


ne of England’s most influential novel-
ists, J. G. Ballard is a writer most com-
fortable in the land of extremes. The
borders of his vast literary territory are
defined by the mesmerizing violence of
Crash and the lyricism of his semi-autobio-
graphical Empire of the Sun. Ballard secs
beyond the present into a bleak and danger-
ous future, yet his nihilistic world is always
viewed through the lens of convention.

In Cocaine Nights, Ballard stretches the taut
canvas of his transgressive vision over the
framework of an old-fashioned mystery. The
setting is the Costa del Sol, and the stylish
resort of Estrella de Mar, where young retirees
from Europe’s chillier climes bask in a lifestyle
of endless leisure. Into the queasy beauty of
this artificial environment steps Charles
Prentice, a travel writer from London who has
come to visit his brather Frank, manager of
the resort’s Club Nautico — tennis and swim
club by day, coked-up discotheque by mght.

Frank is in jail, having confessed to setting
an explosive fire that has taken five lives.
Certain that the confession was coereed,
Charles wants to launch his own investiga-
tion. But Frank isn’t interested in salvation,
and the Spanish police don’t want their open-
and-shut case corrupted by a meddling Bnt.
Charles insists on continuing his crusade,
though his life is threatened. As he allows
himself to be drawn further into Estrella de
Mar’s dark underworld, this explosive novel
accelerates towards a disturbing climax, and
Ballard once again reveals his visionary mas-
tery in this warped tale of the unexpected.



Born in China of English parents, J. G. Ballard

was interned in a Japanese civilian camp dur-
ing World War I1. After returning to England
in 1946, he studied medicine at Cambndge
and worked in advertising and for scientific
journals until becoming a fulltime writer in
1963. His novels include the acclaimed Empire
of the Sun, for which he was awarded the James
lait Black Memorial Prize; Crash, recently
adapted for film by David Cronenberg; and
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Frontiers and Fatalities

CROSSING FRONTIERS is my profession. Those strips of no-
man’s land between the checkpoints always seem such zones
of promise, rich with the possibilities of new lives, new scents
and affections. At the same time they set off a reflex of unease
that [ have never been able to repress. As the customs officials
rummage through my suitcases I sense them trying to unpack
my mind and reveal a contraband of forbidden dreams and
memories. And even then there are the special pleasures of
being exposed, which may well have made me a professional
tourist. I earn my living as a travel writer, but I accept that
this is little more than a masquerade. My real luggage is rarely
locked, its catches eager to be sprung.

Gibraltar was no exception, though this time there was a
real basis for my feelings of guilt. I had arrived on the morning
flight from Heathrow, making my first landing on the military
runway that served this last outpost of the British Empire. 1
had always avoided Gibraltar, with its vague air of a provincial
England left out too long in the sun. But my reporter’s ears
and eyes soon took over, and for an hour I explored the
narrow streets with their quaint tea-rooms, camera shops and
policemen disguised as London bobbies.

Gilbratar, like the Costa del Sol, was off my beat. I prefer
the long-haul flights to Jakarta and Papeete, those hours of
club-class air-time that still give me the sense of having a real
destination, the great undying illusion of air travel. In fact we



sit in a small cinema, watching films as blurred as our hopes
of discovering somewhere new. We arrive at an airport identi-
cal to the one we left, with the same car-rental agencies and
hotel rooms with their adult movie channels and deodorized
bathrooms, side-chapels of that lay religion, mass tourism.
There are the same bored bar-girls waiting in the restaurant
vestibules who later giggle as they play solitaire with our credit
cards, tolerant eyes exploring those lines of fatigue in our faces
that have nothing to do with age or tiredness.

Gibraltar, though, soon surprised me. The sometime
garrison post and naval base was a frontier town, a Macao or
Juarez that had decided to make the most of the late twentieth
century. At first sight it resembled a seaside resort transported
from a stony bay in Cornwall and erected beside the gatepost
of the Mediterranean, but its real business clearly had nothing
to do with peace, order and the regulation of Her Majesty’s
waves.

Like any frontier town Gibraltar’s main activity, I suspected,
was smuggling. As I counted the stores crammed with cut-
price video-recorders, and scanned the nameplates of the fringe
banks that gleamed in the darkened doorways, I guessed that
the economy and civic pride of this geo-political relic were
devoted to rooking the Spanish state, to money-laundering
and the smuggling of untaxed perfumes and pharmaceuticals.

The Rock was far larger than I expected, sticking up like a
thumb, the local sign of the cuckold, in the face of Spain. The
raunchy bars had a potent charm, like the speedboats in the
harbour, their powerful engines cooling after the latest high-
speed run from Morocco. As they rode at anchor I thought
of my brother Frank and the family crisis that had brought
me to Spain. If the magistrates in Marbella failed to acquit
Frank, but released him on bail, one of these sea-skimming
craft might rescue him from the medieval constraints of the
Spanish legal system.
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Later that afternoon I would meet Frank and his lawyer in
Marbella, a forty-minute drive up the coast. But when I col-
lected my car from the rental office near the airport I found
that an immense traffic jam had closed the border crossing.
Hundreds of cars and buses waited in a gritty haze of engine
exhaust, while teenaged girls grizzled and their grandmothers
shouted at the Spanish soldiers. Ignoring the impatient horns,
the Guardia Civil were checking every screw and rivet,
officiously searching suitcases and supermarket cartons, peering
under bonnets and spare wheels.

‘I need to be in Marbella by five,” I told the rental office
manager, who was gazing at the stalled vehicles with the ser-
enity of a man about to lease his last car before collecting his
pension. ‘“This traffic jam has a permanent look about it.’

‘Calm yourself, Mr Prentice. It can clear at any time, when
the Guardia realize how bored they are.’

‘All these regulations . . .’ I shook my head over the rental
agreement. ‘Spare bulbs, first-aid kit, fire extinguisher? This
Renault is better equipped than the plane that flew me here.’

‘You should blame Cadiz. The new Civil Governor is
obsessed with La Linea. His workfare schemes are unpopular
with the people there.’

‘Too bad. So there’s a lot of unemployment?’

‘Not exactly. Rather too much employment, but of the
wrong kind.’

‘The smuggling kind? A few cigarettes and camcorders?’

‘Not so few. Everyone at La Linea is very happy — they
hope that Gibraltar will remain British for ever.’

I had begun to think about Frank, who remained British
but in a Spanish cell. As I joined the line of waiting cars I
remembered our childhood in Saudi Arabia twenty years
earlier, and the arbitrary traffic checks carried out by the
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religious police in the weeks before Christmas. Not only was
the smallest drop of festive alcohol the target of their silky
hands, but even a single sheet of seasonal wrapping paper with
its sinister emblems of Yule logs, holly and ivy. Frank and I
would sit in the back of our father’s Chevrolet, clutching the
train sets that would be wrapped only minutes before we
opened them, while he argued with the police in his sarcastic
professorial Arabic, unsettling our nervous mother.

Smuggling was one activity we had practised from an early
age. The older boys at the English school in Riyadh talked
among themselves about an intriguing netherworld of boot-
leg videos, drugs and illicit sex. Later, when we returned to
England after our mother’s death, I realized that these small
conspiracies had kept the British expats together and given
them their sense of community. Without the liaisons and con-
traband runs our mother would have lost her slipping hold on
the world long before the tragic afternoon when she climbed
to the roof of the British Institute and made her brief flight
to the only safety she could find.

At last the traffic had begun to move, lurching forward in
a noisy rush. But the mud-stained van in front of me was still
detained by the Guardia Civil. A soldier opened the rear doors
and hunted through cardboard cartons filled with plastic dolls.
His heavy hands fumbled among the pinkly naked bodies,
watched by hundreds of rocking blue eyes.

Irritated by the delay, I was tempted to drive around the
van. Behind me a handsome Spanish woman sat at the wheel
of an open-topped Mercedes, remaking her lipstick over a
strong mouth designed for any activity other than eating.
Intrigued by her lazy sexual confidence, I smiled as she fingered
her mascara and lightly brushed the undersides of her eyelashes
like an indolent lover. Who was she — a nightclub cashier, a
property tycoon’s mistress, or a local prostitute returning to
La Linea with a fresh stock of condoms and sex aids?
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She noticed me watching her in my rear-view mirror and
snapped down her sun vizor, waking both of us from this
dream of herself. She swung the steering wheel and pulled out
to pass me, baring her strong teeth as she slipped below a
no-entry sign.

I started my engine and was about to follow her, but the
soldier fumbling among the plastic dolls turned to bellow
at me.

‘Acceso prohibido . . .V

He leaned against my windshield, a greasy hand smearing
the glass, and saluted the young woman, who was turning into
the police car park beside the checkpoint. He glared down at
me, nodding to himself and clearly convinced that he had
caught a lecherous tourist in the act of visually molesting the
wife of his commanding officer. He moodily flicked through
the pages of my passport, unimpressed by the gallery of customs
stamps and visas from the remotest corners of the globe. Each
frontier crossing was a unique transaction that defused the
magic of any other.

I waited for him to order me from the car and carry out
an aggressive body-search, before settling down to dismantle
the entire Renault until it lay beside the road like a manufac-
turer’s display kit. But he had lost interest in me, his spare eye
noticing a coach filled with migrant Moroccan workers who
had taken the ferry from Tangier. Abandoning his search of
the van and its cargo of dolls, he advanced upon the stoical
Arabs with all the menace and dignity of Rodrigo Diaz out-
staring the Moors at the Battle of Valencia.

I followed the van as it sped towards La Linea, rear doors
swinging and the dolls dancing together with their feet in the
air. Even the briefest confrontation with police at a border
crossing had the same disorienting effect on me. I imagined
Frank in the interrogation cells in Marbella at that very
moment, faced with the same accusing eyes and the same
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assumption of guilt. I was a virtually innocent traveller, carry-
ing no contraband other than a daydream of smuggling my
brother across the Spanish frontier, yet I felt as uneasy as a
prisoner breaking his parole, and I knew how Frank would
have responded to the trumped-up charges that had led to his
arrest at the Club Nautico in Estrella de Mar. I was certain of
his innocence and guessed that he had been framed on the
orders of some corrupt police chief who had tried to extort a
bribe.

I left the eastern outskirts of La Linea and set off along the
coast road towards Sotogrande, impatient to see Frank and
reassure him that all would be well. The call from David
Hennessy, the retired Lloyd’s underwriter who was now the
treasurer of the Club Nautico, had reached me in my Barbican
flat the previous evening. Hennessy had been disturbingly
vague, as if rambling to himself after too much sun and sangria,
the last person to inspire confidence.

‘It does look rather bad . .. Frank told me not to worry
you, but I felt I had to call’

‘Thank God you did. Is he actually under arrest? Have you
told the British Consul in Marbella?’

‘Malaga, yes. The Consul’s closely involved. It’s an impor-
tant case, I'm surprised you didn’t read about it.’

‘I've been abroad. I haven’t seen an English paper for weeks.
In Lhasa there’s not much demand for news about the Costa
del Sol”’

‘I dare say. The Fleet Street reporters were all over the club.
We had to close the bar, you know.’

‘Never mind the bar!’ I tried to get a grip on the conver-
sation. ‘Is Frank all right? Where are they holding him?’

‘He’s fine. On the whole he’s taking it well. He’s very
quiet, though that’s understandable. He has a lot to think
over.’

‘But what are the charges? Mr Hennessy . . . ?’
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‘Charges?” There was a pause as ice-cubes rattled. “There
seem to be a number. The Spanish prosecutor is drawing up
the articles of accusation. We’ll have to wait for them to be
translated. I’'m afraid the police aren’t being very helpful.’

‘Do you expect them to be? It sounds like a frame-up.’

‘It’s not as simple as that . . . one has to see it in context. |
think you should come down here as soon as you can.’

Hennessy had been professionally vague, presumably to
protect the Club Nautico, one of the more exclusive sports
complexes on the Costa del Sol, which no doubt depended
for its security on regular cash disbursements to the local con-
stabulary. I could well imagine Frank, in his quizzical way,
forgetting to slip the padded manila envelope into the right
hands, curious to see what might result, or omitting to offer
his best suite to a visiting commandant of police.

Parking fines, building-code infringements, an illegally-sited
swimming pool, perhaps the innocent purchase from a dodgy
dealer of a stolen Range Rover — any of these could have led
to his arrest. I sped along the open road towards Sotogrande,
as a sluggish sea lapped at the chocolate sand of the deserted
beaches. The coastal strip was a nondescript plain of market
gardens, tractor depots and villa projects. I passed a half-
completed Aquapark, its excavated lakes like lunar craters,
and a disused nightclub on an artificial hill, the domed roof
resembling a small observatory.

The mountains had withdrawn from the sea, keeping their
distance a mile inland. Near Sotogrande the golf courses began
to multiply like the symptoms of a hypertrophied grassland
cancer. White-walled Andalucian pueblos presided over the
greens and fairways, fortified villages guarding their pastures,
but in fact these miniature townships were purpose-built villa
complexes financed by Swiss and German property speculators,
the winter homes not of local shepherds but of Diisseldorf
ad-men and Ziirich television executives.
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Along most of the Mediterranean’s resort coasts the moun-
tains came down to the sea, as at the Cdote d’Azur or the
Ligurian Riviera near Genoa, and the tourist towns nestled in
sheltered bays. But the Costa del Sol lacked even the rudiments
of scenic or architectural charm. Sotogrande, I discovered, was
a town without either centre or suburbs, and seemed to be
little more than a dispersal ground for golf courses and swim-
ming pools. Three miles to its east I passed an elegant apart-
ment building standing on a scrubby bend of the coastal road,
the mock-Roman columns and white porticos apparently
imported from Las Vegas after a hotel clearance sale, reversing
the export to Florida and California in the 1920s of dismantled
Spanish monasteries and Sardinian abbeys.

The Estepona road skirted a private airstrip beside an
imposing villa with gilded finials like a castellated fairy battle-
ment. Their shadows curved around a white onion-bulb roof,
an invasion of a new Arab architecture that owed nothing to
the Maghreb across the Strait of Gibraltar. The brassy glimmer
belonged to the desert kingdoms of the Persian Gulf, reflected
through the garish mirrors of Hollywood design studios, and
I thought of the oil company atrium in Dubai that I had
walked through a month earlier, pursuing my courtship of an
attractive French geologist I was profiling for L’Express.

‘The architecture of brothels?” she commented when I told
her of my longstanding plans for a book during our rooftop
lunch. ‘It’s a good idea. Rather close to your heart, I should
think.” She pointed to the retina-stunning panorama around
us. ‘It’s all here for you, Charles. Filling-stations disguised as
cathedrals . . .’

Could Frank, with his scruples and finicky honesty, have
chosen to break the law on the Costa del Sol, a zone as
depthless as a property developer’s brochure? I approached the
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outskirts of Marbella, past King Saud’s larger-than-life replica
of the White House and the Aladdin’s cave apartments of
Puerto Banus. Unreality thrived on every side, a magnet to
the unwary. But Frank was too fastidious, too amused by his
own weaknesses, to commit himself to any serious misdemean-
our. I remembered his compulsive stealing after we returned
to England, slipping corkscrews and cans of anchovies into his
pockets as we trailed after our aunt through the Brighton
supermarkets. Our grieving father, taking up his professorial
chair at Sussex University, was too distracted to think of Frank,
and the petty thefts forced me to adopt him as my little son,
the sole person concerned enough to care for this numbed
nine-year-old, even if only to scold him.

Luckily, Frank soon outgrew this childhood tic. At school
he became a wristy and effective tennis player, and sidestepped
the academic career his father wanted for him, taking a course
in hotel management. After three years as assistant manager of
a renovated art deco hotel in South Miami Beach he returned
to Europe to run the Club Nautico at Estrella de Mar, a
peninsular resort twenty miles to the east of Marbella. When-
ever we met in London I liked to tease him about his exile
to this curious world of Arab princes, retired gangsters and
Eurotrash.

‘Frank, of all the places to pick you choose the Costa del
Sol’” I would exclaim. ‘Estrella de Mar? I can’t even imagine
it...

Amiably, Frank always replied: ‘Exactly, Charles. It doesn’t
really exist. That’s why I like the coast. I've been looking for
it all my life. Estrella de Mar isn’t anywhere.’

But now nowhere had at last caught up with him.

When I reached the Los Monteros Hotel, a ten-minute drive
down the coast from Marbella, there was a message waiting
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for me. Seiior Danvila, Frank’s lawyer, had called from the
magistrates’ court with news of ‘unexpected developments’,
and asked me to join him as soon as possible. The over-polite
manners of the hotel manager and the averted eyes of the
concierge and porters suggested that whatever these develop-
ments might be, they were fully expected. Even the players
returning from the tennis courts and the couples in towelling
robes on their way to the swimming pools paused to let me
pass, as if sensing that I had come to share my brother’s fate.

When I returned to the lobby after a shower and change
of clothes the concierge had already called a taxi.

‘Mr Prentice, it will be simpler than taking your own car.
Parking is difficult in Marbella. You have enough problems
to consider.’

‘“You’ve heard about the case?’ I asked. ‘Did you speak to
my brother’s lawyer?’

‘Of course not, sir. There were some accounts in the local
press . . . a few television reports.’

He seemed anxious to steer me to the waiting taxi. I scanned
the headlines in the display of newspapers beside the desk.

‘What exactly happened? No one seems to know.’

‘It’s not certain, Mr Prentice.” The concierge straightened
his magazines, trying to hide from me any edition that might
reveal the full story of Frank’s involvement. ‘It’s best that you
take your taxi. All will be clear to you in Marbella . . ’

Sefior Danvila was waiting for me in the entrance hall of the
magistrates’ court. A tall, slightly stooped man in his late fifties,
he carried two briefcases which he shuffled from hand to hand,
and resembled a distracted schoolmaster who had lost control
of his class. He greeted me with evident relief, holding on to
my arm as if to reassure himself that I too was now part of
the confused world into which Frank had drawn him. I liked
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his concerned manner, but his real attention seemed elsewhere,
and already I wondered why David Hennessy had hired him.

‘Mr Prentice, I'm most grateful that you came. Unfortu-
nately, events are now more . . . ambiguous. If I can explain -’

‘Where is Frank? I'd like to see him. I want you to arrange
bail — I can provide whatever guarantees the court requires.
Sefior Danvila . . . ?’

With an effort the lawyer uncoupled his eyes from some
feature of my face that seemed to distract him, an echo perhaps
of one of Frank’s more cryptic expressions. Seeing a group of
Spanish photographers on the steps of the court, he beckoned
me towards an alcove. ‘Your brother is here, until they return
him to Zarzuella jail in Malaga this evening. The police investi-
gation is proceeding. I am afraid that in the circumstances bail
is out of the question.’

‘What circumstances? I want to see Frank now. Surely the
Spanish magistrates release people on bail?’

‘Not in a case such as this.” Sefior Danvila hummed to
himself, switching his briefcases in an unending attempt to
decide which was the heavier. “You will see your brother in
an hour, perhaps less. I have spoken to Inspector Cabrera.
Afterwards he will want to question you about certain details
possibly known to you, but there is nothing to fear.’

‘I'm glad to hear it. Now, what will they charge Frank
with?’

‘He has already been charged.” Sefior Danvila was staring
fixedly at me. ‘It’s a tragic affair, Mr Prentice, the very worst.’

‘But charged with what? Currency violations, tax
problems . . . ?’

‘More serious than that. There were fatalities.’

Sefior Danvila’s face had come into sudden focus, his eyes
swimming forwards through the thick pools of his lenses. I
noticed that he had shaved carelessly that morning, too pre-
occupied to trim his straggling moustache.
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‘Fatalities?’ It occurred to me that a cruel accident had taken
place on the notorious coastal road, and perhaps had involved
Frank in the deaths of Spanish children. “Was there a traffic
accident? How many people were killed?’

‘Five.’” Seiior Danvila’s lips moved as he counted the
number, a total that exceeded all the possibilities of a humane
mathematics. ‘It was not a traffic accident.’

‘Then what? How did they die?’

‘They were murdered, Mr Prentice.” The lawyer spoke
matter-of-factly, detaching himself from the significance of
his own words. ‘Five people were deliberately killed. Your
brother has been charged with their deaths.’

‘I can’t believe it . . .’ I turned to stare at the photographers
arguing with each other on the steps of the courthouse. Despite
Sefior Danvila’s solemn expression, I felt a sudden rush of
relief. I realized that a preposterous error had been made, an
investigative and judicial bungle that involved this nervous
lawyer, the heavy-footed local police and the incompetent
magistrates of the Costa del Sol, their reflexes confused by
years of coping with drunken British tourists. ‘Sefior Danvila,
you say Frank murdered five people. How, for heaven’s sake?’

‘He set fire to their house. Two weeks ago — it was clearly
an act of premeditation. The magistrates and police have no
doubt.’

‘Well, they should have.’ I laughed to myself, confident
now that this absurd error would soon be rectified. “Where
did these murders take place?’

‘At Estrella de Mar. In the villa of the Hollinger family.’

‘And who were the victims?’

‘Mr Hollinger, his wife, and their niece. As well, a young
maid and the male secretary.’

‘It’s madness.” I held Danvila’s briefcases before he could
weigh them again. “Why would Frank want to murder them?
Let me see him. He’ll deny it.’
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‘No, Mr Prentice.” Sefior Danvila stepped back from me,
the verdict already clear in his mind. “Your brother has not
denied the accusations. In fact, he has pleaded guilty to five
charges of murder. I repeat, Mr Prentice — guilty.’
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The Fire at the Hollinger House

‘CHARLES? DANVILA TOLD ME you’d arrived. It’s good of
you. I knew you’d come.’

Frank rose from his chair as [ entered the interview room.
He seemed slimmer and older than I remembered, and the
strong fluorescent light gave his skin a pallid sheen. He peered
over my shoulder, as if expecting to see someone else, and
then lowered his eyes to avoid my gaze.

‘Frank — you’re all right?’ I leaned across the table, hoping
to shake his hand, but the policeman standing between us
raised his arm with the stiff motion of a turnstile bar. ‘Danvila’s
explained the whole thing to me; it’s obviously some sort of
crazy mistake. I'm sorry I wasn’t in court.’

‘You’re here now. That’s all that matters.” Frank rested his
elbows on the table, trying to hide his fatigue. ‘How was the
flight?’

‘Late — airlines run on their own time, two hours behind
everyone else’s. I rented a car in Gibraltar. Frank, youlook . . .

‘I'm fine.” With an effort he composed himself, and man-
aged a brief but troubled smile. ‘So, what did you think of
Gib?’

‘I was only there for a few minutes. Odd little place — not
as strange as this coast.’

‘You should have come here years ago. You'll find a lot to
write about.’

‘I already have. Frank -’
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‘It’s interesting, Charles . . .” Frank sat forward, talking too
quickly to listen to himself, keen to sidetrack our conversation.
‘You've got to spend more time here. It’s Europe’s future.
Everywhere will be like this soon.’

‘Il hope not. Listen, I've talked to Danvila. He’s trying
to get the court hearing annulled. I didn’t grasp all the legal
ins and outs, but there’s a chance of a new hearing when
you change your plea. You'll claim some sort of mitigating
factor. You were distraught with grief, and didn’t catch
what the translator was saying. At the least it puts down a
marker.’

‘Danvila, yes...” Frank played with his cigarette packet.
‘Sweet man, [ think I’ve rather shocked him. And you, too,
I dare say.’

The friendly but knowing smile had reappeared, and he
leaned back with his hands behind his head, confident now
that he could cope with my visit. Already we were assuming
our familiar roles first set out in childhood. He was the imagin-
ative and wayward spirit, and I was the stolid older brother
who had yet to get the joke. In Frank’s eyes I had always been
the source of a certain fond amusement.

He was dressed in a grey suit and white shirt open at the
neck. Seeing that [ had noticed his bare throat, he covered
his chin with a hand.

‘They took my tie away from me — I’'m only allowed to
wear it in court. A bit noose-like, when you think about it —
could put ideas into the judge’s mind. They fear I might try
to kill myself.’

‘But, Frank, isn’t that what you’re doing? Why on earth
did you plead guilty?’

‘Charles . . .” He gestured a little wearily. ‘I had to, there
wasn’t anything else [ could say.’

‘That’s absurd. You had nothing to do with those deaths.’

‘But I did. Charles, I did.’

23



‘You started the fire? Tell me, no one can hear this — you
actually set the Hollinger house ablaze?’

“Yes . . . in effect.” He took a cigarette from the packet and
waited as the policeman stepped forward to light it. The flame
flared under the worn hood of the brass lighter, and Frank
stared at the burning vapour before drawing on the cigarette.
In the brief glow his face seemed calm and resigned.

‘Frank, look at me.” I waved the smoke aside, a swirling
wraith released from his lungs. ‘I want to hear you say it —
you, yourself, personally set fire to the Hollinger house?’

‘I've said so.’

‘Using a bomb filled with ether and petrol?’

‘Yes. Don’t ever try it. The mixture’s surprisingly
flammable.’

‘I don’t believe it. Why, for God’s sake? Frank ... "

He blew a smoke ring towards the ceiling, and then spoke
in a quiet and almost flat voice. ‘You’d have to live for a while
at Estrella de Mar even to begin to understand. Take it from
me, if I explained what happened it would mean nothing to
you. It’s a different world, Charles. This isn’t Bangkok or
some atoll in the Maldives.’

‘Try me. Are you covering up for someone?’

‘Why should I?’

‘And you knew the Hollingers?’

‘I knew them well.’

‘Danvila says he was some sort of film tycoon in the 1960s.’

‘In a small way. Property dealing and office development
in the City. His wife was one of the last of the Rank Charm
School starlets. They retired here about twenty years ago.’

‘They were regulars at the Club Nautico?’

‘They weren’t regulars, strictly speaking. They dropped in
now and then.’

‘And you were there on the evening of the fire? You were
in the house?’
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‘Yes! You're starting to sound like Cabrera. The last thing
an interrogator wants is the truth.” Frank crushed his cigarette
in the ashtray, briefly burning his fingers. ‘Look, I’'m sorry
they died. It was a tragic business.’

His closing words were spoken without empbhasis, in the
tone he had used one day as a ten-year-old when he had come
in from the garden and told me that his pet turtle had died.
I knew that he was now telling the truth.

‘They’re taking you back to Malaga tonight,” I said. ‘I'll
visit you there as soon as I can.’

‘It’s always good to see you, Charles.” He managed to clasp
my hand before the policeman stepped forward. ‘You looked
after me when Mother died and in a way you're still looking
after me. How long are you staying?’

‘A week. I should be in Helsinki for some TV documentary.
But I'll be back.’

‘Always roaming the world. All that endless travelling,
all those departure lounges. Do you ever actually arrive
anywhere?’

‘It’s hard to tell — sometimes I think I’ve made jet-lag into
a new philosophy. It’s the nearest we can get to penitence.’

‘And what about your book on the great brothels of the
world? Have you started it yet?’

‘I’'m still doing the research.’

‘I remember you talking about that at school. You used to
say your only interests in life were opium and brothels. Pure
Graham Greene, but there was always something heroic there.
Do you smoke a few pipes?’

‘Now and then.’

‘Don’t worry, I won’t tell Father. How is the old chap?’

‘We’ve moved him to a smaller nursing home. He doesn’t
recognize me now. When you get out of here you must see
him. I think he’d remember you.’

‘I never liked him, you know.’
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‘He’s a child, Frank. He’s forgotten everything. All he does
is dribble and doze.’

Frank leaned back, smiling at the ceiling as his memories
played across the grey distemper. ‘We used to steal — do you
remember? Strange that — it all started in Riyadh when Mother
fell ill. I was snatching anything I could lay my hands on. You
joined in to make me feel better.’

‘Frank, it was a phase. Everyone understood.’

‘Except Father. He couldn’t cope when Mother lost control.
He started that weird affair with his middle-aged secretary.’

‘The poor man was desperate.’

‘He blamed you for my stealing. He’d find my pockets full
of candy I'd pinched from the Riyadh Hilton and then accuse
you.’

‘I was older. He thought I could have stopped you. He
knew I envied you.’

‘Mother was drinking herself to death and no one was doing
anything about it. Stealing was the only way I could make
sense of how guilty I felt. Then she started those long walks
in the middle of the night and you’d go with her. Where
exactly? I always wondered.’

‘Nowhere. We just walked around the tennis court. Rather
like my life now.’

‘Probably gave you a taste for it. That’s why you’re nervous
of putting down roots. You know, Estrella de Mar is as close
to Saudi as you can get. Maybe that’s why I came here . .’

He stared bleakly at the table, for the moment depressed
by all these memories. Ignoring the policeman, I reached across
the table and held his shoulders, trying to calm the trembling
collarbones. He met my eyes, glad to see me, his smile stripped
of irony.

‘Frank ... ?

‘It’s all right.” He sat up, brightening himself. ‘How is Esther,
by the way? I should have asked.’
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‘She’s fine. We split up three months ago.’

‘I'm sorry. 1 always liked her. Rather high-minded in an
unusual way. She once asked me a lot of strange questions
about pornography. Nothing to do with you.’

‘She took up gliding last summer, spent her weekends soar-
ing over the South Downs. A sign, I guess, that she wanted
to leave me. Now she and her women friends fly to compe-
titions in Australia and New Mexico. I think of her up there,
alone with all that silence.’

‘You’ll meet someone else.’

‘Maybe . . .

The policeman opened the door and stood with his back
to us, calling across the corridor to an officer sitting at a desk.
I leaned over the table, speaking quickly. ‘Frank, listen. If
Danvila can get you out on bail there’s a chance I can arrange
something.’

“What exactly? Charles?’

‘I'm thinking of Gibraltar . . " The policeman had resumed
his watch over us. ‘You know the special skills there. This
whole business is preposterous. It’s obvious you didn’t kill the
Hollingers.’

‘That’s not quite true.” Frank drew away from me, the
defensive smile on his lips again. ‘It’s hard to believe, but I
am guilty.’

‘Don’t talk like that” Impatient with him, I knocked his
cigarettes to the floor, where they lay beside the policeman’s
feet. ‘Say nothing to Danvila about the Gibraltar thing. Once
we get you back to England you’ll be able to clear yourself.’

‘Charles . . . I can only clear myself here.’

‘But at least you’ll be out of jail and safe somewhere.’

‘Somewhere with no extradition treaty for murder?” Frank
stood up and pushed his chair against the table. “You’ll have
to take me with you on your trips. We’ll travel the world
together. I'd like that ..
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The policeman waited for me to leave, carrying my chair
to the wall. Frank embraced me and stood back, still smiling
his quirky smile. He picked up his cigarettes and nodded to
me.

‘Believe me, Charles, I belong here.’
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The Tennis Machine

BUT FRANK DID NOT belong there. As I left the driveway
of the Los Monteros Hotel, joining the coast road to Malaga,
I drummed the steering wheel so fiercely that I drew blood
from a thumbnail. Neon signs lined the verge, advertising the
beach bars, fish restaurants and nightclubs under the pine trees,
a barrage of signals that almost drowned the shrill tocsin sound-
ing from the magistrates’ court in Marbella.

Frank was innocent, as virtually everyone involved in the
murder investigation accepted. His plea of guilty was a charade,
part of some bizarre game he was playing against himself, in
which even the police were reluctant to join. They had held
Frank for a week before bringing their charges, a sure sign that
they were suspicious of the confession, as Inspector Cabrera
revealed -after my meeting with Frank.

If Sefior Danvila was the old Spain — measured, courtly and
reflective — Cabrera was the new. A product of the Madnd
police academy, he seemed more like a young college professor
than a detective, a hundred seminars on the psychology of
crime still fresh in his mind. At ease with himself in his business
suit, he contrived to be tough and likeable, without ever
lowering his guard. He welcomed me to his office and then
came straight to the point. He asked me about Frank’s child-
hood, and whether he had shown an overlit imagination as
a boy.

‘Perhaps a special talent for fantasy? Often a troubled
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childhood can lead to the creation of imaginary worlds. Was
your brother a lonely child, Mr Prentice, left by himself while
you played with the older boys?’

‘No, he was never lonely. In fact, he had more friends
than I did. He was always good at games, very practical and
down-to-earth. I was the one with the imagination.’

‘A useful gift for a travel writer,” Cabrera commented as he
flicked through my passport. ‘Perhaps as a boy your brother
displayed a strain of would-be sainthood, taking the blame for
you and his friends?’

‘No, there was nothing saintly about him, not remotely.
When he played tennis he was fast on his feet and always
wanted to win.” Sensing that Cabrera was more thoughtful
than most of the policemen I had met, I decided to speak my
mind. ‘Inspector, can we be open with each other? Frank is
innocent, you and I both know that he never committed these
murders. I’ve no idea why he confessed, but he must be under
some secret pressure. Or be covering up for someone. If we
don’t find the truth the Spanish courts will be responsible for
a tragic miscarriage of justice.’

Cabrera watched me, waiting silently for my moral indig-
nation to disperse with the rising smoke of his cigarette. He
waved one hand, clearing the air between us.

‘Mr Prentice, the Spanish judges, like their English col-
leagues, are not concerned with truth — they leave that
to a far higher court. They deal with the balance of prob-
abilities on the basis of available evidence. The case will be
investigated most carefully, and in due course your brother
will be brought to trial. All you can do is wait for the
verdict.’

‘Inspector . . .” I made an effort to restrain myself. ‘Frank
may have pleaded guilty, but that doesn’t mean he actually
committed these appalling crimes. This whole thing is a farce,
of a very sinister kind.’
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‘Mr Prentice . . .” Cabrera stood up and moved away from
his desk, gesturing at the wall as if outlining a proposition on
a blackboard before a slow-witted class. ‘Let me remind you
that five people were burned to death, killed by the most
cruel means. Your brother insists he is responsible. Some, like
yourself and the English newspapers, think that he insists too
loudly, and must therefore be innocent. In fact, his plea of
guilty may be a clever device, an attempt to unfoot us all, like
a../’

‘Drop-shot at the net?’

‘Exactly. A clever stratagem. At first, I also had certain
doubts, but I have to tell you that I'm now inclined to think
of your brother and guilt in the same context.” Cabrera gazed
wanly at my passport photograph, as if trying to read some
guilt of my own into the garish photo-booth snapshot. ‘Mean-
while, the investigation proceeds. You have been more helpful
than you know.’

After leaving the magistrates’ court Sefior Danvila and I walked
down the hill towards the old town. This small enclave behind
the beachfront hotels was a lavishly restored theme village with
mock-Andalucian streets, antique shops and café tables set out
under the orange trees. Surrounded by a stage set, we silently
sipped our iced coffees and watched the proprietor scatter a
kettle of boiling water over the feral cats that plagued his
customers.

This scalding douche, another stroke of cruel injustice,
promptly set me off again. Sefior Danvila heard me out, nod-
ding mournfully at the oranges above my head as I repeated
my arguments. I sensed that he wanted to take my hand,
concerned as much for me as he was for Frank, aware that
my brother’s plea of guilty also involved me in some obscure
way.
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He agreed, almost casually, that Frank was innocent, as the
police’s delay in charging him tacitly admitted.

‘But now the momentum for conviction will increase,” he
warned me. ‘The courts and police have good reason not to
challenge a guilty plea — it saves them work.’

‘Even though they know they have the wrong man?’

Sefor Danvila raised his eyes to the sky. ‘They may know
it now, but in three or four months, when your brother comes
to trial? Self-admitted guilt is a concept they find very easy to
live with. Files can be closed, men reassigned. I extend my
sympathies to you, Mr Prentice.’

‘But Frank may go to prison for the next twenty years.
Surely the police will go on looking for the real culprit?’

‘What could they find? Remember, the conviction of a
British expatriate avoids the possibility of a Spaniard being
accused. Tourism is vital for Andalucia — this is one of Spain’s
poorest regions. Inward investors are less concerned by crimes
among tourists.’

I pushed away my coffee glass. ‘Frank is still your client,
Seiior Danvila. Who did kill those five people? We know
Frank wasn’t responsible. Someone must have started the fire.’

But Danvila made no reply. With his gentle hands he broke
his tapas and threw the pieces to the waiting cats.

If not Frank, then who? Given that the police had ended their
investigation, it fell to me to recruit a more aggressive Spanish
lawyer than the depressed and ineffective Danvila, and perhaps
hire a firm of British private detectives to root out the truth.
I drove along the coast road to Malaga, past the white-walled
retirement complexes marooned like icebergs among the golf
courses, and reminded myself that I knew almost nothing
about Estrella de Mar, the resort where the deaths had
occurred. Frank had sent me a series of postcards from the
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Club, which portrayed a familiar world of squash courts,
jacuzzis and plunge-pools, but I had only the haziest notions
of day-to-day life among the British who had settled the coast.

Five people had died in the catastrophic fire that had gutted
the Hollinger house. The fierce blaze had erupted without
warning about seven o’clock in the evening of 15 June, by
coincidence the Queen’s official birthday. Clutching at straws,
I remembered the disagreeable Guardia Civil at Gibraltar and
speculated that the fire had been started by a deranged Spanish
policeman protesting at Britain’s occupation of the Rock. I
imagined a burning taper hurled over the high walls on to the
tinder-dry roof of the villa . ..

But in fact the fire had been ignited by an arsonist who had
entered the mansion and begun his murderous work on the
staircase. Three empty bottles containing residues of ether and
gasoline were found in the kitchen. A fourth, half-empty, was
in my brother’s hands while he waited to surrender to the
police. A fifth, filled to the brim and plugged with one of
Frank’s tennis club ties, lay on the rear seat of his car in a
side-street a hundred yards from the house.

The Hollingers’ mansion, Cabrera told me, was one of the
oldest properties at Estrella de Mar, its timbers and roof joists
dried like biscuit by a hundred summers. I thought of the
elderly couple who had retreated from London to the peace
of this retirement coast. It was hard to imagine anyone finding
the energy, let alone the necessary malice, to bring about their
deaths. Steeped in sun and sundowners, wandering the golf
greens by day and dozing in front of their satellite television
in the evening, the residents of the Costa del Sol lived in an
eventless world.

As I neared Estrella de Mar the residential complexes stood
shoulder to shoulder along the beach. The future had come
ashore here, lying down to rest among the pines. The white-
walled pueblos remained me of my visit to Arcosanti, Paolo
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Soleri’s outpost of the day after tomorrow in the Arizona
desert. The cubist apartments and terraced houses resembled
Arcosanti’s, their architecture dedicated to the abolition of
time, as befitted the ageing population of the retirement havens
and an even wider world waiting to be old.

Searching for the tumn-off to Estrella de Mar, I left the
Malaga highway and found myself in a maze of slip-roads that
fed the pueblos. Trying to orientate myself, I pulled into the
forecourt of a filling-station. While a young Frenchwoman
topped up my tank I strolled past the supermarket that shared
the forecourt, where elderly women in fluffy towelling suits
drifted like clouds along the lines of ice-cold merchandise.

I climbed a pathway of blue tiles to a grass knoll and looked
down on an endless terrain of picture windows, patios and
miniature pools. Together they had a curiously calming effect,
as if these residential compounds — British, Dutch and German
— were a series of psychological pens that soothed and domesti-
cated these émigré populations. I sensed that the Costa del
Sol, like the retirement coasts of Florida, the Caribbean and
the Hawaiian islands, had nothing to do with travel or rec-
reation, but formed a special kind of willed limbo.

Although seemingly deserted, the pueblos contained more
residents than [ first assumed. A middle-aged couple sat on a
balcony thirty feet from me, the woman holding an unread
book in her hands as her husband stared at the surface of the
swimming pool, whose reflection dressed the walls of a nearby
apartment house with bands of gold light. Almost invisible at
first glance, people sat on their terraces and patios, gazing at
an unseen horizon like figures in the paintings of Edward
Hopper.

Already thinking of a travel article, I noted the features of
this silent world: the memory-erasing white architecture; the
enforced leisure that fossilized the nervous system; the almost
Africanized aspect, but a North Africa invented by someone
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who had never visited the Maghreb; the apparent absence of
any social structure; the timelessness of a world beyond bore-
dom, with no past, no future and a diminishing present. Per-
haps this was what a leisure-dominated future would resemble?
Nothing could ever happen in this affectless realm, where
entropic drift calmed the surfaces of a thousand swimming
pools.

I returned to my car, reassured by the distant sounds of the
coastal highway. Following the Frenchwoman’s instructions,
I found my way back to the Malaga signpost and rejoined the
motorway, which soon skirted an ochre beach and revealed a
handsome peninsula of iron-rich rock.

This was Estrella de Mar, as generously wooded and land-
scaped as Cap d’Antibes. There was a harbour lined with bars
and restaurants, a crescent of imported white sand, and a
marina filled with racing yachts and cruisers. Comfortable villas
stood behind the palms and eucalyptus trees, and above them
was the liner-like prow of the Club Nautico, topped by its
white satellite dish.

Then, as the motorway turned through the coastal pines, I
saw the gutted eminence of the Hollinger mansion on its hill
above the town, the charred roofing timbers like the remains
of a funeral pyre on a Central American mesa. The smoke
and intense heat had blackened the walls, as if this doomed
house had tried to camouflage itself against the night to come.

Traffic overtook me, speeding towards the hotel towers of
Fuengirola. 1 turned off on to the Estrella de Mar slip-road
and entered a narrow gorge cut through the porphyry rock
of the headland. Within four hundred yards I reached the
wooded neck of the peninsula, where the first villas stood
behind their lacquered gates.

Purpose-built in the 1970s by a consortium of Anglo-Dutch
developers, Estrella de Mar was a residential retreat for the
professional classes of northern Europe. The resort had turned
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its back on mass tourism, and there were none of the skyscraper
blocks that rose from the water’s edge at Benalmadena and
Torremolinos. The old town by the harbour had been
pleasantly bijouized, the fishermen’s cottages converted to
wine bars and antique shops

Taking the road that led to the Club Nautico, I passed an
elegant tea salon, a bureau de change decorated with Tudor
half-timbering, and a boutique whose demure window dis-
played a solitary but exquisite designer gown. I waited as a
van emblazoned with trompe-I’eil traffic scenes reversed into
the courtyard of a sculpture studio. A strong-shouldered
woman with Germanic features, blonde hair pinned behind
her neck, supervised two teenaged boys as they began to
unload butts of modelling clay.

Within the open studio half a dozen artists worked at their
sculpture tables, smocks protecting their beach clothes. A
handsome Spanish youth, heavy genitals scarcely contained by
his posing pouch, stood with sullen grace on a podium as the
sculptors — every one an amateur, judging by their earnest
manner — massaged their clay into a likeness of his thighs and
torso. Their burly instructor, a ponytailed Vulcan at his forge,
moved among them, tweaking a navel with a stubby forefinger
or smoothing a furrowed brow.

Estrella de Mar, I soon discovered, had a thriving arts com-
munity. In the narrow streets above the harbour a parade of
commercial galleries showed the latest work of the resort’s
painters and designers. A nearby arts and crafts centre displayed
a selection of modernist costume jewellery, ceramic wares and
textiles. The local artists — all, I assumed from their parked
Mercedes and Range Rovers, residents of nearby villas — sat
behind their trestle tables like Saturday vendors in the
Portobello Road, their confident voices ringing with the
accents of Holland Park and the Sixteenth Arrondissement.

Everyone in the town seemed alert and confident. Cus-
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tomers crowded the bookshops and music stores, or scrutinized
the racks of foreign newspapers outside the tabacs. An adoles-
cent girl in a white bikini crossed the street at the traffic lights,
a violin case in one hand, a hamburger in the other.

Estrella de Mar, I decided, possessed far more attractions
than I had guessed when Frank first arrived to manage the
Club Nautico. The monoculture of sun and sangna that
becalmed the pueblo residents had no place in this vibrant
little enclave, which seemed to combine the best features of
Bel Air and the Left Bank. Opposite the gates of the Club
Nautico was an open-air cinema with an amphitheatre carved
from the hillside. A placard by the ticket kiosk advertised a
season of Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy films, the
very height of intellectual chic of a certain kind.

The Club Nautico was quiet and cool, its afternoon trade yet
to appear. Sprinklers rotated over the crisp lawns, and beside
the deserted restaurant terrace the surface of the pool was
smooth enough to walk upon. A single player was practising
on one of the hard courts with a tennis machine, and the
clunk-clunk of the bounding balls was the only sound to
disturb the air.

I crossed the terrace and entered the bar at the rear of the
restaurant. A blond steward with a babyish face and a sail-
rigger’s shoulders was folding paper napkins into miniature
yachts, origami decorations for the peanut saucers.

‘Are you a guest, sir”” He grinned cheerfully. ‘I’'m afraid the
club is closed to non-members.’

‘I’'m not a guest — or a non-member, whatever strange form
of life that is.” I sat down on a stool and helped myself to a
few nuts. ‘I'm Frank Prentice’s brother. I think he was the
manager here.’

‘Of course . . . Mr Prentice.’ He hesitated, as if faced with an
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apparition, and then eagerly shook my hand. ‘Sonny Gardner —
I crew on Frank’s thirty-footer. By the way, he still is the
manager.’

‘Good. He’ll be glad to hear that.’

‘How is Frank? We’re all thinking about him.’

‘He’s fine. I met him yesterday. We had a long and interest-
ing talk together.’

‘Everyone hopes you can help Frank. The Club Nautico
needs him.’

‘That’s fighting talk. Now, I’d like to see his apartment.
There are personal things I want to collect for him. I take it
someone has the keys?’

‘You’ll have to speak to Mr Hennessy, the club treasurer.
He’ll be back in half an hour. I know he wants to help Frank.
We’re all doing everything we can.’

I watched him delicately fold the paper yachts with his
calloused hands. His voice had sounded sincere but curiously
distant, lines from a previous week’s play spoken by a distracted
actor. Turning on my stool, I gazed across the swimming pool.
In its glassy surface I could see the reflection of the Hollinger
house, a sunken fire-ship that seemed to rest on the tiled floor.

‘You had a grandstand view,” I commented. ‘It must have
been quite a spectacle.’

‘View, Mr Prentice?’ Lines creased Sonny Gardner’s baby-
smooth forehead. “What of, sir?’

‘The fire at the big house. Did you watch it from here?’

‘No one did. The club was closed.’

‘On the Queen’s birthday? I would have thought you’d be
open all night.’ I reached out and took the paper yacht from
his fingers, examining its intricate folds. ‘One thing puzzles
me — [ was at the magistrates’ court in Marbella yesterday. No
one from Estrella de Mar turned up. None of Frank’s friends,
no character witnesses, no one who worked for him. Just an
elderly Spanish lawyer who’s given up hope.’
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‘Mr Prentice . .. Gardner tried to fold the paper triangle
when I returned it to him, then crushed it between his hands.
‘Frank didn’t expect us there. In fact, he told Mr Hennessy
that he wanted us to stay away. Besides, he pleaded guilty.’

‘But you don’t believe that?’

‘Nobody does. But . . . a guilty plea. It’s hard to argue with.’

‘Too true. Then tell me — if Frank didn’t set fire to the
Hollinger house, who did?’

‘Who knows?’ Gardner glanced over my shoulder, eager
for Hennessy to appear. ‘Maybe nobody did.’

‘That’s hard to believe. It was a clear case of arson.’

I waited for Gardner to reply, but he merely smiled at me,
the reassuring smile of professional sympathy reserved for the
bereaved at funeral chapels. He seemed unaware that his fingers
were no longer folding the paper napkins into his miniature
flotilla, but had started to unwrap and smooth the triangular
sails. As I walked away he leaned over his little fleet like an
infant Cyclops, and called out to me in a hopeful voice: ‘Mr
Prentice . . . perhaps it was spontaneous combustion?’

Rainbows rode the rotating sprinklers, slipping in and out of
the spray like wraiths leaping a skipping-rope. I strolled around
the pool, whose untidy water swilled below the diving board,
disturbed by a long-legged young woman swimming a crisply
efficient backstroke.

I sat down at a pool-side table, admiring her graceful arms
as they cleft the surface. Her wide hips rolled snugly in the
water, and she might have been lying in the lap of a trusted
lover. When she passed me I noticed a crescent-shaped bruise
that ran from her left cheekbone to the bridge of her strong
nose, and the apparently swollen gums of her upper jaw. Seeing
me, she swiftly turned into a fast crawl, hands ransacking the
waves, a pigtail of long black hair following her like a faithful
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water-snake. She hoisted herself up the ladder at the shallow
end, snatched a towelling robe from a nearby chair and set off
without a backward glance for the changing rooms.

The clunk-clunk of the tennis machine had resumed,
sounding across the empty courts. A fair-skinned man in a
turquoise Club Nautico tracksuit was playing against the
machine as it fired balls across the net, barrel set to swing at
random. Despite the screens of wire netting [ could see that
an intense duel was taking place between player and machine.
The man leapt across the court on his long legs, feet raking
the clay as he raced to return every ball. Cross-court volley,
lob and backhand flip followed one another at breakneck pace.
A misfire brought him skidding to the net to cut a drop-shot
into the tramlines, but he ran back to reach a baseline serve
with his outstretched racket.

Watching him, I realized that he was urging on the machine,
willing it to beat him, beaming with pleasure when an ace
knocked the racket from his hand. Yet I felt that the real duel
taking place was not between man and machine, but between
rival factions within his own head. He seemed to be provoking
himself, testing his own temper, curious to know how he
would respond. Even when exhausted, he drove himself on,
as if encouraging a less skilful partner. Once, surprised by his
own speed and strength, he waited for the next ball with a
dazed schoolboy grin. Although in his late twenties, he had
the pale hair and youthful looks of a subaltern barely out of
his teens.

Deciding to introduce myself, I made my way through the
courts. A skied ball sailed over my head and bounced across
the empty clay. I heard him slam heavily into the side netting
and, a moment later, the sound of a racket slashed against a
metal post.

He was leaving when I reached the practice court, stepping
through the wire door by the opposite baseline. Surrounded
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by dozens of balls, the machine stood on its rubber wheels,
timer ticking, the last three balls in its hopper. I crossed the
court and stood among the skidmarks, the choreography of a
violent duel, of which the machine had been little more than
a spectator. Tossed aside, the broken racket lay on a linesman’s
chair, its shaft a mass of splinters.

I held the racket in my hand, and heard the whipcrack of
the tennis machine. A heavy top-spin serve swung across the
net and bit the clay a few inches inside the baseline, swerving
past my legs to rebound against the fencing. A second ball,
faster than the first, clipped the top of the net and stung the
ground at my feet. The last ball bounced high at my chest. I
flailed at it with the damaged racket and sent it over the netting
into the next court.

Beyond the tennis machine the wire door opened briefly.
A raised hand saluted me, and above the towel around the
player’s neck I saw a wry but cheerful grin. Then he strode
away, slapping the netting with the vizor of his cap.

Nursing the torn skin on my hand, I left the court and
strode back to the club, in time to see him disappear through
the rainbows that swayed across the lawn. Perhaps the tennis
machine had malfunctioned, but I guessed that he had reset
the mechanism when he saw me approach, intrigued to know
how I would react to the vicious serves. Already I was thinking
of the testing games that this high-strung man would almost
certainly have played with Frank, and of the luckless machine
now summoned to take my brother’s place.
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An Incident in the Car Park

ESTRELLA DE MAR was coming out to play. From the balcony
of Frank’s apartment, three floors above the swimming pool,
I watched the members of the Club Nautico take their places
in the sun. Tennis players swung their rackets as they set off for
the courts, warming up for three hard-fought sets. Sunbathers
loosened the tops of their swimsuits and oiled themselves
beside the pool, pressing their lip-gloss to the icy, salty rims
of the day’s first margaritas. An open-cast gold mine of jewel-
lery lay among the burnished breasts. The hubbub of gossip
seemed to dent the surface of the pool, and indiscretion ruled
as the members happily debriefed each other on the silky
misdemeanours of the night.

To David Hennessy, who hovered behind me among the
clutter of Frank’s possessions, I commented: ‘“What handsome
women . . . the jeunesse dorée of the Club Nautico. Here that
means anyone under sixty.’

‘Absolutely, dear chap. Come to Estrella de Mar and throw
away the calendar.” He joined me at the rail, sighing audibly.
‘Aren’t they a magnificent sight? Never fail to make the balls
tingle.’

‘Sad, though, in a way. While they’re showing their nipples
to the waiters their host is sitting in a cell in Zarzuella jail’

Hennessy laid a feather-light hand on my shoulder. ‘Dear
boy, I know. But Frank would be happy to see them here.
He created the Club Nautico — it owes everything to him.
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Believe me, we’ve all been hoisting our pifia coladas to him.’

I waited for Hennessy to remove his hand, so soft against my
shirt that it might have belonged to the gentlest of importuning
panders. Bland and sleek, with an openly ingratiating smile,
he had cultivated a pleasant but vague manner that concealed,
I suspected, a sophisticated kind of shiftiness. His eyes were
always elsewhere when I tried to catch them. If the names in
his Lloyd’s syndicate had prospered, even that unlikely out-
come would have had an ulterior motive. I was curious why
this fastidious man had chosen the Costa del Sol, and found
myself thinking of extradition treaties or, more exactly, their
absence.

‘'m glad Frank was happy here. Estrella de Mar is the
prettiest spot that I’ve seen on the coast. Still, I would have
thought Palm Beach or Nassau more your style.’

Hennessy waved to a woman sunbathing in a pool-side
lounger. ‘Yes, friends at home used to say that to me. To be
honest, I agreed with them when I first came here. But things
have changed. This place isn’t like anywhere else, you know.
There’s a very special atmosphere. Estrella de Mar is a real
community. At times I think it’s almost too lively.’

‘Unlike the retirement complexes along the coast — Cala-
honda and so on?’

‘Absolutely. The people of the pueblos...” Hennessy
averted his gaze from the poisoned coast. ‘Brain-death dis-
guised as a hundred miles of white cement. Estrella de Mar is
more like Chelsea or Greenwich Village in the 1960s. There
are theatre and film clubs, a choral society, cordon bleu classes.
Sometimes I dream of pure idleness, but not a hope. Stand
still for a moment and you find yourself roped into a revival
of Waiting for Godot.’

‘'m impressed. But what’s the secret?’

‘Let’s say . . .” Hennessy checked himself, and let his smile
drift across the air. ‘It’s something rather elusive. You have to
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find it for yourself. If you have time, do look around. I'm
surprised you’ve never visited us before.’

‘I should have done. But those tower blocks at Torremo-
linos throw long shadows. Without being snobbish, I assumed
it was fish and chips, bingo and cheap sun-oil, all floating on
a lake of lager. Not the sort of thing people want to read
about in The New Yorker.’

‘I dare say. Perhaps you’ll write a friendly article about us?’

Hennessy was watching me in his affable way, but I sensed
that a warning signal had sounded inside his head. He strolled
into Frank’s sitting room, shaking his head over the books
pulled from the shelves during the police searches, as if enough
rummaging had already taken place at Estrella de Mar.

‘A friendly article?’ 1 stepped over the scattered seat
cushions. ‘Perhaps . . . when Frank comes out. I need time to
get my bearings.’

‘Very sensible. You can’t guess what you might find. Now,
I’ll drive you to the Hollingers’. I know you want to see the
house. Be warned, though, you’ll need to keep a strong grip
on yourself.’

Hennessy waited as I made a last tour of the apartment. In
Frank’s bedroom the mattress stood against the wall, its seams
slit by the police investigators searching for the smallest evi-
dence that might corroborate his confession. Suits, shirts and
sportswear lay strewn across the floor, and a lace shawl that
had belonged to our mother hung over the dressing-table
mirror. In the bathroom the hand-basin was filled with shaving
gear, aerosols and vitamin packs swept from the shelves of the
medicine cabinet. The bathtub was littered with broken glass,
through which leaked a stream of blue shower gel.

On the sitting-room mantelpiece I recognized a childhood
photograph of Frank and myself in Riyadh, standing with
Mother outside our house in the residential compound.
Frank’s sly smile, and my owlish seriousness as the older
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brother, contrasted with our mother’s troubled gaze as she
strained to be cheerful for Father’s camera. Curiously, the
background of white villas, palms and apartment houses
reminded me of Estrella de Mar.

Beside the row of tennis trophies was another framed photo-
graph, taken by a professional cameraman in the dining room
of the Club Nautico. Relaxed and pleasantly high, Frank was
holding court in his white tuxedo among a group of his favour-
ite members, the spirited blondes with deep décolletages and
tolerant husbands.

Sitting beside Frank, hands clasped behind his head, was the
fair-haired man I had seen on the tennis court. Frozen by the
camera lens, he had the look of an intellectual athlete, his
strong body offset by his fine-tuned features and sensitive gaze.
He lounged back in his shirtsleeves, dinner jacket slung over
a nearby chair, pleased with the happy scene around him but
in some way above all this unthinking revelry. He struck me,
as he must have done most people, as likeable but peculiarly
driven.

“Your brother in jollier times,” Hennessy pointed to Frank.
‘One of the theatre club dinners. Though photographs can be
misleading — that was taken a week before the Hollinger fire.’

‘And who’s the brooding chap beside him? The club’s
leading Hamlet?’

‘Far from it. Bobby Crawford, our tennis professional,
though he’s far more than that, I may say. You ought to meet
him.’

‘1did this afternoon.” I showed Hennessy the sticking-plaster
which the concierge had pressed against my bleeding palm. ‘I
still have a piece of his tennis racket in my hand. I'm surprised
he plays with a wooden one.’

‘It slows down his game.” Hennessy seemed genuinely
puzzled. ‘How extraordinary. Were you on the courts with
him? Bobby does play rather fiercely.’
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‘Not with me. Though he was up against someone he
couldn’t quite beat.’

‘Really? He’s awfully good. Remarkable fellow in all sorts
of ways. He’s actually our entertainments officer, and the abso-
lute life and soul of the Club Nautico. It was a brilliant coup
of Frank’s to bring him here — young Crawford’s totally trans-
formed the place. To be honest, before he came the club was
pretty well dead. Like Estrella de Mar in many ways — we
were turning into another dozy pueblo. Bobby threw him-
self into everything: fencing, drama, squash. He opened the
disco downstairs, and he and Frank set up the Admiral Drake
regatta. Forty years-ago he’d have been running the Festival
of Britain.’

‘Perhaps he still is — he’s certainly preoccupied with some-
thing. Yet he looks so young.’

‘Ex-army man. The best junior officers stay young for ever.
Strange about that splinter of yours . . .

I was still trying to prise the splinter from my hand as I stared
at the charred timbers of the Hollinger house. While Hennessy
spoke to the Spanish chauffeur on the intercom I sat in the
passenger seat beside him, glad that the windshield and the
wrought-iron gates lay between me and the gutted mansion.
The heat of the conflagration still seemed to radiate from the
bruised hulk, which sat atop its hill like an ark put to the torch
by a latter-day Noah. The roof joists jutted from the upper
walls, a death-ship’s exposed ribs topped by the masts of the
chimneys. Scorched awnings hung from the windows like the
shreds of sails, black flags flapping a sinister semaphore.

‘Right — Miguel will let us in. He looks after the place, or
what’s left of it. The housekeeper and her husband have gone.
They simply couldn’t cope.” Hennessy waited for the gates to
open. ‘It’s quite a spectacle, [ must say . ..’
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‘What about the chauffeur — do I tell him that I'm Frank’s
brother? He may . . .’

‘No. He liked Frank, sometimes they went scuba-diving
together. He was very upset when Frank pleaded guilty. As
we all were, needless to say.’

We entered the gates and rolled on to the thick gravel. The
drive rose past a series of terraced gardens filled with miniature
cycads, bougainvillea and frangipani. Sprinkler hoses ran across
the hillside like the vessels of a dead blood system. Every leaf
and flower was covered with white ash that bathed the derelict
property in an almost sepulchral light. Footprints marked the
ashy surface of the tennis court, as if a solitary player had
waited after a brief snowfall for an absent opponent.

A marble terrace ran along the seaward frontage of the
house, scattered with roof-tiles and charred sections of wooden
gabling. Potted plants still bloomed among the overturned
chairs and trestle tables. A large rectangular swimming pool
sat like an ornamental reservoir beside the terrace, constructed
in the 1920s, so Hennessy told me, to suit the tastes of the
Andalucian tycoon who had bought the mansion. Marble
pilasters supported the podium of the diving board, and each
of the gargoyle spouts was a pair of carved stone hands that
clasped an openmouthed fish. The filter system was silent, and
the surface of the pool was covered with waterlogged timbers,
floating wine bottles and paper cups, and a single empty ice-
bucket.

Hennessy parked the car under a canopy of eucalyptus trees
whose upper branches had been burned to blackened brooms.
A young Spaniard with a sombre face climbed the steps from
the pool, gazing at the devastation around him as if seeing it
for the first time. I expected him to approach us, but he
remained thirty feet away, staring at me stonily.

‘Miguel, the Hollingers’ chauffeur,” Hennessy murmured.
‘He lives in the flat below the pool. A little tact might be in
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order if you ask any questions. The police gave him a hell of
a time.’

‘Was he a suspect?’

‘“Who wasn’t? Poor chap, his whole world literally fell in
on him.’

Hennessy took off his hat and fanned himself as he gazed
at the house. He seemed impressed by the scale of the disaster
but otherwise unmoved, like an insurance assessor surveying
a burned-out factory. He pointed to the yellow police tapes
that sealed the embossed oak doors.

‘Inspector Cabrera doesn’t want anyone sifting through the
evidence, though God only knows what’s left. There’s a side
door off the terrace we can look through. It’s too dangerous
to go inside the place.’

I stepped over the shattered tiles and wine glasses at my
feet. The intense heat had driven a jagged fissure through the
stone walls, the scar of a lightning bolt that had condemned
the property to the flames. Hennessy led the way towards a
loose French door levered off its hinges by the firemen. Wind
gusted across the terrace, and a cloud of white ash swirled
around us like milled bone, restlessly hunting the air.

Hennessy pushed back the door and beckoned me towards
him, smiling in a thin way like a guide at a black museum. A
high-ceilinged drawing room looked out over the sea on either
side of the peninsula. In the dim light I found myself standing
in a marine world, the silt-covered state-room of a sunken
liner. The Empire furniture and brocaded curtains, the tap-
estries and Chinese carpets were the decor of a drowned realm,
drenched by the water that had poured through the collapsed
ceiling. The dining room lay beyond the interior doors, where
an oak table carried a pile of laths and plaster and the crystal
debris of a chandelier.

I stepped from the parquet flooring on to the carpet, and
found my shoes sinking as the water welled from the sodden
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fabric. Giving up, I returned to the terrace, where Hennessy
was gazing at the sunlit peninsula.

‘It’s hard to believe one man started this fire,” I told him.
‘Frank or anyone else. The place is completely gutted.’

‘I agree.” Hennessy glanced at his watch, already keen to
leave. ‘Of course, this is a very old house. A single match
would have set it going.’

The sounds of a tennis game echoed from a nearby court.
A mile away I could make out the players at the Club Nautico,
a glimmer of whites through the haze.

‘“Where were the Hollingers found? I'm surprised they didn’t
run on to the terrace when the fire started.’

‘Sadly, they were upstairs at the time.” Hennessy pointed
to the blackened windows below the roof. ‘He was in the
bathroom next to his study. She was in another of the
bedrooms.’

‘This was when? About seven o’clock in the evening? What
were they doing there?’

‘Who can say? He was probably working on his memoirs.
She might have been dressing for dinner. I'm sure they tried
to escape, but the intense blaze and the ether fumes must have
driven them back.’

I sniffed at the damp air, trying to catch a scent of the
hospital corridors of my childhood, when I had visited my
mother in the American clinic at Riyadh. The air in the draw-
ing room carried the mould-like odours of a herb garden after
a rain shower.

‘Ether . . . ? There’s something curious about that. Hospitals
don’t use ether any more. Where was Frank supposed to have
bought all this bottled ether?’

Hennessy had moved away, watching me from a distance
as if he had realized for the first time that I was a murderer’s
brother. Behind him Miguel stood among the overturned
tables. Together they seemed like figures in a dream-play,
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trying to remind me of memories I could never recover.

‘Ether?” Hennessy pondered this, moving aside a broken
glass with one shoe. ‘Yes. I suppose it does have industrial
uses. Isn’t it a good solvent? It must be available at specialist
laboratories.’

‘But why not use pure petrol? Or lighter fuel for that matter?
No one would ever trace the stuff. I take it Cabrera tracked
down the lab that’s supposed to have sold this ether to Frank?’

‘Perhaps, but I somehow doubt it. After all, your brother
pleaded guilty.” Hennessy searched for his car keys. ‘Charles,
I think we ought to leave. You must find this a dreadful strain.’

‘'m fine. I'm glad you brought me here.’ I pressed my
hands against the stone balustrade, trying to feel the heat of
the fire. “Tell me about the others — the maid and the niece.
There was a male secretary?’

‘Roger Sansom, yes. Decent fellow, he’d been with them
for years — almost a son.’

‘Where were they found?’

‘On the first floor. They were all in their bedrooms.’

‘Isn’t that a little odd? The fire started on the ground floor.
You’d expect them to climb out through the windows. It’s
not that long a jump.’

‘The windows would have been closed. The entire house
was air-conditioned.” Hennessy tried to steer me across the
terrace, a curator at closing time ushering a last visitor to the
exit. “We’re all concerned for Frank, and absolutely mystified
by the whole tragic business. But try to use a little imagination.’

‘I'm probably using too much ... I assume they were all
identified?’

‘With some difficulty. Dental records, I suppose, though I
don’t think either of the Hollingers had any teeth. Perhaps
there are clues in the jawbone.’

‘“What were the Hollingers like? They were both in their
seventies?’
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‘He was seventy-five. She was quite a bit younger. Late
sixties, I imagine.” Hennessy smiled to himself, as if fondly
remembering a choice wine. ‘Good-looking woman, in an
actressy way, though a little too ladylike for me.’

‘And they came here twenty years ago? Estrella de Mar
must have been very different then.’

‘There was nothing to see, just bare hillsides and a few
old vines. A collection of fishermen’s shacks and a small bar.
Hollinger bought the house from a Spanish property developer
he worked with. Believe me, it was a beautiful place.’

‘And I can imagine how the Hollingers felt as all this cement
crawled up the hill towards them. Were they popular
here? Hollinger was rich enough to put a spoke into a lot of
wheels.’

‘They were fairly popular. We didn’t see too much of them
at the club, though Hollinger was a major investor. I suspect
they assumed it was going to be for their exclusive use.’

‘But then the gold medallions started to arrive?’

‘1 don’t think they worried about gold medallions. Gold
was one of Hollinger’s favourite colours. Estrella de Mar had
begun to change. He and Alice were more put off by the
art galleries and the Tom Stoppard revivals. They kept to
themselves. In fact, I believe he was trying to sell his interest
in the club.’

Hennessy reluctantly followed me along the terrace. A nar-
row balcony circled the house and led to a stone staircase that
climbed the hillside fifty feet away. A grove of lemon trees
had once filled the bedroom windows with their oily scent,
but the fire-storm had driven through them, and now only
the charred stumps rose from the ground like a forest of black
umbrellas.

‘Good God, there’s a fire escape . . .” I pointed to the cast-
iron steps that descended from a doorway on the first floor.
The massive structure had been warped by the heat, but still
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clung to the stone walls. “Why didn’t they use this? They
would have been safe in seconds.’

Hennessy removed his hat in a gesture of respect for the
victims. He stood with his head bowed before speaking.
‘Charles, they never left their bedrooms. The fire was too
intense. The whole house was a furnace.’

‘I can see that. Your local fire brigade didn’t even begin to
get it under control. Who alerted them, by the way?’

Hennessy seemed hardly to have heard me. He turned his
back on the house, and gazed at the sea. I sensed that he was
telling me only what he knew [ would learn elsewhere.

‘As a matter of fact, the alarm was raised by a passing
motorist. No one called the fire services from here.’

‘And the police?’

‘They didn’t arrive until an hour later. You have to under-
stand that the Spanish police leave us very much to ourselves.
Few crimes are ever reported in Estrella de Mar. We have our
own security patrols and they keep an eye on things.’

‘The police and fire services were called only later. .. I
repeated this to myself, visualizing the arsonist making his
escape across the deserted terrace and then climbing the outer
wall as the flames roared through the great roof. ‘So, apart
from the housekeeper and her husband there was no one here?’

‘Not exactly.” Hennessy replaced his hat, lowering the brim
over his eyes. ‘As it happens, everyone was here.’

‘Everyone? Do you mean the staft?’

‘No, I mean . . " Hennessy gestured with his pale hands at
the town below. ‘Le tout Estrella de Mar. It was the Queen’s
birthday. The Hollingers always threw a party for the club
members. It was their contribution to community life — a
touch of noblesse oblige about it, I have to admit, but they
were rather nice shows. Champagne and excellent canapés . . .’

I cupped my hands and stared at the Club Nautico, visualiz-
ing the entire membership decamping to the Hollinger

52



mansion for the loyal toast. ‘The fire took place on the night
of the party . . . that was why the club had closed. How many
people were actually here when it started?’

‘Everyone. I think all the guests had arrived. I suppose there
were about . . . two hundred of us.’

‘Two hundred people?’ I walked back to the south face of
the house, where the balcony overlooked the swimming pool
and terrace. I imagined the trestle tables decked in white cloths,
the ice-buckets gleaming in the evening lights, and the guests
chattering beside the unruffled water. ‘There were all these
people here, at least two hundred of them, and no one entered
the house and tried to save the Hollingers?’

‘Dear boy, the doors were locked.’

‘At a party? I don’t get it. You could have broken in.’

‘Security glass. The house was filled with paintings and
objects d’art, not to mention Alice’s jewellery. In previous years
there’d been pilfering and cigarette burns on the carpets.’

‘Even so. Besides, what were the Hollingers doing indoors?
Why weren’t they out here mingling with their guests?’

‘The Hollingers weren’t the mingling type.” Hennessy ges-
tured patiently. ‘They’d greet a few old friends, but I don’t
think they ever joined the other guests. It was all rather regal.
They kept an eye on things from the first-floor veranda. Hol-
linger proposed the Queen’s toast from there, and Alice would
wave and acknowledge the cheers.’

We had reached the swimming pool, where Miguel was
raking the floating debris from the water at the shallow end.
Piles of wet charcoal lay on the marble verge. The ice-bucket
floated past us, an unravelled cigar inside it.

‘David, 1 can’t understand all this. The whole thing
seems . ..” | waited until Hennessy was forced to meet my
eyes. “Two hundred people are standing by a swimming pool
when a fire starts. There are ice-buckets, punchbowls, bottles
of champagne and mineral water, enough to dowse a volcano.
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But no one seems to have moved a finger. That’s the eerie
thing. No one called the police or fire brigade. What did you
do — just stand here?’

Hennessy had begun to tire of me, his gaze fixed on his
car. “What else was there to do? There was tremendous panic,
people were falling into the pool and running off in all direc-
tions. No one had time to think of the police.’

‘And what about Frank? Was he here?’

‘Very much so. We stood together during the Queen’s toast.
After that he started circulating, as he always does. I can’t be
sure I saw him again.’

‘But in the minutes before the fire started? Tell me, did
anyone see Frank light the fire?’

‘Of course not. It’s unthinkable.’” Hennessy turned to
stare at me. ‘For heaven’s sake, old chap, Frank is your
brother.’

‘But he was found with a bottle of ether in his hands. Didn’t
it strike you as a little odd?’

‘That was three or four hours later, when the police arrived
at the club. It may have been planted in his apartment, who
knows?’” Hennessy patted my shoulders, as if reassuring a dis-
appointed member of his Lloyd’s syndicate. ‘Look, Charles,
give yourself time to take it all in. Talk to as many people as
you want — they’ll all tell you the same story, appalling as it
is. No one thinks Frank was responsible, but at the same time
it’s not clear who else could have started the fire.’

I waited for him as he walked around the pool and spoke to
Miguel. A few banknotes changed hands, which the Spaniard
slipped into his pocket with a grimace of distaste. Rarely taking
his eyes from me, he followed us on foot as we drove past
the ash-covered tennis court. I sensed that he wanted to speak
to me, but he operated the gate controls without a word, a
faint tic jumping across his scarred cheek.

‘Unnerving fellow,” I commented as we rolled away. ‘Tell
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me, was Bobby Crawford at the party? The tennis pro-
fessional?’

For once Hennessy answered promptly. ‘No, he wasn’t. He
stayed behind at the club, playing tennis with that machine of
his. I don’t think he cared overmuch for the Hollingers. Nor
they for him ..’

Hennessy returned us to the Club Nautico, and left me with
the keys to Frank’s apartment. When we parted at the door
of his office he was clearly glad to be rid of me, and I guessed
that [ was already becoming a mild embarrassment to the club
and its members. Yet he knew that Frank could not have
started the fire or taken even the smallest role in the conspiracy
to kill the Hollingers. The confession, however preposterous,
had stopped the clock, and no one seemed able to think
beyond his guilty plea to the far larger question mark that
presided over the gutted mansion.

I spent the afternoon tidying Frank’s apartment. I replaced
the books on the shelves, remade the bed and straightened
the dented lampshades. The grooves in the sitting-room rugs
indicated where the sofa, easy chairs and desk had stood before
the police search. Pushing them back into place, I felt like a
props man on a darkened stage, preparing the scene for the
next day’s performance.

The castors settled into their familiar ruts, but little else in
Frank’s world fitted together. I hung his scattered shirts in the
wardrobe, and carefully folded the antique lace shawl in which
we had both been wrapped as babies. After our mother’s death
Frank had retrieved the shawl from the bundle of clothes that
Father had consigned to a Riyadh charity. The ancient fabric,
inherited from his grandmother, was as grey and delicate as a
folded cobweb.

[ sat at Frank’s desk, flicking through his cheque-book stubs
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and credit-card receipts, hoping for a pointer to his involve-
ment with the Hollingers. The drawers were filled with a
clutter of old wedding invitations, insurance renewal notices,
holiday postcards from friends, French and English coins, and
a health passport with its out-of-date tetanus and typhoid vac-
cinations, the trivia of everyday life that we shed like our skins.

Surprisingly, Inspector Cabrera’s men had missed a small
sachet of cocaine tucked into an envelope filled with foreign
stamps that Frank had torn from his overseas mail and was
evidently collecting for a colleague’s child. I fingered the plastic
sachet, tempted to help myself to this forgotten cache, but I
was too unsettled by the visit to the Hollinger house.

In the centre drawer was an old photographic album that
Mother had kept as a girl in Bognor Regis. Its chocolate-box
covers and marbled pages with their art nouveau frames
seemed as remote as the Charleston and the Hispano-Suiza.
The black and white snaps showed an over-eager little girl
trying hopelessly to build a pebble castle on a shingle beach,
beaming shyly by her father’s side and pinning the tail on a
donkey at a birthday party. The flat sunless world was an
ominous start for a child so clearly straining to be happy,
and scant preparation for her marriage to an ambitious young
historian and Arabist. Prophetically, the collection came to a
sudden end a year after her arrival at Riyadh, as if the blank
pages said everything about her growing depression.

After a quiet dinner in the deserted restaurant I fell asleep on
the sofa, the album across my chest, and woke after midnight as
a boisterous party spilled from the disco on to the terrace of
the swimming pool. Two men in white dinner jackets were
splashing across the pool, wine glasses raised to toast their
wives, who were stripping to their underwear beside the diving
board. A drunken young woman in a gold sheath dress tottered
along the verge, snatched off her stiletto shoes and hurled
them into the water.

56



Frank’s absence had liberated his members, transforming the
Club Nautico into an intriguing mix of casino and bordello.
When 1 left the apartment to return to Los Monteros an
amorous couple were testing the locked doors in the corridor.
Almost all the staff had left for home, and the restaurant and
bridge rooms were in darkness, but strobe lights from the disco
veered across the entrance. Three young women stood on the
steps, dressed like amateur whores in micro-skirts, fishnet tights
and scarlet bustiers. I guessed that they were members of the
club on the way to a costume party, and was tempted to offer
them a lift, but they were busily checking a list of telephone
numbers.

The car park was unlit, and I blundered among the lines of
vehicles, feeling for the door latch of the rented Renault.
Sitting behind the wheel, I listened to the boom of the disco
drumming at the night. In a Porsche parked nearby a large
white dog was jumping across the seats, unsettled by the noise
and eager to see its owner.

I searched the shroud of the steering column for the ignition
switch. When my eyes sharpened I realized that the dog was
a man in a cream tuxedo, struggling with someone he had
pinned against the passenger seat. In the brief pause between
the disco numbers [ heard a woman’s shout, little more than
an exhausted gasp. Her hands reached to the roof above the
man’s head and tore at the fabric.

Twenty feet away from me a rape was taking place. |
switched on the headlamps and sounded three long blasts on
the horn. As I stepped on to the gravel the Porsche’s door
sprang open, striking the vehicle beside it. The would-be rapist
leapt from the car, the tuxedo almost stripped from his back
by the frantic victim. He swerved away through the darkness,
leaping between the Renault’s headlamps. I ran after him, but
he raced across the knoll beside the gates, straightened the
tuxedo with a careless shrug, and vanished into the night.
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The woman sat in the passenger seat of the Porsche, her
bare feet protruding through the door, skirt around her waist.
Her blonde hair gleamed with the attacker’s saliva, and her
blurred lipstick gave her a child’s jamjar face. She pulled her
torn underwear up her thighs and retched on to the gravel,
then reached into the back seat and retrieved her shoes, brush-
ing the torn roof liner from her face.

A few steps away was the booth from which the parking
attendant kept watch on his charges during the day and
evening. I leaned across the counter and snapped down the
master switch of the lighting system, flooding the car park
with a harsh fluorescence.

The woman frowned at the sudden glare, hid her eyes
behind a silver purse and hobbled on a broken heel towards
the entrance of the club, creased skirt over her ripped tights.

‘Wait!” I shouted to her. ‘I'll call the police for you ...’

I was about to follow her when I noticed the row of parked
cars that faced the Porsche across the access lane. Several of the
front seats were occupied by the drivers and their passengers, all
in evening dress, faces concealed by the lowered sun vizors.
They had watched the rape attempt without intervening, like
a gallery audience at an exclusive private view.

‘What are you people playing at?’ I shouted. ‘For God’s
sake ..’

I walked towards them, angry that they had failed to save
the bruised woman, and drummed my bandaged fist on the
windshields. But the drivers had started their engines. Follow-
ing each other, they swerved past me towards the gates, the
women shielding their eyes behind their hands.

I returned to the club, trying to find the victim of the
assault. The fancy-dress whores stood in the lobby, phone lists
in hand, but turned towards me as I strode up the steps.

‘“Where is she?” I called to them. ‘She was damn nearly
raped out there. Did you see her come in?’
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The three gazed wide-eyed at each other, and then began
to giggle together, minds slewing across some crazed ampheta-
mine space. One of them touched my cheek, as if calming a
child.

I searched the women’s rest-room, kicking back the doors
of the cubicles, and then blundered through the tables of the
darkened restaurant, trying to catch the scent of heliotrope
that the woman had left on the night air. At last I saw her
beside the pool, dancing shoeless on the flooded grass, the
backs of her hands smeared with lipstick, smiling at me in a
knowing way when I walked towards her and tried to take
her arm.
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A Gathering of the Clan

FUNERALS CELEBRATE ANOTHER frontier crossing, in many
ways the most formal and protracted of all. As the mourners
waited in the Protestant cemetery, dressed in their darkest
clothes, it struck me that they resembled a party of well-to-do
emigrants, standing patiently at a hostile customs post and
aware that however long they waited only one of them would
be admitted that day.

In front of me were Blanche and Marion Keswick, two
jaunty Englishwomen who ran the Restaurant du Cap, an
elegant brasserie by the harbour. Their black silk suits shone
in the fierce sun, a sheen of melting tar, but both were cool
and self-composed, as if still keeping a proprietary eye on their
Spanish cashiers. Despite the large tip I had left the previous
evening, they had scarcely smiled when I complimented them
on their cuisine.

Yet for some reason they now seemed more friendly. When
I stepped past them, hoping to photograph the ceremony,
Marion held my arm with a gloved hand.

‘Mr Prentice? You’re not leaving so soon? Nothing has
happened.’

‘I think everything has happened,’ I rejoined. ‘Don’t worry,
I'll stay to the end.’

‘You look so anxious.” Blanche straightened my tie. ‘I know
the grave yawns, but there’s no room for you there, even
though she’s the merest slip of a thing. In fact, they could
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almost use a child’s casket. I wish your brother were here, Mr
Prentice. He was very fond of Bibi.’

‘I'm glad to hear it. Still, it’s a fine send-off.” I gestured at
the fifty or so mourners waiting by the open grave. ‘So many
people have turned up.’

‘Of course,” Blanche affirmed. ‘Bibi Jansen was immensely
popular, and not only with the younger set. In some ways it’s
a pity she ever went to live with the Hollingers. I know they
meant well but. .’

‘It was a terrible tragedy,’ I told her. ‘David Hennessy drove
me to the house a few days ago.’

‘So I heard.” Marion glanced at my dusty shoes. ‘David’s
setting himself up as some sort of tour guide, I fear. He can’t
resist putting a finger in every pie. I think he has a taste for
the macabre.’

‘It was a tragedy.” Blanche’s eyes were sealed within the
dark wells of her sunglasses, a lightless world. ‘But let’s say the
sort that brings people together. Estrella de Mar is far closer
after all this.’

Other mourners were arriving, a remarkable turn-out for a
junior domestic. The bodies of Hollinger, his wife and their
niece Anne, together with the secretary, Roger Sansom, had
been flown to England, and I assumed that those attending
the burial of the Swedish maid were paying their respects to
all five victims of the fire.

Immediately beyond the high wall was the Catholic cem-
etery, a cheerful township of gilded statues and family vaults
like holiday villas. I had walked around the graves for fifteen
minutes, preparing myself for the bleak Protestant service.
Flowers decked even the simplest headstones, and each bore
a vitrified photograph of the deceased — smiling wives, cheerful
teenage girls, elderly burghers and sturdy soldiers in uniform.
By contrast the Cementerio Protestante was a boneyard of
coarse soil bleached white by the sun, locked away from the
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world (as if a Protestant death were somehow illicit), entered
by a small gate whose key could be rented at the lodge for a
hundred pesetas. Forty graves, few with a headstone, lay under
the rear wall, mostly those of British retirees whose relatives
could not afford to repatriate them.

If the cemetery was a gloomy place, there were few signs
of gloom among the mourners. Only Gunnar Andersson, a
young Swede who tuned speedboat engines at the marina,
seemed grief-stricken. He stood alone by the waiting grave,
thin and stooped in his borrowed suit and tie, a wisp of beard
on his gaunt cheeks. He squatted down and touched the damp
soil, clearly reluctant to consign the girl’s remains to its stony
embrace.

The remaining mourners waited comfortably in the sun,
talking to each other like members of a recreational society.
Together they formed a cross-section of the expatriate business
community — hoteliers and restaurateurs, a taxi company pro-
prietor, two satellite-dish agents, a cancer specialist from the
Princess Margaret Clinic, property developers, bar-owners and
investment counsellors. Looking at their sleek and suntanned
faces, it struck me as curious that there was no one present of
Bibi Jansen’s age, for all the talk of her populanty.

Nodding my respects to the Keswick sisters, I left the main
party of mourners and walked towards the graves below the
rear wall. Here, as if deliberately holding herself apart from
the others, stood a tall, strong-shouldered woman in her late
fifties, platinum hair tightly crowned by a wide-brimmed black
straw hat. No one seemed willing to approach her, and I
sensed that a formal invitation was needed merely to bow.
Behind her, serving as her baby-faced bodyguard, was the bar
steward from the Club Nautico, Sonny Gardner, his yacht-
rigger’s shoulders constrained by a smart grey jacket.

I knew this was Elizabeth Shand, Estrella de Mar’s most
successful businesswoman. A former partner of Hollinger’s,

62



she now controlled a web of companies in the property and
service sectors. Her eyes surveyed the mourners with the ever-
watchful but tolerant gaze of a governor at a light-regime
prison for executive criminals. As if keeping up a private com-
mentary on her charges, her lips murmured to themselves in
an almost louche way, and I saw her as part martinet, part
bawdy-house keeper, the most intriguing of all combinations.

I knew that she was a major shareholder in the Club Nautico
and a close colleague of Frank’s, and was about to introduce
myself when her eyes moved sharply from the grieving Swede
and fixed themselves on a late arrival at the cemetery. Her
mouth opened with a rictus of such distaste that I expected
the mauve lipstick to peel from the irritated skin.

‘Sanger? Good God, the man’s got a nerve . ..

Sonny Gardner stepped forward, buttoning his jacket. ‘Do
you want me to see him off, Mrs Shand?’

‘No, let him know what we think of him. The sheer neck
ofit...

A slim, silver-haired man in a tailored tropical suit was
making his way over the rough ground, his slender hands
parting the air. He moved with light but deliberate steps, his
eyes searching the diagram of stones around him. His hand-
some face was smooth and feminine, and he had the easy
manner of a stage hypnotist, but he was clearly conscious of
the hostile mourners stirring around him. His faint smile
seemed almost wistful, and he now and then lowered his head,
like a sensitive man aware that because of some minor quirk
of character he had never been liked.

Clasping his hands behind his back, he positioned himself
at the graveside, the soil breaking under his patent-leather
shoes. I assumed that he was the Swedish pastor of some
obscure Lutheran sect to which Bibi Jansen had belonged, and
that he was about to officiate at her interment.

‘Is this the pastor?” I asked Gardner, whose flexing arms
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threatened to split the seams of his jacket. ‘He’s rather curiously
dressed. Is he going to bury her?’

‘Some say he already has.” Gardner cleared his throat, look-
ing for somewhere to spit. ‘Dr Irwin Sanger, Bibi’s “psy-
chiatrist”, the one mad person in the whole of Estrella de
Mar.’

I listened to the cicadas rasping while the mourners stared
with varying degrees of hostility at the silver-haired newcomer,
and reminded myself that there were far more tensions below
the surface of this charming beach resort than first seemed
apparent. Elizabeth Shand was still staring at the psychiatrist,
clearly disputing his right to be present. Protected by her
baleful presence, I raised my camera and began to photograph
the mourners.

No one spoke as the sounds of the motor-drive echoed off
the walls. I knew they disapproved of the camera, as they did
of my continued presence at Estrella de Mar. Watching the
mourners through the viewfinder, it occurred to me that
almost all of them would have attended the Hollingers’ party
on the evening of the fire. Most were members of the Club
Nautico and knew Frank well. None, I had been relieved to
find, accepted that he was guilty.

Every morning, since my first visit to Estrella de Mar, I had
driven from the Los Monteros Hotel, carrying out my detec-
tive investigation. [ cancelled my TV assignment in Helsinki
and telephoned my agent in London, Rodney Lewsis, asking
him to put all other commitments on hold.

‘Does that mean you’ve found something?” he asked.
‘Charles . . . 2

‘No. I've found absolutely nothing.’

‘But you think it’s worth staying out there? The trial won’t
start for several months.’
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‘Even so. It’s an unusual place.’

‘So is Torquay. You must have some idea what happened?’

‘No ... to tell the truth, I haven’t. I'll stay here, though.’

Nothing I had found gave me the slightest hint of why my
brother, at home and at ease for the first time in his life, should
have turned into an arsonist and murderer. But if Frank had
not set fire to the Hollinger mansion, who had? I asked David
Hennessy for a list of his fellow-guests at the party, but he
refused point-blank, claiming that Inspector Cabrera might
charge other guests with the crime if Frank withdrew his
confession, and perhaps incriminate the entire community.

The Keswick sisters told me that they had attended the
Queen’s birthday parties for years. They had been standing
by the pool when the flames erupted through the bedroom
windows, and left with the first stampede of guests to their
cars. Anthony Bevis, owner of the Cabo D’Ora Gallery and
a close friend of Roger Sansom, claimed that he had tried to
force the French window but had been driven back by the
exploding tiles that were leaping from the roof. Colin Dew-
hurst, manager of a bookshop in the Plaza Iglesias, had helped
the Hollingers’ chauffeur to carry a ladder from the garage,
only to watch the upper rungs catch fire in the intense blaze.

None of them had seen Frank slip into the house with his
lethal flagons of ether and petrol, or could conceive of any
reason why he might want to kill the Hollingers. I noticed,
however, that of the thirty people I questioned not one sug-
gested any other suspect. Something told me that if his friends
really believed in Frank’s innocence they would have hinted
at the identity of the true assassin.

Estrella de Mar seemed a place without shadows, its charms
worn as openly as the bare breasts of the women of all ages
who sunbathed at the Club Nautico. Secure on their handsome
peninsula, the people of the resort were an example of the
liberation that follows when continuous sunlight is shone on
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the British. 1 could understand why the residents were less
than keen for me to write about their private paradise, and
already [ was beginning to see the town through their eyes.
Once I had freed Frank from prison I would buy an apartment
of my own and make it my winter base.

In many ways Estrella de Mar was the halcyon county-town
England of the mythical 1930s, brought back to life and moved
south into the sun. Here there were no gangs of bored teen-
agers, no deracinated suburbs where neighbours scarcely knew
each other and their only civic loyalties were to the nearest
hypermarket and DIY store. As everyone never tired of saying,
Estrella de Mar was a true community, with schools for the
French and Bntish children, a thriving Anglican church and
a local council of elected members which met at the Club
Nautico. However modestly, a happier twentieth century had
rediscovered itself in this corner of the Costa del Sol.

The only shadow cast across its plazas and avenues was the
fire at the Hollinger house. In the late afternoon, when the
sun moved behind the peninsula and set off towards Gibraltar,
the silhouette of the gutted mansion crept along the palm-lined
streets, darkening the pavements and the walls of the villas
below, silently wrapping the town in its sombre shroud.

As I stood among the graves beside Elizabeth Shand, and
waited for the casket of the young Swedish woman, it occurred
to me that Frank might have pleaded guilty in order to save
Estrella de Mar from being overrun by British and Spanish
police, or by private detectives hired by relations of the Hol-
linger family. This innocence of crime might even explain the
voyeuristic gaze of the people I had caught in the floodlights
of the Club Nautico car park. Never having seen a rape, they
had watched the assault as if it were some folkloric or pagan
rite from a more primitive world.
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One of the couples, I suspected, was present among the
mourning party, a retired Bournemouth accountant and his
sharp-eyed wife who ran a video-rental store in the Avenida
Ortega. Both tried to avoid my camera lens and only relaxed
when a black Cadillac hearse drew up outside the cemetery.

In Estrella de Mar death alone had been franchised to the
Spanish. The pallbearers of the funeral firm in Benalmadena
eased the polished casket from the hearse and transferred it to
a cart manned by the cemetery staff. Preceded by the Reverend
Davis, the pale and earnest vicar of the Anglican church, the
cart rumbled towards the waiting grave. The clergyman’s eyes
were fixed on the grating wheels, teeth gritted against the
painful sounds. He seemed embarrassed and uneasy, as if in
some way holding the mourners responsible for the Swedish
girl’s death.

Stiletto heels teetered on the stony ground as everyone
stepped forward. Heads were lowered, eyes avoiding the coffin
and the hungry vault that would soon embrace it. Only
Gunnar Andersson watched as it sank jerkily from sight, fed
into the ground by the gravediggers’ tapes. Tears gleamed
through the faint beard on his sallow cheeks. His long legs
straddled the heap of damp soil when the men reached for
their spades, delaying the interment to the last moment.

A few feet from him Dr Sanger was staring at the coffin.
His slim chest inflated at ten-second intervals, as if he were
unconsciously starving himself of air. He smiled in a tender
but almost remote way, like the owner of a dead pet briefly
remembering their happier days together. He picked a handful
of soil from the ground and threw it on to the coffin, then
ran his hand through his shock of blow-dried hair, leaving a
few grains of sand in the silvery waves.

The Reverend Davis was about to speak, but waited for a
group of late arrivals who had entered the cemetery. David
Hennessy led the way, nodding to the mourners as he carried
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out a quick head-count and confirmed that everyone he had
notified was present, glad to lend his special skills to that even
larger club than the Nautico, with its unlimited membership
and no waiting list.

Behind him, face hidden by a silk scarf, was Dr Paula Hamil-
ton, the dark-haired swimmer I had seen soon after my arrival.
A resident physician at the Princess Margaret Clinic, she was
one of the few people who had declined to talk to me. She
had failed to return my telephone calls, and refused to see me
at her office in the Clinic. Now she seemed as reluctant to
attend the bural service, standing behind Hennessy with her
eyes fixed on his heels.

Bobby Crawford, the Club Nautico’s tennis professional,
followed her from the gate. Dressed in a black silk suit and
tie, sunglasses over his eyes, he resembled a handsome and
affable gangster. He greeted the mourners with a reassuring
wave, his outstretched hands touching a shoulder here and
patting an arm there. Everyone seemed to revive in his
presence, and even Elizabeth Shand raised the brim of her
new straw hat to beam at him maternally, lips fleshing as she
murmured sleekly to herself.

The Reverend Davis completed his perfunctory address,
never once meeting the mourners’ eyes and clearly eager to
be back with his parish. Stones rattled on the coffin lid as the
gravediggers spaded the heavy soil into the grave, shoulders
bent in the sunlight. Unable to control himself, Andersson
seized the spade from the older of the men and flailed at
the loose soil, shovelling sand and grit on to the casket as if
determined to shield the dead girl from any sight of the world
that had failed her.

The mourners began to disperse, led by the uneasy clergy-
man. They stopped to look back when a spade rang against
an old marker stone. There was a high and almost strangled
shout, which Mrs Shand involuntarily echoed.
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‘Dr Sanger . . . " Andersson stood astride the grave, spade
held across his chest like a jousting pole, glaring in a deranged
way at the psychiatrist. ‘Doctor, why did you come? Bibi
didn’t invite you.’

Sanger raised his hands, as much to calm the watching
mourners as to restrain the young Swede. His melancholy
smile seemed to float free of his lips. Eyes lowered, he turned
from the grave for the last time, but Andersson refused to let
him pass.

‘Sanger! Doctor Professor . .. don’t go away . ..” Anders-
son pointed mockingly to the grave. ‘Dear Doctor, Bibi’s
here. Have you come to lie with her? I can make you
comfortable . . .’

A brief but ugly brawl followed. The two men grappled like
clumsy schoolboys, panting and heaving until Bobby Crawford
wrenched the spade from Andersson’s hands and sent him
sprawling to the ground. He helped Sanger to his feet, steadied
the shaken psychiatrist and dusted his lapels. Ashen-faced, his
silver hair breaking around his ears, Sanger limped away,
guarded by Crawford as he held the spade in a two-handed
racket grip.

‘Let’s try to calm things...” Crawford raised his arms to
the mourners. ‘This isn’t a bull-ring. Think of Bibi now.’
When the Reverend Davis stepped quickly through the gate
with an embarrassed flurry, Crawford shouted: ‘Goodbye,
Vicar. Our thanks go to you.’

Handing the spade to the impassive gravediggers, he waited
for the moumers to move away. He pulled off his black crépe
tie and shrugged his crumpled jacket on to his shoulders, the
same gesture that I had seen at the Club Nautico when the
would-be rapist made his escape.

The cemetery was almost empty. Paula Hamilton
slipped away with Hennessy, denying me another chance
of speaking to her. Mrs Shand was helped by Sonny Gardner
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into the rear seat of her white Mercedes, where she sat
grim-mouthed. Andersson stared at the grave for a last time.
He smiled gamely at Crawford, who waited amiably beside
him, saluted the settling earth and walked stifly to the
gate.

The gravediggers nodded without comment as they
accepted Crawford’s tip, resigned to any behaviour by the
foreigners in their midst. Crawford patted their shoulders and
stood beside the grave, head lowered as he mused to himself.
Almost alone now in the cemetery, he had switched off his
ready grin, and a more thoughtful face settled itself over
his fine bones. An emotion close to regret seemed to touch
his eyes, but he gestured in a resigned way and set off for
the gate.

When I left a few minutes later he was staring over the wall
at the gilded statues of the Catholic cemetery.

‘Cheerful, aren’t they?” he commented as I walked past him.
‘One good reason for being a Catholic.’

“You’re night.” I stopped to size him up. ‘Stll, I imagine
she’s happy where she is.’

‘Let’s hope so. She was very sweet, and that’s cold ground
in there. Can I give you a lift>’ He pointed to a Porsche parked
under the cypresses. ‘It’s a long way back to town.’

‘Thanks, but I have a car.’

‘Charles Prentice? You’re Frank’s brother’ He shook
my hand with unfeigned warmth. ‘Bobby Crawford, tennis
pro and dogsbody at the Club Nautico. It’s a pity we had to
meet here. I’ve been away a few days, looking at property
along the coast. Betty Shand’s itching to open a new sports
club.’

While he spoke I was struck by his intense but refreshing
manner, and by the guileless way he held my arm as we walked
towards our cars. He was attentive and eager to please, and |
found it hard to believe that he was the man who had carried
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out the attempted rape. [ could only assume that he had lent
the car to a friend with far rougher tastes.

‘I wanted to talk to you,’ I said. ‘Hennessy tells me you’re
an old colleague of Frank’s.’

‘Absolutely. He brought me into the club — until then I
was just a glorified tennis bum.” He grinned, showing his
expensively-capped teeth. ‘Frank never stops talking about
you. In a way I think you’re his real father.’

‘I’'m his brother. The boring, older brother who always got
him out of scrapes. This time I've lost my touch.’

Crawford stopped in the middle of the road, ignoring a car
that swerved around him. He stared at the air with his arms
raised to the sky, as if waiting for a sympathetic genie to
materialize out of the spiralling dust. ‘Charles, [ know. What’s
going on? This is Kafka re-shot in the style of Psycho. You’'ve
talked to him?’

‘Of course. He insists he’s guilty. Why?’

‘No one knows. We’re all racking our brains. I think it’s
Frank playing his strange games again, like those peculiar chess
problems he’s always making up. King to move and mate in
one, though this time there are no other pieces on the board
and he has to mate himself.’

Crawford leaned against his Porsche, one hand playing with
the tattered roof liner that hung over the passenger seat. Behind
the reassuring smile his eyes were taking in every detail of my
face and posture, my choice of shirt and shoes, as if searching
for some clue to Frank’s predicament. I realized that he was
more intelligent that his obsessive tennis playing and over-
friendly manner suggested.

‘Did Frank have it in for the Hollingers?’ I asked him. “Was
there any reason at all why he might have set fire to the
house?’

‘No — Hollinger was a harmless old buffer. I won’t say 1
cared for him myself. He and Alice were two of the reasons
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why Britain doesn’t have a film industry any longer. They
were rich, likeable amateurs — no one would have wanted to
hurt them.’

‘Someone did. Why?’

‘Charles . .. it may have been an accident. Perhaps they
microwaved one too many of their god-awful canapés, there
was a sudden spark and the whole place went up like a hay-
stack. Then Frank, for some weird reason of his own, begins
to play Joseph K.’ Crawford lowered his voice, as if concerned
that the dead in the cemetery might overhear him. ‘When I
first knew Frank he talked about your mother a lot. He was
afraid he’d helped to kill her.’

‘No — we were far too young. We didn’t even begin to
grasp why she wanted to kill herself’

Crawford brushed the dust from his hands, glad to acquit us
of any conceivable complicity. ‘I know, Charles. Still, there’s
nothing more satisfying than confessing to a crime you haven’t
committed . . .’

A car emerged from the Catholic cemetery and turned to
cruise past us. Paula Hamilton was at the wheel, David Hen-
nessy beside her. He waved to us, but Dr Hamilton stared
ahead, dabbing her eyes with a tissue.

‘She looks upset.’ I winced at a clumsy gear change. “Why
the Catholic cemetery?’

‘She’s seeing an old boyfriend. Another doctor at the
Clinic.’

‘Really? A strange rendezvous. Rather macabre, in a way.’

‘Paula doesn’t have much choice — he’s lying under a head-
stone. He died a year ago from one of these new malarias he
picked up in Java.’

‘That’s hard . . . Was she close to the Hollingers?’

‘Only to their niece and Bibi Jansen.” Crawford stared
through the gate into the Protestant cemetery, where the
gravediggers were loading their spades on to the cart. ‘A pity
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about Bibi. Still . . . You'll like Paula. Typical woman doctor
— a calm and efficient front, but inside rather shaky.’

‘What about the psychiatrist, Dr Sanger? No one wanted
him here.’

‘He’s something of a shady character . . . interesting in his
way. He’s one of those psychiatrists with a knack of forming
little ménages around themselves.’

‘Ménages of vulnerable young women?’

‘Exactly. He enjoys playing Svengali to them. He has a
house in Estrella de Mar, and owns some bungalows in the
Costasol complex.” Crawford pointed to a large settlement of
villas and apartment houses a mile to the west of the peninsula.
‘No one’s sure what goes on there, but I hope they have fun.’

I waited as the gravediggers pushed their cart through the
cemetery gate. A wheel lodged in a stony rut, and one of the
spades fell to the ground. Crawford stepped forward, ready to
help the men, then watched wistfully as the cart moved along
the pavement, its wheel-rims grating. In his black suit and
sunglasses he seemed a fretful figure, faced for once with a fast
service he had no hope of returning. I guessed that he, Anders-
son and Dr Sanger were the only ones to mourn the dead
girl.

‘'m sorry about Bibi Jansen,” I said when he returned to
the car. ‘I can see you miss her.’

‘A little. But these things are never fair.’

‘Why did the others bother to attend? Mrs Shand, Hennessy,
the Keswick sisters — for a Swedish housemaid?’

‘Charles, you didn’t know her. Bibi was more than that.’

‘Even so. Could the fire have been a suicide attempt?’

‘By the Hollingers? On the Queen’s birthday?” Crawford
began to laugh, glad to free himself from his sombre mood.
‘They’d have been posthumously stripped of their CBEs.’

‘What about Bibi? I take it she was once involved with
Sanger. She might have been unhappy at the Hollingers.’
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Crawford shook his head, admiring my ingenuity. ‘I don’t
think so. She liked it up there. Paula had weaned her off all
the drugs she was taking.’

‘Who knows, though? Some sort of hysterical outburst?’

‘Charles, come on.’ His spirits lightening, Crawford took
my arm. ‘Be honest with yourself. Women are never that
hysterical. In my experience, they’re intensely realistic. We
men are far more emotional.’

‘Then what can I do?’ I unlocked the driver’s door of the
Renault and fiddled with the keys, reluctant to take my seat.
‘I need all the help I can get. We can’t just leave Frank to
rot. The lawyer estimates he’ll get at least thirty years.’

‘The lawyer? Sefior Danvila? He’s thinking of his fees. All
those appeals . . .” Crawford opened the door and beckoned
me into the driver’s seat. He took off his sunglasses and stared
at me with his friendly but distant eyes. ‘Charles, there’s
nothing you can do. Frank will solve this one himself. He
may be playing his end-game, but it’s only just begun, and
there are sixty-three other squares on the board . . .’
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Fraternal Refusals

THE RETIREMENT PUEBLOS lay by the motorway, embalmed
in a dream of the sun from which they would never awake.
As always, when I drove along the coast to Marbella, I seemed
to be moving through a zone that was fully accessible only to
a neuroscientist, and scarcely at all to a travel writer. The white
fagades of the villas and apartment houses were like blocks of
time that had crystallized beside the road. Here on the Costa
del Sol nothing would ever happen again, and the people of
the pueblos were already the ghosts of themselves.

This glacier-like slowness had affected my attempts to free
Frank from Zarzuella jail. Three days after Bibi Jansen’s funeral
I left the Los Monteros Hotel, carrying a suitcase filled with
fresh clothes for Frank’s court appearance in Marbella that
morning. I had packed the case in his apartment at the Club
Nautico after a careful search through his wardrobe. There
were striped shirts, dark shoes and a formal suit, but as they
lay on the bed they resembled the elements of a costume that
Frank had decided to discard. I hunted the drawers and tie-
rack, unable to make up my mind. The real and far more
elusive Frank seemed to have turned his back on the apartment
and its dusty past.

At the last moment I threw in some pens and a block of
writing paper — the latter suggested by Seiior Danvila in the
vain hope of persuading Frank to withdraw his confession.
Frank would be brought from Malaga to attend the hearing
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in the magistrates’ court, a formal identification of the five
victims by Inspector Cabrera and the autopsy pathologists.
Afterwards, Sefior Danvila told me, I would be able to speak
to Frank.

As I parked in a narrow street behind the courthouse I
weighed what I would say to him. More than a week of
amateur sleuthing had yielded nothing. Naively, I had assumed
that the unanimous belief in Frank’s innocence held by his
friends and colleagues would somehow force out the truth,
but in fact that unanimity had only wrapped another layer of
mystery around the Hollinger murders. Far from springing the
lock of Frank’s prison cell it had given the key another turn.

Nevertheless, five people had been killed, by someone
almost certainly still walking the streets of Estrella de Mar, still
eating sushi and reading Le Monde, still singing in a church
choir or modelling clay at a sculpture class.

As if unaware of this, the hearing at the magistrates’ court
unfolded in its interminable way, a Mébius strip of arcane
procedures that unwound, inverted themselves and returned
to their departure points. Lawyers and journalists each embrace
a rival physics where motion and inertia reverse themselves. I
sat behind Sefior Danvila, only a few yards from Frank and
his translator, as the pathologists testified, stood down and
testified again, body by body, death by death.

Eager to talk to Frank, I was surprised by how little he had
changed. I expected him to be thin and drained by the grey
hours of sitting alone in his cell, forehead harrowed by the
stress of maintaining his absurd bluff. He was paler, as the
sunlight of Estrella de Mar faded from his face, but he seemed
composed and at ease with himself, offering me a ready smile
and a handshake quickly cut off by his police escort. He took
no part in the proceedings, but listened intently to his transla-
tor, emphasizing for the magistrate’s benefit his central role in
the events described.
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When he left the court he gave me a wave of encourage-
ment as if [ were about to follow him into the headmaster’s
study. I waited on a hard seat in the public corridor, deciding
to avoid a direct confrontation. Bobby Crawford had been
right to say that the initiative lay with Frank, and by sticking
to pleasantries I might force him to show his hand.

‘Mr Prentice, I must apologize . . ." Sefior Danvila hurried
towards me, mournful face agitated by yet another setback.
His hands fumbled at the air as if searching for an exit from
this ever-more-confusing case. ‘I’'m sorry for making you wait,
but a small problem has arisen . . .’

‘Sefior Danvila . .. 2’ I tried to calm him. “When can I see
Frank?’

‘There’s a difficulty for us.” Sefior Danvila searched for his
absent briefcases, eager to shuffle them. ‘It’s hard for me to
say. Your brother does not wish to see you.’

‘Why not? I don’t believe it. This whole thing’s becoming
absurd.’

‘My sentiments too. I was with him a moment ago. He
spoke very clearly.’

‘But why? For heaven’s sake . . . you told me yesterday that
he’d agreed.’

Danvila gestured to a statue in a nearby alcove, calling on
this alabaster knight to be his witness. ‘I spoke to your brother
both yesterday and the day before. He did not refuse until
now. My sympathies, Mr Prentice. Your brother has his own
reasons for making up his mind. I can only advise him.’

‘It’s nidiculous . . .’ I sat wearily on the bench. ‘He’s deter-
mined to convict himself. What about bail? Is there anything
we can do?’

‘Impossible, Mr Prentice. There are five murders and a
confession of guilt.’

‘Can we get him declared insane? Mentally incompetent to
plead?’

77



‘I’s too late. Last week I contacted Professor Xavier of
the Juan Carlos Institute in Malaga — a distinguished forensic
psychiatrist. With the court’s permission he was willing to
examine your brother. But Frank refused to see him. He insists
he is entirely sane. Mr Prentice, I have to agree with him . . .’

Dazed by all this, I waited outside the courthouse, hoping to
see Frank taken to one of the police vans for his return journey
to Malaga. But after ten minutes I gave up and returned to
my car. The snub hurt. Frank’s refusal was not only a rejection
of my traditional role as protective older brother, but a clear
signal that he wanted me away from Marbella and Estrella de
Mar. A deviant logic was at work, driving him towards decades
of confinement in a provincial Spanish prison, an ordeal he
seemed so calmly to welcome.

I drove back to Los Monteros and walked along the beach,
a forlorn shelf of ochre sand littered with driftwood and water-
logged crates, like the debris of a ransacked mind. After lunch
I slept through the afternoon in my room, waking at six to
the sounds of serve and volley from the hotel’s tennis courts.
I sat up and began to write one of my longest letters to Frank,
reaffirming my faith in his innocence, and asking him for the
last time to withdraw his confession to an atrocious crime that
not even the police believed he had committed. If I had no
reply from him I would leave for London and return only for
the trial.

It was dusk when I sealed the letter, and the lights of Estrella
de Mar trembled across the dark water. My senses sharpened
as I gazed at this private peninsula with its theatre clubs and
fencing classes, its louche psychiatrist and handsome doctor
with her bruised face, its tennis professional obsessed by his
serving machine, and its deaths in high places. I was sure
that the solution to the Hollinger murders lay not in Frank’s
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involvement with the retired film producer but in the unique
nature of the resort where he had died.

I needed to become part of Estrella de Mar, sit in its bars
and restaurants, join its clubs and societies, and feel the shadow
of the gutted mansion fall across my shoulders in the evening.
I needed to live in Frank’s apartment, sleep in his bed and
shower in his bathroom, insinuate myself into his dreams as
they hovered on the night air above his pillow, faithfully
waiting for him to return.

An hour later I had packed my suitcases and settled my
account. As I drove from the Los Monteros Hotel for the last
time I decided that I would stay on in Spain for at least another
month, cancel my future assignments and transfer enough
funds from my London bank to keep me going. Already I felt
a curious complicity in the crime I was trying to solve, as if
not only Frank’s claims to guilt were being questioned but
my own. Twenty minutes later, when I turned off the Malaga
highway and took the slip-road to Estrella de Mar I sensed
that I was going back to my true home.

Across the Avenida Santa Monica, a hundred yards from the
gates of the Club Nautico, was a small late-night bar that drew
its clientele from off-duty chauffeurs and the engine-fitters and
deckhands who worked at the marina boatyard. Above it was
a billboard advertising Toro cigarettes, a coarse, high-nicotine
brand. I drew up at the kerb and gazed at the proud black
bull lowering his horns at any would-be smoker.

For years I had tried to start smoking again, but without
any success. In my twenties a cigarette had always calmed the
nerves or filled a conversational pause, but I had given up
smoking after a bout of pneumonia, and the social taboos were
now so strong that I could never even bring myself to place
an unlit cigarette in my mouth. Yet in Estrella de Mar the
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constraints of the new puritanism seemed less intense. I left
the engine running and opened the door, deciding to buy a
packet of Toros and test the powers of my will against a
narrow-minded social convention.

Two young women in familiar micro-skirts and satin
bustiers emerged from an alley beside the bar. Their high heels
tapped the pavement, and they moved towards me with an
easy swagger, assuming that I was waiting for them to accost
me. [ sat at the steering wheel, admiring their tough but relaxed
charm. The prostitutes of Estrella de Mar had a confidence all
their own, and were unconcerned by the possible presence of
the vice police, so unlike the streetwalkers elsewhere in the
world, with their illiterate, edgy minds, their pocked skins and
weak ankles.

Tempted by these two young women, who might conceiv-
ably know something about the Hollinger fire, I waited for
them to reach me. But as they stepped into the light I recog-
nized their faces, and realized that their naked bodies would
offer nothing in the way of surprise. I had already watched
them from the balcony of Frank’s apartment, lying on the
chairs beside the pool as they gossiped over their fashion maga-
zines and waited for their husbands, partners in a travel agency
in the Paseo Miramar.

I closed my door and rolled along the kerb towards the
women, who thrust out their thighs and breasts like depart-
ment store demonstrators offering a free tasting of a new deli-
cacy. When I drove past them they waved to my rear lights
and retreated to a dark doorway beside the bar.

[ sat in the car park at the Club Nautico, and listened to
the unending beat of music from the disco. Were the two
women game-playing, trying to excite their husbands, like
latter-day versions of Marie Antoinette and her ladies in wait-
ing, though posing as prostitutes rather than milkmaids? Or
were they the real thing? It struck me that the residents of
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Estrella de Mar might not be as prosperous as they seemed.

On the hill-slopes below the club a security alarm sounded,
drilling like a metal cicada at the night. The answering siren
of the volunteer security patrol wailed among the palms, a
banshee floating above the darkened villas. The sleep of Estrella
de Mar was quickened by anonymous crimes. I thought of
the favelas in Rio, the violent shanty communities on the
heights above the city. They reminded the sleeping rich in
their luxury apartments of an even more elemental world than
money. Yet I had slept my deepest sleep of all in Rio.

The disco doors opened and strobe music poured into the
night. Two men, at first sight off-duty Spanish waiters, backed
away from the glare when a young couple ran to their car.
The men hovered by an ornamental flower-bed, as if ready
to relieve themselves on the cannas, hands deep in the pockets
of their reefer jackets, feet moving in the restless quick-step
of dealers waiting for their clients.

The pool terrace was deserted, the choppy water settling itself
for the night. I carried my suitcases to the doors of the elevator,
which was stationary on the third floor. The corridor led to
Frank’s apartment, two locked administration offices and the
club’s library. No one, not even in Estrella de Mar, borrowed
a book after midnight. I waited for the elevator, stepped out
on to the third-floor landing and gazed through the glass doors
at the shelves of forgotten best-sellers and the racked copies
of the Wall Street Journal and the Financial Times.

Outside Frank’s apartment the deep pile of the carpet, raked
by a maid’s vacuum-cleaner that morning, was bruised by heel
marks. As [ opened the door a light seemed to dim somewhere
beyond the bedroom, the faint afterglow of a dying bulb. The
beam of the Marbella lighthouse swept the peninsula, flaring
over the rooftops of Estrella de Mar. Carrying my cases, |
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quietly closed the door behind me and set the security catch.
Cloaks of moonlight lay over the furniture like dust-sheets. A
faint scent hung on the air, an effeminate aftershave of the
kind favoured by David Hennessy.

I walked into the dining room, listening to my footsteps
as they dogged me across the parquet flooring. The whisky
decanters stood on the blackwood sideboard, a favourite of
my mother’s that Frank had shipped to Spain. In the darkness
I felt the crystal necks of the decanters. One stopper was loose,
the glass bung still damp. I tasted the sweet Orkney malt,
trying to tune my ears to the silent apartment.

The maid had tidied the bedroom, turning down the bed
as if in preparation for Frank’s arrival. Carried away by her
thoughts of Frank, she had rested on his bed, pressing her
head into the pillow as she allowed her memories to play
across the ceiling.

I lowered my cases to the floor and smoothed the pillow
before stepping into the bathroom. I searched the wall for the
light-switch and by mistake opened the medicine cabinet. In
the mirror I saw someone emerge from the balcony and enter
the bedroom behind me, pausing on the way to the sitting
room.

‘Hennessy . . . ?’ Tired of this charade, I left the bathroom
and moved through the shadows towards the bed. ‘Switch on
a light, old chap. We’ll be able to see ourselves playing the
fool.’

The intruder collided with a suitcase, stumbled and fell
across the bed. A skirt flared and a woman’s thighs flashed in
the moonlight. A coil of thick black hair scattered itself over
the pillow, and a scent of sweat and panic filled the room. |
bent down and held the woman’s shoulders, trying to lift her
on to her feet, but a hard fist punched me below the breast-
bone. Winded, I slumped on to the bed as she thrust herself
away from me. I reached out and seized her hips, pulled her
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on to the pillows and pinned her hands to the headboard, but
she wrenched herself from me and knocked the bedside lamp
to the floor.

‘Leave me alone!” She struck my hands away, and I saw a
strong chin and fierce teeth in the sweeping beam of the
lighthouse. ‘I told you — I won’t play that game any more!’

I released her and sat on the bed, rubbing the bruised pit
of my stomach. Setting the lamp on the bedside table, I
straightened the shade and switched on the bulb.
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An Attack on the Balcony

‘DR HAMILTON?’

Kneeling in front of me, her hair in a dishevelled mane
around her torn blouse, was the young physician who had
arrived at the funeral with Hennessy and Bobby Crawford.
She seemed startled to see me, eyes in a slight divergent squint
as she tried to take in all four walls of the room and my
presence on the bed. She quickly recovered, setting her
lips firmly across her teeth, glaring up at me like a cornered
puma.

‘Doctor, I'm sorry . . .” I reached out to help her. ‘I think
I hurt you.’

‘Leave me alone. Just keep away from me and stop that
heavy breathing. You’ll hyperventilate.’

She raised her hands to fend me off, then stood up and
smoothed her skirt around her thighs. She winced over her
bruised knees, and in a show of temper kicked the suitcase
that had tripped her. ‘Bloody thing . . .

‘Dr Hamilton . . . I thought you were -’

‘David Hennessy? Good God, how much time do you spend
rolling about on a bed with him?’ She rubbed her flushed
wrists, spitting on the skin. ‘For a clumsy man, you're cer-
tainly strong. Frank must have had his work cut out with you
bumping around him.’

‘Paula, I didn’t realize who you were. All the lights were
oft”
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‘It’s all right — when you grabbed me I was expecting some-
one else.” She managed a quick smile and began to examine
my face and chest, sweeping her hair over her shoulders so
that she could see me. ‘It looks as if you'll live — I apologize
for the uppercut. I'd forgotten how strong a frightened woman
can be.’

‘Just don’t take up kick-boxing — I'm sure there are classes
here.” Her scent clung to my hands, and without thinking I
wiped them on the pillow. ‘Your perfume — I thought it was
David’s aftershave.’

‘Are you staying here? You’ll smell me all night. What a
dreadful thought ...’ She buttoned her blouse, watching me
with some curiosity and perhaps matching me against Frank.
She stepped back and bumped into the other suitcase. ‘Good
God, how many of these things are there? You must be a
menace at airports. How on earth did you become a travel
writer?’

Her handbag lay on the floor, contents scattered around the
bedside table. She knelt and replaced her car keys, passport
and prescription pad. Between my feet lay a postcard addressed
to the staff at the Club Nautico. As I handed it to her I
saw that it carried a reproduction of a tourist photographer’s
snapshot of Frank and Paula Hamilton outside Florian’s bar in
the Piazza San Marco. Muffled in heavy coats against a misty
Venetian winter, they were grinning like honeymooners. I
had seen the postcard in Frank’s desk, but scarcely glanced
at it.

‘Is this yours?” I handed the postcard to her. “You look as
if you had fun.’

‘We did.” She stared at the photograph and tried to
straighten a creased corner. ‘That was two years ago. Happier
days for Frank. I dropped by to look for it. We sent it together,
so it’s partly mine.’

‘Keep it — Frank won’t mind. I didn’t know you were . . .’
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‘We’re not. Don’t excite yourself thinking about it. We're
good friends now.’

She helped me to straighten the bed, plumping the pil-
lows and tucking in the sheets with crisp hospital corners.
It was easy to imagine her lying in the darkness before
I arrived, postcard in hand, thinking of her holiday
with Frank. As Bobby Crawford had said, behind the pro-
fessional poise she presented to the world she seemed
distracted and vulnerable, like an intelligent teenaged girl un-
able to decide who she really was, perhaps suspecting that
the role of efficient and capable doctor was something of
a pose.

When she slipped the postcard into her bag she smiled
sweetly to herself, and then checked this little display of
affection, pursing her lips over her strong teeth. I sensed
that she wanted to give in to her feelings for Frank, but
was held back by a fear of exposing her emotions, even to
herself. The testy humour, and the edgy manner of someone
unsettled by standing more than a few seconds in front
of a mirror, would have appealed to Frank, as it did to me. I
guessed that Paula Hamilton had always moved through
life at an oblique angle, detached from her emotions and
sexuality.

‘Thanks for the help,” I told her when we had rearranged
the furniture. ‘I wouldn’t want to shock the maid. Tell me,
how did you get in here?’

‘I have a key.” She opened her handbag and showed a set
of door keys to me. ‘I meant to give them back to Frank but
never quite got around to it. Too final, I suppose. So you're
moving into the apartment?’

‘For a week or so.” We left the bedroom and stepped on
to the balcony, breathing the cool night air with its hints of
jasmine and honeysuckle. ‘I’m trying to play the older brother,
without any success. I need to be closer to things if I'm going
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to get Frank out of this nightmare. I tried to talk to him this
morning at the court in Marbella, but no luck. To be honest,
he refused to see me.’

‘I know. David Hennessy spoke to Frank’s lawyer.” She
touched my shoulder in a sudden show of sympathy. ‘Frank
needs time to think. Something terrible happened to the Hol-
lingers. It’s upsetting for you, but try to see things from his
point of view.’

‘I do. But what is Frank’s point of view? That’s one window
I can’t open. I take it you don’t think he’s guilty?’

She leaned against the rail, hands drumming the cold steel
in time to the distant disco beat. [ wondered what had brought
her to the apartment — the postcard seemed a trivial pretext
for a midnight visit — and why she had previously refused to
see me. She kept turning to look at my face, as if unsure
whether she could confide in someone who resembled Frank,
but was nonetheless a larger and clumsier version of her former
lover.

‘Guilty? No, I don’t . . . though I’'m not all that sure what
guilty means.’

‘Paula — we know exactly what it means. Did Frank set fire
to the Hollingers’ house? Yes or no?’

‘No.” The reply was less than prompt, but I suspected that
she was deliberately drawing me on. ‘Poor Frank. You saw
him on the day you arrived. How was he? Is he sleeping
properly?’

‘I didn’t ask. I assume there’s not much else to do except
sleep.’

‘Did he tell you anything? About the fire, and how it
started?’

‘How could he? He can’t have any more idea than you
and I’

‘I don’t suppose he has.” She strolled along the balcony, past
the giant ferns and succulent plants, to the far end where three
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chairs were drawn up around a low table. A white sailboard
leaned against the wall, its mast and rigging beside it. She
pressed her hands against the smooth hull, as if laying
them against a man’s chest. The lighthouse beam moved
across her face, and I saw that she was biting her injured
lip, reminding herself of whatever accident had bruised her
mouth.

Standing beside her, I looked down at the silent pool, a
black mirror that reflected nothing.

‘Paula, you don’t sound certain about Frank. Everyone else
in Estrella de Mar is convinced he’s innocent.’

‘Estrella de Mar?’ She seemed curious about the name, the
title of a mythical realm as remote as Camelot. ‘People here
are convinced of all sorts of things.’

‘So? Are you saying that Frank might have been involved?
What do you know about the fire?’

‘Nothing. A vent of hell suddenly opened. By the time it
closed five people were dead.’

‘Were you there?’

‘Of course. Everyone was there. Wasn’t that the point?’

‘In what sense? Look -’

Before I could remonstrate with her she turned to face me,
and touched my forehead with a calming hand. ‘Charles, I'm
sure Frank didn’t start the fire. At the same time he may feel
responsible in some way.’

‘“Why?’ I waited for her to reply, but she was looking at
the dark ruin of the Hollinger house on its unlit eminence
above the town. She touched the fading bruise on her cheek,
and I wondered if she had been injured during the stampede
from the fire. Deciding to change tack, I asked: ‘Let’s suppose
that Frank was involved. Why would he have wanted to kill
the Hollingers?’

‘There’s no conceivable reason. The Hollingers were the
last people he’d have tried to harm. Frank’s so gentle, far more
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innocent than you, I'd guess. Or me. If I had the nerve I'd
light a dozen bonfires here.’

“You don’t sound too keen on Estrella de Mar?’

‘Let’s say I know more about the place than you do.’

‘Then why stay?’

‘Why indeed . . .” She leaned back against the sailboard, one
hand holding its keel, her black hair silhouetted against the
white plastic, the pose of a fashion model. Already I sensed
that she was looking on me with more favour, for whatever
reasons of her own, and revealing an almost flirtatious side of
herself. “There’s my work at the clinic. It’s a cooperative prac-
tice, and I'd have to sell my investment. Besides, my patients
need me. Someone has to wean them off the Valium and
Mogadon, teach them how to face the day without a bottle
and a half of vodka.’

‘So what Joan of Arc was to the English soldiery you are
to the pharmaceutical industry?’

‘Something like that. I've never thought of myself as Joan.
Not enough voices.’

‘And the Hollingers? Did you treat them?’

‘No, but [ was great friends with Anne, their niece, and
helped her through a bad overdose. Same thing with Bibi
Jansen. She was in a coma for four days, very nearly snuffed
it. Heroin overdoses shut down the respiratory system, and
that isn’t good news for the brain. Still, we saved her — until
the fire.’

‘Why was Bibi working at the Hollingers?’

‘They saw her in the intensive care unit, lying next to Anne,
and promised to look after her if she pulled through.’

I leaned over the rail, listening to the dull beat of the disco
music, and noticed the dealers hanging about near the
entrance. ‘“They’re still there. So a lot of drugs are moving
around Estrella de Mar?’

‘What do you think? Be honest, what else is there to do in
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paradise? You catch the psychoactive fruit that falls from the
tree. Believe me, everyone here is trying to lie down with the
serpent.’

‘Paula, isn’t that a lictle too cynical?’ I took her arm and
turned her to face me. I thought of her strong, swimmer’s
body as we wrestled on Frank’s bed. In a real sense it was I
who was the interloper. During their nights together she and
Frank had made his bed their own, and I was now intruding
among the pillows and their ghosts. “You can’t hate the people
here that much. After all, Frank liked them.’

‘Of course he did.” She checked herself and bit her lip,
abashed by her sharp tongue. ‘He loved the Club Nautico,
and made a big success of it. It’s practically the nerve centre
of Estrella de Mar. Have you seen the pueblos along the coast?
Zombieland. Fifty thousand Brits, one huge liver perfused by
vodka and tonic. Embalming fluid piped door to door. ..’

‘I dropped by — ten minutes was all I could take. The sun
doesn’t shine there, only satellite TV. But why is Estrella de
Mar so different? Someone here winds up the clocks.’

‘That was Frank. Before he came the place was pretty
drowsy.’

‘Art galleries, theatre clubs, choral societies. Its own elected
council and volunteer police force. Maybe there are a few
drug-pushers and wives who like to practise their streetwalk-
ing, but the place feels as if it’s a real community.’

‘So they say. Frank always claimed that Estrella de Mar is
what the future will be like. Take a good look while it lasts.”

‘He’s probably right. How did he do all this on his own?’

‘Easy.” Paula grinned to herself. ‘He had one or two impor-
tant friends who helped him.’

‘You, Paula?’

‘Not me. Don’t worry, I keep the medicine cabinets locked.
I love Frank but the last place I want to be is in the next cell
at Zarzuella prison.’
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‘What about Bobby Crawford? He and Frank were very
close.’

‘They were close.” Her hands tightened around the rail.
‘Too close, really. They should never have met.’

‘“Why not? Crawford seems very likeable. A little too manic
sometimes but enough boyish charm for an entire chorus line.
Did he have too much power over Frank?’

‘Never. Frank used Bobby. That’s the key to everything.’
She stared at the Hollinger house, and with an effort turned
her back on the dark ruin. ‘Listen, I have to call in at the
Clinic. Sleep well, if you can stand that disco music. The night
before the fire Frank and I hardly got a wink between us.’

‘I thought you said that your affair was over?’

‘It was.” She stared boldly at me. ‘But we still had sex
together . . .’

I followed her to the door, eager to see her again but unsure
how best to raise the subject. During our conversation she
had deliberately left a number of doors ajar for me, but I
assumed that most of them would lead to dead-ends.

‘Paula, one last point. When we were struggling on the bed
you said something about not wanting to play a game any
more.’

‘Did I?’

‘What game did you mean?’

‘I don’t know. Adolescent horse-play? I never was keen on
debaggings and that sort of thing.’

‘But that wasn’t horse-play. You thought you were being
raped.’

She gazed at me patiently and held my hand, noticing the
infected splinter wound that still contained part of Crawford’s
racket. ‘Nasty. If you come to the Clinic I'll see to it. Raped?
No. I mistook you for someone else . . .’
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After closing the door I returned to the balcony and looked
down at the swimming pool. The disco had closed, and the
dark water seemed to draw all the silences of the night into
itself. Paula emerged from the restaurant, taking the long route
to the car park, handbag bouncing jauntily against her hip.
She twice waved to me, clearly keen to hold my attention.
Already I envied Frank for having touched the affections of
this quirky young doctor. After grappling with her on Frank’s
bed it was all too easy to imagine us making love. I thought
of her in the intensive care unit, among the comatose stock-
brokers and cardiac widows, and the special intimacy of
catheters and drips.

When her headlamps set off into the night I pushed myself
from the rail, more than ready for sleep. But before I could
step back there was a sudden flurry of foliage behind me as
someone lunged through the giant ferns. A pair of violent
hands seized my shoulders and hurled me against the rail.
Stunned by the assault, I sank to my knees as a leather strap
tightened around my throat. A hard breath, damp with the
smell of malt whisky, filled my face. I gripped the strap and
tried to free my neck, but felt myself swung to the tiled floor
like a steer roped and decked by a skilled rodeo rider.

A foot kicked the balcony table against the chairs. The strap
fell away, and the man’s hands gripped my throat. Powerful
but sensitive, they controlled the air I was able to gasp during
the brief moments when the fingers eased their pressure. They
searched the muscles and vessels of my neck, almost playing
a melody with my death.

Barely breathing, I clung to the rail as the lighthouse beacon
faded and the night closed inside my head.
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The Scent of Death

‘FIVE MURDERS ARE more than enough, Mr Prentice. We
have no wish for a sixth. I make the point officially.’

Inspector Cabrera raised his stocky arms to the ceiling, ready
to bear any weight rather than the problems I posed for him.
Already I represented one seminar too many to this thoughtful
young detective, as if I had personally decided to test to
destruction all the lessons in the psychology of victimhood
given to him by his instructors at the police academy.

‘I understand, Inspector. But perhaps you’d speak to the
man who attacked me. I appreciate your coming here.’

‘Good.” Cabrera turned to Paula Hamilton as she fretted
with the orthopaedic collar around my neck, asking her to
witness his formal warning. He spoke tersely to me. ‘“Your
brother’s trial is in three months’ time. For the present go
back to England, go to Antarctica. If you stay, you may
provoke another death — this time your own.’

I sat in Frank’s leather armchair, my fingers kneading the
soft, clubman’s leather. I nodded my agreement to Cabrera,
but I was thinking of the strip of far tougher hide that had
driven the blood from my brain. Paula hovered beside me,
one hand on my shoulder and the other on her medical valise,
unsure of my state of mind. Any resemblance between Frank
and myself had been erased by the attempt on my life and
my lighthearted refusal to accept that someone had tried to
kill me.
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‘You say “officially” — does that mean that I'm being for-
mally expelled from Spain?’

‘Of course not.” Cabrera scoffed at this, refusing to play my
verbal games. ‘Expulsion is a matter for the Minister and the
Spanish courts. You can stay as and when you wish. I'm
advising you, Mr Prentice, as a friend. What good can you
do here? It’s regrettable, but your brother refuses to see
you.’

‘Inspector, he may change his mind now.’

‘Even so, his trial will not be affected. Think of your safety
— a man tried to kill you last night.’

I adjusted the collar and beckoned Cabrera to a chair,
wondering how to reassure him. ‘As a matter of fact, I don’t
think he did want to kill me. If he had, I wouldn’t be sitting
here.’

‘That’s nonsense, Mr Prentice . ..” Cabrera patiently dis-
missed this amateurish notion, and gestured at the balcony.
‘He may have been disturbed or seen from below in the
lighthouse beam. You were lucky once, but twice is too much
to expect. Dr Hamilton, speak to him. Convince him that his
life 1s in danger. There are people in Estrella de Mar who
guard their privacy at any cost.’

‘Charles, think about that. You have been asking an awful
lot of questions.” Paula sat on the arm of the chair, her hand
trembling slightly against my shoulder. “You can’t help Frank,
and you nearly had yourself killed.’

‘No ... I tred to ease the collar away from the bruised
muscles of my neck. ‘That was a warning — a kind of free
air-ticket back to London.’

Cabrera pulled up a straight-backed chair and straddled the
seat, resting his arms on the back as if examining a large and
obtuse mammal. ‘If it was a warning, Mr Prentice, you should
listen to it. You can turn over one stone too many.’

‘Exactly, Inspector. In a way it’s the breakthrough I’ve been
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waiting for. It’s clear I provoked someone, almost certainly
the Hollingers’ killer.’

‘You didn’t see the man’s face? Or recognize his shoes or
his clothes? His aftershave . .. ?’

‘No. He seized me from behind. There was a strange
smell on his hands, perhaps some sort of special oil that profes-
sional stranglers use. He must have carried out similar attacks
before.’

‘A professional killer? It’s remarkable that you can talk at
all. Dr Hamilton says your throat isn’t damaged.’

‘It’s hard to explain, Inspector.” Lips pursed, Paula pointed
to the bruises on my neck left by the assailant’s fingertips. The
attack had shocked her. Usually so quick-witted, and never at
a loss for a word, she was almost silent. By leaving me alone
in the apartment she had made herself partly responsible for
my injuries. Yet she seemed unsurprised by the assault, as if
expecting it to take place. Speaking in her flat, lecture-room
voice, she said: ‘In cases of strangulation the voice-box is
almost always crushed. In fact, it’s difficult to strangle someone
to the point of unconsciousness without doing serious struc-
tural damage to the nerves and blood vessels. You were lucky,
Charles. If you blacked out that was probably because you hit
your head on the floor.’

‘Actually, I didn’t. He lowered me there quite gently. My
throat’s very sore — I can barely swallow. He used a peculiar
grip on my neck, like a skilled masseur. The strange thing is
that I feel slightly high.’

‘Post-traumatic euphoria,” Cabrera commented, at last slot-
ting one of his psychology seminars into place. ‘People who
walk from plane crashes are often laughing. They call taxis
and go home.’

When Cabrera first arrived at the apartment and found me
sitting on the balcony, reassuring Paula that I was well, he
obviously suspected that I had imagined the assault. Only when
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Paula showed him the bruises to my jaw and neck, the clotted
blood in the swollen veins, did he accept my account.

[ had regained consciousness in the small hours of the morn-
ing, and found myself lying on the balcony among the over-
turned plants, my wrists tied to the table frame by the belt of
my slacks. Barely able to breathe, I lay on the cold tiles as the
lighthouse beam swept the grey dawn. When my head cleared
I tried to recall any detail of my attacker. He had moved with
the swiftness of a specialist in unarmed combeat, like the Thai
commandos I had seen in action at a passing-out parade in
Bangkok, demonstrating how to seize and kill an enemy sentry.
I remembered his heavy knees and strong thighs clad in some
kind of black cord, and the cleated soles that sucked at the
stone floor, the only sound apart from my strangled gasps. I
was certain that he had been careful not to injure me, avoiding
the large vessels and my larynx, and applying only enough
pressure to suffocate me. Beyond this there was little to identify
him. There was a waxy but astringent smell on his hands, and
I guessed that he might have ritually bathed himself.

At six, when I freed my wrists, I limped to the telephone.
Croaking to the startled night porter, I insisted that he call the
Spanish police and report the assault. Two hours later a veteran
detective arrived from the robbery squad at Benalmadena. As
the concierge translated, I pointed to the scattered furniture
and the violent scuff-marks on the tiled floor. The detective
was unconvinced, and I heard him murmur ‘domestica’ into
his mobile phone. However, when he was told my surname
his manner changed.

Inspector Cabrera arrived as Paula Hamilton was treating
me. The concierge had telephoned her while I rested on the
balcony, and she had driven immediately from the Princess
Margaret Clinic. Shocked by the attack, and all too easily
imagining Frank in my place, she was as puzzled as Cabrera
by my calm manner. I watched her take my blood pressure

96



and test my pupils, and noticed how confused she seemed,
twice dropping her stethoscope on to the floor.

Despite her concern, I felt stronger than I expected. The
attack had revived my flagging confidence. For a few desperate
moments | had grappled with a2 man who might well be
responsible for the Hollingers’ deaths. My neck bore the
imprint of the hands that had carried the ether bottles into the
mansion.

Tired of the orthopaedic collar and the soft leather armchair,
I stood up and stepped on to the balcony, hoping to work off
my restlessness. Cabrera watched me from the door, restraining
Paula when she tried to calm me.

He pointed to the overhanging brise-soleil. ‘Entry from the
roof is impossible, and the balcony is too high for a ladder.
It’s curious, Mr Prentice — there is only one way into the
apartment — the front door. Yet you insist that you locked
the door behind you.’

‘Of course. I intended to spend the night here. In fact I'd
decided to check out of my hotel and move into the apartment.
[ need a closer eye on everything.’

‘Then how did your attacker gain access to the balcony?’

‘Inspector, he must have been waiting for me.’ I thought
of the loose decanter stopper. Paula had entered the apartment,
unaware that the assailant was hiding in its shadows and calmly
helping himself to the Orkney malt. He had listened to us
struggling in the bedroom, recognized my voice and then
seized his chance once Paula left.

‘Who else has the key?’ Cabrera asked. ‘The maids, the
concierge?’

‘That’s all. No, wait a minute . .

I caught Paula looking at me in the mirror over the sitting-
room mantelpiece. With her bruised mouth and untidy hair
she resembled a guilty child, a startled Alice who had suddenly
grown to adulthood and found herself trapped on the wrong
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side of the glass. I had said nothing to Cabrera about her visit
to the apartment the previous evening.

‘Mr Prentice?” Cabrera was watching me with interest.
‘You’ve remembered something . . . ¥’

‘No. The keys weren’t locked away, Inspector. Once you
finished searching the apartment after Frank’s arrest you
handed them to Mr Hennessy. They were lying in his
desk drawer. Anyone could have stepped in and had a copy
made.’

‘Of course. But how did your attacker know you were here?
You decided only late in the evening to leave Los Monteros.’

‘Inspector . . .” This pleasant but over-shrewd young police-
man seemed determined to make me his chief suspect. ‘I was
the victim. I can’t speak for the man who tried to strangle
me. He may have been in the club when I armived, and seen
me unloading my suitcases in the car park. Perhaps he tele-
phoned the Los Monteros Hotel after I left, and they told him
that I was moving here. You might follow those leads up,
Inspector.’

‘Naturally . . . I happily take your advice, Mr Prentice. As
a journalist you’ve seen so many police forces at work.” Cabrera
spoke dryly, but his eyes were scanning the scuff-marks on
the tiled floor, as if trying to calculate the assailant’s height.
‘You obviously have a feeling for the profession . .’

‘Does it matter, Inspector?’ Paula stepped between us, irri-
tated by Cabrera’s questioning. Her face was calm now, and
she took my arm, steadying me against her shoulder. ‘Mr
Prentice could hardly have attacked himself. What conceivable
motive would he have had?”

Cabrera stared dreamily at the sky. ‘Motives? Yes, how they
complicate police work. There are so many of them, and they
mean anything you wish to make them. Without motives our
investigations would be so much easier. Tell me, Mr Prentice,
have you visited the Hollingers” house?’
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‘A few days ago. Mr Hennessy took me there, but we
couldn’t get inside. It’s a grim sight.’

‘Very grim. I suggest another visit. This morning I had the
autopsy reports. Tomorrow, when you have rested, I will take
you there with Dr Hamilton. Her opinion will be valuable . . .’

[ passed the afternoon on the balcony, my neck chafing inside
the orthopaedic collar, my feet resting on the scuffed floor.
In the soil scattered from the plant tubs a demented geometer
had set out the diagram of a bizarre dance of death. I could
still feel my assailant’s hands on my throat, and hear his harsh
breath in my ears, reeking of malt whisky.

Despite all I had said to Cabrera, I too was curious how
my attacker had entered the apartment and why he had chosen
the very evening that I left the Los Monteros Hotel. Already
I'sensed that [ was being kept under surveillance by people who
saw me as something more dangerous to them than Frank’s
concemned brother. Another murder would not have suited
their purposes, but a near-strangulation might well send
me to Malaga airport and a speedy return to the safety of
London.

At six, shortly before Paula returned, I took a shower to
clear my head. As I soaped myself with Frank’s bath gel I
recognized the scent, an odd blend of patchouli and orris oil,
the same odour that had clung to my attacker’s hands and
which now covered my body.

As I rinsed away the offensive fragrance I guessed that he
had been hiding in the shower stall when I arrived, and that
his hand had touched the gel container in the dark. I assumed
that he was searching the apartment as Paula let herself through
the door with her spare key, and that she had not realized he
was present while she hunted for the postcard.

Yet far from warning me off, the attack had turned up the
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ratchet of my involvement with the Hollingers’ deaths, and
made certain that I would remain in Estrella de Mar.

I dressed and returned to the balcony, listening to the divers
plunge into the pool below and the tennis machine serve its
aces to the practice players on the courts. The faint scent of
bath gel still clung to my skin, the perfume of my own strangu-
lation that embraced me like a forbidden memory.
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The Inferno

AN ASHY DUST cloaked the hill slopes as the nearside wheels
of Cabrera’s car raced through the verge, a chalky pall that
swirled between the palms and floated up the drives of the
handsome villas beside the road. When it cleared we could
see the Hollinger house on its fire mountain, a vast grate
choked with dead embers. Teeth clenched, Paula worked the
gear lever, chasing the policeman’s car around the bends and
only slowing out of respect for my injured throat.

‘We shouldn’t be here,’ she told me, clearly still shocked
by my assault and the thought that such violence existed in
Estrella de Mar. “You aren’t resting enough. I want you to
come to the Clinic tomorrow for another X-ray. How do
you feel?’

‘Physically? I dare say, a complete wreck. Mentally, fine.
That attack released something. Whoever seized me had a
light touch — I once watched professional stranglers doing
their stuff in northern Borneo, executing so-called bandits.
Extremely nasty, but ina way I.. .’

‘Know how it feels? Not quite.” She slowed down to give
herself time to look me over. ‘Cabrera was right — you’re
slightly euphoric. Are you strong enough to go round the
Hollingers’ house?’

‘Paula, stop playing the head girl. This case is about to
break, I sense it. And I think Cabrera senses it too.’

‘He senses you’re going to get yourself killed. You and
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Frank — I thought you were so different, but you’re even more
mad than he is.’

I leaned my orthopaedic collar against the head-rest and
watched her as she crouched over the steering wheel. Deter-
mined not to be left behind by Cabrera, she peered fiercely
at the road, putting her foot down at the smallest opportunity.
Despite her sharp tongue and brisk manner, below the surface
lay a strain of insecurity that I found pleasantly attractive. She
affected to look down at the expat communities along the
coast, but had a curiously low estimate of herself, bridling
whenever I tried to tease her. I knew that she was annoyed
with herself for having concealed from Cabrera her presence
at the apartment, presumably for fear that he might assume
some personal involvement between us.

Miguel, the Hollingers’ morose chauffeur, was opening the
gates when we caught up with Cabrera. The wind had dis-
turbed the ash that lay over the gardens and tennis court,
but the estate was still bathed in a marble light, a world of
glooms glimpsed in a morbid dream. Death had arrived at the
Hollingers and decided to stay, settling her skirts over the
shadowy pathways.

Cabrera greeted us when we parked, and walked with us
to the front steps of the house.

‘Dr Hamilton, thank you for giving up your time. Are you
ready, Mr Prentice? You are not too tired?’

‘Not at all, Inspector. If I feel faint I'll wait out here. Dr
Hamilton can describe it to me later.’

‘Good. In fact, your first sensible idea.” He was watching
me closely, eager to see my reactions, as if I were a tethered
goat whose bleats might draw a tiger from its lair. I was sure
that by now he had no wish to see me return to London.

‘Now . . .” Cabrera turned his back on the heavy oak doors,
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still sealed by their police tapes, and pointed to the gravel path
that led around the south-west corner of the mansion to the
kitchen and garages. ‘“The hall and the downstairs rooms are
too dangerous for anyone to enter. I suggest therefore that we
follow the path taken by the assassin. This way we will see
events in the order they took place. It will help us to under-
stand what happened on that evening and, perhaps, read the
psychology of the victims and their murderer . . .’

Enjoying his new role as stately home tour guide, Cabrera
led us around the house. The Hollingers’ blue vintage Bentley
stood outside the garage, the only clean and polished entity
in the estate. Miguel had washed and waxed the limousine,
buffing the huge wings that flared above its wheels. He had
followed us up the drive and now stood patiently beside the
car. Still staring at me, he took up his leather and began to
rub the high radiator grille.

‘Poor man . . ." Paula held my arm, eyes avoiding the debris
of charred timbers around us, and tried to smile at the chauf-
feur. ‘Do you think he’s all right here?’

‘I hope so. It looks as if he’s waiting for the Hollingers to
return. Inspector, what do you know about the psychology
of chauffeurs ... ?

But Cabrera was pointing to the flight of steps that led to
the housekeeper’s quarters above the garage. A wrought-iron
gate beside the entry door opened on to the blighted hillside
where the lemon orchard had once flourished. Cabrera
sprinted up the steps and stood by the gate.

‘Dr Hamilton, Mr Prentice ... you will notice the gate
from the orchard. We can now imagine the situation on the
evening of 15 June. By seven o’clock the party is well in
progress, with all the guests on the terrace beside the pool. As
Dr Hamilton will remember, the Hollingers appear on the
top-floor veranda and propose the toast to your Queen. Every-
one is looking up at the Hollingers, glasses raised to Her
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Majesty, and no one notices the arsonist when he opens the
orchard gate.’

Cabrera skipped down the staircase and stepped past us to
the kitchen entrance. He took a set of keys from his pocket
and unlocked the door. I appreciated his tactful use of the
term ‘arsonist’, though I suspected that the tour was designed
to rid me of my faith in Frank’s innocence.

‘Inspector, Frank was mingling with the other guests on the
terrace. Why would he leave the party and hide in the orchard?
Dozens of people talked to him by the pool.’

Cabrera nodded his sympathy at this. ‘Exactly, Mr Prentice.
But no one remembers speaking to him after six-forty-five.
Did you, Dr Hamilton?’

‘No — I was with David Hennessy and some friends. I
didn’t really see Frank at all.” She turned away and stared
at the gleaming Bentley, pressing the faded bruise on her
mouth as if willing it to return. ‘Perhaps he didn’t go to
the party?’

Cabrera firmly dismissed this. ‘Many witnesses spoke to
him, but none after six-forty-five. Remember, the arsonist
needed to park his incendiary materials close at hand. No one
would notice a guest walking up the steps to the orchard.
Once there, he collects his bombs — three bottles filled with
ether and gasoline that he buried the previous day in a shallow
excavation twenty metres from the gate. As the Queen’s toast
begins he sets off to enter the house. The nearest and most
convenient door is this one into the kitchen.’

I nodded at all this, but asked: “What about the housekeeper?
Surely she would have seen him?’

‘No. The housekeeper and her husband were by the terrace,
helping the temporary staff to serve the canapés and cham-
pagne. They were raising their glasses to Her Majesty and saw
nothing.’

Cabrera pushed back the door and beckoned us into the
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kitchen. A brick-built annexe to the main house, it was the
only part of the structure undamaged. Saucepans hung from
the walls, and the shelves were crowded with spices, herbs
and bottles of olive oil. But the yeasty stench of sodden carpets
and the acrid odour of charred fabrics filled the room. Pools
of water lay on the floor, soaking a walkway of wooden boards
laid down by the police investigators.

Cabrera waited until we found our footing and then con-
tinued. ‘So: the arsonist enters the empty kitchen and seals the
door. The house is now closed off from the outside world.
The Hollingers preferred their guests not to enter their home,
and all the doors on to the terrace were locked. In fact, the
guests were completely segregated from their hosts —an English
tradition, I assume. Now, let us follow the arsonist when he
leaves the kitchen ..’

Cabrera led the way into the pantry, a large room that
occupied a section of the annexe. A refrigerator, washing-
machine and spin-drier stood on the concrete floor, sur-
rounded by pools of water. Beside a deep-freezer cabinet an
inspection door opened into a head-high chamber that con-
tained the central heating and air-conditioning system. Cabrera
stepped through the inspection door and pointed to the partly
dismantled unit, a furnace-sized structure that resembled a
large turbine.

‘The intake manifold draws air from a pipe on the kitchen
roof. The air is filtered and humidified, then either cooled
during the summer or heated during the winter, and finally
pumped to the rooms around the house. The arsonist switches
off the system — for the few minutes he needs no one will
notice. He removes the cowling of the humidifier, drains off
the water and refills the reservoir with his gasoline and ether
mixture. All is now set for a huge and cruel explosion . . .’

Cabrera ushered us through the service corridor that led
into the mansion. We stood in the spacious hall, looking at
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ourselves in the foam-smeared mirrors, visitors to a marine
grotto. The staircase rose a dozen steps, then divided beneath
a large baronial fireplace that dominated the hall. Tags of
scorched cloth lay in the iron grate, and the ashes had been
carefully sifted by the police investigators.

Watching me closely, Cabrera continued: ‘Everything is
ready. The guests are busy with their party outside, eager to
drink the last of the champagne. The Hollingers, their niece
Anne, the Swedish maid and the secretary, Mr Sansom, have
retired to their rooms to escape the noise. The arsonist takes
his remaining bottle of gasoline and ether and soaks a small
carpet he has laid in the fireplace. The flames leap swiftly from
his match or lighter. He then returns to the pantry. As the
fire on the staircase begins to rage he switches on the air-
conditioning system . . .’

Cabrera paused, waiting as Paula gripped my arm to steady
herself, knuckles between her teeth.

‘It’s terrible to imagine. Within seconds the gasoline mixture
is driven through the ventilation ducts. Ignited by the flames
on the staircase, the rooms of the upper floor turn into an
inferno. No one escapes, even though there are emergency
steps that lead down to the terrace from a door on the landing.
Mr Hollinger’s film library, in a room next to his study, adds
to the blaze. The house is a furnace, and everyone inside it
perishes in a matter of minutes.’

I felt Paula stumble against me, and put an arm around her
trembling shoulders. She had begun to cry to herself, and her
tears stained the lapel of my cotton jacket. She seemed about
to collapse, but rallied herself and murmured: ‘Good God,
who could do such a thing?’

‘Certainly not Frank, Inspector.” Still supporting Paula, I
spoke as calmly as I could to Cabrera. ‘This dismantling of
the air-conditioning system and turning it into an incendiary
weapon — Frank could barely change a light-bulb. Whoever
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carried out this attack had the skills you find only in people
trained as mulitary saboteurs.’

‘Perhaps, Mr Prentice ... Cabrera watched Paula with
obvious concern, and offered her his handkerchief. ‘But skills
can be learned, especially dangerous ones. Let us continue our
tour.’

The staircase was strewn with charred timbers and ceiling
plaster, but the police investigators had cleared a narrow ascent.
Cabrera climbed the steps, hands holding the scorched banis-
ters, feet sinking in the sodden carpet. The oak panelling
around the fireplace had turned to charcoal, but here and there
the outlines of a heraldic shield had been preserved.

We paused on the landing, surrounded by blackened walls,
the open sky above our heads. The bedroom doors had burned
down to their locks and hinges, and through the empty frames
we could see into the gutted rooms with their incinerated
furniture. The forensic team had laid a catwalk of planks along
the exposed joists, and Cabrera stepped warily towards the
first of the bedrooms.

I helped Paula along the rocking timber and steadied her
against the doorway. In the centre of the room were the
remains of a four-poster bed. Around it stood the carbonized
ghosts of a desk, dressing-table and a large oak wardrobe in
the Spanish style. A line of framed photographs stood on the
stone mantelpiece. Some of the glass had melted in the heat,
but one frame, surprisingly intact, showed a florid-faced man
in a dinner jacket, standing at a lectern inscribed with the
legend: ‘Beverly Wilshire Hotel’.

‘Is thac Hollinger?” I asked Cabrera. ‘Speaking in Los
Angeles to some film industry audience?’

‘Many years ago,” Cabrera confirmed. ‘He was much older
when he came to Estrella de Mar. This was his bedroom.
According to the housekeeper he slept for an hour before
dinner.’
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‘What an end . . .’ I stared at the mattress springs, like the
coils of a huge electric grill. ‘I only hope the poor man never
awoke.’

‘In fact, Mr Hollinger was not in the bed.” Cabrera pointed
to the bathroom. ‘He had taken refuge in the jacuzzi, probably
to spare himself from the flames.’

We stepped into the bathroom, and gazed down at the
semi-circular tub filled with tarry water. Roof-tiles lay on
the floor, and the blue ceramic walls were streaked with
smoke, but the room was almost intact, a tiled execution
chamber. I imagined the elderly Hollinger, roused from sleep
as the flames leapt from the masts of his four-poster, unable
to warn his wife in her nearby bedroom, and driven into
the jacuzzi as a fireball erupted from the air-conditioning
vents.

‘Poor devil,’ I commented. ‘Dying by himself in a jacuzzi.
There’s a warning there . . .’

‘Possibly.” Cabrera moistened his hands in the water. ‘Actu-
ally, he was not alone.’

‘Really? So Mrs Hollinger was with him?’ I thought of the
elderly couple reclining in the jacuzzi before dressing for
dinner. ‘In a way it’s rather touching.’

Cabrera smiled faintly. ‘Mrs Hollinger was not here. She
was in another bedroom.’

‘Then who was with Hollinger?’

‘The Swedish maid, Bibi Jansen. You went to her funeral.’

‘Idid..." I was trying to visualize the old millionaire and
the young Swede in the water together. ‘Are you sure it was
Hollinger?’

‘Of course.” Cabrera turned the pages of his notebook. ‘His
surgeon in London identified a special type of steel pin in his
right hip.’

‘Dear Jesus ... Paula released my arm and stepped past
Cabrera to the wash-basin. She stared at herself in the cloudy
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mirror, as if trying to identify her reflection, and then leaned
on the ash-strewn porcelain, her head lowered. Already I could
see that the visit to the house was a far greater ordeal for her
than it was for me.

‘I didn’t know Hollinger or Bibi Jansen,’ I said to Cabrera.
‘But it’s hard to imagine the two of them together in a jacuzzi.’

‘Technically, that’s correct.” Cabrera was still noting my
responses to everything. ‘It would be more accurate to say
there were three of them.’

‘Three people in the jacuzzi? Who was the third?’

‘Miss Jansen’s child.” Cabrera helped Paula to the door. ‘Dr
Hamilton will confirm that she was pregnant.’

As Cabrera surveyed the bathroom, measuring the walls with
a steel tape, 1 followed Paula out of Hollinger’s bedroom.
Crossing the catwalk of planks, we entered a small room along
the corridor. Here the fire had raged even more fiercely. The
blackened remains of a large doll lay on the floor like a charred
baby, but the torrent of water hosed on to the roof had obliter-
ated all other traces of the room’s occupant. In one corner
the fire had spared a small dressing-table, which still supported
a CD player.

“This was Bibi’s room,’ Paula told me flatly. ‘That heat must
have been ... I don’t know why she was here at all. She
should have been by the pool with everyone else.’

She picked up the doll and placed it on the remains of the
bed, then dusted the black ash from her hands. Pain and anger
seemed to compete within her face, as if she had lost a valued
patient as a result of a colleague’s incompetence. I put my arm
around her, glad when she leaned against me.

‘Did you know she was pregnant, Paula?’

‘Yes. Four or five weeks.’

‘Who was the father?’
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‘I’'ve no idea. She wouldn’t tell me.’

‘Gunnar Andersson? Dr Sanger?’

‘Sanger?’ Paula’s fist clenched against my chest. ‘For
heaven’s sake, he was her father-figure.’

‘Even so. When were you last here?’

‘Six weeks ago. She’d been swimming at night and caught
a kidney chill. Charles, who would start a fire like this?’

‘Not Frank, that’s for sure. God knows why he confessed.
But I'm glad we came. Someone obviously hated the Hol-
lingers.’

‘Perhaps they didn’t realize how fast the fire would burn.
It might have been a prank that went wrong?’

‘It’s too deliberate for that. The re-jigged air-conditioning
system . . . this was a serious business.’

We rejoined Cabrera in a room across the landing. Its door
had vanished, sucked into the night air by the vortex of flame
and gas.

‘This was the room of the niece, Anne Hollinger,” Cabrera
explained, staring bleakly at the gutted shell. He spoke more
quietly, no longer the police academy lecturer, as drained as
Paula and I by the experience of visiting the death-rooms.
‘The heat was so intense, she had no way of escape. Since the
air-conditioning had been supplying cool air, all the windows
were tightly closed.’

The forensic team had dismantled the bed, presumably to
detach the niece’s carbonized remains from the debris of
mattress.

‘“Where was she found?’ I asked. ‘Lying on the bed?’

‘No — she too died in the bathroom. Not in the jacuzzi,
however. She was sitting on the toilet — a macabre posture,
like Rodin’s “Thinker”.” As Paula shuddered against my arm
Cabrera added: ‘At least she was happy when she died. We
found a hypodermic syringe . . .’

‘“What was inside it — heroin?’
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‘“Who can say? The fire was too fierce for analysis.’

Below the window, perhaps cooled by the inrush of cold
air through the shattered glass, a television set and video-
recorder had survived intact. The remote-control unit lay on
the bedside table, melted like black chocolate, blurred
numerals still visible in the plastic.

Despite myself, I said: ‘I wonder what programme she was
watching? I’'m sorry — that sounds callous.’

‘It is.” Paula wearily shook her head as I tried to turn on
the TV set. ‘Charles, we’ve seen the news. Anyway, the
current isn’t on.’

‘I know. What was Anne like? I take it she was a heavy
drug-user.’

‘She definitely wasn’t. Not after her overdose. I don’t know
what she was injecting.’ Paula stared across the sunlit rooftops
of Estrella de Mar. ‘She was great fun. Once she rode a camel
around the Plaza Iglesias, swearing at the taxi-drivers like a
haughty forera. One evening at the Club Nautico she picked
a live lobster from the restaurant tank and had it brought to
our table.’

‘She ate it raw?’

‘No. She took pity on the thing, waving its claws at her,
and released it into the salt-water plunge pool. It took them
days to catch the beast. Bobby Crawford was feeding it at
night. And then she died here . . .’

‘Paula, you didn’t start the fire.’

‘And nor did Frank.” She wiped her tears from my jacket.
‘Cabrera knows that.’

‘I'm not sure if he does.’

The Inspector was waiting for us outside the largest bed-
room in the west wing of the house. The windows looked
out over an open veranda to the sea, veiled by awnings that
hung like black sails. It was from here that the Hollingers had
proposed the Queen’s birthday toast before retiring. Shreds of
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burnt chintz clung to the walls, and the dressing room
resembled a coal scuttle in a rage.

‘Mrs Hollinger’s bedroom.” Cabrera held my arm when 1
stumbled on the catwalk. ‘Are you all nght, Mr Prentice? I
think you have seen enough?’

‘I'm fine — let’s complete the tour, Inspector. Mrs Hollinger
was found here?’

‘No.” Cabrera pointed along the corridor. ‘She had taken
refuge at the rear of the house. Perhaps the flames there were
less intense.’

We made our way down the corridor, to a small room with
a single window overlooking the lemon orchard. Despite the
destructive effects of the fire, it was clear that a sophisticated
sensibility had devised a refined if faintly precious private
world. A lacquered Chinese screen separated the bed from the
living area, and what had once been a pair of handsome Empire
chairs faced each other across the fireplace. Two of the walls
were lined with books, whose spines peeled from the charred
shelves. Above the bed was a small dormer window that con-
tained the only intact glass I had seen on the upper floor of
the mansion.

‘Was this Hollinger’s study?” I asked Cabrera. ‘Or Mrs
Hollinger’s sitting room?’

‘No — this was Mr Sansom’s bedroom. He was the male
secretary.’

‘And Mrs Hollinger was found here?’

‘She was on the bed.’

‘And Sansom?’ I searched the floor, almost expecting to
find a body against the skirting-board.

‘He was also on the bed.’

‘So they were lying together?’

‘In death, certainly. Her shoes were still in his hands,
clenched very fiercely ...’

Surprised by this, I turned to speak to Paula, but she had
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left to make a last circuit of the other rooms. I knew almost
nothing about Roger Sansom, a bachelor in his fifties who
had worked for Hollinger’s property company and then
accompanied him to Spain as his general factotum. But to die
in bed with his employer’s wife showed an excessive sense of
duty. It was too easy to visualize their last moments together
as the lacquered screen burst into a fiery shield.

‘Mr Prentice ...” Cabrera beckoned me to the door. ‘I
suggest you find Dr Hamilton. She is very upset, it’s a big
strain for her. Meanwhile, you will have seen enough — perhaps
you'll speak to your brother. I can oblige him to meet
you.’

‘Frank? What is there to talk about? I assume you’ve
described all this to him?’

‘He too has seen everything. On the day after the fire he
asked me to take him around the house. He was already under
arrest, charged with possessing an incendiary device. When
he reached this room he decided to confess.’

Cabrera was watching me in his thoughtful way, as if
expecting that I, in turn, would admit my role in the crime.

‘Inspector, when I meet Frank I'll say that I've seen the
house. If he knows I've been here he’ll realize how absurd his
confession is. The idea that he’s guilty is preposterous.’

Cabrera seemed disappointed in me. ‘It’s possible, Mr Pren-
tice. Guilt is so flexible, it’s a currency that changes hands . . .
each time losing a little value.’

I left him poking into the drawers of the bedside table, and
made my way along the catwalk in search of Paula. Mrs Hollin-
ger’s bedroom was empty, but as [ passed the niece’s room I
heard Paula’s voice on the terrace below.

She was waiting for me by her car, talking to Miguel as he
tried to clear the blocked vents of the swimming pool. [ walked
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to the window and leaned out between the shreds of charred
awning.

‘We're through now, Paula. I'll be down in a minute.’

‘Good. I want to go. I thought you were watching tele-
vision.’

She had recovered her self-control, and smoked a miniature
cigar as she leaned against the BMW, but her eyes avoided
the house. She strolled towards the pool and wandered among
the chairs on the terrace. I guessed that she was searching
for the exact spot where she had stood at the moment the fire
erupted.

Admiring her, I rested against the sill, and tried to loosen
the orthopaedic collar around my neck. Looking down at the
TV set, [ noticed that a cassette protruded from the mouth of
the video-recorder, ejected by the mechanism when the
intense heat confused the circuitry. Dismayed by the destruc-
tion around them, and the grim task of removing bodies, the
police team had missed one of the few objects to survive both
the blaze and the deluge of water that followed.

I held the cassette and drew it carefully from the recorder.
Its casing was intact, and [ raised the shroud to find the tape
still held tightly between the spools. The TV set was visible
from the bathroom, and I imagined Anne Hollinger staring at
the screen as she sat on the toilet and injected herself with
heroin. Curious to see this last programme she had watched
before the fire seized her life from her, I slipped the cassette
into my pocket and followed Cabrera down the stairs.
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10

The Pornographic Film

THE CHAUFFEUR’S sCOOP roamed across the surface of the
pool, its ladle filled with debris, relics of a drowned realm
salvaged from the deep: wine bottles, straw hats, a cummer-
bund, patent-leather shoes, gleaming together in the sunlight
as the water streamed away. Miguel decanted each netful on
to the marble verge, respectfully laying out the residues of a
vanished evening.

His eyes scarcely left me as I rested beside Paula in
the car. I listened to Cabrera’s noisy Seat hunting the palm-
lined avenues below the Hollinger estate. His departure
seemed to expose us again to the full horrors of the burned
mansion. Paula’s hands gripped the upper quadrant of the steer-
ing wheel, fingers tightening and relaxing. The house was
behind us, but I knew that her mind was roving through its
gutted rooms as she carried out her own autopsies on the
victims.

Trying to reassure her, I put my arm around her shoulders.
She turned to face me, smiling in a distracted way like a doctor
only half-aware of the attentions of an amorous patient.

‘Paula, you're tired. Shall I drive? I'll leave you at the Clinic
and take a taxi from there.’

‘I can’t face the Clinic.” She leaned her forehead against the
wheel. ‘“Those desperate rooms . . . I'd like everyone in Estrella
de Mar to walk around them. I keep thinking of all those
people who drank Hollinger’s champagne and thought he was
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just another old blimp with an actressy wife. I was one of
them.’

‘But you didn’t start the fire. Remind yourself of that.’

‘T do.” She sounded unconvinced.

We drove down to Estrella de Mar, as the sea trembled beyond
the palms, and passed the Anglican church, whose members
were arriving for choir practice. At the sculpture studio
another young Spaniard in a posing pouch flexed his pectorals
for the earnest students in their artists’ smocks. The open-air
cinema was alternating Renoir’s Le Reégle du Jeu with Gene
Kelly’s Singing in the Rain, and one of the dozen theatre clubs
announced a forthcoming season of plays by Harold Pinter.
Despite the Hollinger murders, Estrella de Mar was as serious
in its pleasures as a seventeenth-century New England
settlement.

From the balcony of Frank’s apartment I looked down at
the swimming pool, where Bobby Crawford, megaphone in
hand, was training a team of women butterfly swimmers. He
raced along the verge, cheerfully bellowing instructions to
the thirty-year-olds who wallowed in the chaotic water. His
commitment was touching, as if he genuinely believed that
every one of his pupils had the ability to become an Olympic
champion.

‘That sounds like Bobby Crawford.” Paula joined me at the
rail. “What’s he up to now?’

‘He’s exhausting me. All this physical keenness and that
thudding tennis machine. It’s a metronome, setting our tempo
— faster, faster, serve, volley, smash. There’s something to be
said for the retirement pueblos . . . Paula, can we take off this
collar? I can’t think with the damned thing on.’

‘Well ... if you have to. Try it for an hour and see how
you feel.” She unclipped the collar, grimacing at the livid

116



bruises. ‘Cabrera could almost lift a set of fingerprints — who
on earth would want to attack you?

‘As it happens, quite a few people. There’s another side to
Estrella de Mar. The Harold Pinter seasons, the choral societies
and sculpture classes are an elaborate play-group. Meanwhile
everyone else is getting on with the real business.’

‘And that is?’

‘Money, sex, drugs. What else is there these days? Outside
Estrella de Mar no one gives a damn about the arts. The only
real philosophers left are the police.’

Paula’s hands rested on my shoulders. ‘Cabrera may be right.
If you’re in danger you ought to leave.’

She had revived after the visit to the Hollinger house and
watched me as I paced restlessly around the balcony. I had
assumed, misguidedly, that her interest in me was partly sexual,
perhaps because I prompted memories of happier days with
Frank. I now realized that she needed my help in some scheme
of her own, and was still deciding whether I was astute and
determined enough for her.

She turned up the collar of my shirt, hiding the bruises.
‘Charles, try to rest. I know you were shocked by that dreadful
fire, but it doesn’t change anything.’

‘'m not so sure. In fact, I think it changes everything.
Think about it, Paula. This morning we were looking at a
snapshot, taken a few minutes after seven o’clock on the
Queen’s birthday. It’s an interesting picture. Where are the
Hollingers? Saying goodbye to their guests, watching the satel-
lite relay from the Mall? No, they’ve lost interest in their
guests and are waiting for them to go home. Hollinger’s in
his jacuzzi, “relaxing” with Andersson’s Swedish girlfriend.
She is pregnant with someone’s child. Hollinger’s> Who
knows, he may have been fertile. Mrs Hollinger is sharing a
bed with the male secretary, playing some very weird games
with a pair of her shoes. Their niece is shooting up in her
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bathroom. It’s quite a ménage. Putting it bluntly, the Hollinger
household wasn’t exactly a domain of spotless propriety.’

‘Nor is Estrella de Mar, or anywhere else. I'd hate people
to start rooting around in my laundry basket.’

‘Paula, I wasn’t making a moral judgement. All the same,
it isn’t too difficult to think of any number of people with a
strong motive for starting the fire. Suppose Andersson dis-
covered that his nineteen-year-old girlfriend was having an
affair with Hollinger?’

‘She wasn’t. He was seventy-five and getting over a prostate
job.

‘Perhaps he was getting over it in his own special way.
Again, suppose Andersson wasn’t the child’s father?’

‘It certainly wasn’t Hollinger. It might have been anyone.
This is Estrella de Mar. People here are having sex too, though
half the time they don’t realize it.’

‘What if the father was the shady psychiatrist, Dr Sanger?
He might have decided to teach Hollinger a lesson, and not
realized that Bibi was lying in the jacuzzi with him.’

‘Unbelievable.” Paula roamed around the sitting room,
feet tapping to the sounds of the tennis machine. ‘Besides,
Sanger isn’t shady. He was an influence for good over Bibi.
She stayed with him in the dark days before her collapse.
[ sometimes meet him at the Clinic. He’s a shy, rather sad
man.’

‘“With a taste for playing the guru to young women. Then
there are Mrs Hollinger and Roger Sansom, and their shared
shoe-fetish. Perhaps Sansom had a hot-tempered Spanish girl-
friend with a fiery taste in revenge, who resented his infatu-
ation with this glamorous film star.’

‘That was forty years ago. She was a glorified starlet with
a posh voice. The Alice Hollinger who lived in Estrella de
Mar was rather motherly.’

‘Finally, there’s the niece, watching her last TV programme
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as she shoots up in the bathroom. Where there are drugs there
are dealers. As a group they get paranoid over even a penny
owed to them. You can see them outside the disco every
night — I'm amazed at Frank putting up with them.’

Paula turned to frown at me, surprised by this first overt
criticism of my brother.

‘Frank was running a successful club. Besides, he was tre-
mendously tolerant about everything.’

‘So am I. Paula, I'm pointing out that there are any number
of possible motives for the arson attack. When I first went to
the Hollinger house there seemed no reason why anyone
should set fire to it. Suddenly there are too many reasons.’

‘Then why hasn’t Cabrera acted?’

‘He has Frank’s confession. As far as the police are concerned
the case is closed. Besides, he may assume that Frank had strong
motives of his own — probably financial. Wasn’t Hollinger a
major shareholder in the Club Nautico?’

‘Along with Elizabeth Shand. You stood next to her at the
funeral. They say she’s an old flame of Hollinger’s.’

‘That puts her in the frame. She may have resented his affair
with Bibi. People do the strangest things for the most trivial
reasons. Perhaps —’

‘Too many perhapses.” Paula tried to calm me, sitting me
in the leather armchair and putting a cushion behind my head.
‘Be careful, Charles. The next attack on you could be far more
serious.’

‘T've thought about that. Why should anyone want to
frighten me? It’s conceivable that the attacker had just arrived
in Estrella de Mar, and thought I was Frank. He may have
been given a contract to kill Frank or severely injure him. He
realized who I was and broke off . . .’

‘Charles, please . . .’

Confused by all this speculation, Paula stepped on to
the balcony. I stood up and followed her to the rail. Bobby
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Crawford was still urging on his butterfly swimmers, who
waited at the deep end, eager to hurl themselves once again
into the exhausted water.

‘Crawford’s a popular man,’” I commented. ‘All that enthusi-
asm is almost endearing.’

‘That’s why he’s dangerous.’

‘Is he dangerous?’

‘Like all naive people. No one can resist him.’

One of the swimmers had lost her bearings in the pool, its
waters so churned by flailing arms that it resembled a rutted
field. Giving up, she swayed in the shoulder-high waves, losing
her balance as she tried to wipe the foam from her eyes. Seeing
her in difficulty, Crawford kicked off his espadrilles and leapt
into the water beside her. He comforted the swimmer, held
her by the waist and let her rest against his chest. When she
had recovered he placed her in the arms-forward position, and
calmed the waves so that she could regain her stroke. As she
set off he swam beside her, smiling when her rounded hips
began to porpoise confidently.

‘Impressive,” I commented. “Who is he exactly?’

‘Not even Bobby Crawford knows that. He’s three different
people before breakfast. Every morning he takes his personali-
ties out of the wardrobe and decides which one he’ll wear for
the day.’

She spoke tartly, refusing to be taken in by Crawford’s
gallantries, but seemed unaware of the affectionate smile on
her lips, like a lover remembering a past affair. She clearly
resented Crawford’s charm and confidence, and I wondered
if she had once been taken in by them. Crawford would
have found this moody and sharp-tongued doctor even more
difficult to play than his tennis machine.

‘Paula, aren’t you a little hard on him? He seems rather
engaging.’

‘Of course he is. Actually, I like him. He’s a big puppy
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with a lot of strange ideas he doesn’t quite know how to
chew. The tennis bum who’s taken an Open University course
in Cultural Studies and thinks paperback sociology is the
answer to everything. He’s a lot of fun’

‘I want to talk to him about Frank. He must know all there
is to know about Estrella de Mar.’

‘You bet. We sing to Bobby’s hymn-sheet now. He’s
changed our lives and practically put the Clinic out of business.
Before he arrived it was one huge, money-chumning de-tox
unit. Alcoholism, ennui and benzo-diazepine filled our beds.
Bobby Crawford pops his head around the door and everyone
sits up and rushes out to the tennis courts. He’s an amazing
man.’

‘I take it you know him well.’

‘Too well.” She laughed at herself. ‘I sound mean, don’t I?
You’ll be glad to hear that he’s not a good lover.’

‘“Why not?’

‘He’s not selfish enough. Selfish men make the best lovers.
They’re prepared to invest in the woman’s pleasure so that
they can collect an even bigger dividend for themselves. You
look as if you might understand that.’

‘I'm trying not to. You’re very frank, Paula’

‘Ah . .. but that’s the artful way of hiding things.’

Warming to her, I placed my hand around her waist. She
hesitated, and then leaned against me. Despite the show of
self-control she lacked confidence in herself, a trait I admired.
At the same time she was teasing me with her body, trying
to spur me on and remind me that Estrella de Mar was a
cabinet of mysteries to which she might hold the key. Already
I suspected that she knew far more about the fire and Frank’s
confession than she had told me.

Leaving the balcony, I drew her into the shaded bedroom.
As we stood together I placed my hand on her breast, my
index finger following the blue vein that rose to the surface
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of her sunburnt skin before descending into the warm deeps
below her nipple.

She watched me uncritically, curious to see what [ would
do next. Without moving my hand from her breast, she said:
‘Charles, this is your doctor speaking. You’ve had enough
stress for one day.’

‘Would making love to you be very stressful?’

‘Making love to me is always stressful. Quite a few men in
Estrella de Mar would confirm that. I don’t want to visit the
cemetery again.’

‘Next time I’'m there I'll read the epitaphs. Is it full of your
lovers, Paula?’

‘One or two. As they say, doctors can bury their mistakes.’

I touched the shadow that lay across her cheek like a dark
cloud on a photographic film. ‘Who bruised your face? That
was a hard slap.’

‘It’s nothing.” She covered the bruise with her hand. ‘I was
working out in the gym. Someone ran into me.’

‘They play tough in Estrella de Mar. The other night in
the car park ...’

“What happened?’

‘I’'m not sure — if it was a game it was a rough one. A friend
of Crawford’s was trying to rape a girl. The odd thing is, she
didn’t seem to mind.’

‘That sounds like Estrella de Mar.’

Leaving me, she sat on the bed and smoothed the coverlet,
as if searching for the imprint of Frank’s body. For a few
moments she seeemed to forget that I was standing in the
room beside her. She glanced at her watch, reminding herself
who she was.

‘I have to go. Amazingly, there still are a few patients at
the Clinic.’

‘Of course.” As we walked to the door I asked: “What made
you become a doctor?’
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‘Don’t you think I'm a good one?’

‘I'm sure you’re the best. Is your father a physician?’

‘He’s a retired Qantas pilot. My mother left us when she
met an Australian lawyer on a stand-by flight.’

‘She walked out on you?’

‘Just like that. I was six years old but I could see she’d
forgotten us even before she packed her suitcases. I was
brought up by my father’s sister, a gynaecologist in Edinburgh.
[ was very happy, really for the first time.’

‘I'm glad’

‘She was a remarkable woman — a lifelong spinster, not too
keen on men but very keen on sex. She was amazingly realistic
about everything, but especially sex. In many ways she lived
like a2 man. Take a lover, fuck all the best sex out of him,
then throw him out.’

‘That’s a hard philosophy — awfully close to a whore’s.’

‘Why not?” Paula watched me while I opened the door,
pleasantly surprised to have shocked me. “Whoring is some-
thing a good few women have tried, more probably than you
realize. That’s one education most men never get . ..

[ followed her to the lift, admiring her brazen cheek. Before
the doors closed she leaned forward and kissed me on the
mouth, her fingers lightly touching the bruises on my neck.

Soothing the tender skin, I sat in the armchair and tried to
ignore the orthopaedic collar on the desk. I could taste Paula’s
kiss on my lips, the scent of lip-gloss and American perfume.
But passion, I knew, was not the message conveyed. The
fingers on my neck had been a reminder, cued into the key-
board of bruises, that [ needed to find fresh spoors on the trail
that led to the Hollingers’ murderer.

I listened to the tennis machine firing its serves across
the practice net, and to the splashing of the butterfly team.
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Searching for a cigarette, the best antidote to all this health
and exercise, | pulled my jacket from the desk and hunted
through its pockets.

The cassette I had taken from Anne Hollinger’s bedroom
protruded from the inner pocket. I stood up and switched on
the television set, inserting the cassette into the video-player.
If the tape had recorded a live satellite programme while Anne
sat in the bathroom with a needle in her arm, it would fix
the exact moment when the fire engulfed the room.

The tape spooled forward, and the screen lit up to reveal
an empty bedroom in an art deco apartment, with white-on-
white decor, ice-pale furnishings and recessed lights in porthole
windows. A queen-sized bed with a blue satin spread and a
quilted headboard occupied the centre of the scene. A yellow
teddy bear sat propped against the pillows, a sickly green tinge
to his fur. Above the bed a narrow sill carried a collection
of pottery animals that might have belonged to a teenaged
girl.

The hand-held camera panned to the left as two women
entered the room through an open, mirror-backed door. Both
were in wedding regalia, the bride in a full-skirted gown of
cream silk, a lace bodice giving way to a sunburnt neck and
strong collarbones. Her face was hidden behind her veil, but
I could see a pretty chin and strong mouth that reminded me
of Alice Hollinger in her J. Arthur Rank days. The bridesmaid
wore a calf-length gown, white gloves and toque hat, hair
swept back from a deeply tanned face. They reminded me of
the sunbathers at the Club Nautico: sleek, light-years beyond
any concept of boredom, and happiest lying on their backs.

The camera followed them as they kicked off their shoes
and began to loosen their clothing, eager to return to the
sun-loungers. The bridesmaid unbuttoned her gown while
helping to unzip the bride’s wedding dress. Leaving them to
share a joke and giggle into each other’s ears, the camera

124



focused on the teddy bear and began a heavy-handed zoom
into its button-nose face.

The mirrored door opened again, reflecting a glimpse of a
shaded balcony and the rooftops of Estrella de Mar. A second
bridesmaid entered, a platinum-haired woman in her forties
with a heavily-rouged face, barmaid’s breasts straining through
her jacket, neck and cleavage flushed by something more
potent than sunshine. As she tottered about on one heel |
guessed that she had made an early detour from the church
to the nearest bar.

Stripped to their underwear, the women sat together on
the bed, resting before they changed into their day clothes.
Curiously, none of them looked at the friend shooting this
amateur video record. They began to undress each other,
fingers teasing at the bra straps, caressing their suntanned skins
and smoothing away the pressure lines. The platinum-haired
bridesmaid raised the bride’s veil and kissed her mouth. She
began to play with her breasts, smiling wide-eyed at the erect
nipples as if witnessing a miracle of nature.

The camera waited passively while the women fondled each
other. As I watched this parodic lesbian scene, I was sure that
none of the women was a professional actress. They played
their roles like members of an amateur theatrical group taking
part in a bawdy Restoration farce.

Resting from their embraces, the women looked up with
mock surprise as a man’s torso and hips entered the frame. He
stood by the bed, penis erect, thighs and chest muscles like
oiled meat, the passive bull-shouldered stud of countless
porno-films. For a moment the camera touched the lower half
of his face, and I almost recognized the heavy neck and chubby
chin.

The women sat forwards, displaying their breasts to him.
Her face still veiled, the bride held his penis in her hands and
began to suck its head in the distracted way of an eight-year-
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old with an over-large candy bar. When she lay back and
parted her thighs I pressed the fast-forward, waiting as the
manic, jerky spasms rushed to their climax, and returned to
play-speed when the man withdrew and ejaculated, as custom
demanded, across her breasts.

Sweat bathed the bride’s shoulder and abdomen. She pulled
back the veil and used a tissue to wipe away the semen. Again
I saw an echo of the Rank Charm School in her refined features
and perky gaze. She sat up and smiled at the bridesmaids, using
the veil to dry her cheeks. Needle punctures marked her arms,
but she seemed in ruddy health, laughing when the bridesmaids
slipped her arms into the wedding dress.

The screen moved to the left, the camera jarred by the
operator’s confused hands. The lens steadied itself, and caught
the bodies of two naked men who had broken into the bed-
room from the balcony and hurled themselves across the floor.
The bridesmaids seized their waists and pulled them on to the
bed. The bride alone seemed startled, trying to hide her naked
body behind the wedding dress. She wrestled helplessly with
a thickset man with a hairy Arab back who seized her shoulders
and threw her on to her face.

I watched the rape run its course, trying to avoid the des-
perate eyes crushed into the satin bedspread. The bride was
no longer acting or colluding with the camera. The lesbian
porno-film had been a set-up, designed to lure her to this
anonymous apartment, the mise-en-scéne for a real rape for
which the bridesmaids, but not the heroine, had been
prepared.

In turn the men assaulted the dishevelled bride, moving
through a pre-arranged repertoire of sexual acts. Their faces
never appeared on screen, but the dark-skinned man was of
middle age, with the swarthy, fleshy arms of a nightclub
bouncer. The younger of the two, with his tubular English
body, seemed to be in his early thirties. He moved like a
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professional dancer, swiftly manipulating the victim’s body as
he found another posture, another forced entry point. Irritated
by her frantic gasps, he seized the veil and stuffed it into her
mouth.

The film ended in a mélée of copulating bodies. In a bizarre
attempt at an artistic finale, the camera moved around the bed,
briefly pausing beside the mirrored door. The photographer,
I realized, was a woman. She wore a black bikini, and a battery
pack hung on a leather strap from her shoulder. A faint surgical
scar ran from the small of her back and around her waist to
her right hip.

The film came to its final moments. The men withdrew
from the room, a blur of greasy thighs and sweating buttocks.
The bridesmaids waved at the camera, and the large-breasted
blonde lay back and sat the teddy bear astride her midriff,
laughing as she jiggled the stuffed toy.

But I was looking at the bride. Set in her bruised features
was a face still full of spirit. She wiped her eyes with a pillow,
and rubbed the torn skin of her arms and knees. Mascara ran
in black tears on to her cheeks, and the smudged lipstick
slewed her mouth to one side. Yet she managed to smile at
the camera, the plucky starlet facing the massed lenses of Fleet
Street, or a brave child swallowing an unpleasant medicine for
her own good. Sitting with the crushed wedding dress in her
hands, she turned from the camera and grinned at the man
whose shadow could be seen on the wall beside the door.
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11

The Lady by the Pool

HER FACE SHADED by a wide-brimmed hat, Elizabeth Shand
dozed at the lunch table beside the swimming pool, her
unblemished white skin set off by an ivory swimsuit. Like a
jewelled cobra half-asleep on an altar, she watched me walk
across the lawn, and began to rub sun-oil into the backs of
the two young men stretched out behind her. As she kneaded
the oil into their heavily-muscled shoulders, ignoring the
pained murmurs, she might have been grooming a pair of
sleek racing hounds.

‘Mrs Shand will see you now.” Sonny Gardner was waiting
for me by the pool. He beckoned me towards the lunch table.
‘Helmut and Wolfgang — two friends from Hamburg.’

‘I'm surprised they aren’t wearing dog-collars.” I scanned
Gardner’s watchful, babyish face. ‘Sonny, we haven’t seen you
at the Club Nautico for a while.’

‘Mrs Shand decided I should work here.” When a bird began
to flutter in the rose pergola he raised his mobile phone to
his lips. ‘More security after the Hollinger fire . . .

‘Good idea.’ I looked back at the handsome villa with its
magnificent skyline views over Estrella de Mar and the Shand
empire: “We wouldn’t want this place to burn down.’

‘Mr Prentice, do join us . ..” Elizabeth Shand called to me
across the pool. She wiped her hands on a towel and tapped
the young Germans on the buttocks, dismissing them from
her presence. They passed me as I circled the pool, but avoided
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my eyes, immersed in their own bodies and the play of muscle
and oil. They sprinted across the lawn and stepped through a
garden door into the courtyard of a two-storey annexe to the
villa.

‘Mr Prentice — Charles, come and sit next to me. We met
at that dreadful funeral. In a way I feel I've known you as
long as I've known Frank. I'm delighted to see you, though
sadly I’ve nothing very useful to add to what you’ve already
learned.” She crooked a finger at Gardner. ‘Sonny, a tray of
drinks . . .’

She gazed at me guilelessly when I sat beside her, running
through an inventory that began with my thinning hair, moved
to the fading bruises on my neck and ended with the dusty
heels of my brogues.

‘Mrs Shand, it’s kind of you to see me. I'm worried that
Frank’s friends in Estrella de Mar have more or less closed
the door on him. For three weeks now I've been looking
for something that might help him. To be honest, I've got
absolutely nowhere.’

‘Perhaps there isn’t anywhere to go?” Mrs Shand bared her
over-large teeth in what passed for a concerned smile. ‘Estrella
de Mar may be a heavenly litde place, but it’s a very small
heaven. There aren’t that many hidden corners, more’s the
pity.’

‘Of course. I assume you don’t believe Frank set fire to the
Hollinger house?’

‘T don’t know what to believe. It’s all so hornific. No, he
can’t have done. Frank was much too gentle, too sceptical
about everything. Whoever set fire to the house was a
fanatic . . .’

I waited as Gardner set out the drinks and then resumed
his patrol of the garden. On a balcony of the annexe the young
Germans were examining their thighs in the sun. They had
flown in from Hamburg two days earlier and had already been
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involved in a brawl at the Club Nautico disco. Now Mrs
Shand had confined them to quarters, where she could literally
keep her hands on them. Raising the brim of her hat, she
watched them with the proprietary gaze of a madam super-
vising the leisure moments of her charges.

‘Mrs Shand, if Frank didn’t kill the Hollingers, who did?
Can you think of someone with a strong enough grudge
against them?’

‘No one. I can’t honestly think of anyone who’d want to
harm them.’

‘They weren’t popular, though. People I’ve talked to com-
plain that they were a little stand-offish.’

‘That’s absurd.” Mrs Shand grimaced at the silliness of this.
‘He was a film producer, for heaven’s sake. She was an actress.
They loved Cannes and Los Angeles and all those widescreen
hustlers. If they kept aloof it was because they saw Estrella de
Mar becoming a little too . . .’

‘Bourgeois?’

‘Exactly. It’s all so earnest and middle-class now. The Hol-
lingers came here when the only other Brits were a few remit-
tance men and a couple of burnt-out baronets. They were the
ancien régime, they remembered Estrella de Mar before the
cordon bleu classes and the ...’

‘Harold Pinter revivals?’

‘Too true, I’'m afraid. [ don’t think the Hollingers ever
really got the hang of Harold Pinter. For them the arts meant
the California of black-tie subscription concerts, fine art foun-
dations and Getty money.’

“What about business rivals? Hollinger owned a lot of land
around Estrella de Mar. He must have been a brake on devel-
opment here.’

‘No. He was resigned to what was going on. They did keep
to themselves. He was happy with his coin collection and she
worried about her face-lifts coming apart.’
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‘Someone told me they were trying to sell their stake in
the Club Nautico.’

‘Frank and I were about to buy them out. Remember, the
club had changed. Frank brought in a younger and livelier
crowd who danced to a different tune.’

‘I hear it every night when I'm trying to sleep. It’s certainly
a lively tune, especially when played by Bobby Crawford.’

‘Bobby?’ Mrs Shand smiled to herself in an almost girlish
way. ‘Sweet boy, he’s done so much for Estrella de Mar. How
did we get on without him?’

‘I like him. But isn’t he a little . . . unpredictable?’

‘That’s just what Estrella de Mar needs. Before he arrived
the Club Nautico was dead on its feet.’

‘How did he get on with the Hollingers? I don’t suppose
they cared for the drug-dealers at the club.’

Mrs Shand stared at the sky, as if expecting it to retreat
from her gaze. ‘Are there any?’

‘You haven’t seen them? I'm surprised. They’re sitting
around the pool like Hollywood agents.’

Mrs Shand sighed deeply, and I realized that she had been
holding her breath. ‘You’ll find drugs anywhere these days,
especially along the coast. Something new and strange happens
when the sea meets the land.” She pointed to the distant
pueblos. ‘People are so bored, and drugs stop them going mad.
Sometimes Bobby is a little too tolerant, but he wants to
wean people off all these tranquillizers that people like Sanger
prescribe. Now those are the really dangerous drugs. Before
Bobby Crawford arrived the whole town was Valiumed out
of its mind.’

‘I imagine business generally was rather slack?’

‘Flat on its back. People didn’t need anything except
another bottle of pills. But they’ve picked up now. Charles,
I’'m sorry about the Hollingers. I'd known them for thirty
years.’
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“You were an actress?’

‘Do I look like it?” Mrs Shand sat forward and patted my
hand. ‘I’'m flattered. I was an accountant. Very young and very
ruthless. I wound up Hollinger’s film business — a bottomless
resource sink, all those people on the payroll, buying rights
and never shooting a single frame. After that he asked me to
join his property company. When the building boom ended
in the 1970s it was starting out here. [ had a look at Estrella
de Mar and thought it seemed promising.’

‘So Hollinger was very close to you?’

‘As close as a man ever gets to me.” She spoke matter-of-
factly. ‘But not in the way you mean.’

‘You hadn’t fallen out with him?’

‘What on earth are you trying to say?” Mrs Shand took off
her hat, as if clearing the decks before a fight, and stared
unblinkingly at me. ‘Good God, I didn’t set fire to the house.
Are you suggesting that?’

‘Of course not. I know you didn’t.’ I tried to pacify her,
changing tack before she could summon Sonny Gardner to
her aid. “What about Dr Sanger? I keep thinking of that scene
at the funeral. Everyone there clearly disliked him, almost as
if he was responsible.’

‘For Bibi’s pregnancy, not the fire. Sanger is the sort of
psychiatrist who sleeps with his patients and thinks he’s doing
them a therapeutic favour. He specializes in drugged-out little
things who are searching for a friendly shoulder.’

‘He may not have started the fire, but could he have paid
someone to do it for him? The Hollingers had effectively taken
Bibi from him.’

‘I don’t think so. But who knows? I'm sorry, Charles, I
haven’t been much help.” She stood up and slipped on her
beach robe. ‘I’ll walk you back to the house. I know you’re
worried about Frank. You probably feel responsible.’

‘Not exactly responsible. When we were young it was my
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job to feel guilty for both of us. The habit has stuck — it’s not
easy to throw off’

‘Then you’ve come to the right place.” As we passed the
pool she gestured at the crowds lying on the beaches below.
‘We don’t take anything too seriously in Estrella de Mar. Not
even. ..’

‘Crime? There’s a lot of it around, and I don’t mean the
Hollinger murders. Muggings, burglary, rapes, for a start.’

‘Rape? Awful, [ know. But it does keep the girls on their
toes.” Mrs Shand lowered her glasses to peer at my neck. ‘David
Hennessy told me about the attack in Frank’s apartment. How
vile. It looks like a choker of rubies. Was anything stolen?’

‘I don’t think theft was the motive — I wasn’t really hurt.
It was a psychological assault, of a curious kind.’

‘That sounds rather new and fashionable. One has to
remember how much crime there is along this coast. Retired
East End gangsters who can’t get rid of the itch.’

‘But they’re not here. That’s the odd thing about Estrella
de Mar. The crime here seems to be committed by amateurs.’

‘They’re the worst of all — they leave such a mess to be
cleared up. You can only trust the professionals to do a decent
job.

Behind us Helmut and Wolfgang had returned to the pool.
They dived from the twin boards and raced each other to the
shallow end. Mrs Shand beamed at them approvingly.

‘Handsome boys,” I commented. ‘Friends of yours?’

‘Gastarbeiters. They’re staying in the annexe until I find
work for them.’

‘Waiters, swimming coaches . . . ?’

‘Let’s say they have all sorts of uses.’

We left the terrace and stepped through the French doors
into a long, low-ceilinged lounge. Film industry memorabilia
covered the walls and mantelpiece, framed photographs of
award ceremonies and command performances. On a white
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baby grand was a portrait of the Hollingers standing by their
pool during a barbecue. Between them was a good-looking
and confident young woman in a long-sleeved shirt, eyes chal-
lenging the photographer to catch her restless spirit. I had last
seen her on the television screen in Frank’s apartment, smiling
bravely at another camera lens.

‘Something of a character . . .” I pointed to the group por-
trait. ‘Is that the Hollingers’ daughter?’

‘Their niece, Anne.” Mrs Shand smiled sadly to herself and
touched the frame. ‘She died with them in the fire. Such a
beauty. She might have made it as a film actress.’

‘Perhaps she did.” The chauffeur waited by the open front
door, a burly Maghrebian in his forties who was clearly another
bodyguard and seemed to resent me even looking at the Mer-
cedes limousine. ‘Mrs Shand, you might know — is there a
film club in Estrella de Mar?’

‘There are several. They’re all very intellectual. I rather
doubt if they’d find you up to scratch.’

‘I don’t suppose they would. But I'm thinking of a club
that actually makes films. Did Hollinger shoot any footage
here?’

‘Not for years. He hated home movies. There are people
who make films. In fact, I think Paula Hamilton is something
of a camera buff’

‘Weddings and so on?’

‘Possibly. You’d have to ask her. By the way, I think she’s
much more suited to you than to Frank.’

‘Why? I hardly know her.’

‘What can I say?” Mrs Shand pressed her ice-cold cheek to
mine. ‘Frank was awfully sweet, but I suspect that Paula needs
someone with a taste for the ... deviant?’

She smiled at me, well aware that she herself was charming,
likeable and totally corrupt.
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12

A Game of Tease and Chase

DEVIANCE IN ESTRELLA DE MAR was a commodity under
jealous guard. Watched by the wary and suspicious chauffeur,
who was logging my licence number into his electronic note-
book, I freewheeled down the drive past the Mercedes. With
its tinted windows, the bodywork seemed both paranoid and
aggressive, like medieval German armour, and the nearby villas
shared this nervous stance. Razor-glass topped almost every
wall, and security cameras maintained their endless vigil over
garages and front doors, as if an army of housebreakers roamed
the streets after nightfall.

[ returned to the Club Nautico, trying to decide on my
next move. Elizabeth Shand, just conceivably, had a motive
for killing the Hollingers, if only to get her hands on a piece
of prime real estate, but she would have chosen a less crude
weapon than arson. Besides, she clearly liked the old couple,
and the five murders would certainly have been bad for
business, frightening away potential property investors.

At the same time she had given me a glimpse into another
Estrella de Mar, a world of imported bed-boys and other genial
pleasures, and had identified Anne Hollinger for me. Sitting
by the television set, I rewound the cassette of the porno-film,
then played through the violent scenes again, trying to identify
the other participants. How had this maverick and high-
spirited young woman found herself in such a crudely
exploitative movie? I froze her brave smile to camera as she
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sat in the tattered wedding dress, and imagined her playing
the tape as she injected herself in the bathroom, trying to blot
out all memory of the pale-skinned young man who had been
determined to humiliate her.

The frightened eyes wept their black ink, and the lipstick
skewed across her mouth like a gasp. I reeled back to the
moment when the second bridesmaid entered the bedroom
and the mirror-door reflected the balcony of the apartment
and the sloping streets below.

Again [ froze the frame and tried to sharpen the blurred
image. A church spire was visible between the balcony rails,
its weather-vane silhouetted against a white satellite dish on
the roof of a building somewhere near the marina. Aligned
together, they virtually pinpointed the apartment’s location on
the heights above Estrella de Mar.

I sat back and stared at the spire, for the first time unaware
of the tennis machine as it fired its balls across the practice
court. I realized now that it was this view across the town
that I had been intended to see, and not the rape of Anne
Hollinger. The police forensic team would have discovered the
cassette within moments of searching the fire-gutted bedroom.

Someone had planted the cassette in the video-recorder,
after learning that Paula and I were to visit the Hollinger
house, confident that Cabrera would be too busy with his
autopsy report to re-check the original findings. I remembered
the Hollingers’ chauffeur, endlessly buffing the old Bentley.
Had this melancholy Andalucian become Anne’s confidant
and even, perhaps, her lover? His threatening stare, far from
trying to make me Frank’s guilty proxy, might have been an
attempt to alert me to some undiscovered evidence.

At eight that evening Paula and [ were meeting for dinner at
the Restaurant du Cap, but I set off for the harbour an hour
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early, eager to search for the satellite dish. Pornographic film-
makers often rented expensive apartments for the day, rather
than construct stage sets that could provide evidence for the
police. The exact location of the rape scene would take me
no nearer to the Hollinger murders, but the loose comers of
too many carpets had begun to curl under my feet. The more
I nailed down, the less likely was I to trip as I moved from
one darkened room to the next.

While I walked down to the harbour, past the antique shops
and art galleries, I scanned the rooftops of the town. The
weather-vane of the Anglican church rose above the Plaza
Iglesias, without doubt the one I had glimpsed in the film. I
stood on the steps of the church, a white geometrical structure
that was a modest replay of Corbusier’s Ronchamp Chapel,
more space-age cinema than house of God. The notice-board
announced forthcoming performances of Eliot’s Murder in the
Cathedral, meetings of a help-the-elderly charity, and a guided
tour of a Phoenician burial site on the southern tip of the
peninsula, organized by a local archaeological society.

The weather-vane pointed towards Fuengirola but there
was no sign of the satellite dish. Lit by the setting sun, the
western skyline of Estrella de Mar ran from the Club Nautico
to the ruin of the Hollinger house. A dozen apartment blocks
looked down from the high corniche, a cliff-face of mysteries.
On the roof of the yacht club a white satellite dish cupped
the sky, but its bowl was at least twice the diameter of the
modest dish in the video.

The tapas bars and seafood restaurants along the harbour
were packed with residents relaxing after their day’s work at
the sculpture table and potter’s wheel. Far from being dismayed
by the Hollinger tragedy, they seemed more animated than
ever, talking noisily across their copies of the New York Review
of Books and the arts supplements of Le Monde and Libération.

Intimidated by this cultural power-dressing, I stepped into
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the boatyard beside the marina, comforted by the presence
of stripped-down engines and oily sumps. The yachts and
motor-cruisers sat in their trestles, revealing their elegant hulls,
a geometry graced by speed. Dominating all the other craft in
the yard was a fibre-glass powerboat almost forty feet long,
three immense outboards at its stern like the genitalia of a
giant aquatic machine.

His engine-tuning over for the day, Gunnar Andersson
stood beside the craft and washed his arms in a bucket of
detergent. He nodded to me, but his narrow, bearded face
was as closed and self-immersed as a Gothic saint’s. He ignored
the evening crowds and followed a flight of martins setting
off for the coast of Africa. The flesh of his cheeks and scalp was
stretched across the sharp points of his skull, as if constrained by
some intense internal pressure. Watching him grimace at the
noisy bars, I felt that he controlled his emotions from one
second to the next, fearing that if he showed the slightest
anger the skin would split and reveal the shrieking bones.

I walked past him, and admired the speedboat and its sculp-
tured prow.

‘It’s almost too powerful to be beautiful,” I commented.
‘Does anyone need to go this fast?’

He dried his hands before replying. ‘Well, it’s a working
ship. It has to earn its keep. The Spanish patrol boats at Ceuta
and Melilla can really shift.’

‘So it crosses to North Africa?” He was about to move away,
but I reached out and shook his hand, forcing him to face me.
‘Mr Andersson? I saw you at the service in the Protestant
cemetery. I’'m sorry about Bibi Jansen.’

‘Thank you for coming.” He looked me up and down, and
then washed his hands again in the bucket. ‘Did you know
Bibi?’

‘I wish I had. From what everyone says, she must have been
great fun.’

138



‘When she was given a chance.” He threw the towel into
his work-bag. ‘If you didn’t know her, why were you there?’

‘In a sense I was involved in her . .. death.” Gambling on
the truth, [ said: ‘My brother i1s Frank Prentice, the manager
of the Club Nautico.’

I expected him to turn on me and show some of the anger
he had vented at the funeral, but he took out his tobacco
pouch and rolled a cigarette with his large fingers. I guessed
that he was already aware of my relationship to Frank.

‘Frank? I worked on the engine of his thirty-footer. If I'm
right, he hasn’t paid me yet.’

‘He’s in jail in Malaga, as you know. Give me the bill and
I'll settle it

‘Don’t worry — [ can wait.’

‘That could be a long time. He’s pleaded guilty.’

Andersson drew on the loose-packed cigarette. Shreds of
burning tobacco flew from the glowing tip and sparked briefly
against his beard. His eyes roved around the boatyard, avoiding
my face. ‘Guilty? Frank has a special sense of humour.’

‘It’s not a joke. This is Spain, and he could serve twenty
or thirty years. You don’t believe he started the fire?’

Andersson raised his cigarette and scrawled a cryptic symbol
on the night air. “Who can say? So, you’re in Estrella de Mar
to find out what happened?’

‘I'm trying to.’

‘But not getting very far?’

‘To tell the truth, I've made no headway at all. I've been
up to the Hollinger house, talked to people who were there.
No one believes Frank started the fire, not even the police. |
may have to fly in a couple of detectives.’

‘From London?’ Andersson seemed more interested in me.
‘I wouldn’t do that.’

‘Why not? They might find something I’'ve missed. I'm not
a professional investigator.’
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‘You’d be wasting your money, Mr Prentice. People in
Estrella de Mar are very discreet.” He gestured with a long
arm at the villas on the hillside, secure behind their surveillance
cameras. ‘I've lived here for two years and I'm still not sure
if the place is real . . ’

He left the boatyard and led me along the walkway between
the moored yachts and cabin-cruisers. The white-hulled
craft seemed almost spectral in the dusk, a fleet waiting
to sail on a phantom wind. Andersson stopped at the end
of the quay, where a small sloop rode at anchor. Beneath the
Club Nautico pennant at the stern was its name: Halcyon.
Police exclusion tapes looped along its rails, falling into the
water where they dnfted like streamers from a forgotten
party.

‘The Halcyon?’ I knelt down and peered through the minia-
ture portholes. ‘So this is Frank’s boat?’

‘You’ll find nothing on board to help you. Frank asked Mr
Hennessy to sell it for him.’

Andersson stared at the craft, raking his beard with his
fingers, a gloomy Norseman exiled among the plastic hulls
and radar scanners. As his eyes searched the sky over the town
I noticed that he was looking everywhere but at the Hollinger
house. His natural aloofness shaded into some unhappy
emotion that I could only glimpse around the bony corners
of his face.

‘Andersson, I need to ask — were you at the party?’

‘For the English Queen? Yes, I drank the toast.’

“You saw Bibi Jansen on the upstairs veranda?’

‘She was there. Standing with the Hollingers.’

‘Did she seem well?’

‘Too well.” His face was crossed by flickers of light from
the dark water lapping the yachts. ‘She was very fine.’

‘After the toast she went to her room. Why didn’t she come
down to meet you and the other guests?’
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‘The Hollingers . . . they didn’t like her mixing with too
many people.’

‘Too many of the wrong people? Especially the kind who
might have given her acid and cocaine?’

Andersson'stared at me wearily. ‘Bibi was on drugs, Mr
Prentice — the drugs that society approves. Sanger and the
Hollingers made her into quiet lictle Princess Prozac.’

‘Better than acid, though, for someone who’s overdosed.
Or the new amphetamines the chemists are cooking up with
their molecular roulette.’

Andersson put a hand on my shoulder, sympathizing with
my lack of insight. ‘Bibi was a free spirit — her best friends
were acid and cocaine. When she took acid she made us part
of her dreams. Sanger and the Hollingers reached inside her
head and took out the small white bird. They broke its wings,
closed thelcage again and said to everyone: *‘Bibi is happy.”’

I waited as he sucked back the last of his cigarette smoke,
scowling to himself as he overruled his emotions.

‘You must have hated the Hollingers. Enough to kill them?’

‘Mr Prentice, if [ wanted to kill the Hollingers it wouldn’t
be because I hated them.’

‘Bibi Was found in the jacuzzi with Hollinger.’

‘Impossible . . .’

‘That they could have had sex together? You know she was
pregnant? Were you the father?’

‘I was her father. We were good friends. I never had sex
with her, even when she asked me.’

‘So who was the father? Sanger?’

Andefsson wiped his mouth, trying to rid himself of the
taste of Sanger’s name. ‘Mr Prentice, do psychiatrists sleep
with their patients?’

‘They do in Estrella de Mar.” We climbed the steps from
the marina to the harbour road, where the evening crowds
were already blocking the traffic. ‘Andersson, something
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nightmarish happened up there, something no one counted
on. You don’t like looking at the Hollinger house, do you?’

‘I don’t like looking at anything, Mr Prentice. I dream in
Braille.” He hoisted his work-bag on to his shoulder. ‘You're
a decent man, go back to London. Go home, go on your
travels. There might be another attack on you. No one in
Estrella de Mar wants you to be frightened . . .’

He walked away through the crowd, a gloomy gallows-tree
swaying above the cheerful diners.

I waited for Paula in the bar of the Restaurant du Cap, striking
another name from my cast of suspects. As I listened to Anders-
son there had been a hint of complicity, perhaps the same
regret for having mocked the Hollingers that Paula had
expressed, but I was sure that he could not have killed them.
The Swede was too morose, too immersed in his grudge
against the world, to be able to act decisively.

By nine-thirty Paula had not arrived, and I assumed that an
emergency had kept her at the Clinic. I ate alone at my table,
stretching the bouillabaisse as long as I could without attracting
the Keswick sisters’ curiosity. It was eleven o’clock when I
left the restaurant, and the nightclubs along the quay were
opening, their music booming across the marina. I paused by
the boatyard, and stared at the huge powerboat on which
Andersson had been working. I could imagine it outrunning
the Spanish police cutters, racing across the Strait of Gibraltar
with its cargo of hashish and heroin for the dealers of Estrella
de Mar.

Feet rang against the metal steps that led down to the marina.
A party of Arab visitors were returning to their craft in the
short-term harbour beside the mole. I guessed that they were
Middle Eastern tourists who had rented a summer palace at
the Marbella Club. They wore full Puerto Banus fig, a dazzle
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in the dark of white drill, jewelled Rolexes and the plushest
silks. One group of middle-aged men and young French-
women boarded a cabin-cruiser tied up near the Halcyon.
Expert with mooring lines and engine controls, they were
about to set off when the younger men in the second group
began to shout from the steps of the mole. They shook their
fists and waved their yachting caps at a small, twin-engined
speedboat that had slipped its moorings and was gliding silently
through the undisturbed water.

As if unaware that he had stolen the craft, the thief stood
calmly in the cockpit, thighs pressed against the helm. The
beam of the Marbella lighthouse swept the sea, touching his
pale arms and hair.

Within moments a chaotic sea-chase had begun. Jointly
steered by two of its excited captains, the cabin-cruiser surged
from its berth while the startled Frenchwomen clung to the
leather banquettes. Unconcerned by the craft bearing down
on him, the hijacker continued to motor towards the sea,
barely leaving a wake behind him as he saluted the furious
young men on the mole. At the last moment he rammed the
throttle forward, expertly side-slipping into a lane of calm
water between the moored yachts. Too clumsy to turn, the
cabin-cruiser ploughed past and clipped the bowsprit of a
venerable twelve-metre.

The thief eased back his throttle, seeing that his exit to the
open sea was blocked by the cruiser. Changing course, he
drove below the lattice footbridge to the central island, a maze
of interlocking waterways and exits. Trying to cover every
escape route, the cruiser reversed through a cloud of exhaust,
then surged forward when the speedboat emerged from the
darkness under its nose. Still standing at the helm, legs stylishly
braced apart, the thief rolled the wheel and banked around
the cruiser’s bows. Free at last, the craft porpoised through
the rough water towards the advancing waves.
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I leaned against the harbour wall, surrounded by people
who had carried their drinks from the nearby bars. Together
we waited for the speedboat to disappear into one of a hundred
bays along the coast, before slipping under the cover of night
into a marina at Fuengirola or Benalmadena.

But the thief had still to satisfy his appetite for play. A game
of tease and chase began in the open water three hundred
yards from the mole. The cruiser swerved after the circling
speedboat, which leapt nimbly past its pointed bows like a
torero evading an overweight bull. Wallowing in the churned
water, the cruiser’s captains searched the criss-crossing wakes,
their lights sweeping the confused waves. The speedboat’s
engines were silent, as if the thief had at last tired of his game
and was about to slip into the shadows of the Estrella peninsula.

I decided to turn away when a blaze of orange fire lit up
the sea, exposing a thousand wave-crests and the passengers
standing on the foredeck of the cruiser. The speedboat was
burning, its engines still pushing it through the water. In the
moments before it sank, bows following the heavy outboards
into the deep, a last explosion tore apart its fuel tank and
bathed the marina and the watching crowds in a copper halo.

I looked down at my hands, which flared at me in the
darkness. The harbour road was packed with cheering spec-
tators who had stepped from the nightclubs and restaurants to
enjoy the display, eyes gleaming like their summer jewellery.
Arm-in-arm, a cheerful couple swayed past me into the path
of a passing car. As it edged by them the man slapped its roof
with his hand. Alarmed, the driver looked over her shoulder,
and through the confused air I saw Paula Hamilton’s anxious
face.

‘Paula!” I shouted. “Wait for me . . . park by the boatyard.’

Had she come to look for me, or had I read her features
into those of another driver? The car moved through the
crowd, then left the harbour and joined the lower corniche
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road to Fuengirola. Half a mile away, below the ruins of a
Moorish watch-tower, it stopped beside the breaking waves,
its lights fading in the darkness.

The cabin-cruiser circled the floating debris of the speed-
boat, its crew hunting the waves. I assumed that the thief
would be swimming towards the rocks below the watch-
tower, to a rendezvous previously arranged with the car’s
driver, who waited for him like a chauffeur outside a stage-
door after the evening’s performance.
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13

A View from the High Corniche

CRIME AT ESTRELLA DE MAR had become one of the per-
formance arts. As [ drove David Hennessy from the Club
Nautico to the harbour, the curving hillside above the town
resembled an amphitheatre warmed by the morning sun. Resi-
dents sat on their balconies, some with binoculars, watching
the Guardia Civil salvage launch drag the remains of the stolen
speedboat into the shallows below the corniche road.

‘Frogmen . . . ?” Hennessy pointed to the goggled black
heads moving among the waves. ‘The police are taking it all
very seriously.’

‘They’re under the impression that a crime has been com-
mitted.’

‘Hasn’t it? Charles . . . 2’

‘It was a piece of night-theatre, a water-borne spectacular
to perk up the restaurant trade. A party of Middle East tourists
played the clowns, with a chorus line of French good-time
girls. Brutal, but great fun.’

‘I'm glad to hear it.” Eyebrows raised, Hennessy tightened
his seatbelt. ‘And who played the villain? Or the hero, I should
say?’

‘I'm not sure yet. It was quite a performance — we all
admired his style. Now, where exactly is Sansom’s cottage?’

‘In the old town above the harbour. Take the Calle Molina
and I'll show you the turn-off. It’s an unexpected side of
Estrella de Mar.’
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‘Unexpected? The place is a set of Chinese boxes. You can
go on opening them to infinity . . .’

Hennessy was closing Sansom’s house, packing up his pos-
sessions before freighting them back to his cousins in Bristol.
[ was curious to see this weekend retreat, presumably the
love-nest where Sansom had entertained Alice Hollinger.
But [ was still thinking of the speedboat thief playing his
games with the cabin-cruiser. I remembered the eager eyes
of the people emerging from the nightclubs along the quay,
flushed by more than the copper sun of the exploding fuel
tank.

We drove around the Plaza Iglesias, packed with residents
drinking their morning espressos over copies of the Herald
Tribune and the Financial Times. Scanning the headlines, [ com-
mented: ‘The rest of the world seems a long way off. The
scene last night was bizarre, I wish I'd filmed it. The whole
waterfront came to life. People were sexually charged, like
spectators after a bloody bull-fight.’

‘Sexually charged? My dear chap, I'll take Betty down there
tonight. She’s obviously spent too much time with her water-
colours and flower-arranging.’

‘It was a show, David. Whoever stole the speedboat was
putting on a performance. Someone with a taste for fire . ..’

‘I dare say. But don’t read too much into it. Boats are stolen
all the ume along the coast. Estrella de Mar is remarkably free
from crime, compared to Marbella and Fuengirola.’

‘That’s not strictly true. In fact, there’s a great deal of crime
in Estrella de Mar, but of a unique kind. It seems unconnected,
but I'm trying to piece it all together.’

‘Well, let me know when you do. Cabrera will be glad of
your help.” Hennessy guided me into the Calle Molina. ‘How’s
the investigation going? You’'ve heard from Frank?’

‘I talked to Danvila this morning. There’s a chance Frank
may agree to see me.’
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‘Good. At last he’s coming to his senses.” Hennessy was
watching me obliquely, as if trying to read my thoughts
through the sides of my eyes. ‘Do you think he’ll change his
plea? If he’s ready to see you ...’

‘It’s too early to say. He may feel lonely, or realize how
many doors are about to shut on him.’

I turned off the Calle Molina into a narrow roadway, one
of the few nineteenth-century streets in Estrella de Mar, a
terrace of renovated fishermen’s cottages that ran behind the
restaurants and bars of the Paseo Maritimo. The once modest
dwellings in the cobbled street had been tastefully bijouized,
the ancient walls pierced by air-conditioning vents and security
alarms.

Sansom’s house, painted a dove-egg blue, stood on a corner
where the terrace was divided by a side-street. Lace curtains
veiled the kitchen windows, but I could see lacquered beams
and horse brasses, a ceramic hob and an antique stone sink
with oak draining board. Beyond the inner windows lay a
miniature garden like a powder-puff. Already I could sense
the freedom that this intimate world would have given to
Alice Hollinger after the vastness of the mansion on the
hill.

‘You’ll come in?” Hennessy heaved himself from the car.
‘There’s some decent Scotch that needs to be finished.’

‘Well . . . a few drinks always make the car go better. Have
you found any of Alice Hollinger’s things?’

‘No. Why on earth should I? Have a look round. You'll
find it interesting.’

While Hennessy unlocked the front door I worked the
wrought-iron bell-push, eliciting a few bars of Satie from the
electronic annunciator. I followed Hennessy into the sitting
room, a chintzy arbour of fluffy rugs and elegant lampshades.
Packing chests stood on the floor, partly filled with shoes,
walking-sticks and expensive leather shaving tackle. Half a
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dozen suits lay on the settee, next to a pile of monogrammed
silk shirts.

‘I’'m sending all this stuff to the cousins,” Hennessy told me.
‘Not much to remember the fellow by, a few suits and ties.
Decent chap — he was very formal up on the hill, but when
he came here he changed into another personality, rather blithe
and carefree.’

Beyond the sitting room was a dining alcove with a small
blackwood table and chairs. I imagined Sansom having two
lives, a formal one with the Hollingers and a second down
here in this doll’s-house of a cottage, furnished as a second
boudoir for Alice Hollinger. Her husband’s discovery of the
affair might have released an anger strong enough to consume
the entire mansion. The notion of Hollinger committing sui-
cide had never occurred to me, a Wagnerian immolation that
might have appealed to a film producer, he and his unfaithful
wife dying with their lovers in a gigantic conflagration.

When Hennessy returned with a tray and glasses [ com-
mented: ‘You say there’s nothing of Alice Hollinger’s here.
Isn’t that rather strange?’

Hennessy poured the pale malt into our glasses. ‘But why,
dear chap?’

‘David . . .’ I paced around the sitting room, trying to adjust
my mind to this half-sized world. “‘We have to assume that
she and Sansom were having an affair. It may have been going
on for years.’

‘Unlikely.” Hennessy savoured the whisky’s bouquet. ‘In
fact, wholly impossible.’

‘They died in his bed together. He was gripping her shoes,
obviously part of some weird fetishistic game they played. It’s
enough to make Krafft-Ebing sit up in his grave and whistle.
If Hollinger learned of the affair he must have been devastated.
Life would have had no meaning for the poor man. He toasts
the Queen for the last time and then commits his version of
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hara-kiri. Five people die. Perhaps Frank, unwittingly, told
Hollinger about the affair. He realizes he is responsible, and
pleads guilty.” I looked hopefully at Hennessy. ‘It might be
true ...

‘But it isn’t.” Hennessy smiled judiciously into his whisky.
‘Come into the kitchen. It’s hard to think clearly in here. I
feel like a character in the Alice books.’

He stepped into the kitchen and sat at the glass-topped table
as | prowled around the dainty space with its burnished copper
pans and earthenware dishes, ruched tea-towels and tissue rolls.
Above the stone sink was a notice-board covered with personal
miscellanea: holiday postcards from Sylt and Mykonos, pasta
recipes torn from a Swedish magazine, and photographs of
handsome young men in minuscule swimming thongs loung-
ing on a diving raft or lying side by side on a shingle beach,
naked as seals.

Thinking of the young Spaniards in their posing pouches,
[ asked: “Was Sansom an amateur sculptor?’

‘Not that I know of. Is that part of your theory?’

‘These young men — they remind me of the male models
in the sculpture classes here.’

‘They’re Swedish friends of Sansom’s. Sometimes they’d
visit Estrella de Mar and stay here. He’d take them for dinner
at the Club. Charming youths, in their way.’

‘So...”

Hennessy nodded sagely. ‘Exactly. Roger Sansom and Alice
were never lovers. Whatever was going on in that tragic bed
had nothing to do with sex.’

‘Idiot . . ." I stared at myself in the Venetian mirror above
the pastry board. ‘I was thinking of Frank.’

‘Of course you were. You're sick with worry.” Hennessy
stood up and handed me my drink. ‘Go back to London,
Charles. You can’t solve this thing on your own. You’'re tying
yourself into a mess of knots. We’re all concerned that you
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may actually damage Frank’s case. Believe me, Estrella de Mar
isn’t the sort of place you’re used to . . .’

He shook my hand at the doorway, his soft palm the gentlest
of brush-offs. Holding a set of silk ties, Hennessy watched me
step into my car like a schoolmaster faced with an over-eager
but naive pupil. Annoyed with myself, I set off along the
narrow street, past the surveillance cameras that guarded the
lacquered doorways, each lens with its own story to tell.

Hidden perspectives turned Estrella de Mar into a huge
riddle. Trompe-I’eil corridors beckoned but led nowhere. I
could sit all day spinning scenarios that proved Frank innocent,
but the threads unravelled the moment they left my fingers.

Trying to find the Plaza Iglesias, I turned in and out of the
narrow streets, and soon lost myself in the maze of alleys. I
stopped in a small square, little more than a public courtyard,
where a fountain played beside an open-air café. I was tempted
to walk to the Club Nautico, and pay one of the porters to
retrieve the car. A flight of worn stone steps climbed from a
corner of the square to the plaza, but in my present mood I
would soon transform it into an Escher staircase.

The café was untended, the owner talking to someone in
the basement. Beyond the pin-tables and a television set bear-
ing the notice, ‘Corrida, 9-30 p.m.’, an open door led to a
backyard. I stood among the beer crates and rusting refriger-
ators, trying to read the contours of the streets above me. A
white satellite dish was bolted to an outhouse roof, tuned to
the frequency that would relay that evening’s bull-fight to the
café’s patrons.

As | stepped past it I noticed the spire of the Anglican
church rising above the Plaza Iglesias. Its weather-vane pointed
to a penthouse balcony of a cream-faced apartment building
on the Estrella de Mar skyline. The silver diamond trembled
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in the morning air, like an arrow marking a bedroom window
on a holiday postcard.

I parked the Renault across the street, sat behind my newspaper
and looked up at the Apartamentos Mirador, an exclusive
complex built along the high corniche. Balconies freighted
with ferns and flowering plants turned the cream fagades into
a series of hanging gardens. Heavy awnings shielded the low-
ceilinged rooms, and a deep privacy layered like geological
strata rose floor by floor to the sky.

A decorator’s van stood outside the entrance, and workmen
carried in their trestles and paints. A pick-up truck passed me
and pulled in behind the van, and two men stepped from the
driving cab and unloaded a jacuzzi’s pump and motor unit.

I left my car and crossed the road, reaching the entrance as
the men climbed the steps. A uniformed concierge emerged
from the lobby, held open the doors and beckoned us through.
An elevator took us to the penthouse level. Two large apart-
ments occupied the floor, one with its door held open by a
wooden trestle. I followed the workmen into the apartment,
and made a pretence of checking the electrical wiring. Wide
balconies surrounded the rooms, from which all furniture had
been removed, and decorators were painting the walls of the
split-level lounge.

Ignored by the workmen, I strolled around the apartment,
already recognizing the art deco motifs, the strip lighting and
porthole niches. I assumed that the apartment had been leased
by the makers of the porno-film, who had now fled the scene.
I stood in the hall, sniffing the scents of fresh paint, solvents
and adhesive, while the men with the jacuzzi motor lowered
it to a bathroom floor.

I stepped into the master bedroom, which overlooked the
harbour and rooftops of Estrella de Mar, and closed the mirror-
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backed door behind me. A white telephone rested on the
floor, its jack pulled from the socket, but otherwise the room
was almost antiseptically bare, as if sterilized after the com-
pletion of the film.

With my back to the mantel, I could almost see the bed
with its blue satin spread and teddy bear, and the Hollingers’
niece with her wedding dress and sinister bridesmaids. I framed
my fingers around my eyes, trying to place myself where the
camerawoman had stood. But the perspectives of the room
were elusive. The positions of windows, balcony and the
mirror-door were reversed, and I guessed that the rape had
been filmed within a second mirror, reversing the scene in an
attempt to disguise the participants.

I unlatched the door on to the balcony and looked down
at the spire of the Anglican church. Beyond it the satellite dish
had moved a few feet to the right, searching the sky for its
bull-fight, and the weather-vane pointed to the rear door of
the café.

A woman’s voice, more familiar than I wanted to admit,
sounded from a nearby window. Beyond the glass-walled
stairwell was the balcony of the apartment that shared the
penthouse floor. Leaning over the rail, I realized that the
porno-film had been shot in one of its bedrooms, the sym-
metrical twin of the one in which I stood, from where the
weather-vane and satellite dish would be exactly aligned.

While the woman’s laughter continued, I peered around
the stairwell. Twenty feet from me, Paula Hamilton leaned
against the rail, face raised to the sun. She wore a white surgical
coat, but her hair was unpinned and floated on the wind in
a bravura display. Bobby Crawford sat beside her in a deck-
chair, pale thighs emerging from his dressing-gown. Without
inhaling, he touched his lips with the gold tip of his cigarette
and watched the smoke sail across the gleaming air, smiling
at Paula as she remonstrated playfully with him.
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Despite her untethered hair, Paula Hamilton was paying a
professional visit to Crawford’s apartment. His right forearm
and the back of his hand were freshly bandaged, and a roll of
gauze stood on a nearby table. He seemed tired and drawn,
the tone drained from his cheeks by some fierce duel with
the tennis machine. Yet his boyish face had an appealingly
stoic air. As he grinned at Paula he looked down at the town
below, watching every balcony and veranda, every street and

car park, an earnest young pastor keeping an ever-vigilant eye
on his flock.
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A Pagan Rite

‘MR PRENTICE, for reasons of its own your motor decided
to overheat itself.” Inspector Cabrera gestured at the burnt-
out engine compartment of the Renault. “The Spanish sun
is like a fever. It’s much closer to us than it is to you in
England.’

‘This fire started at midnight, Inspector. I spent the evening
in my brother’s apartment. Still, as you say, the engine decided
to ignite itself. The seats, the carpets, the four wheels, even
the spare tyre, all chose the same fate. It’s rare to find such
unanimity.’

Cabrera stepped back to survey the gutted car. He waited
as | moved restlessly around the vehicle, puzzled by my light-
hearted manner. This tough-minded graduate of the police
academy clearly found the British residents of the Costa del Sol
well beyond the reach of even the most modern investigative
techniques.

‘Perhaps the cigarette lighter was partly engaged. Mr Pren-
tice? A short circuit .. . ?’

‘I don’t smoke, Inspector. Mr Hennessy needn’t have called
you, it’s only a rental car. I won’t be out of pocket.’

‘Naturally. They’ll bring a replacement. Or you can use
your brother’s car in the basement garage. The forensic team
have finished with it.’

‘T'll think about it.” Whistling, I walked Cabrera back to
his Seat. “The manager at the rental office in Fuengirola tells
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me that spontaneous fires are very common along the Costa
del Sol”’

‘As I said.” Cabrera turned to peer at me, unsure whether
I was being ironic. ‘At the same time, be careful. Keep the
doors and windows closed whenever the car is out of your
sight.’

‘T will, Inspector. You can relax — I’'m sure the point has
been made.’

Cabrera stopped to scan the windows of the Club Nautico.
‘You think it was another warning to you?’

‘Not exactly. More of an invitation. Fires are the oldest
signalling system.’

‘And if it was a signal, what was the message?’

‘Hard to say. Something like “Come on in, the water’s
fine”. Same as the speedboat fire the other night.’

Cabrera tapped his temple, despairing of me. ‘Mr Prentice,
that fire was deliberate. They found an empty gasoline can
floating on the sea. There were traces of human skin on the
handle. The thief must have bumed himself when the fire
flashed back across the waves. In the case of your car, the
investigation shows nothing.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me. Whoever started the fire would
hardly want to do your work for you.’

‘“You saw no one running from the car park?’

‘The blaze had begun by the time I woke. Mr Hen-
nessy was in his pyjamas — he thought I was inside the
Renault.’

‘I spoke with him earlier.” Cabrera put on his most sombre
expression. ‘He’s very concerned, Mr Prentice. The danger
to you, and also the atmosphere in the club.’

‘Inspector, there’s nothing wrong with the atmosphere. Five
minutes after the fire service arrived everyone was enjoying a
pool party. It lasted till dawn.” I pointed to the stream of
members moving through the entrance. ‘The Club Nautico
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is having one of its busiest days. Frank would have been
impressed.’

‘I spoke to Sefior Danvila this morning. It’s possible that
your brother will see you.’

‘Frank . . . 2 The name had a curious echo, as if refracted
through a more rarified medium. ‘How is he, Inspector?’

‘He works in the prison garden, his face is not so pale now.
He sends his affections, and thanks you for the parcels, the
laundry and books.’

‘Good. He knows I’'m still trying to discover what happened
at the Hollinger house?’

‘Everyone knows that, Mr Prentice. You’ve been very busy
at Estrella de Mar. It’s even possible that I will re-open the
investigation. Many things are unexplained . . .’

Cabrera placed his hands on the roof of the Seat and stared
through the haze at the wooded slopes of the Hollinger estate.
His talk of re-opening the case unsettled me. I had begun to
take an almost proprietary view of the gutted mansion. Despite
its tragic outcome, the fire had served its purpose for Estrella
de Mar, and satisfied certain needs of my own. Part of the
past had vanished in the conflagration, unhappy memories that
had dispersed with the rising smoke. Nothing pointed to the
identity of the arsonist, but a trail of sorts had been laid for
me. I did not want Cabrera and his forensic team stumbling
over my heels.

‘Inspector, is there really anything to explain? Clearly, some-
one set fire to the house, but it might have been no more
than . .. a practical joke that got out of hand.’

‘A very sinister joke.” Cabrera stepped towards me, sus-
pecting that [ had been touched by the sun. ‘In any case, you
know the circumstances of the deaths.’

‘Hollinger and Bibi Jansen in the jacuzzi? Probably innocent
— with the stairs on fire and her own bedroom blazing, where
else could Bibi have gone but across the hall to Hollinger’s
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room? They may have hoped to lie under the water until the
fire had passed.’

‘And Mrs Hollinger in the secretary’s bed?’

‘On the bed. There was a window overhead. I can imagine
them trying to escape on to the roof. He held her feet as she
reached towards the window catch. It’s possible, Inspector . . .’

‘It’s possible.” Cabrera hesitated before getting into his car,
unsettled by my change of tack. ‘As you say, your brother
holds the key. I'll telephone when he agrees to see you.’

‘Inspector .. .” I paused before committing myself. For
reasons that I scarcely understood I was now in no hurry to
see Frank. ‘Give me a few more days. I'd like to have some-
thing solid to bring to Frank. If I can prove to him that no
one else wanted to kill the Hollingers he’s more likely to admit
that his confession is meaningless.’

‘I agree.” Cabrera started the engine, then switched off the
ignition and carefully scanned the other vehicles in the car
park, taking care to read their licence plates. ‘It may be that
we are looking in the wrong place, Mr Prentice.’

‘Meaning what?’

‘That outside elements are involved. The fire at the Hol-
linger house was untypical of Estrella de Mar. Likewise the
theft of the speedboat. Compared with the rest of the Costa
del Sol, there is almost no crime here. No burglaries, no car
thefts, no drugs.’

‘No drugs and no burglaries . . . ? Are you sure, Inspector?’

‘None are reported. Crime is not a characteristic of Estrella
de Mar. That’s why we are happy to leave the policing to
your volunteer force. Perhaps, after all, the Renault’s fire was
a short circuit . . .’

I watched him drive away, and repeated his last words to
myself. No crime at Estrella de Mar, no drug-dealing, bur-
glaries or car thefts? In fact, the entire resort was wired up to
crime like a cable TV network. It fed itself into almost every
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apartment and villa, every bar and nightclub, as anyone could
see from the defensive nervous system of security alarms and
surveillance cameras. At the pool-side terrace below Frank’s
balcony half the talk was of the latest ram-raid or housebreak-
ing incident.

At night I listened to the wailing sirens of the volunteer
police patrols as they chased a car thief around the steep streets.
Every morning at least one boutique-owner found her plate-
glass windows lying shattered among the couture gowns.
Drug-dealers haunted the bars and discos, prostitutes high-
heeled the cobbled alleyways above the harbour, and the
cameras of the porno-film makers probably turned in a score
of bedrooms. Crimes took place in abundance, yet Cabrera
knew nothing of them, since the residents of Estrella de Mar
never reported them to the Spanish police. For reasons of their
own they kept silent, fortifying their homes and businesses as
if playing an elaborate and dangerous game.

Walking around Frank’s apartment, I thought of him work-
ing in the prison garden, homesick for the Club Nautico. No
doubt he was hungry for news and eager to see me, but a
certain distance had opened between us. I felt too restless to
spend any time in a gloomy invigilation room at the Zarzuella
jail, hunting for clues to the truth among the nuances and
studied vagueness of Frank’s elliptical replies.

The sight of the Renault burning in the night had excited
me. Roused by flames that seemed to leap across the bedroom
ceiling, I ran to the balcony and saw the passenger cabin lit
like a lantern, smoke swirling in the headlamps of the members’
cars as they backed away to safety. One of the modern world’s
pagan rites was taking place, the torching of the automobile,
witnessed by the young women from the disco, their
sequinned dresses trembling in the flames.

When the pool party began as an excited response to the
inferno, I almost changed into my swimsuit and joined the
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revellers. Trying to calm myself, I sipped Frank’s whisky and
listened to the shrieks and laughter as the sun came up over the
sea, its copper rays touching the villas and apartment houses, a
premonition of the last carnival blaze that would one day
consume Estrella de Mar.

After lunch a replacement Citroén arrived at the Club Nautico,
and the gutted wreck of its predecessor was hoisted on to the
back of a breakdown truck. I signed the papers and then, out
of curiosity, walked down the ramp to the basement garage.
Frank’s Jaguar sat in the pale light under its dust-sheet, police
tapes around its fenders. A spare set of keys was in the con-
cierge’s office, but the thought of sitting behind the wheel
made me uneasy. I took the service lift to the lobby, glad to
leave the car to its dim underworld.

The tennis machine sounded across the lawns as the after-
noon’s practice sessions began. As ever, Bobby Crawford was
busy with his trainees. Undeterred by his bandaged hand and
arm, he moved restlessly around the courts, vaulting the net
to retrieve a stray ball, skipping from one baseline to the next,
cajoling and encouraging.

I thought of him sitting beside Paula on the balcony of his
apartment on the morning after the speedboat chase in the
harbour. I took for granted that he had set fire to the craft,
not out of malice but to provide a handsome spectacle for the
evening crowds, and that he or some collaborator had torched
my rented Renault.

His motive, if any, seemed obscure, less an attempt to force
me to leave Estrella de Mar than to integrate me into its
inner life. I replayed the cassette of the porno-film shot in his
apartment, still convinced that he was too committed to his
fellow-residents in the resort to have taken any part in the
brutal rape.
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But had he murdered the Hollingers? So many witnesses
had seen him at the Club Nautico’s tennis courts at the time
of the fire, but others could have acted for him. Someone
with a taste for fire presided over the secret spaces of Estrella
de Mar.
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The Cheerleader’s Cruise

THE TENNIS MACHINE had fallen silent. Soon after four
o’clock the players began to leave the courts and make their
way home to a late siesta. Waiting for Bobby Crawford, I sat
in the Citroén outside the bar where the amateur whores
patrolled the night. One by one, the cars turned through the
gates of the Club Nautico, drivers happily exhausted, dreaming
of the perfect backhand brought to them by this handsome
evangel of the baseline.

Crawford was the last to leave. At five-fifteen the shark-like
snout of his Porsche appeared at the gates. It paused as he
scanned the road, then accelerated past me with a throaty
burble. He had changed from his tennis gear into a leather
jacket, gangster-black against his white shirt, and his blow-
dried blond hair gleamed from the shower. With his dark
shades, he resembled a likeable young actor in his James Dean
phase, chewing a knuckle as he pondered his next film role.
Behind his head the torn roof liner fluttered in the wind.

I let a few cars pass and followed him towards the Plaza
Iglesias. The Porsche waited at the traffic lights, exhaust
thrumming among the motor-scooters and diesel taxis. With
the sun vizor lowered, I pulled in behind a bus to Fuengirola
packed with British tourists clutching their souvenirs of Estrella
de Mar — miniaturized busts of the Apollo Belvedere, art deco
lampshades and videos of Stoppard and Rattigan productions.

Untouched by snobbery, Crawford waved to the tourists,
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giving a cheerful thumbs-up to their choices. When the lights
changed he pulled sharply to the right in front of the bus,
barely missing the bull-bars of an oncoming truck, and set oft
down the Calle Molina for the old town.

For the next hour I trailed him around Estrella de Mar,
along an itinerary that seemed to trace a secret map of this
impulsive man’s mind. He drove almost without thinking, and
I guessed that he took the same route every evening when he
finished his duties as the Club Nautico’s tennis coach and set
off to visit the outposts of a very different kingdom.

After a quick circuit of the Paseo Maritimo, he returned to
the Plaza Iglesias and left the Porsche with its engine idling.
He crossed the central gardens to the open-air café beside a
newspaper kiosk, and joined the two brothers who spent their
nights outside the doors of the Club Nautico disco. Edgy but
affable, these former East End car-dealers sometimes offered
me a generous discount on a new shipment of Moroccan
hashish brought in by the powerful speedboat whose engines
Gunnar Andersson tuned so expertly.

Leaving their iced tea, they stood up to greet Crawford
with the deference of experienced NCOs towards a trusted
young officer. They spoke softly as Crawford scanned his diary,
ticking off entries in what seemed to be his order book. When
they returned to their tea, supplies assured, Crawford signalled
to a beefy Maghrebian in a dark uniform who sat at the shoe-
shine stand.

This was Elizabeth Shand’s chauffeur, Mahoud, who had
watched me with his sour gaze while logging my licence
number into his electronic notepad. After pressing a roll of
pesetas into the shoe-shine boy’s blackened hand, he joined
Crawford in the Porsche. They circled the plaza, turned into
a narrow side-street and stopped outside the Baalbeck Lebanese
restaurant, a popular rendezvous and pick-up point for rich
Arabs sailing down the coast from Marbella.
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While Crawford waited in the Porsche the chauffeur
entered the restaurant, and emerged moments later with two
fair-haired women in gaudy tops, leather micro-skirts and
white stilettos. They pretended to blink at the open air, as if
sunlight was a phenomenon they had never experienced at
first-hand. With their patent handbags they were dressed in a
high-style pastiche of Pigalle streetwalkers, their garish garb
incongruously assembled from the racks of Estrella de Mar’s
most expensive boutiques.

As the taller of the two hobbled along the narrow sidewalk
I recognized under the platinum wig another of the mourners
at Bibi Jansen’s funeral, the English wife of a yacht-broker
with offices at the marina. She was doing her best to play the
whore, fleshing out her mouth and rolling her hips, and I
wondered if this was all the whim of some avant-garde theatre
director staging a street production of Mahagonny or Irma la
Douce.

The women joined Mahoud in the back of a taxi, which
sped towards the luxury apartment houses of the high corniche.
Satisfied to see them off to work, Crawford stepped from the
Porsche and locked its doors. He strolled past the parked cars
in the side-street, right hand hidden in the folds of his jacket,
testing the door latches. When the passenger door of a silver
Saab opened to him he slipped into the driver’s seat and
reached under the steering wheel shroud.

I watched from the doorway of a tapas bar as he expertly
jumped the car’s ignition circuits. When the engine began to
turn he pulled the Saab out of the parking lane and accelerated
down the cobbled street, clipping the wing mirrors of the
stationary cars.

By the time I returned to the Citroén I had lost him. I
drove around the plaza, and then searched the harbour and
the old town, waiting for him to reappear. I was about to give
up and set off for the Club Nautico when I saw a group
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of tourists outside the Lyceum theatre club in the Calle
Dominguez trying to calm an impatient driver. Crawford’s
stolen Saab was boxed into the kerb by an unattended pick-up
van loaded with Egyptian costumes for a forthcoming pro-
duction of Aida.

Before anyone could find the driver, Crawford shouted his
thanks and drove forward, ramming the Saab into the space
between the van and the car parked ahead of him. There was
a rasp of torn metal as a wing buckled, and a headlamp shattered
and fell between the wheels. The costumes danced on their
hangers, a line of drunken pharaohs. Smiling to the startled
tourists, Crawford reversed and then threw the Saab forward
again, his arms raised as the van’s crushed wing stripped the
paint from his door.

No longer bothering to conceal myself, I followed Crawford
when he broke free and resumed his circuit of Estrella de Mar.
Part inspection tour and part criminal jaunt, his route took
him through a hidden Estrella de Mar, a shadow world of
backstreet bars, hard-core video-stores and fringe pharmacies.
Not once did money change hands, and I assumed that this
whirlwind cruise was primarily inspirational, an extension of
his cheerleader’s role at the Club Nautico.

Towards the end he parked again in the Plaza Iglesias, left
the Saab and plunged into the crowds that overflowed the
pavements outside the galleries and bookstores. Ever-smiling,
his face as open as a friendly adolescent’s, he seemed popular
with everyone he met. Storekeepers offered him a pastis, shop
assistants were happy to flirt with him, people rose from their
café tables to banter and jest. As always I was struck by how
generous he was, giving of himself as if drawing on a limitless
source of warmth and goodwill.

Yet just as freely he stole and shoplifted. I watched him
pocket an atomizer from a perfumery on the Calle Molina,
then skip along the sidewalk, spraying scent at the feral cats.
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He supervised a streetwalker’s make-up in the Galleria Don
Carlos, examining her eyeliner with the seriousness of a beauty
specialist, then slipped past her into the nearby bodega and
helped himself to two bottles of Fundador that he placed
between the feet of the winos dozing in a nearby alley. With
the deftness of a conjuror he spirited a pair of crocodile shoes
from a display stand under the nose of the store’s manager,
and minutes later emerged from a busy jewellery shop with a
small diamond on his little finger.

I assumed that he was unaware of my presence twenty yards
behind him, but as we crossed the gardens of the Plaza Iglesias
he waved to Sonny Gardner, who stood on the steps of the
Anglican church, mobile phone to his plump lips. The some-
time barman and sail-rigger nodded to me when I walked past
him, and I realized that others had probably joined Crawford
on his evening crime spree.

Returning to the battered Saab, Crawford waited for me to
take the wheel of the Citroén and start the overheated engine.
Tired of the town and its tourist crowds, he left the plaza and
drove past the last of the shops towards the residential streets
on the wooded slopes below the Hollinger mansion. He led
me in and out of the palm-lined roads, always keeping me in
sight, and I wondered if he intended to break into one of the
villas.

Then, as we circled the same traffic island for the third time,
he suddenly accelerated away from me, lapped the Citroén
and sat on my tail before swerving off into the maze of avenues.
His horn sounded a series of cheery toots that faded across the
hillside, the friendliest of goodbyes.

Twenty minutes later I found the Saab outside the drive of a
large, half-timbered villa two hundred yards from the gates of
the Hollinger estate. Beyond the high walls and security
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cameras an elderly woman watched me from an upstairs
window. Crawford, I decided, had caught a lift from a passing
driver, and the inspirational tour of Estrella de Mar had ended
for the day.

I walked over to the Saab and gazed at its battered bodywork
and by-passed ignition system. Crawford’s fingerprints would
be all over the vehicle, but I was sure that the owner would
not report the theft to the Guardia Civil. As for the volunteer
police force, its main function seemed to be the preservation
of the existing criminal order, rather than the tracking down
of miscreants. Twice during Crawford’s jaunt around Estrella
de Mar the police patrol’s Range Rovers had provided him
with an escort and kept an eye on the stolen Saab while he
shoplifted in the Plaza Iglesias.

Exhausted by the effort of chasing Crawford, I sat down
on the wooden bench beside a nearby bus stop and gazed at
the battered car. A few feet from me a flight of stone steps
climbed the hillside towards the rocky summit above the Hol-
linger house. Whether or not by coincidence, Crawford had
left the Saab at almost the exact spot where Frank’s Jaguar had
been found with its incriminating flask of ether and gasoline.
It occurred to me that the arsonist had reached the lemon
orchard by climbing the steps. On his return, seeing the Jaguar
by the bus stop, he had seized the opportunity to implicate
its owner by leaving the unused flask on its rear seat.

Consigning the Citroén to the care of the elderly woman’s
secunity cameras, I began to mount the worn limestone steps.
Centuries older than Estrella de Mar, according to a local
guidebook I had read, they led to an observation post con-
structed during the Napoleonic wars. The perimeter walls of
the adjacent villas reduced their width to litde more than my
shoulders. Beyond the encroaching shrubbery a hang-glider
turned in the cloudless sky, the pilot’s vizored helmet silhouet-
ted against the rustling canopy.
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The last of the villas fell below me as I climbed the final
steps to the observation platform. Sitting on the castellated
wall, I caught my breath in the cool air. Stretched out beneath
me were the peninsular heights of Estrella de Mar. Ten miles
to the east the hotel towers of Fuengirola faced the sinking
sun, their curtain walls like huge screens waiting for the
evening’s son et lumiere performance. From the stone platform
the ground sloped down to the blackened grove of lemon
trees and then to the rear gate and the garage apartment beside
the fire-swept house.

I left the platform and walked towards the orchard, searching
the stony soil for any trace of the arsonist’s footprints. Above
my head sounded the leathery flutter of canvas. Curious to
see who I was, the glider pilot hovered in the air above me,
so close that his booted foot almost touched my head, his
vizor masking his eyes. Too distracted to wave to him, I
stepped through the charred stumps of the lemon trees, my
shoes crushing the flakes of charcoal that covered the ground.

Thirty yards away the Hollingers’ chauffeur stood by the
gate, his back to the old Bentley in the drive. He watched me
in the same fixed and half-threatening way, hands clasped
across his chest. He stepped forward as I approached, his boots
a few inches from a shallow pit excavated in the soil.

A tag of yellow police tape flew from a wooden stump, and
I assumed that it marked the hollow where the arsonist had
hidden his incendiary flagons on the night before the fire. As
if out of respect, the hang-glider withdrew from the hill-crest,
its canvas cracking in the air. Miguel stood at the pit’s edge, the
calcinated soil crumbling under his feet. Despite his aggressive
stance, he was waiting for me to speak to him. Had he, con-
ceivably, caught even the briefest glimpse of the arsonist . . . ?

‘Miguel . . .’ I walked up to him, a hand raised in greeting.
‘I came to the house with Inspector Cabrera. I'm Frank Pren-
tice’s brother. I wanted to talk to you.’
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He lowered his eyes and stared at the pit, then turned on
his heel and walked back to the gate. He closed it behind him
and moved quickly down the steps, shoulders hunched as he
disappeared into the garage.

‘Miguel . .. ?’

[rritated by the persistent hang-glider, I looked down at my
feet. Two silver coins lay in the charcoal-covered soil, pieces
of silver presumably intended to express the chauffeur’s con-
tempt for the family that had murdered his employers.

[ knelt down and prodded the coins with my fountain pen,
then realized that I was touching a pair of car keys, linked
together by a small metal chain and partly buried in the earth.
Without thinking, I accepted that the keys were those of the
Bentley, dropped by the chauffeur as he waited for me. I
wiped them and brushed away the dirt, ready to return them
to Miguel. But the Bentley’s engine was turning, vapour rising
from the exhaust, and the keys had no doubt been dropped
by a member of the police forensic team. I held them in my
hand, trying to identify the make of car, but the flat chrome
was unmarked. Already I suspected that the keys might belong
to the arsonist, lost or forgotten by him when he retrieved
the buried flasks.

The hang-glider hovered over my head, its steel guy-ropes
singing in the air. The pilot’s gloved hands clasped the control
bar, as if reining in a winged horse. The craft banked steeply
and dived across the orchard, its left wing nearly striking my
face.

I crouched among the burnt-out trees as the glider circled
above me, ready to make another pass if I attempted to reach
the gate to the Hollinger house. Head lowered, I ran across
the ashy soil, deciding to make my way down the hillside that
Jay beyond the outer wall of the estate. Again the glider soared
forwards, riding the thermals that swept up the open slopes.
The pilot seemed unaware that I was scrambling and sliding
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beneath him, his eyes apparently fixed on the waves rolling
towards the beaches of Estrella de Mar.

Below me appeared a line of villas built among the eucalyp-
tus trees that lay beyond the lower boundary of the Hollinger
estate. The rear gardens and courtyards were protected by high
walls, and from the alarmed expression of a maid watching
me from a second-floor balcony I knew that none of the
residents would come to my aid, let alone admit me to the
shelter of their gardens.

Covered with dust and ash, I stumbled towards the rear
wall of the Protestant cemetery. The thoughtless pilot had
returned to the summit, circling before he set off in a steep
dive towards the landing beach below him.

A stone refuse tip stood by the rear gate of the cemetery,
filled with dead flowers and faded wreaths. I wiped my hands
on a bouquet of cannas, trying to squeeze the last moisture
on to my raw palms. Brushing the ash from my shirt, I pushed
back the gate and set off through the graves.

Apart from a single visitor, the burial ground was
empty. A slim man in a grey suit stood with his back to me,
clasping a spray of lilies and fern that he seemed reluctant
to lay on the memorial stone. When I passed the burial
plot he turned and almost flinched from me, as if I had
caught him at a moment of guilty thought. I recognized