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Chapter 1


It was Thursday, market day in Diva. A breeze from the Sierra Nevada tempered the burning Spanish sun. The town was hungry, rationing enforced. The people, silent, bought what they could afford. They looked at no one. Carmelo, the young herdsman, eyes alert for danger, crossed the street. No Guardias, Franco’s fascist police. His buying done, he walked down the Río Sierra path, and turned right along the track towards El Fugón. He checked he was alone, hid his sack of food in the hollow trunk of an olive tree, looked around again, and continued down the track.


The guerrilla leader, Manuel Paz, El Gato, stepped lightly across the field of red poppies towards the olive tree. He sniffed the air: there was a faint smell of the harsh black-tobacco Gitanes. He reached for his gun.


‘Fire,’ shouted the officer. A volley rang out. The force knocked El Gato back. He fell among the flowers. Capitán Vicente González stepped up to the body, blood still seeping from the wounds, and kicked it hard.


‘That’s another Red bandit dead. Gracias a Dios.’


It was the feast of San Juan de Dios, 1947.


Leila smiled as she saved and closed the file on her computer. ‘That’s better. More fun than the thesis,’ she said to herself.


It was Thursday, market day in Diva. A breeze from the Sierra Nevada tempered the burning Spanish sun. Leila quickly crossed the square in search of shade. She had arranged with Hassan to take the bus up the mountain. A crowd, shopping bags full, lined the street outside the bus office. Hassan came round the corner. They smiled at each other. The bus from Granada pulled in and a mob of elderly ladies surged forward to grab the available seats. Leila and Hassan just managed to find two seats together. Crowded, noisy and overloaded, the bus took off up the steep, winding road.


‘You’re looking good,’ he said.


‘Thanks.’


‘How’s the thesis going?’


‘Great. Some fantastic interviews. Loads of new material. Did you know, this place really was in the front line of resistance to Franco?’


‘Really?’


‘Absolutely. There were guerrillas holding out for ages . . . in the hills just over there.’


Tentatively she put her hand on his. He moved it away gently. She looked out of the window, across the valley, and then upward: scraps of snow still sparkled in the highest valleys.


‘Will you be at the “Stop the War” demo next week?’ he asked.


‘Sure. Dad’s on the platform again.’


They got off the bus, and took a path that climbed steeply. The old mule track crossed a few streams, winding its way round the mountain. The air was sweet with wild thyme and rosemary, cooking in the midday sun. Olive trees lined the path. They passed a mulberry tree.


‘Hey, look what the Moors left us!’


‘Huh?’


‘They planted them to feed the silkworms – this was one of the world’s most important silk-producing areas. The Granada weavers once exported to Damascus.’


‘Yes, Leila . . . but that’s ancient history. Muslims are suffering today. In Palestine. In Iraq.’


‘But if you don’t understand what’s gone before, you won’t get things right now. Will you?’


‘Okay. Point taken.’


The mulberries were ripe. Hassan scrambled down the gorge to the mulberry tree.


‘Careful. Don’t fall.’


‘Don’t worry. I’ve been working out.’


He reached up to the lower branches, and began to gather the mulberries. The sun glinted on the hair of his forearms. ‘Here.’Leila smiled. ‘These are so good.’


The juice from the berries stained their hands purple. She glanced at Hassan’s lips, smudged with rich juice.


‘Hey, wait. Just like that,’ said Hassan. He took out his camera, and photographed her laughing at her mulberry-stained hands.


‘Let’s eat.’ Leila sat down, took off the small rucksack, pulled out a flask, unscrewed the top, poured mineral water into the cup, and handed it to Hassan.


‘Go easy on the water. We may need it later on.’


She took out olives, cheese and bread. Silently they ate, looking across the valley to the mountains beyond. Leila stretched out on the bank, and gazed up at the silver leaves of the olive tree. Now and again a bird chirped. ‘Cool, eh? A bit of paradise.’


She sat up and smiled at him. Hassan’s gaze became more intense. Leila glanced at him again. The sun, filtered by the leaves of the olive tree, streaked across his face and lit up the mulberry juice around his mouth. All she could see were his eyes, luminous. She stroked his cheek. Her fingers ran round the outside of his eyes and along his lips. He froze.


‘Leila, don’t tease. You know I can’t get involved – I’ve got really important things to do at the Centre.’


Leila laughed. ‘More board reports to write then?’


‘No, but it’s important.’


‘Oh? So what is it then?’


‘It’s . . .’ Hassan faltered, and quickly added, ‘We’d better go. I can’t be late for my lift back.’


They set off down the path. She brushed his hand, but he pulled away.


‘Will you be at prayers tomorrow?’ she asked, more upset than she cared to admit.


‘Maybe.’


They reached the Café Paraíso, its large ‘Stop the War’ banner covering half the front wall. Javeed was waiting. The car horn tooted.


‘Need a lift?’ Hassan asked.


‘No, that’s all right. It’s not far. But thanks all the same.’


Javeed made Leila uncomfortable: there was something taut and hard about him.


She waved as Hassan got into the car, then she walked slowly back to her father’s house.


‘Dad, it’s me.’ She entered his study.


‘Hello, dear. Had a good day?’


‘So-so. Went for a walk with Hassan. He’s really sweet. But . . . he does go on and on about how important his work is at the Centre. Then when I ask him about it, he just clams up.’


‘Leila, I’m sure Javeed is doing excellent work. A European Training Centre for young Muslim entrepreneurs is quite a breakthrough.’


‘Maybe.’


‘Give him time. Zaida thinks he’s really keen on you.’


‘Hmm. Okay, dad. What are you doing?’


‘Making a few notes for my talk tomorrow. The graffiti by the mosque has upset some of our people.’


‘But we’re okay here, aren’t we? Remember when you came back from your first visit. You couldn’t stop talking about this valley – a little bit of paradise, you said.’


‘Maybe less so now. Sub-Inspector Max Romero wants to see me. He’s coming on Saturday for a chat.’


‘That’s nice. He’s cute.’


‘Cute? Leila, he’s a police officer. It’s not respectful.’


‘Dad, please! What time is he coming?’


‘About five. He asked after you. He said his grandmother is enjoying your interviews.’


‘Me too – she’s a gold mine! She even knew Lorca.’


The next day, Friday, was prayer day. Just before one, the muezzin gave the traditional call: ‘Allahu akbar! Allahu akbar! God is great! God is great! Come to prayers. Come to prayers. I testify that God is the divinity. That there is no other God but God, and that Muhammad is his messenger. La ilhaha illa Laah! There is no God but God!’


Leila found the simplicity of the call comforting. She hurried to the mosque, slipped off her sandals, placed them in the rack, and padded into the small female washroom. It smelled of bleach and floor soap. At the one cold tap, she washed her hands three times, then face, mouth and nostrils. Feet last, according to ritual. Refreshed, she climbed the staircase to the women’s balcony, overlooking the prayer hall. She used to resent this separation of male and female, but now accepted it. She looked down at the prayer hall with its plain, whitewashed walls and the arch facing Mecca, a small wooden platform and a plain chair placed within it. To the left was a framed print with the ninety-nine names of God written in classical Arabic, and to the right a row of brown pots on the shelf around the prayer niche. The hall was filling up now. But still no sign of Hassan.


Leila glanced down at her father, Ahmed. He stood up, and began the khutabah: ‘We created human beings in order to test them with suffering. Do people think that no one has power over them? They boast, “We are so rich that we can afford to waste riches.” Do they think that no one observes them?’


The door opened and Hassan slid in, late. He made no effort to glance up at the balcony. After prayers, Leila joined the women and children for their communal meal of rice, small fish and spiced lentils, while the men ate in the other dining room. She wanted to talk to Hassan, but couldn’t go next door before the meal was over. The meal ended, she slipped next door. Hassan was alone in the corner.


‘Hi.’


‘Oh. Hi.’


‘Good walk, wasn’t it?’


‘Yeah. It was good.’


‘The mulberries were great. Thanks.’


‘No problem.’


‘The Abdel Karim band are in Granada next week. Some friends are trying to get tickets. Would you like to go?’


Hassan clenched his hands together. ‘Look. Er . . . Javeed has talked to me. I’ve got important things to do. He says it’s b—b—best if I don’t go out with you again.’


‘What! I thought you liked me! Can’t you decide anything for yourself?’


‘Leila. Please!’


Leila’s voice rose angrily. ‘Hassan, this is stupid. Sit there. I’ll get some tea, and we’ll talk this through.’


The whole room was looking at them. Leila ducked through the roses on the arch, and went into the kitchen. A few minutes later she returned with two cups of mint tea on a tray. Hassan had left. Leila banged the tray down on the table.


‘Damn you. Damn you.’ And then, caught in Zaida’s stare, she flushed crimson, and muttered, ‘Gotta go.’


Leila stomped up the hill to her father’s house. He wasn’t in. She went to her room, and opened her thesis notes. But she couldn’t concentrate. She needed to get out. She walked down the hill and then up to El Gato, the foreign hippies’ bar. She hadn’t tasted alcohol for months. The barman gave her an inquisitive look.


‘A Coke, please.’


She took the Coke, and retreated to the far corner. The bar filled up quickly. She recognized one of the men. He smiled at her, and she smiled back.


‘Never expected to see you here.’


‘Just Coke.’ She lifted up her glass.


‘You’re looking a bit upset?’


‘Not really. Just angry with someone who can’t decide things for himself.’


‘Can I join you?’


‘Sure.’


‘I’m Jim.’


‘Leila. I’m Ahmed’s daughter, over from Edinburgh.’


‘Ahmed. Oh, sure. I like your dad. He spoke at the peace rally in Granada. He’s good.’


Jim was a bit scruffy even by local standards, not what you would call good-looking. But okay. She had seen him with a wife or at least a regular. Never again a married man.


‘We’re having a gig, an Irish night, down at Felipe’s. Fancy coming?’


‘Yeah. Why not?’


‘That’s good. I said I’d be there before eleven. Another Coke?’


‘Please. Without ice.’


Jim returned with the Coke, and a San Miguel beer. ‘How long you here for?’


‘Until the beginning of October. Have to be back in Edinburgh for the start of term to see my supervisor. Hey. Know why this bar is called El Gato?’


‘The Cat?’


‘El Gato was the nickname of the guerrilla leader here after the Civil War. He escaped to France towards the end of the Civil War, and then came back home to set up resistance to Franco. Got shot in 1947.’


Jim was a good listener. Within five minutes she was telling him everything about her thesis.


‘Jesus! Look at the time – it’s nearly eleven. We have to go.’ He took her round the corner to his battered van. ‘Sorry about the mess. The Ferrari’s in the garage.’


Leila laughed. The van clattered down the road to Felipe’s bar in the orange groves at the edge of town.


Inside Felipe’s, Jim took out his bodhran, the Irish finger drum, and started to play . . . first a steady pulse, then faster and faster, driving the fiddles and flute on and on. Couples got up to dance, swirling round and round. Leila began clapping, shyly at first, then louder and louder, faster and faster. A guy asked her to dance. Soon the wooden floor was shaking. Another dance. Another partner. Leila sank breathlessly into her seat. And then got up to dance again and again.


‘Let’s see the dawn in, at El Fugón,’ shouted Jim.


They all staggered into cars and vans, and then drove off through the town to the valley of El Fugón. In a few minutes a bonfire was blazing. The music started again, this time, plaintive, sad Irish tunes, Jim’s voice drifting like smoke.


Everyone was silent, waiting for the sun’s rays to crest the mountains and fill the valley. She hadn’t seen Jim most of the night. He came over.


‘I’m for my bed. Fancy joining me?’


Leila laughed, not offended. ‘Thanks, but no.’


‘Sure? You look like you could do with a good hug.’


‘Maybe another time, Jim.’


‘I’ve a spare bed. You can kip down there.’


The spare bed was a single mattress in the back of the van. In five minutes she was asleep, snoring heavily.


She slept until the early afternoon, woken by the stifling heat inside the van. Jim was up, brewing tea on a gas ring.


Leila looked at her watch. ‘Help! It’s nearly two. My dad will have a search party out for me in a minute. Oh no . . . I should have called back and said not to wait up for me. I didn’t tell him I’d be staying over. I have to get back. I’ll phone him now.’


‘Don’t worry. I’ll give you a lift home. I’m off to the beach this afternoon. Fancy coming?’ said Jim.


‘Maybe some other time. But not now. Gotta make peace with dad.’


Jim drove slowly. The springs had nearly all gone. Leila held on to the van door handle to lessen the bumps.


She pointed: ‘See that hollow olive tree over there . . . it’s haunted. It’s where they shot El Gato.’


Leila jumped out at the traffic lights. She failed to notice Zaida’s black look. The women often disapproved. Inmodestia was just the polite term they used to describe her. When she got home, her father was out. She called him on his mobile and left a message to confirm she was home, then went straight to her computer, her mind racing with ideas. She typed fast, and this time the El Gato story just seemed to flow.


She smiled. With luck she might finish early next year.


She clicked on Save, then Turn Off, waited a minute and then shutdown the computer.


After showering and washing her hair, she put on her new linen trousers, white silk tunic, flat gold sandals and her mother’s turquoise earrings, carefully arranging her headscarf so a few black curls framed her oval face. A breath of fresh air might help. She closed the door behind her and set off down the Jola road. There was a slight breeze. The green figs were out, hanging over the irrigation canals alongside the road. She passed a garden with a little girl on a swing. Back and forth. Back and forth. De norte al sur de sur a norte. A mother’s voice called, ‘Jane. Jane. Get off that swing, come and get ready. It’s nearly five. We have to leave for the airport right now.’


Leila smiled and waved to the girl. ‘Hello, Jane,’ she called out. ‘Got another silly rhyme for you!


“My young friend Jane
Is leaving Spain.
We think that’s an awful pain.
But we’re both sure you’ll come again.”’


Jane stopped, giggled, waved and then ran inside.


Leila walked on quickly. As she crossed the road bridge, the sky suddenly darkened. Leila looked up at the mountains. Dark, pregnant-bellied clouds were drifting down lower and lower. A colder breeze blew. The tops of the mountains disappeared. Rain. Sullenly, persistently the rain fell. Leila stopped, turned, and walked quickly back. A car stopped at the ravine bridge.


‘Get in,’ a voice called.


Leila approached the car. ‘Oh, it’s you.’


She got into the car. It was exactly five in the afternoon.


On the same day, Saturday, at exactly five in the afternoon, Sub-Inspector Max Romero arrived at the house of Ahmed Mahfouz.




Chapter 2


A cinco de la tarde.
Eran las cinco en punto de la tarde.


At five in the afternoon.
It was exactly five in the afternoon.


Frederico García Lorca, La cogida y la muerte


(The Goring and the Death)


Thank God it’s Friday. Practically the whole weekend off, thought Max. He looked at his watch. It was time to leave. What to wear . . .? Meeting Ahmed tomorrow. Leila might be there. Okay, pack the light grey Paul Smith shirt, and the Pedro de Hierro charcoal jeans. He checked the mirror. Not bad. His mother’s Scottish blue eyes, and his father’s aquiline Spanish looks stared back at him. ‘Not the face of a cop,’ Davila had once said critically. Max regarded that as a compliment.


He picked up the briefing from his boss, Inspector Jefe Enrique Davila of el Grupo de Homicidios de Granada, from the table, and glanced at it again. ‘Inspectora Jefe Linda Concha and Inspector Martín Sánchez from the Anti-Terrorist Group, el Comisario General de Información, (CGI), have confirmed they are due to arrive at Granada Airport, Thursday, 31st July 2003 at 14.00 hours. Be on time, and dress smartly. Remember, the Prime Minister himself has stated the fight against terrorism is top priority and surveillance of Muslims must be stepped up.’


Max sighed. Could be worse. Madrid was sending Linda. It would be nice to see her again. She’d been a good tutor. Her presentation on the new terrorist threats had been good – perceptive and funny. And she’d joined him for a beer and tapas most lunchtimes. But this ‘increased surveillance of Muslims’ was really going to change his liaison role with la Brigada de Participación Ciudadano. It had taken months to develop good relationships with the different Muslim groups, and it could all go down the pan.


As he shut the door of his flat he glanced up at the Alhambra, and the Sierra Nevada mountains behind the fortress walls. He walked down the street, la Calderería Nueva, then along crumbling Calle Elvira. He crossed Gran Vía, dodging traffic, roadworks and tour groups. The police car park was past the fountains of la Plaza Trinidad, just behind the Faculty of Law and the old Botanic Gardens.


It wasn’t a good idea to walk so far in the heat. By the time he reached his old Peugeot he was really sweating. He got into the car: the seat was hot enough to fry an egg.


At least the new motorway cut the journey from Granada to Diva to less than an hour, and once out of Granada the air should freshen. Clear of the city, Max put on a CD by his mother’s group, the Maxwell Consort. ‘Time stands still, and gazes on her face,’ sang the soprano soloist. He immediately felt calmer. The mountains in the late afternoon sun were sentinels to another world: one where police procedures and violence had no part. The comment from his boss, ‘Are you sure you’re in the right job?’, still rankled. He had to be on his guard all the time in the police. The old guys dismissed the fast track graduate programme as liberal wankers who knew shit about real police work. Max’s sharp tongue hadn’t endeared him either.


Perhaps he would see Leila for a coffee again. She was a real beauty. Bright and funny as well. He wondered how her interviews were going. His family never talked about the Civil War, though the Romero clan had done well under Franco.


He passed the first houses in Diva and turned right, down the Río Sierra track towards his little summer cottage, el cortijo. He smiled as he remembered telling his Scottish friends that he, or rather, his grandmother, had bought a cortijo. They thought he had a mansion. No way. Just some old sheds slung together. Best ask Leila straight out whether she fancied a coffee in the evening. She must be dying to talk to someone about her thesis.


He parked the car outside the big metal gates of his cottage, unlocked the padlock, pushed the gates open, and breathed in deeply. There was a perfume from the summer lemons. As he walked under the trellis of jasmine, he breathed in even more deeply – it was like smelling a fine wine.


Max opened the front door, went to the fridge, and took out a San Miguel beer. He was just getting comfortable on his battered sofa when the phone rang.


‘Max, how are you?’


‘Fine, grandma. Just fine, abuela. How are the kids?’


‘Both well, but Encarnita is turning into a real little madam – and Leonardo should spend less time playing football, and more on his homework.’


‘So they’re growing up fast?’


‘Yes . . . but Isabel told Juan I was interfering with how she wanted to bring them up. And all because I said it was too late for Encarnación to stay up to watch a programme on television. I’m right, aren’t I, Max?’ Her voice broke. ‘I would never have let my children sit all evening in front of the television. I’m sure it’s not good for them.’


‘Abuela, I’m sure Isabel didn’t mean to be hurtful. How’s the rest of the family?’


‘Juan’s very moody. I don’t think he’s spoken to Isabel for days – though I can’t blame him. But could you have a drink with him, Max? He won’t talk to me about his problems, of course.’


‘Sure. I’ll give him a ring. See you Sunday.’


Max phoned Juan. Ten o’clock in el Café Paraíso. Just before ten, Max checked he had his torch, and then climbed up the goat track into town and on into the café. Juan was already there.


‘Beer, Max?’


‘Sí.How’s business?’


‘Huh. Could be better.’


‘Problems?’


‘The mill conversion in Recina – you know, the one that went really over budget – well, it came on the market just when the Brits stopped buying. So I still haven’t sold one of the damn flats, and the bank’s being a pain now.’


‘You’ll sell. It’s another rotten summer in Britain. Another cerveza, Juan?’


‘Why not? No point in spoiling Friday night.’


Max raised his glass. ‘Here’s to Barcelona. This season is going to be ours – I just know it.’


‘No way. Real Madrid will sweep the board. We’ve made some really good signings. You just wait and see.’


‘I’m not too sure. I doubt the Brits will fit in – not their style of play.’


More drinks, more football.


Juan looked at his watch, ‘Better go. Isabel and Paula are scrapping again. Isabel’s wanting to move into town. Difficult. It’d break Paula’s heart to lose the kids.’


‘Sí. And Paula couldn’t stay in that big house on her own anyway. I’m sure it will all blow over again. Chao, Juan. See you Sunday.’


As Max left, he noticed Sargento León from Diva’s Guardia Civil drinking alone in the corner. He smiled, and saluted him.


Saturday morning was hot and sticky. His neighbour, Alvaro, was already pulling up weeds when Max took his breakfast on to the terrace.


‘Hola, Max. Mucho calor. This is going to be a real pig of a day . . . look at those clouds. Need some rain though. How long you staying?’


‘Just the weekend.’


‘Your land’s a jungle. Mariana saw a tiger in it last week.’


‘Okay, okay. Point taken. Never thought it would be so much work.’


‘Just get on with it, city boy, before it’s too hot.’


By one o’clock, Max had managed to clear the last major patch of weeds. He still had time to wash, get changed and drive up to the supermarket before it shut at two. Home again, he sat quietly under the old olive tree, waving his hands to keep the noisy flies away from his sandwich. The black clouds had come right down the valley. Rain would arrive soon. Max picked up his book – a new biography of Federico García Lorca. At the end of the third chapter, he glanced at his watch. 4.40 p.m. – time to go to Ahmed’s. As he walked up the track to his parked car, the rain began to fall.


Saturday, at exactly five in the afternoon, Max arrived at Ahmed Mahfouz’s house. Rain was falling heavily as he rang the bell. Ahmed opened the door.


‘Hola, Max. Good to see you. Wa’ alaykum As-Salamu wa Rahmatullahi wa Barakatuk. In the Name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful. All praise and thanks are due to Allah, and peace and blessings be upon his Messenger. Not too wet, I hope? Do you need a towel?


‘Wa’ alaykum As-Salamu wa Rahmatullahi wa Barakatuk. No, I’m fine, thanks.’


‘Let’s go to my study. It’s more comfortable there. Leila’s not back yet – looks like she’s not gone far. So she shouldn’t be long. Tea?’


‘Thanks.’


Max looked round the neat study, lined with books, classical and Arabic music CDs, photographs of Leila graduating, Leila on her mother’s knee, Leila on holiday. The photographs did not do her justice. He looked at the book lying on the table, Islam: Art and Architecture. He opened the pages at random: a photo of the Great Mosque of Cordoba. The alternating brick and cream stone columns always made him feel slightly dizzy.


‘Good photo,’ said Ahmed. ‘An oasis in stone, quite mystical.’


He placed the tray on the table, and poured the jasmine tea into small elegant glasses.


‘Yes,’ replied Max. ‘Here’s to the Golden Age of Andalusia, the most tolerant and artistic place in the world.’


‘I agree. So what’s it about this time?’


‘Well . . . I’m worried this war is going to put a real strain on inter-community relations. I was hoping you might have some ideas.’


‘This invasion of Iraq is a terrible mistake. No Muslim can support it. It’s only increasing support for the extremists. I was thinking . . . we need more popular education on Islam and the history of the Middle East. Perhaps an exhibition of modern Islamic culture would help, just to show we are not all fanatics. Maybe something on food and music.’


‘That could be useful. If you could work up some ideas, I’ll look into funding.’


‘I’ll talk to my colleagues . . . and Leila of course. I’ll try to get you an outline next week.’


‘Thanks.’


‘It has always been good to work with you, Max.’


‘That’s the easy thing I wanted to talk to you about.’


‘And the difficult thing?’


‘We think there might be some terrorist cells here in Andalusia. We’d be grateful if you reported anything suspicious to us.’


‘You mean act as a spy? You’re crazy. Look, you know I have no sympathy with terrorism, but I can’t go reporting every odd character I come across who happens to be a Muslim.’


‘We’re not asking you to do that. Just to report the real fanatics.’


‘But who are they? Every Muslim sympathizes with the Palestinians, and hates this war. But I’m not going to write a dossier on everyone I know. How could you even think of it?’


‘No. No. But Spain could be a target now.’


‘But terrorists aren’t going to tell me if they’re planning to blow something up, are they?’


‘Okay, okay. How’s Leila? How’s her thesis going?’


‘She’s fine. She was hoping to see you. I don’t know what could have happened to her. I’ll ask her to give you a ring when she gets back.’


‘Sure. It would be nice if she phoned.’


Max stood up. He looked at Ahmed’s lined, ascetic face. He liked him, and did not want to press him hard. But his superiors wanted information on terrorist sympathizers.


‘How do you think this invasion in Iraq will end?’ Max asked Ahmed.


‘It will be a disaster. The American, British and Spanish governments have made a terrible mistake . . . they just don’t realize it yet. There’ll be resistance, fanatics flooding into Iraq, and probably civil war. The Yanks won’t have the stomach to stay the course. And then, who knows?’


‘I really don’t understand why the British and Spanish governments are so keen to support the Yanks.’


‘Me neither. You’d have thought, given our histories, we’d have known better.’


‘Yes, but our leaders don’t. Not much understanding of history.’


‘More tea, Max?’


‘No thanks. I really have to go now.’


Max drove back to his cortijo. He knew many Muslims regarded him as a police spy. But simpatico. A nice guy. And someone who actually knew something about Islam. Pity about Leila. He grimaced as he passed the skips with rubbish strewn all around them. Bloody hippies. He must complain to the council. The rubbish was becoming a health hazard as well as an eyesore. Now that he owned a cortijo, he did not want the value of his property falling because of a rubbish tip on the way to his home.


Once inside, Max took out a beer. He had looked forward to having a pleasant evening with Leila. She would probably call when she got home. He finished his beer and read his book for a while. The heat was oppressive – he needed a shower. He was getting out of the shower when the phone rang.


Leila, he thought. That’s nice. ‘Hola.’


‘Sub-Inspector Max Romero?’ A woman’s voice. But not Leila’s.


‘Sí.’


‘Cabo Anita Guevarra. It’s urgent. We’ve found a body. It’s Teniente González’ day off, and we can’t get hold of him. Sargento León knew you were in Diva, and would very much like your assistance. I’ll be at the station.’


‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’


It took Max less than ten minutes to walk up the goat track to the Diva police station. Cabo Anita Guevarra was waiting for him at the door. Max glanced at her. She looked young enough to have come straight from a convent school. She was definitely pretty, very slim. Too slim . . . better to have something to grab. Shit, I’m beginning to sound like the other cops, thought Max.


‘Thanks for coming so quickly. I’ll drive you over, could be murder.’ Anita had a pleasant, low voice.


‘Do you have an ID for the body yet?’


‘Not sure, but Sargento León thinks you probably knew her.’


Oh God. Isabel? Mariana? Macarena? Dolores?


They drove in silence. There was a police car stationed at the side of the Jola road, just before the road bridge over the ravine. Cabo Guevarra drew up beside the green tape that cordoned off the road. Sargento Mario León came over to greet him, chest puffed up with importance.


‘Thanks for coming, Max. I think you might recognize the body.’


Max felt a flood of relief: at least it wasn’t family.


‘Where is she?’


‘Under the bridge. We’ll have to get down the ravine. But the path isn’t too bad.’


They clambered down. The banks, usually bone dry at this time of year, were slippery with mud. The water was still ankle deep at the bottom. They scrambled along the riverbed and under the road bridge. The body of a young woman lay in the mud, crudely covered with a few branches of oleander, white flowers still gleaming.


‘Recognize her?’


Oh sweet Jesus, he was never going to have that date with Leila. He reached for his inhaler and took a quick puff. Leila, Leila.


‘What happened?’


‘We don’t know. Broken neck, we think. Jaime, the goatherd, had to scramble down after his dog, and found the body. Not well hidden, is it?’


‘No. But then it might have taken days for someone to look under the bridge. She’s Leila Mahfouz, the daughter of one of the British Muslims. God, I had tea with her father this afternoon. She was due home any minute . . . I’ll tell him if you like.’


‘Thanks. Definitely Muslim? Is that going to complicate things?’


‘Yes, could do. We’ll have to move fast. Muslims like to bury their dead within twenty-four hours.’


‘Didn’t know that. I’ll tell Forensics. Can’t be too politically correct these days. The duty juez de instrucción is arriving any minute.’


‘Who is it?’


‘Juez Falcón. He’s fine – lets us get on with it. I’ll tell him about the twenty-four hours. Thanks for the advice.’


Max bent over the body. ‘Look, her watch is broken, stopped at five exactly. Could have broken when she fell over the ravine.’


‘Maybe, but that’s an old trick. Kill her, change the time on her watch, break the watch, and the killer, of course, has an alibi for that time.’


Max took another quick puff of his inhaler as they climbed up the bank.


‘Okay, Max, we’ll have to wait here for the policía científica, Forensics and the judge to arrive . . . Anita, you got hold of the boss yet?’


‘Still no luck,’ replied Anita.


León turned back to Max. ‘Can’t understand why he’s not answering his mobile. He’ll be annoyed he’s missing the excitement. It’s our first Muslim. Look, Max, I know you have a lot of experience with Muslims, and you’re in Homicide. I’d be grateful if you could keep us straight on this one. We don’t want any more complaints.’


‘Mmm.’


‘I know you and González don’t get on too well. But we can’t be too politically correct these days, you know, and . . . well . . . the Teniente has had some problems recently, and . . . you know what he’s like, drowns his sorrows. He won’t admit it of course, but I’m sure he would really appreciate any help you can give.’


‘It’s not my patch, Mario.’


‘I know, but . . . you know how he is.’


‘Mmm. Okay, I’ll see what I can do.’


‘Thanks. Cabo Guevarra will drive you back to town. Could you ask the father to ID the body?’


‘Sure. I’ll see what I can do to help.’


‘Shall we go, sir?’ said Guevarra.


Max got into the car beside her. He felt guilty that all he could think of was the waste of a lovely body.


Guevarra was very pale.


‘Your first body?’


‘Sí. I suppose you get used to it.’


‘Not really.’


‘You knew her then, sir?’


‘Yes. I saw her father this afternoon.’


‘A pretty girl. You couldn’t miss her in a town like this.’


‘Sí,very pretty.’


‘The Teniente won’t like it. He hates having to deal with the foreigners.’


They arrived in silence at Ahmed’s house. Max rang the doorbell.


‘Max what a surprise! I’m still waiting for Leila. I hope you haven’t found a terrorist gang.’


‘Nothing like that. Can I come in?’


‘Certainly. The study again?’


This time Max preferred to stand . . . Ahmed looked at him, waiting.


‘I’ve very bad news for you Ahmed.’ It was somehow reassuring to use his first name. ‘The police have just found Leila’s body. She’s—she’s dead.’


‘Dead? What do you mean? She can’t be—no, can’t be.’ His voice started to break.


‘It looks like murder.’


‘Murder? I don’t understand.’


‘Neither do we. We suspect her neck was broken, and her body hidden in the Jola ravine.’


‘My precious Leila, my precious Leila.’ Ahmed tried to hold back the tears, but sobs came.


‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’ Max put his arm around the crumpled shoulders. There was nothing he could say. ‘I’m so sorry, Ahmed. When you feel up to it, we would like you to formally identify the body. You can do it now or later, whatever you prefer. If now, we can do it before she’s taken away. Or we could go to the mortuary in Granada in a couple of hours.’


‘Now . . . but . . . I must have a few minutes alone to pray.’


Ahmed stumbled from the room. There was a racking, retching sound. Ahmed was bent over double, vomit on the floor. Max gently helped him up. Ahmed muttered his thanks, closed his eyes, and in a whisper stammered out his prayer.


‘In the name of Allah, the compassionate, the merciful. All praise belongs to Allah, the Lord of all being. He is compassionate and merciful. He is the master of the day of judgement. The day of judgement is certain to come; this is beyond doubt. Those who are in the grave, God will raise to life.’


Ahmed turned to Max, repeated his thanks, and staggered off to the bathroom. Max returned to the study, stood awkwardly, turning the pages of the book on the table, seeking comfort. There was none. Ahmed returned pale, but upright.


‘Let’s go. No . . . I need some white cloth to shroud her. Just wait a minute, please.’


Ahmed left and returned a few minutes later with two white sheets on his arm. Guevarra was waiting outside in the car. With quiet dignity, Ahmed thanked her for waiting. He asked no more questions. Only the shaking of his hands betrayed him. It was dark now. González had finally arrived, and was talking to Judge Falcón. An ambulance and the forensics van partially blocked the road. Leila’s body was already in the ambulance, covered by a red blanket. A line of a Lorca poem went through Max’s head: ‘Everything else was death, only death.’


González came over to Max, sweating profusely and smelling of alcohol. ‘I gather León asked you to come and help, Max. But we can manage. Bad news this. Always happens on the day off, doesn’t it. Sod’s law. I was working on my land, and the mobile reception is lousy. I barely had time for a wash and brush up, and get into uniform. Don’t want Falcón to think we’re a bunch of scruffs.’


He turned to Ahmed. ‘Thanks for coming straight away. But we need a formal identification of the body. Are you okay to look?’ González sounded surprisingly gentle.


‘Is she—is she . . .?’


‘It’s okay, her face is fine.’


Ahmed and González entered the ambulance. Guevarra was crying. She fumbled in her pocket, and took out a pack of cigarettes. ‘A cigarette, sir?’


‘No thanks.’


A grim-faced González was the first to come out. ‘Sí. It’s his daughter. He’ll be out soon. He says he has to shroud the body.’


A few minutes later Ahmed scrambled out, his face like a death mask. He was stooping badly, and he stumbled as he walked. Max helped him upright.


‘Is there someone to stay with you tonight? I could stay.’


‘Thanks. Members of my community will help me. We will pray.’


‘We’d like to ask you some questions. Could you manage Monday morning? About eleven?’


‘Yes.’


The car with Guevarra and Ahmed sped away. Judge Falcón, González and León consulted, huddled. Judge Falcón turned to Max and the technicians.


‘I’ve finished for now. This is a tough one. The rain seems to have wiped away all evidence. I’ll sign the order, so the body can be taken to the Instituto Anatómico Forense. Sargento León tells me Sub-Inspector Romero says her community will want to bury her as soon as possible. I’ll instruct the Médico Forense to be as quick as they can. Sargento León also says that Sub Inspector Romero may be willing to help with the case if Granada agrees.’


‘I don’t think that will be necessary, Judge. We can manage on our own,’ interrupted González.


‘This could be a sensitive and complicated case, Teniente. I think someone with excellent English and knowledge of the Muslim community could be invaluable.’


‘Okay, if you insist, Judge,’ muttered González.


‘I do,’ said Judge Falcón. ‘We’ll come back in the morning when it’s light. You can all go now.’


‘Okay,’ said González, turning to Max. ‘I’ll get the results of the autopsy tomorrow. Left my car at Felipe’s. León here is driving me over to pick it up. Can we give you a lift home?’


‘Gracias. I’m down the Río Sierra track.’


González eased his overweight body into the back of the car. León got into the driver’s seat. Max sat beside him. González was perspiring alcohol. He reached into his pocket, took out three mints, peeled the silver wrapping paper off two, and started crunching them vigorously.


‘A mint, Max?’


‘Thanks.’


González’s hand shook as he handed a mint over to Max. ‘I think we can manage okay on this one. Don’t know why León asked for your help.’


‘Sorry, sir,’ said León. ‘We tried and tried to get hold of you. And then I remembered that Max might have known her.’


‘I was working on my land, can’t get a signal there. Got the message on the landline when I got home. You should have waited for me, León.’


‘Sorry, sir.’


‘Well . . . my guess is it was an accident,’ said González.


‘Doesn’t look like an accident to me,’ said Max.


‘I agree with that,’ added León.


‘Mustn’t jump to conclusions,’ said González. ‘I think we could still be dealing with an accident here.’


‘Maybe. But I doubt it,’ said Max. ‘I’m willing to help if you want. I did know her and her father. It’s Judge Falcón’s call really. If that’s what he wants I’ll have to get the okay from the boss first, and you’ll then have to ask formally for assistance. Got to be back in Granada midweek. Babysitting two posh suits from Madrid.’


‘Well, if the judge insists, then I suppose we must. But I’m sure we can manage. Mind you . . . that’s some police job you’ve got. Don’t know whether you’re a tourist guide or a bloody social worker.’


‘You mean you don’t believe in good community relations?’


‘Sure I do. But our job is to protect the Spanish public. Too many foreign Muslims. We should send them all back. If the buggers want to drown at sea then let them.’


‘If we sent them all back, then we’d have nobody to pick the olives and grapes. No Spaniard seems willing to do that these days.’


‘Oh, you know what I mean. We could let some of the buggers in for the harvests. But don’t let them stay. They’re costing us too much in taxes.’


‘But those who stay also pay taxes.’


‘Bloody few. Hey, you’re not going to become a fucking Muslim, are you, like some of those weirdo foreigners?’


‘No. But it’s not that different from Christianity. Same God, you know.’


‘Maybe. But I don’t trust the bastards. Never have done, never will.’


‘Where to, Max?’ called out León.


‘Just turn left here. Let me off at the end of the field. It’s easier for you to turn there.’


‘Wasn’t that Pepe’s old place?’


‘Sí. Nice location. The orchard’s been well looked after, but el cortijo needs a hell of a lot of work.’


‘At least you’ve got town water and electricity,’ said González. ‘I can’t believe what some of these foreigners are paying. My uncle Gonzalo got twenty million pesetas from a German for a dump a pig wouldn’t shit in. The German said he liked the view. My land will be worth a fortune when it gets rezoned.’


‘Any chance of that?’ asked Max. ‘I thought the Junta was tightening up – been too many scandals in this town already.’


‘I’m working on it,’ replied González.


‘If the boss is working on it, then there’s a good chance it will happen,’ interrupted León.


Max got out of the car. ‘Okay. If Falcón wants me on the case, then so be it. I’ll give Davila a bell for now, but you’ll need to put in a formal request to Granada for cooperation. Assume I’ll see you Monday.’


González scowled. ‘Really, I don’t think this is necessary, but if Falcón insists then—’


‘Where’s your car, sir?’ asked León.


‘Oh – at Felipe’s,’ replied González.


The car sped off, churning mud from the puddles on the track. Max glanced at his watch. It was exactly midnight. He stood quietly for a minute beneath the stars, before opening his gate.




Chapter 3


Tape Number 2


Leila: Tell me about the first time you met Lorca.


Paula: Oh, I’ll never forget it. Of course I didn’t know who he was. I was only six. He was staying with his family in Banjaron, you know. His mother was taking the waters at the spa. Antonio invited Lorca over for a day. Well . . . I was playing in the garden, and he was there on his own, talking to himself. I can’t remember how now, but I must have fallen and scraped my knee, and started crying. Lorca came over, and picked me up. He recited what I thought were magic words – I’ve never forgotten them.


The girl on the swing goes
from north down to the south,
from south up to the north,
And on the parabola
a red star is trembling
beneath all the stars.


It must have worked because I stopped crying . . . and it was love at first sight – at least for me.


Leila: You met him again, didn’t you?


Paula: Yes, the second time I met him I was so excited. I must have been about thirteen or fourteen.


Leila: So when was that?


Paula: It must have been 1931 or 1932. Yes it was 1932, the four hundredth anniversary of the foundation of the University of Granada. Lorca’s company were putting on a play in the old Isabel la Católica theatre.


Leila: What was the play?


Paula: I can still see the poster. La Barraca Presents – Life is a Dream, by the Spanish poet, Calderón de la Barca.


Leila: Why La Barraca? Does it mean anything?


Paula: Yes, very odd. I think he called it that because Lorca’s company went round the poor villages and towns, and would perform in barns or whatever they could find. The right wing really hated La Barraca . . . and all it stood for.


Leila: Ah. La Barraca – The Barn. Of course. Sorry for interrupting. This is so good. Have you spoken to anyone else about this?


Paula: Not much. My children found it all . . . well, embarrassing. The grandsons . . . I’ve got two. There’s Juan – he’s not really interested either, but Max likes Lorca’s poetry. He’s a good boy, isn’t he? I know he likes you. You are so pretty.


Leila: Doña Paula, thank you for the compliment. Can we get back to Lorca?


Paula: Well, in 1932, Antonio invited my mother and me to see the play. I was overjoyed. I must have spent a week deciding what to wear, and I think mother took longer. We both looked stunning. Mother wore a blue corded-silk dress from Madame du Maurier’s with pearl and gold earrings and a wonderful bracelet. She had the smartest hat, a cloche, you should have seen it, and a coat trimmed with Arctic fox. I finally decided on my plum-coloured velvet dress with the fine lace collar. And mother bought me a new winter coat . . . and I had a fur muff.


Leila: Did Lorca act in the play?


Paula: Oh yes. I was too young to really understand the play, but it looked wonderful. Lorca played the part of La Sombra, The Shadow, and he was so dramatic in black veils and a horned headpiece. As he moved across the stage, he was lit up by a single beam of light. He was obsessed with the moon and death, you know. We cheered and cheered. And he came on stage at the end, and spoke passionately about something or the other. It sounded marvellous. We went backstage afterwards, and Antonio introduced us to him. He still had make-up on, and his eyes were like black coals set in a white face. He kissed me on both cheeks, and then I began to recite: ‘The girl on the swing goes . . .’


He looked at me with that strange smile of his. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘the little girl in the garden, crying. Let’s recite it together: “de norte a sur de sur a norte”.’


And he went across to a piano in the corner of the room, and started playing, he played the piano so well, you know, and we all started singing: ‘de norte a sur de sur a norte . . .’


I could have cried. In fact I did later on. I was so happy. It was a time of such hope and promise.


Leila: I know.


Paula: Yes. Did I tell you my parents took me to the first performance in Granada of Lorca’s most famous play Bodas de Sangre? And we stayed the night in the Alhambra Palace Hotel. It was magical.


Leila: It must have been. Did you know that the English translation is Blood Wedding? The Spanish sounds so much better.


Paula: Did you know that little Juan and Max are arranging a treat for my birthday? We are all going to the new production of Blood Wedding in the outdoor theatre of the summer palace in the Alhambra, and then spending the night in the Alhambra Palace Hotel. Isn’t that wonderful of them?


Leila: Yes indeed . . . and Blood Wedding is one of Lorca’s best works. It should be quite a night.




Chapter 4


La piedra es una fuente donde los sueños gimen
Sin tener agua curva ni cipreses helados.
La piedra es una espalda para llevar tiempo
Con árboles de lagrimas y cintas y planetas.


Stone is a forehead where dreams groan
For lack of curving waters and frozen cypresses.
Stone is a shoulder for carrying away time
With trees made of tears and ribbons and planets


Frederico García Lorca, Cuerpo presente (The Laid-Out Body)


Max had been in the police for four years now, but had never seen the body of someone he knew before. Last year thirteen Moroccans had been washed ashore, and he had seen the bloated corpses: men, women and children. There was a little girl with a silver necklace, her name in Arabic, around her neck – Fatima. No one came to claim the bodies. He was shocked by that girl’s tragedy. ‘Let the buggers drown,’ González had said. No, that was wrong. But Spaniards had to be seen as good Europeans, and the heat was on to act tough against illegal immigration. Hell! Most Spaniards wanted that.


Leila’s death was different. She didn’t just sparkle; she was radiant. He slept badly. A quiet Sunday would have been nice, but he had to go to the family barbecue. For the Romero family, Sunday lunch was sacred. But he would go to Leila’s funeral afterwards.


The sun woke him far too early. The heavy rain had left olive, orange and lemon tree branches strewn across the terraces. Most of the banana plants were down. He cleared the debris, carefully stacking it in the middle terrace. Hard work, but the air was fresh with the rain-washed scent of jasmine and roses, and the tops of the two mountain ranges shone in the morning sun.


The new gazebo had survived the rain and wind. Good. It had passed its first test. Juan had warned him that the thin metal poles would not withstand the first strong wind. Better to buy one with a solid frame, he had said. But Max couldn’t afford that.


Eleven was his allotted hour for irrigation. At ten, he let the water out of the alberca. The earth had been soaked by yesterday’s storms so he lifted the little metal shutters, which usually guided the water along the canals to feed his trees and plants. The water gurgled out, straight down to the river at the bottom of the valley. It was the water, flowing along the ancient Moorish canals, which made the land such a mosaic of colour and butterflies. Max refilled the alberca with water, cold from the Sierra Nevada.


He phoned the mosque: the funeral was at eight. At two he drove to the old family home at the end of the Jola road. Juan’s wife came to greet him. ‘Isabel la Católica’, Paula had christened her, and the name had stuck. He pecked her on both cheeks. Christ, she was getting seriously fat.


‘Good to see you Max.Una cerveza?’


‘Gracias.’


‘Juan’s in the garden. Can you give him a hand?’


‘Sure. Are you coming?’


‘In a minute. Have to sort out the laundry mess the lord and master made yesterday. Put all his wet clothes in the washing machine together, so there’s blue dye all over the good white shirt that my mother bought for his birthday. If she knew, we would never hear the end of it.’


Isabel’s daughter, Encarnación, ran up to Max, and jumped straight into his arms.


‘Uncle Max. Tito Max. Come and see. I’ve got a kitten.’


Max was dragged off into the kitchen. Encarnación slid under the table and reappeared with a tiny black kitten.


‘He’s called David.’


‘How do you know it’s a boy?’


‘Course he is, silly.’ And she tipped the kitten on to its back before skipping off to the garden.


‘Max.’


Paula came into the kitchen, her white hair carefully dressed, her face lined like a relief map of the mountains. She looked even frailer and tinier than usual. Max bent down to give her a kiss on both cheeks. Paula hugged him tightly.


‘Are you well, abuela?’


‘I can’t complain. Max. Did you speak to Juan?’


‘Yes. As you thought – it’s money problems.’


‘That’s not too bad. I thought it was bedroom problems. It would be better if la Católica spent less time in church, and more on her back.’


‘Abuela por Díos! And you being a good Catholic and all.’


‘You know what I mean. Isabel wants a modern house closer to town. The silly bitch. Here is ideal for the children.’


Max adored his grandmother. At eighty-three she felt she had the right to say exactly what she thought – and boy, did she take advantage. She picked up an antique glass vase.


‘Max, would you like this? Isabel’s been admiring it. What’s bothering you, love? You didn’t laugh. You can tell your abuela,’ she said, putting her arms around him.


‘I’ve got some bad news. I can’t think of an easy way to break it to you.’ Max took her hand in his. ‘It’s about Leila. She’s been found dead. I’m afraid it might be murder.’


‘Oh Sweet Mary! Murdered? No, she can’t be. Can’t be.’


Max put his arms around her. She cried in short, gasping sobs.


‘She was so young. Such good company. I was hoping you and she, you know, might have gone out together. It’s time you settled down.’


Max said nothing, just held her in his arms.


‘Don’t worry, cariño. I’ll be all right. I’ll miss our afternoons together. You know, she was really interested in the past, in our family. She loved all the stories.’


And she started crying again.


‘A little glass of brandy?’


‘No. Anís dulce, please.’


‘Sit down here, abuela.’


Max went through to the living room, opened the old tiled inset cupboard, and poured a generous portion of the sweet liquor. ‘Have this, it will do you good.’


Paula sipped the anís dulce. ‘That’s better. I’ll be fine now. We’d better go and join the others.’


Arms linked, they went into the garden. The table under the old olive tree was covered with bottles of wine, water, a mountain of rough bread, bowls of olives, peaches and cherries. Sitting at the table were Isabel, her two children, Leonardo and Encarnación, and Isabel’s parents, over from Granada for the day. Juan was at the barbecue, blowing the vine twigs under the big pan of paella. Juan always took charge of the barbecue.


‘The langostinos are great,’ he called out to no one in particular.


Paula sat at the head of the table. And she burst into tears again.


Isabel’s mother rushed up, clean hankie in hand. ‘What’s wrong? What’s wrong?’


Everyone came up to comfort Paula.


‘It’s Leila. She’s gone . . . Max says she’s been murdered.’


‘Dead? Murdered?’ exclaimed Isabel’s mother.


‘What happened, Max?’ asked Isabel.


‘We’re still not sure. But it might have been an accident. Her body was found under the Jola road bridge last night.’


‘Do you know who did it?’ interrupted Isabel’s father.


The questions billowed around like choking smoke. It was Paula who finally took charge.


‘Isabel, please, say a prayer for her soul. Then, let’s eat and enjoy our meal. Leila would have wanted that.’


Isabel bowed her head in prayer for the soul of a dearly departed friend. ‘Hail Mary, Mother of God, Forgive us our sins. Look down upon us. We beseech you to intercede for the mercy of the soul of Leila, our dearly beloved friend. Hail Mary Full of Grace, the Lord is with thee . . .’


Everyone round the table joined in. As Isabel began the third Hail Mary, Paula intervened. ‘Come. No need for the whole rosary. I’m not sure Leila would appreciate it.’


Juan, pale, stayed at the barbecue. Meals at Paula’s were usually boisterous affairs with Max and Juan arguing continously: Barcelona or Real Madrid? Vote for the PP and get lower taxes or PSOE and social spending? Support the Yanks or not? But today everyone was subdued, apart from the protesting meow from David, allowed on to the table by Encarnación and then knocked away by Isabel. Max had to give all the details. He concluded: ‘The funeral will be tonight, at eight.’


‘I’m going,’ announced Paula firmly.


‘That’s not a good idea,’ said Juan. ‘It will be Muslim.’


‘That doesn’t matter. I loved the girl, and I’m going anyway.’


When Paula had made her mind up, that was usually that. But this time Juan tried to argue; only to be told to shut up.


‘I’m going myself,’ said Max. ‘I’ll take you.’


Just before eight, Max and Paula arrived at the mosque. Paula in the suit and veil she had worn to her husband’s funeral ten years ago. Max had explained to Paula that many Muslims did not allow women and non-Muslims into the mosque for a funeral. He had checked with the community, and they had no objections to non-Muslims attending, but would prefer it if women did not go to the burial.


‘Paula, even in this mosque men and women will be separated by a screen, and you will have to stay behind at the mosque, while I go to the burial. The women will look after you and give you tea afterwards, while I am at the graveyard.’


‘More rules than the Holy Mother Church then. I thought we were bad enough,’ she replied. ‘But I’m glad to be here.’


The service was simple. Leila’s washed body lay on a plain wooden table, wrapped in five white shrouds. The mosque was full. Ahmed began the Salat-ul-Janazah, the funeral prayers. As he spoke, a plain wooden casket was placed in front of him. Ahmed finished the prayers, and Leila’s body, still wrapped in the five shrouds, was placed in the casket. Four men lifted the coffin and carried it outside. Max and all the men silently filed out of the mosque and followed the coffin up the hill. The procession passed the little white round hermitage of San Joaquín, built on top of both a Visigoth chapel and then a mosque, and entered the small field where one plain headstone testified to an earlier death within the community. As the body was lowered gently into the grave, Ahmed, weeping silently, began to mutter the last prayer, joined in unison by all the Muslim men gathered round the grave, and then went through the rituals.


Each man stooped, took three handfuls of earth and threw them into the grave, repeating the same words: ‘We created you from it, and return you into it, and from it we will raise you a second time.’ Facing the grave, they offered a prayer, invoking Allah’s mercy on Leila, and then turned from the grave, and facing the headstone in the bare field intoned: ‘Greetings of peace to you all. Allah-willing, we will also join you. May Allah forgive you and all of us!’


When they had finished Max and three other non-Muslims went to Leila’s grave, picked up three handfuls of earth and threw them on the burial spot. Max stood quietly, looking down at the grave. He did not believe in any God or life after death. Your body would be recycled back into life on earth, and that was it. But the quiet dignity of the ceremony, the loss of a life so full of promise, affected him. He said his farewells, a tear trickling down his cheek.


Max returned to pick up Paula. She was sitting in the courtyard of the mosque, sipping mint tea, with Zaida, a handsome woman, her face framed by an elegant blue headscarf.


‘Max, this is Zaida, a close friend of the family. We were talking about Leila. She has something to tell you which may be important.’


‘Yes. I saw Leila on the Saturday. It must have been about two twenty in the afternoon. The shops had just shut. I was standing at the traffic lights, you know, by the church, when Leila got out of this really battered van. She looked a bit of a mess. I didn’t really see the man she was with, scruffy type. He drove off immediately, and Leila headed for her home.’


‘That’s interesting. It makes you the last person we know to have seen Leila alive.’


‘Oh dear, that’s an awful thought.’


‘Can you remember anything else about the man or the van?’


‘Not really. I just remember the man looked a mess, long hair, unshaven. A traveller, I’d say. The van . . . well, I don’t know one make from another.’


‘Can you describe it?’


‘It was really battered. A bluish colour, I think’


‘Anything else?’


‘It was rusty. And there were sunflowers painted on the side.’


‘Zaida, that’s really helpful. Did you speak to Leila?’


‘No. She dashed off.’


‘You said earlier she looked a mess. What did you mean by that?’


‘Just that. Looked as if she had slept in her clothes.’


‘Ah.’


‘She’s normally so careful about her appearance, a bit vain. Oh dear, the poor girl.’
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