom. She rapped on the window which overlooked the front garden, and beckoned to me, a summons to her presence. As I’d grown older, the old lady and I (actually, she was only seventy-three at that time, but in Scotland she always dressed like an ancient) had developed a degree of mutual respect. She might have been stern, but I recognised that she was fair with it, and maybe even kind, although she’d never have admitted it if I’d put that accusation to her.

She was no miser, that was for sure. Whenever there was shopping to be done for me, clothes, for example, or other school stuff, she took care of it. We’d get in a taxi and head for Jenners, or Aitken and Niven, where she had accounts, and that would be that. (I didn’t set foot in Marks and Spencer until I was eighteen years old.) She made my twice yearly appointments with the dentist, and took me there until I was old enough to go by myself, and could be trusted to turn up. She handed out the pocket money too. Periodically she’d ask me how much my school friends were getting, I’d pick the highest weekly amount that I knew (Scott Livingstone was my usual benchmark; he claimed to be market leader in that department) and she’d give me a little more than whatever it was, from a stash that she kept in her sitting room. As a result I was always flush; there wasn’t a Stones, Clash or Sex Pistols album that I didn’t have. (Looking back, I suspect that my incipient dark side had made me reject the clean-cut freshness of the Bee Gees, the Eagles and the like, for their anarchic rivals.) She paid the domestics from the same cash box. We’d always had a gardener, and since my mother had left, a cleaner. My dad could have afforded a cook, but that was out of the question. Grandma Paloma was old-style Spanish: the kitchen was hers and hers alone. Not even her son was allowed in there, although I got to watch, and help, occasionally.

I knocked lightly on her door . . . she expected that, even when she’d summoned me . . . and went in at her call. She was standing in front of the window, looking up at me, but not by much. Even in her seventies  her back was ramrod straight. Me? At fifteen I was six feet one, on my way to being one centimetre over two metres tall.

‘You’ve seen the newspapers, I suppose,’ she began. She spoke English, and so I knew we were in for a serious discussion, not the household chat.

‘Yes, Grandma Paloma,’ I replied, ‘I’ve seen them.’

‘I thought so, for you arrive home with a face like thunder.’ Coming from her, I took that as a compliment.

‘He never told me, Grandma,’ I said . . . or maybe I growled.

‘That was his choice. I might have done differently, but I wouldn’t tell him what to do. It’s grown-ups’ business, and you’re still only a child.’

I bridled at the word. I was a teenage hormonal maelstrom, capable of some very grown-up feelings, especially when it came to Grace Starshine. ‘I’m fifteen,’ I protested.

‘Exactly,’ she snorted.

At some point Grandma Paloma and I had crossed a line, on the other side of which intimidation didn’t work. I sensed my dad was a little afraid of her, but I wasn’t; I knew his mother better than he did. ‘Exactly nothing,’ I shot back. ‘It said in the Scotsman that we’re moving to Spain. I don’t want to.’

Her natural frown turned into the scowl that I’d known since infancy. ‘Xavi, what you want is not the most important thing in the world.’

‘It is to me.’

‘Then you are selfish, boy,’ she snapped. ‘Your father did not choose to come here, neither did your grandfather, and neither did I. We were forced to, by the devil Franco. Now he’s gone, and with King Juan Carlos, Spain is safe for us again, so we can go back.’

‘But I’m not Spanish!’ I protested. ‘I’m Scottish; I was born here and all my friends were born here. I’ve got a British passport,’ I added for good measure. That was true; I’d been on a school cruise in the Mediterranean two years before, and had visited Rome.

‘You are your father’s son,’ she said stiffly. ‘That makes you Spanish.’

‘I’m my mother’s son as well, and that makes me Scottish.’ That was the wrong thing to say.

‘Your mother will not be mentioned in this house,’ Grandma Paloma hissed. ‘She was happy to leave it.’

‘And . . .’ An older version of me tried to retort that I was capable of making the same choice, but she was right; the child that remained in fifteen-year-old Xavi Aislado couldn’t get the words out. All I could do was glare back at her, knowing that I couldn’t win. Much of what I grew into may have come from Grandma Paloma, but at that stage I was still a shadow of her.

‘Your father has made his decision, nino,’ she said, more gently. ‘He is with his lawyer now, telling him to sell this house. We are going to live near Girona, and we may also have a place by the sea.’

‘And me?’

As I asked the question, I heard knuckles tap the door behind me. ‘Come, Josep,’ Grandma called.

My dad stepped into the room, unsmiling, stocky, three-piecesuited. He looked me up and down . . . no, probably just up, since I was four inches taller than him, even then. ‘You’re angry,’ he said, simply, in the almost-but-not-quite-refined Scots accent that he’d acquired in his childhood. ‘You’re standing there like you want to banjo somebody.’

‘I don’t want us to go to Spain, Dad,’ I repeated for his benefit.

‘So what do you want? Do you want to move in with those folk in Falkirk? Your mother’s married a fucking policeman.’ That was complete news to me. He nodded a quick apology, for his language, to his mother; it was a token that I’d seen a few hundred times before, and learned myself, the same gesture I’d made to Grace a few hours before. ‘Maybe he’ll take you under his wing,’ he added. I said nothing but I must have blanched, for he gave me a grin that might have been a sneer. ‘No, I didn’t think so,’ he said.

The half-smile melted. ‘Here’s the deal, Xavi,’ he continued, bluntly. ‘You’re in your fourth year, and you’ve got exams coming up. If I  withdraw you from Watson’s now, then all the money that Grandma Paloma’s made me pour into the place will have gone down the crapper. So you’ll stay on there, as a boarder. I’ve checked with the headmaster; you can do that. You’ll have your own accounts at Jenners and at that other place. You’ll get the same allowance your grandma gives you, with a bit more for books and stuff. Pass your O grades, and you’ll stay on to do your Highers. After that, we’ll talk about university.’

‘In Spain?’

‘Not unless you want that. As I’m sure you’ve told Grandma Paloma, you’re Scottish. Fuck me . . . sorry, Madre . . . so am I, to all intents and purposes.’

‘Then why are you going?’

‘Because I promised my father, before you were born; he made it a condition of his will that when the time was right I’d take your grandma back to Spain, and he made me sign a declaration that I’d do that.’

‘But not me? I wasn’t mentioned?’

‘I just said; you weren’t born at that time. Plus you’d been conceived on the wrong side of the blanket. He didn’t give a fuck . . . sorry, Ma . . . about you.’

And that, I suppose, is when Xavi Aislado started to live up to his name.

 

‘How did a miserable cunt like him ever get to be managing editor of a paper like this, Mr Fisher?’

‘Mitch, son, if you listened to him, rather than throwing a paddy every time he rips a piece off you, you might just make a journalist. But if you carry on like that, then next time he tells me he wants to fire you, I’m not going to say a word to talk him out of it. You just got your arse kicked because you filed a story yesterday that we put on page three when the Scotsman and the Herald ran their versions as page-one lead. We are pissing against a hurricane like we always have; we’re the Saltire, the independent voice of reason that strikes a balance between the two establishment Scottish blacktops. We don’t just have to be as good as the opposition; we have to be better. That piece of yours will have them both laughing their rocks off at us.’

‘I didn’t put it on page three, Aislado did. The story was okay. The company’s gone bust and the workforce is on the dole. That’s the important part.’

‘That’s Mister Aislado to you, chum. Your story was deficient in one major fact . . . Mister Connor. The business in question, AlgeBra, the one that’s just gone belly up with the loss of two hundred and fifty jobs, is owned by a guy who’s the subject of a Canadian arrest warrant, and who hasn’t been seen since he was bundled into a car outside his house in Toronto last Sunday afternoon, by two guys who were definitely not the Mounties. You missed that.’

‘The police never told me!’

‘They didn’t tell the other papers either. They found out because their people followed up properly, and made inquiries in Canada about the guy. You made yours in our cuttings library. Now I’ll answer your question. Xavi Aislado got where he is because he’s the best journalist I’ve ever met in my fucking life.’

‘Aye, sure, plus his old man owns the place.’

‘And you know why? Because Xavi made him buy it after that Russian bastard ripped off the pension fund and had the banks about to close us down. Xavi didn’t have to do that. He’s turned down better jobs than the  one he’s got now. He could have gone anywhere, even to bloody Spain. But he didn’t; he stayed here and he leaned on his dad . . . a guy he’s always fought with, by the way . . . so that ungrateful wee shites like you could stay in work.’

‘And you too.’

‘Aye, and especially me. I’m sixty-two years old, boy, and my pension was stolen by that fucking Russian. Remember what happened? No, maybe you don’t, maybe you were too wrapped up in yourself even then. Xavi found out that something was going on, and he did an investigative job on his own boss. Then he ran the story, in the man’s own fucking newspaper, no less. The Russian did a runner to North Cyprus, and the finance director went to jail. All the assets had been stripped out of the company, and out of the pension fund; the Saltire was bust. Then, just when it looked like we’d all be out on the street, InterMedia Girona stepped in and bought the show off the receiver. They couldn’t save our pensions, though, so I still need a job and I need Xavi and his dad to make the profits that are going to fill up the fund again, so that maybe, just maybe, one day I can retire. Now fuck off out of my sight and think about being a proper reporter while you’ve still got the chance.’

‘Okay, John, I get the message. You sound like you and he are really good friends.’

‘Xavi wouldn’t say that. Xavi has colleagues, and that’s the way he wants it.’ But he calls me Jock, he thought. Only my friends do that. ‘You called him miserable, and I can see why. But he’s not. He’s sad, the saddest man I know, in fact.’

‘What’s he got to be sad about? He’s a millionaire’s son and he runs a successful newspaper.’

‘None of that makes you happy, lad, not by itself. Now fuck off and get to work. I mean it.’






Two

My dad could have chosen a better time to put a Merchiston mansion on the property market, especially at the sort of money he was after. It was 1977 and as the media reminded us every day, the British economy was the laughing stock of the developed world, as was its failing government. Times were tight and cash was even tighter. The situation was complicated further by his Catalan heritage, emphasised by Grandma Paloma whenever he showed signs of wavering, which forbade him from even considering a compromise over the price that he had put on the place.

Eventually, though, the following spring, he found one of those suckers that are said to be born every minute, an advertising magnate who had just sold his agency to an international operation, and was looking for somewhere to dump some cash, other than into the tremulous stock market, which had still to be convinced by the Saatchi brothers that the Tories really were coming.

The delay didn’t affect me. Grandma Paloma had decreed that I should move into the school boarding house straight away, rather than face the disruption of a change that might come, for all any of us knew, right at the time when I would be cramming for my exams. There was no debate over the matter, but had there been I’d probably have agreed with her.

My new situation brought with it a subtle change in my status within the school. My friends didn’t desert me, but I realised very quickly that they were looking at me in a different way, not as a freak, but as someone who was no longer normal in the way they were. Only Bobby Hannah and Scott Livingstone had ever been invited to Merchiston.  That was at my grandma’s insistence, since I’d been entertained by their parents and such hospitality should be returned. I’d been wary in advance of their visits, but they had been more amused than awed by the old battleaxe, and had been seriously impressed by her cooking. Once I became a boarder, and the house went up for sale, our social relationship seemed to change; we stayed pals, but there were no more home visits. I’d become Johnny Foreigner.

But it was different with Grace. Looking back, I should have guessed that her hormones were rioting too, but at the time my only assumption was that she was sorry for me. As I’ve said, we’d always been chums as nippers, but as we grew we became more so, without either of us realising it was happening. (No, that may not have been true; she probably knew all along.) While Grandma Paloma was still there . . . my father spent much of his time in Spain, even before the house was sold . . . and the house was stuck in the buyer’s market of the time, I’d go back to Merchiston at the weekend, and hang out there, alone, but towards the end of the year Grace invited me for Sunday lunch, with her parents.

Her dad, Rodney, was a businessman; Grace had told me that he made pharmaceutical products in a factory out in West Lothian, but it didn’t mean much to me, since at that time I didn’t know what they were. He was very polite, asked me about school, and seemed genuinely interested in me. All through lunch, I was expecting to be questioned about my dad and my grandmother, but that never happened. He seemed more interested in my sporting interests than in my family. Her mother, Magda, was nice too, still in her thirties then, a blonde looker like her daughter, and such a pleasant woman that she made me think of my own mother, something I hadn’t done in six years. She had been so different, so dull, so uncaring; for the first time I began to ask myself whether I might have been responsible for some of her unhappiness.

Grace and I had our first official date, at the Dominion Cinema in Morningside, in January 1978, three months before her sixteenth  birthday, and one before mine. It had taken me weeks to pluck up the courage to ask her, and God I was nervous. I wore a rugby top I’d just bought on my tab at Aitken and Niven, and Wrangler jeans from Jenners. She wore a white blouse and a fairly short dark skirt. I didn’t want to blow anything, so I didn’t even try to hold her hand; Scott had told me that should be my minimum objective. I just sat and watched the film. It was Star Wars IV, the original; it had been running for months, yet neither of us had seen it. Yes indeed, I behaved immaculately; too immaculately as it turned out, for Grace eventually kissed me, rather than the other way around. I remember: it was just as Han Solo decided not to run off with his reward money, and joined the battle instead.

She turned out to be pretty good at kissing, a natural. I wasn’t too bad either, once she’d persuaded me that it wasn’t supposed to involve eating her face. It was something we did a lot after that.

Some other things in my life changed that year. Academically, I wasn’t troubled. I was going to cruise through my O grades; I knew that and so did everyone else. But on other fronts, my new domestic independence began to show through in my thinking. Most dramatically, I chucked rugby. This came as a great blow to the games master, when I told him at the beginning of February. I’d already played for the First XV, in the back row of the scrum, and he’d been counting on me for another couple of years, but in truth I didn’t like the game. There was no real skill required, not by my kind of forward, at any rate, and as a spectacle it was ugly; I didn’t particularly like hurting other people either, as I did once or twice, accidentally, when clearing them out of the way to win the ball. The coach did his best to make me feel guilty with a few choice phrases that boiled down to, ‘You’re letting the school down, Aislado.’ I told him that I wasn’t going to be anyone’s conscript. I could have told him also that I’d discussed my decision with my grandmother, and that her opinion was that the school was there to serve me as best it could, and not the other way round.

Scott Livingstone wasn’t impressed when I told him what I’d done.  He didn’t quite have it when it came to rugby. He lacked the selfdiscipline that the game requires and was sent off a couple of times in the junior grades, once for the unforgivable sin of eye-gouging, but he had been enjoying being a pal of the rising star, the future Head Boy. On the other hand, Bobby Hannah was delighted, as my decision pretty much guaranteed his place in the first team once we all moved up to Fifth Year. As for Grace, she was pleased too, since she reckoned it would mean she’d see more of me. Her father may have thought so too, for he gave me a piece of advice that wound up taking even more of my time.

‘A young chap like you should always do some kind of sport, Xavi,’ Rod insisted one weekend when I was at their place, supposedly studying with Grace. ‘I have a friend who’s on the committee of Tynecastle Boys football club. Would you like me to get you a trial?’

Why not? I thought. I’d be rude to refuse. Grace said nothing; she knew I hadn’t played with a round ball since primary school.

What she didn’t anticipate was that the club’s head coach would take one look at me and put me between the sticks. In those days that’s what you did with a six-foot two-inch, still growing, sixteen-year-old. To my surprise, I loved my new role in my new game. I had big, safe hands, I’d learned enough playing rugby to be able to dispose of physical challenges, and there was something about being a goalie that appealed to my solitary nature. In no time at all, by the end of the season, I had leapfrogged my age-group team and was in the under-eighteen side, and I’d had a trial for Heart of Midlothian.

My old man was in the middle of selling the house when that happened, and I was in the middle of my O grades. I didn’t bother to tell him until Hearts had come back with a contract offer, and I probably wouldn’t have if I hadn’t needed his signature on the form, because I was still a minor. When I called to tell him, he asked me only one question. ‘How much are they going to pay you?’

In fact they were going to pay me nothing at all, not till I was seventeen, and little more than bugger all even then, but the offer was  enough to make me feel better about myself than I ever had before. I was a living paradox: my family was leaving me behind, and yet I felt more settled than ever I had, unencumbered by close ties other than the one that was binding me to Grace, and that one I’d chosen for myself . . . at least that’s what I believed.

There was very little time between the end of the school term and the start of pre-season training. I spent all of it in Spain, helping Grandma Paloma move into the country house that my dad had bought in a village a few kilometres from Girona, and where he’d been living for a few months, adding muscle to my growing frame by helping the guys from Pickford’s heave the massive furniture that she had brought from Edinburgh, as she barked orders at us.

‘She’s fucking ferocious, your granny,’ one of the movers whispered to me as we took a break, under parasols set up beside the swimming pool that I reckoned would never be used by anyone but me.

I remember having to mask a smile as I nodded agreement. ‘Aye,’ I concurred, ‘but I bet you think it’s an act.’

I hardly saw my dad in the time I was there. He would disappear in the morning and return in the evening, leaving Grandma Paloma and me to get the place sorted. It was another monster, bigger and much older than the Edwardian place in Merchiston had been. Grandma told me that it had been built in the eighteenth century by the Count of Somewhere-or-other. She called it la masia, the farmhouse, and indeed that’s what it was. The walled and gated grounds were at the very least six times the area of Hearts’ football stadium, with orchards, lawns, water features and flower beds. When I saw it for the first time, I wondered how she was going to be able to manage it, but that turned out to be no problem. In a far corner there was a cottage which housed the gardener and housekeeper, Pablo and Carmen, a middle-aged husband and wife team that my old man had inherited from the previous owner. There was a daughter too, in her early twenties, I judged, also named Carmen, a girl as dark as Grace was blonde, but she was very much in the background. My imagination cast her as a  vacationing student like me, but I didn’t get round to asking her whether I was right.

During that stay, my only proper conversation with my dad didn’t take place until he drove me to Barcelona Airport (it was pretty rudimentary, in those pre-Olympic days) for my return flight. By that time, the boy he’d left behind in Edinburgh was long gone; I had never been afraid of him, but he had always been distant from me and maybe I had lacked the confidence to reach out . . . or found no need, with Grandma filling the roles of two parents. There on the edge of adulthood, I found that I was bolder, and able to be blunt.

‘What are you up to?’ I asked him as he steered his new left-hand drive Mercedes . . . the marque was his personal statement . . . carefully down the hazardous road south.

I saw him frown, in profile. ‘What d’you mean?’

‘You’re supposed to be retired, but it’s just like it was in Edinburgh. We have breakfast and then you’re gone.’

‘When did I ever say I was retiring, Xavi boy? I’m forty-seven years old. Do you expect me to sit on my arse for the rest of my life?’

I realised that he was right. I had assumed that he had settled for playing golf and poker through his twilight years; but I had never asked. I looked at him, more closely than I ever had before, and saw that in reality he was younger than the mental picture I carried around in my head when we were apart, which was, of course, most of the time.

‘So what are you doing?’ It was strange; as I put the question I was aware of the curiosity in my own voice, and aware too that I had grown up without actually giving a toss about my old man’s life, just as he had seemed to take little interest in mine.

‘I’ve bought a newspaper group,’ he told me, his tone matter-of-fact, as if he was saying he’d bought that day’s edition of a newspaper. ‘It’s called InterMedia, all one word. It’s based in Girona, owns a daily there . . . it’s called GironaDia; not the most imaginative name, I’ll grant you, but what the hell . . . and a few smaller titles along the Costa Brava. There are a couple of radio stations too.’

‘Are you that rich, Dad, that you can do something like that?’

‘Yes,’ he nodded. ‘But it was quite cheap, as it happens. The company was on its uppers; Franco didn’t care for the owners, so the papers all had to be po-faced and their circulation was lousy as a result. I’ve been in control for six months and the figures are up already.’

‘What do you know about running newspapers?’

‘Fuck all, but I know how to run a business. It’s all about keeping the income higher than the overheads, that’s all, and the higher the better.’

‘What do you know about Spain?’

‘Not much more than I know about running a newspaper. But I do know this. I’ve cut the payroll by thirty per cent; the people who are left are all the more motivated, so they’re selling more advertising, more newspapers and attracting more radio listeners.’

‘You sacked people?’ I bellowed. I’d never raised my voice to him before, but that didn’t occur to me then. ‘You put them out of work?’

‘No, they did that themselves, by being useless at their jobs. You’re indignant, Xavi, and that disappoints me. Business isn’t for poofs . . . not that I’m calling you one, mind. You have to be tough. When I ran the pubs, I operated what I called an acceptable level of pilferage in each one. It goes on in that trade, endemically, and you’ll never eradicate it, so I tolerated a wee bit, usually three per cent tops, although it varied from area to area. But if it went over that in any unit I sacked everyone in the place.’

The weirdest feeling swept over me; I was having an adult conversation with my old man, and I knew that I had to keep my end up. I recalled a phrase I’d read in Private Eye a couple of weeks before. ‘Dad,’ I told him, more calmly than before, ‘that’s called shooting the wounded.’

He gave a strange growling chuckle. ‘My secretary in Edinburgh used to call it “flushing the brownies”.’

I blew up again. ‘Then she was as big a cunt as you,’ I yelled. ‘Those are people you’re talking about, with families, wives and kids and stuff.’

‘Hey!’ he shouted back at me. ‘You watch your . . .’ He stopped, in mid-sentence, then surprised me by laughing. ‘No, don’t do that at all. You’re starting to talk like me and I should like that. You’re not starting to think like me yet, but time will change that, make you less of a bleeding-heart liberal. I’ve got to admit you’re right about Esme Waller. That’s exactly what she is; that’s why I’ve got her learning Spanish back in Edinburgh. I want to get her a work permit, bring her out here.’

‘Who is she, exactly?’

‘I told you, she’s my old secretary.’ He paused. ‘Ah, I bet you’re wondering if I’m shagging her.’ The bastard had been reading my mind. ‘Well, the answer’s no, for two reasons. One she’s wee, fat, and fifty, with a face like a bag of arseholes, and two, if I did that I’d be putting too many cards in her hand. Never shag the hired help, Xavi son; it gives them power over you and you mustn’t have that. I learned that the hard way.’

‘Dad, you’re . . .’ My sixteen-year-old vocabulary betrayed me. I couldn’t tell him what he was, so he did it for me.

‘Unbelievably crude, blunt and thoroughly distasteful? Yes, my lad, I am, but I am also right, and you will come to recognise that in time. This wee football adventure of yours will help. If you think I’m a bastard, you wait till you really get to know some of the people who work in that game. And it’s not just in football. You should hear the way some of my journalists talk to each other.’

He paused again, twisting his head to look at me for a second . . . in those days it wasn’t safe to take your eye off a Spanish road for any longer than that. ‘How are you and Rodney Starshine’s girl getting along?’ he asked.

If I’d been old enough to be behind the wheel, we’d have been dead, for I’d have taken us right off the road. ‘How do you know about Grace and me?’ I demanded. ‘Grandma Paloma doesn’t even know that.’

‘Do you think I’m not interested in you at all?’

‘Never mind that. How do you know? Have you had that Esme woman spying on me?’

‘No, son,’ he replied quietly. ‘The school gives me reports on you; it was part of the deal when you became a boarder.’

‘Bugger that! I think I’ll leave.’

‘We both know you won’t. It’s fair enough; pastoral care, I think they call it . . . or some such. They’re in loco parentis on my behalf; they would be failing in their duty to me if they didn’t know about your relationships.’

‘Okay, Grace is my girlfriend. So what?’

‘So you’re both sixteen.’ Suddenly he seemed awkward with me; that was a first. ‘Look, Xavi, we’re never had the wee chat, man to man, but if we had, I wouldn’t have been talking to you about the birds and the bees crap. That’s a ridiculous bloody analogy. I’d have been talking about the boys and the girls and the more or less permanent hard-on that lads your age walk around with. All I’m going to say to you now is that you may have been baptised into a church that insists that French letters are a sin, but that’s a part of its teaching you should ignore. Either keep your cock in your pants, son, or keep it encased in rubber when you have to. That’s all I have to say on the subject, but if Grace’s mother hasn’t said something similar to her by now, I’ll be surprised.’

It wasn’t a discussion I wanted to continue, and not only because I didn’t want to prolong our mutual embarrassment. I didn’t want to tell him either that he was behind the times; Grace was on the pill, courtesy of the Brook Centre in Fountainbridge, where patient confidentiality was guaranteed, as maybe it wouldn’t have been if she’d gone to her GP. ‘Point taken,’ I said, then I changed tack. ‘How do you know Grace’s dad?’

‘I’ve met him. Mostly at Tynecastle; his seat was near mine.’

Still more of a journey into the unknown. ‘I never knew you were a Jambo, Dad.’

‘You know fuck all about me, son.’ Then he shrugged. ‘But that’s not your fault. As it happens, I’m not, but I always bought a couple of seasons through the pub business. Mostly I used them as sweeteners for managers, or suppliers.’

But never for me, I thought.

We drove on in silence for a while. He had run out of things to say; but I hadn’t. ‘What about Grandma Paloma?’ I asked him as he turned on to the road that circled Barcelona and led to the airport, south of the city.

‘What about her?’

‘Who’s going to look after her, if you’re never there?’

He bellowed with spontaneous laughter. ‘Look after her? You’re kidding me. She is, Xavi; she’ll look after herself, just like she always has, even when your grandpa was alive. I’m not saying that my old man was an idiot, far from it, but he wasn’t the sharpest blade in the knife drawer either. He never did a fucking thing that she didn’t tell him to do. It was her father that owned the first of those three hotels in the old days, and when he died and she inherited it, it was her who told my father how to run the business and grow it. When the Civil War clouds were gathering, she saw them in the distance when hardly anyone else was looking, and she found the gullible French bloke that took them off their hands.’

He risked another glance in my direction. ‘After the three of us moved to Edinburgh, your grandfather would have bought a fucking boarding house somewhere and that would have been the end of it. It was my mother that told him to get into the pub trade, and it was her that made sure that I was trained to take over, eventually. Even the brewery was her idea, because it was going for a song at the time. Trust me, you don’t want to worry about Grandma Paloma. She’s got what she wants, the thing that’s driven her for over forty years; she’s back home in Spain, and she can die happy . . . not that she’s any plans to do that. She’s even dancing the Sardana again, that strange Catalan thing that Franco banned, with the other old harpies, in the village square on the saints’ days.’

He chuckled. ‘Who do you think wrote my father’s will for him? Who do you think got me to sign that agreement? She did. No, you shouldn’t worry about her, Xavi son, you should be happy for her, and  for yourself. You may not realise it, and she doesn’t either, to be fair to her, but all your life she’s fucking suffocated you. Now she’s cut you loose and you can breathe your own air.’

 

‘What’s up?’

‘They’re kids, Magda, just kids.’

‘Yeah, aren’t they just? Does she remind you of anyone?’

‘Who?’

‘Wrong answer, Rod. “Yes dear, she’s just like you were at that age, and that big serious lad might have been me in another time.” That’s what you were supposed to say.’

‘I’ll go with the first of those, but I was never like him. Was I?’

‘You were to me. You still are, in your intensity. Oh sure, you’re many things that Xavi isn’t. You have a clear sense of purpose; he hasn’t, not yet at any rate. You’re devious when you want to be; he hasn’t a sneaky bone in his body, and I hope he never has.’

‘What do you mean, devious?’

‘Don’t deny it, now. I know damn well why you introduced the boy to your friend at the football club. You wanted to give him a way of burning off his energy, or maybe should I say, another way.’

‘Nonsense. A big lad like that, he should be involved in sport.’

‘Sure, whatever you say.’

‘I’m not devious.’

‘Okay, let me put it another way. As a parent, you’re more conservative than you like to admit.’

‘No I’m not. When have I ever denied Grace anything?’

‘Never. You’ve been the soul of generosity, all through her childhood. You’ve raised her with gentleness and love, tended her with even more care than you give to those tomato plants in your greenhouse. But she’s in fruit now, and the picker’s come to harvest her. You’re not ready for that though, Rod, are you?’

‘I’d like to think I am, but like I say, they’re only sixteen, the pair of them, plus . . .’

‘Go on.’

‘No, it wouldn’t be fair.’

‘You’ve started, so you’ll finish, chum. What were you going to say?’

‘That I’m not sure about this picker, that’s all.’

‘Then you’re damn right it’s not fair. Xavi’s a nice boy; he’s intelligent, he’s popular at school, he’s courteous . . .’

‘And he’s sad, too. I’m not sure he’s bringing the right sort of baggage for our kid.’

‘Why do you say he’s sad? He looks happy with Grace.’

‘Look at his family background.’

‘Rod, his dad’s a multimillionaire . . .’

‘. . . who’s pretty much abandoned Xavi in Scotland. And his mum?’

‘I don’t know anything about her, other than that she left his dad and him a while ago. Xavi never talks about her.’

‘Exactly. Don’t you find that just a wee bit sad?’

‘I would if I was in his shoes, but I think that he’s adjusted to it.’

‘I wish I was as sure. Joe Aislado got rid of his wife at the first opportunity, that’s what they say. The marriage was a disaster from the start. That’s not a healthy environment for a boy to grow up in.’

‘Maybe not, but he’s made a damn good job of it, as far as I can see.’

‘And maybe I see further. He’s still got issues to sort out.’

‘Then our daughter is the ideal girl to help him. Because she loves him, and he loves her.’

‘Magda, I repeat: they’re sixteen years old.’

‘And you’re patronising, as well as devious. When we were their age . . .’

‘I remember what we got up to when we were their age.’

‘Ah, double standards as well; another in your list of faults. You remember getting into my knickers then, but you’re not prepared . . . Rod, you’ve had sixteen years and more to get ready for this time. Live with it, for you know what? If Xavi was your son and Grace was someone else’s daughter . . . Need I say more? Honestly?’

‘I suppose not.’

‘Good. We’re making progress. Worry if you will, I suppose you see it as your job as a dad. But don’t worry for Grace; she’s unbreakable, that one. Worry for Xavi.’

‘Why should I do that?’

‘Because apart from us, I doubt if any others will. His upbringing has been so narrow, I’m not sure that he’ll be ready to cope when life kicks him in the balls, as one day it surely will.’





Three

I had a lot of thinking to do as that 737 climbed slowly over the Pyrenees, heading for the Heathrow stopover. In a day of weirdness, I found myself in a strange situation, looking in on my own life from the outside, analysing each phase, my early years, as far back as I could remember, my progress through school, my choice of friends, the solitary situation to which I had come.

My dad had been spot on about one thing: the entire course of my life had been plotted and shaped by Grandma Paloma, even those decisions that I had believed I was taking for myself as a young adult. Yes, even they had been discussed with her, her view on each one taken and invariably followed, up to and including the signing offer from Hearts. The saving grace was that as far as I could tell she had been right about every one.

But did I feel suffocated by her, as my dad had claimed? No, I didn’t. Instead, I realised what a lonely little boy I would have been without her attention to me, whatever had motivated it, whether she had been genuinely interested in my well-being, or had been merely using me as a means of asserting her own status, establishing bragging rights within her small Edinburgh circle about her grandson at George Watson’s College. Whatever my dad had said, I had never felt stifled by her. When it came to him, though, that was another matter.

He had power over me, as I saw it; he controlled my life, for that time at least and for my university years, should I choose to take that road. Yes, I’d be making money from football with a bit of luck, but I’m talking about the seventies, not the noughties, and it wasn’t going to be great, unless I turned out to be the new Gordon Banks. My dad had me  by the shorts; I loathed much of what he stood for with the righteousness of youth (although I was grudgingly pleased by his new business direction, even if his philosophy offended me) and I had just told him so. He could pull the plug on me any time he chose, casting me out to make my own way.

But couldn’t I do that? Couldn’t I pull the plug on him instead? I asked myself the question. If I did that Watson’s would have to go, but Hearts had a good reputation for looking after young players, and I was sure I could continue to study for my Highers at a state school, maybe James Gillespie’s, then on to the arts degree that I had been contemplating, all the time flat-sharing with other students.

Sure, I could do it, I convinced myself. And then I thought of Grandma Paloma, and of how she would react. I had no idea of her motives, but I was pretty sure that as long as she was alive my dad would continue to support me . . . or else. A grand gesture on my part would only have one effect; I would be spiting myself. I might also have considered the possibility that it would hurt her, had I not been certain that she was immune to hurt.

By the time my second flight touched down in Edinburgh and I was met by Grace and her parents, my head was sorted and I could see a road ahead. I even felt a surge of pleasure as I checked back into the school boarding house. I was one of only two summer residents, the other being a lad called wee Dave Colquhoun, a year younger than me, the son of a widowed army officer who was on a tour of duty in Northern Ireland. I was closer to living independently than I had ever been in my life. Grace even came to visit, although we had no opportunity for privacy, as wee Dave and I were under the shrewd and watchful eye of a conscientious den-mother, or matron, as I declined to call her, who, I had no doubt, had seen it all before, many times. It wasn’t just her presence that kept us celibate, though. As the son of a one-parent family I sympathised with my little housemate, and so I’d often include him in what Grace and I were doing, to the extent that by the time the rest of the boarders arrived back for the new term, we’d  become a regular threesome at the Dominion.

Pre-season training with Hearts went well too, although I found out very quickly that my father hadn’t been kidding when he’d warned me about workplace attitudes and methods in the football industry. The physical side was harder than I’d expected, even though the trainers made allowances for the fact that I was still a growing lad, and the goalkeeping coach was not a man to use a conventional adjective . . . or even a hyphen . . . when an expletive would serve. He was very quick to give me a sense of perspective, and of my place in the pecking order, telling me that I would be lucky to get more than a couple of starts with the reserves and that I could look forward to a full season in the youth squad. But if he was trying to give me a competitive edge he was wasting his time. They weren’t paying me at that stage, so I still saw the game as a hobby, not a career, and intended being fully focused on my school work, for another year at least.

These shared low expectations, the coach’s and mine, didn’t stop me having hero status when the autumn school term began. I was even more of an oddity than I had been before: a budding professional footballer, at a rugby-playing school. Watson’s had spawned a few of those over the years, but nobody could remember one who was still a pupil. Even Scott Livingstone seemed impressed with me once again, until Grace, Bobby Hannah and I were made prefects and he wasn’t. The signs of renewed closeness disappeared overnight, although he stayed chummy with Grace, and continued to treat Bobby as Piglet to his Pooh. Where did I fit in that analogy? I could only have been Eeyore.

And that was it with the changes, for a while. My life fell into a comfortable pattern of school, study, evening training, Saturday games and weekend evenings with Grace, usually at the movies or at her place. Her mother and father seemed to have accepted me as a permanent fixture, although I wondered if that might have changed had they known what happened on the odd occasions when we had the house to ourselves.

On the field, I did a little better than my coach had predicted; I started the playing season with every goalie’s dream: a string of clean sheets behind a crap defence. As a result, the assistant manager took an interest in me, and I became a regular starter in the reserves, playing at some of the biggest grounds in Scotland, even if they were empty of all but a few spectators.

My football commitments meant that I couldn’t go to Spain for Christmas. For the first time in my life I received my own Christmas cards at my own address, and one of them was from my grandmother. I was astonished when I opened it, even though I’d sent one to her, and another to my dad. (No, I didn’t get one from him, and I never have.) I was amused too. She signed it ‘Paloma Puig i Garcia’; Spanish women don’t change their surnames on marriage, and during forty years in Scotland she had never allowed herself to be called ‘Mrs Aislado’. In theory, that Christmas Day was an oddity, in that I spent it with a Jewish family, but since its highlight was, as always, the Morecambe and Wise Christmas Special, it wasn’t any different from others I’d known . . . apart from the warmth around the dinner table.

It was a nice day. It would have been perfect, if Magda Starshine hadn’t raised a subject that I had told Grace was off limits for discussion. ‘Xavi,’ she began, with a look in her eyes that told me something awkward was coming. As she hesitated, my instant suspicion was that she had found a stain on the sheets. Wrong. ‘Can I ask you something?’ she continued. I nodded. ‘Do you ever contact your mother?’

I felt myself go tense. It must have been obvious, for she continued quickly. ‘I’m not prying, you understand. It’s just that with your father and grandmother having gone to Spain, she’s all the family you have here . . . apart from us, of course,’ she added quickly.

I didn’t reply until I was sure
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A man of integrity. A world of lies. A criminal betrayal.






