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      To Jaime Terán
and Benito Mendoza

   
      
      
      … When the keepers of the house shall tremble, and the strong men shall bow themselves, and the grinders cease because they
         are few, and those that look out of the windows be darkened … Also when they shall be afraid of that which is high, and fears
         shall be in the way, and the almond tree shall flourish, and the grasshopper shall be a burden, and desire shall fail: because
         man goeth to his long home, and the mourners go about the streets: … Then shall the dust return to the earth as it was …
      

      
      ECCLESIASTES 12: 3–7
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      Prologue

      
      I

      
      Lydia Sinclair was just seventeen when she arrived on her husband’s estate in the Andes, and from the first day she felt that
         she belonged there. She had never felt that she belonged anywhere before that. She could remember being sent out to play,
         aged five, on a day when her family had just moved house in London. Her mother and half-sisters were arranging furniture and
         books, while she held on to a drain-pipe and swung gently from side to side watching some children playing near by. It was
         then she realized that she was not like anyone else. She repeated it to herself all that morning, ‘I am different, I am different,
         I am different.’ The thought stayed with her as a lump in her throat until she reached the Hacienda La Bebella, where she
         thought: ‘I belong.’
      

      
      Her first day went by in a haze of mosquito bites and heat and a swarm of new faces. The farm workers and visitors saw her
         swathed in a long dress and with a wide-brimmed hat, and were struck by her likeness to the tall women who had lived in the
         valley before her time. The children laughed a little at her strangeness and the sheer height of her, but the older ones recognized
         in her a vision of the past, and they were full of hope for what she might do.
      

      
      Lydia was pleased and excited by the countryside with its shadowy green slopes, and frangipani flowers spiking out of the
         higher rocks. Her house was like a tumbledown palace with its arches and balconies, and gigantic cedar beams crisscrossing
         the ceiling of every room. One end of the house crouched like a hare under the mountain; the other overlooked the River Momboy.
         During the hot afternoons she would lie in an old embroidered hammock. It had belonged to her father-in-law, like many things
         there, for, despite his having died eighteen years before, the house was full of him. It was very much his house, and her
         husband was always referred to as ‘Don Alejandro’s son’. She herself began there as Doña Lydia, but quickly became la Doña
         as though there were no other; and her name was never heard again outside her own room.
      

      
      The whole estate was badly neglected when she arrived, but, after the first few months, when her husband, Diego, took an interest
         in the running of the hacienda, she soon learned how to put things in order. The rings and pouches under Diego’s eyes had
         grown and stayed, and his natural tendency to sleep at every opportunity was exaggerated by a new malfunction of his kidneys,
         which Benito dosed with a potion that he brewed himself from the savage ñongue plant. Perched on her horse, or striding in
         high boots through the grass, Lydia reviewed the fields like an officer his troops. Her aide-de-camp was a large scraggy-necked
         turkey-vulture who followed her everywhere in blind adoration. He was called Napoleon, on account of his military pose. The
         bird had been a present from an eccentric friend of her husband’s who had given him to her in an unseemly hessian sack, saying,
      

      
      ‘Take him, Doña, he’ll soon settle down with you.’

      
      She had opened the sack and the bird had flapped out and hidden in the undergrowth behind the house. When she had stooped
         to pick him up, his curved black beak had twisted in a death clasp around her wrist.
      

      
      ‘Hold him tight, Doña,’ the man had cried, ‘he doesn’t want to wound you.’

      
      She had laboured with the pain, while the blood drained from her hand. Then Napoleon had let go, and neither of them had known
         who held whom. The vulture had arrived on her second day; on her third day, an old man called Natividad had hobbled up to
         her to tell her that his only daughter had left him for a man with a donkey, and that he would live on his own now. Lydia
         had been at a loss for words, so she had nodded and watched him go wheezing back to his empty hut. There seemed to be no escape
         from the sound of his wheezing, which the wind carried down the hill to drift up around her house.
      

      
      She took her bearings and adjusted herself to the Momboy valley with the same ease with which she had adjusted herself to
         the hammock. It was particularly easy for her to think, stretched out flat between the two pillars that supported her. She
         liked to feel herself enclosed by greatness, rocking between extremes. It was the extremes that first attracted her to her
         husband, Don Diego Beltrán. She had been fascinated by his debauched good looks and his pride. They had met in London, when she was sixteen and he was thirty-five. He had found
         her there, and followed her, and by his constant presence she had come to love him. He had been like a great rare fish washed
         ashore, whose lungs had been unable to adapt to the twentieth century. It was the first time that he had ever left the Andes,
         and had he not been exiled for political offences, he would never have left them at all. But he had landed in London, and
         fallen in love with Lydia as a school-girl in love with the past, and after two years of honeymoon in Italy he had taken her
         back to what he always referred to as his ‘little place in the Andes’. To Diego it may have seemed like a little place, coming
         as he did from a family who had once owned every mountain range from Trujillo to Mérida and on over the icy páramo to Pamplona
         and across the plains of the Orinoco to Barinas and Niquitao. But to his wife, Lydia, the ‘little place’ was a vast estate,
         such as she had never seen before, where the sugar-cane stretched for as far as the eye could see along the valley, and grove
         after grove of avocados clung to the terraced slopes of the surrounding hills.
      

      
      Diego and Lydia had what was really more of an understanding than a marriage. Even when Lydia’s Spanish had become second
         nature to her, they spoke very little, because Diego was an unusually silent man. It was only when he talked about the hacienda,
         or about the past, that he shone as a conversationalist, and he had only spleen to vent on the time being with its bought
         power and its petrol dollar and its war on the environment. So the estate became the missing link in their silent marriage, and ‘the family’ assumed the life
         that Diego lacked. He was more like his ancestors than any other member of the family and despite his present apathy had done
         more to change its future. However, all his plans had aborted one after the other, like a machine-gun-fire of miscarriages.
      

      
      Diego divided his time between sleeping and reading, and he would spend every day either in his rooms or locked in the upstairs
         library, where the shelves of tattered leather volumes were always thick with the crumbled remains of bookworms and cockroaches
         and paper-dust. Sometimes he would visit what was left of his family, in ritualized rounds in the neighbouring town, some
         fifteen miles away. And Lydia would be left on her own. For company, there were Benito Mendoza, who was eighty-nine and had
         worked for the family since he was a boy, the beagle hounds that she had brought over with her on the ship from England; and
         four girls to help in the house.
      

      
      The girls were mostly shy and silent with her, but they chattered endlessly among themselves, and they seemed to have forgotten
         everything that they had learned from their mothers except how to soak clothes: the rambling house was filled with little
         bowls of stale suds, forgotten and mouldering under beds and tables. Eventually the girls were succeeded by an old housekeeper,
         and a child, who was her cousin, to help her. Benito bickered with the old lady, who was called la comadre Matilde, and proposed
         to the child, who was barely fourteen. But even so, things settled down. The child grew sisters like growths on her hands. One day she would run up the
         hill home, and the next day she would appear with a duplicate, perhaps a little smaller and thinner. One by one her little
         sisters filled the house, appearing magically at mealtimes only. They were part of the mysteries of the house, and Lydia became
         accustomed to the hungry, wide-faced children.
      

      
      Benito looked and moved like a man of fifty, and was always in excellent health. La comadre Matilde said that he was preserved
         in alcohol. Whatever the reason, he was always steeped in liquor. He drank more in a week than most people in a month. It
         was almost as though he kept his stock of life in the assorted bottles of fermented cane-juice that he kept around him. He
         had a kind of superstitious fear of running out at any time, so he hid some of the bottles, small flat quarter-litres, all
         over the outhouses and gardens. Wherever Lydia chanced to look she would see one, in the fork of a tree, in the hen house,
         under a bush, by the side of a drain, all with one last drink in them. Benito’s great age, and the security that this army
         of concealed bottles brought him, gave him an air of serenity.
      

      
      He would sit on the stone edge of the veranda, or on the long carved bench that had once been in the cathedral at Trujillo
         but was now in the main corridor of the house. His skin was tawny yellow and his eyes were brown and bleared with drink. He
         looked very straight ahead, and he teetered rather than walked; and yet, other than an aura of liquor that he carried about
         with him like eau-de-Cologne, there was no other sign of his alcoholism. His mind and voice were as clear as the pool of water that he had shown her filtering through
         a wood on top of the hill, filling a basin made by the roots of a huge bucare tree. The new Doña was kind to him, and Don
         Diego seemed pleased to see him talking to her, night after night. He himself rarely spoke, and Lydia was locked in his silence.
         She had time for Benito, who was alone with his memories. They were the only secrets and surprises he could offer her.
      

      
      One night, when Diego had gone early to bed and the house was even stiller than usual, he confided to her: ‘You are special,
         Doña, and different, and very like the people that I shall tell you about. You’ll survive when I and all in the valley, and
         the valley itself, are dead and it’s through you that we won’t be forgotten.
      

      
      ‘Do you know, Doña, I have given my whole life to the service of the Beltrán family; and even though they are declining now,
         I’m proud of it, and of them. The mountains have always upheld the old traditions: and the Beltrán family are like a fortress
         within the mountains: they are the last survivors. When they fall, I myself and all of us will fall as well. They are the
         weather-vane of our own failure. I am their oldest retainer and I’ve outlived most of them and I know more about this valley
         and its people than anybody else. Someday the Beltráns may be remembered as tyrants or fools, but who will see their splendour
         and their suffering?’
      

      
      Benito wedged himself into the corner of his seat, intent on squeezing out his words.

      
      ‘Who will see how willingly we’ve all turned on the wheel of their favour, or how we all strove to stay in the wake of their
         movement? We used to cling inert to the petrified violence of the hills. And then we were all swayed by their energy, and
         their action. The Beltráns, when they came, rode rough-shod through the valley, as though with a chariot of fire, like meteors.
         They didn’t ride just any horses, they rode the wild horses that roamed the hills, and they never quite broke them. On clear
         nights I can see them bucking, and rearing in the distance. They have all gone now though. Only the nags are left.’
      

      
      Benito mulled all these things over in his head, and he brought them out little by little, unravelling them to la Doña. She
         was one of them, though she did not fully know it yet. The sun chariot would not die, it would rise, thanks to her, in some
         far-away land. She would find order in the chaos, and action through his words. Almost every evening was spent on the veranda:
         Benito huddled under his hat, the string fastened tight around his baggy trousers, his machete by his side, and Lydia Sinclair,
         the new Doña, with her hands round her knees, would sit listening beside him. He told her, ‘At first, the tales might seem
         too gloomy, but under the heavy canopy of funeral trappings, you will see that it is just that we have learned to find our
         strength in death. It lives in our houses. After you, too, have felt somebody’s death, you will gain the strength to record
         our lives. Someone’s dying will make you strong.’
      

      
      The hummingbirds had left the roses and the clematis. The stables where Don Alejandro Beltrán, her father-in-law, had watched the donkeys mating were empty now except for spare
         pieces of machinery. Jeeps and trucks and lorries in various stages of disrepair were dotted around the grounds in a state
         of abandon. An avenue of avocado trees stretched out towards the town. A great marble staircase curved up into the night.
         A long flagged corridor opened out into the inner garden on one side and on to endless dimly-lit rooms on the other, like
         a lopsided fishbone. Diego took refuge in his bed more and more often now, closing his eyes on everything, closing his eyes
         too on his wife and his family’s lands, as though sleep alone could make all things whole, and stop the decline that he felt
         beginning to come. In his long siestas, he was gathering strength for a more decisive action, against his withering avocado
         groves and his blighted cane, and his own swollen kidney that allowed him to sleep like a child and sapped his will and lulled
         him so easily into inertia.
      

      
      The cicadas and the grasshoppers sang to them with a tuneless insistence. Napoleon, the vulture, sat close beside Lydia’s
         hammock. His wings were folded behind his back, and he kept his head cocked slightly to one side as he crouched, both attentive
         and restless, preening the absence of feathers on his scrawny, grey-black neck where the skin sagged in folds. Wrapped in
         the evening and the sheen of his own plumage, he too knew about kings, and how to keep quiet, and when to attack. But what
         the vulture knows best of all is to bide his time. Benito used to soothe him, saying, ‘Wait, and it shall be yours.’
      

      
      When the chores of the day were over, when the clothes were sorted and the dogs fed, when tomorrow’s corn was soaking in lime,
         and the beans in water, Lydia would lie back and listen. At first she listened more to the haste of the mill-race and the
         rumbling of the mill-wheel than to anything else. Then she heard the muffled sounds of the sugar factory; and from the hut
         on the hill directly behind her house she heard the old man Natividad, who was eighty, and had milked goats and made soft
         cheese, wheezing with his quarter of a lung, and praying under the damp shadow of the banana palms for each quarter of a day:
         Natividad, whose daughter did not love him, Natividad, whose stiffened hands could no longer grip the udder, whose mouth was
         broken, and whose stringy flesh was scrag.
      

      
      Time passed, and Diego planned new ways to irrigate his fields, but the dry banks failed him. He showed Lydia how to renew
         the crops, but a strange fungus burned them. Lydia planted the garden, and her own dogs dug it up. She fed the stray cats,
         but the stray dogs killed them. She bound the cracks in her home, and the machete wounds in the cane fields. She learned to
         lower fevers, and to raise hopes, and she learned to decipher movement in the stillness of the people. She and Diego saw the
         power wagon, known as ‘La Povva’, trundle across the bridge on its last trip. Laden with damaged sugar-cane, and held together
         entirely by chains and scrap metal and ropes, La Povva lurched past them to the mill with men and boys hanging from its sides
         like flags. Diego had retired to his rooms for four days after that, grieving for the sugar-cane.
      

      
      Two years had passed and the Povva had always been there, swaying to and fro, strange in its camouflage paint, an ex-army
         lorry waging war on the crumbling roads. Now there was no more cane, no more working mill or wheel, just disused monuments,
         and La Povva rusting in a field. Natividad, too, was dead now.
      

      
      For the Christmas of 1955, Don Diego called his sixty-five workers to him, and, dividing the arable lands of his estate into
         equal lots, he gave one lot of land to the care of each man there, together with a share of his mules and seeds. He had kept
         a similar lot for himself, and one for Lydia, and he kept most of the unterraced hill-slopes. But there was a new tyranny
         rising in the valley – the drought.
      

      
      II

      
      With the change of crop and the changing climate, the structure of Lydia’s life changed too; even her hammock worked itself
         loose and began to sink to the ground. She stroked Napoleon, and watched the moon’s phases and the vultures rise. Napoleon
         hardly ever flew: he strutted and hurried in his strange-necked way. He seemed to have no desire to leave her. Even though
         they sometimes fought, he would remain. In these middle years, in the face of her own marriage’s failure, Lydia fought and
         challenged everything that threatened to erode the valley’s strength. In 1956 she acquired a special status and was grafted on to its blood: after three years of infertility she was with child. Even Diego, who practically never
         spoke now, not to her or to anyone, rallied at the prospect of a child. Their unborn heir sank slowly towards her pelvis and
         waited, as she herself waited for a pattern to come back to her life.
      

      
      Meanwhile, she challenged and defended until her teeth ached from the effort. First she summoned her housekeeper:

      
      ‘Comadre Matilde, why do the corn and beans taste of stale dust?’

      
      La comadre turned her slow, bovine face to the corridor and said,

      
      ‘Doña, there are weevils in all the bales and jars. A scum of brittle bodies floats on the soak-water of every pan of beans.
         It is a sign.’
      

      
      And she crossed herself. ‘Just as the maggots in the cheese are a sign.’

      
      Here she put down the lump of dough that she had been kneading and crossed herself again. Collecting up the huge mass of raw
         bread she stepped into the corridor, and, opening her eyes wide to give weight to her words, she asked, rhetorically,
      

      
      ‘And what about the milk souring no sooner than it leaves the cow?’

      
      Almost reluctantly, she set aside her dough, studded with grey shell-like corpses, and turned to face Lydia, who had followed
         her. Then, in a voice of constant apology she said,
      

      
      ‘Doña, long before Don Diego was born, when Benito was a young man, and I was a child, the sky turned the colour of blood and fell to the ground. There was a thundering like the
         river crashing down the valley in flood. Before the end of the day, the cloud rose in a continuous sheet. It just rose and
         left with an even louder whirring. Afterwards, the light returned, but all the land was bare. They had ripped away every tree
         and stalk and leaf, leaving the valley like a desert fringed with bedraggled banana palms. That was the year of the locust,
         Doña.’
      

      
      Lydia was shocked. She had heard of the plague of locusts before, many times, but she was always shocked by the devastation
         they had caused, so she urged her old housekeeper on.
      

      
      ‘What did you do, Comadre? What did you eat?’

      
      ‘We collected up great mounds of dead locusts, Doña, creatures so strange that they could not be God’s creatures. They were
         evil and we scraped them together and burnt them. Then, for nearly a year, we just ate bananas: fibre, juice and skin. Death
         never took such a good harvest, not even in the years of the black vomit.
      

      
      ‘Every time that a scrap of food is wasted, I remember. Every time the young ones say that things are bad, then I remember
         how bad they can get. And every time I peel and cook the green bananas for your table, I think: the locusts are coming, slowly
         now. This time they are eating out the land and the trees. This time we can’t see them.’
      

      
      ‘But this is different, Comadre.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said the old woman, turning painfully towards the kitchen once more. ‘This time it is different. Now the fires are burning before the plague. The forest fires are taking everything.
         These are the years of ashes!’
      

      
      Napoleon kept very close to Lydia, sticking like a plumed growth to her heel. He ignored the other vultures overhead. Each
         day he became a little more temperamental and his erratic behaviour began to border on the delinquent. He was even upset with
         Lydia. His chatter was no longer bright and gentle, he went off his food, and no little sore was safe from him now. He was
         not content with keeping at bay Calichano, the old man with the rotting leg who came with the corn. He would dart out at any
         wound, however small, and dig his long, curve-tipped beak in. He could rip through the hide of a cow, and break through a
         skull. If his mistress left him, even for a moment, he would fly into the kitchen and pull down all the plates from the rack
         and smash them on the flagstones. One day one of the workers threw a stone at him and broke his leg. Lydia mended the bone
         as best she could, and plastered and bandaged it. It was the first time that she had ever had to set a leg and the bone didn’t
         knit well. While it mended she had to keep him still, but he would tear through all her ropes and thongs, so, finally, she
         chained him to the base of a bamboo tree. Napoleon seemed to shrink there, as he sulked and pined.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Lydia was nearing the time of her lying-in. At six months, she felt more than anything else that she wanted to
         halt the valley’s decline before her child was born. From her window she could see the silent mill. There was not enough grass for cattle, and goats would just beat their hooves against the ground like a tom-tom of death. Nothing ever grew
         where goats had grazed. Insects ate into the crops, or drought burned them out if they managed to get started. She enlisted
         the neighbouring peasants and, taking command with renewed vigour, she brought sheep to her dying farm.
      

      
      Even Don Diego was enthusiastic and ferried the sheep in over the frontier from Colombia to their lands. For the first time
         in two years the valley shook off its apathy. The workers steered the newly-arrived sheep into makeshift pens. Batch after
         batch of ewes arrived, bedraggled Romney Marshes that had been shipped halfway round the western hemisphere, packed in with
         hordes of thin, kicking Afrikanders. Many of them were dead on arrival. The very young and the old had slipped in the lorries
         and been trampled by the others, dragged down, soaked in urine and soggy droppings. A few of them lived on like that, caked
         and damp and broken, but they were mostly buried in shallow graves on the edge of a field. Napoleon cocked his head and closed
         one eye, while with the other one he blinked as though counting the carcasses, and he sharpened his beak. Under their matted
         coats the sheep were ridged and anaemic. But they began to fill out on the unending hectares of weed and scrub that were all
         that was left of the Hacienda La Bebella. And despite the volunteer workers thinning out, there were still enough to tend
         the straying flocks.
      

      
      The sheep were a moment of respite. They strayed through the overgrown fields like alien beings edging through the beard and nostrils of a giant face. One sneeze could shake them away, yet they remained, and became a part of the land,
         scoring through it as they grazed. Napoleon moved back from his foul nest by the bamboo where he had let no one clean away
         his droppings and stale meat, and he resumed his place by his mistress. A stranger came one day asking for advice, and as
         Lydia stood listening, Napoleon leapt in a rage of jealousy at her sandalled feet, and ripped at one of her bare toes. She
         saw the pool of blood before she felt any pain, and then the two surged up in anger; and, seizing a brick from the edge of
         a flower bed, she pursued the offending bird down the avenue and across the bridge and all along the shady path that led to
         the disused mill of a neighbouring farm some miles away. Her torn foot bled as she ran, but she was aware only of the thick
         sticky odour, and the blinding sun on her bare head, and a wish for revenge that spurred her on far beyond her strength. By
         the time the abandoned chimney stack came into view she was exhausted. The bird darted past her and made off towards home
         again. She turned and followed, noticing now how absurd Napoleon looked, half-running and half-limping with his wings flapping
         wildly behind him, squawking unintelligibly as he went. Long before she reached her own mill and bridge, she took stock of
         her own ludicrous position, nine months pregnant as she was, posing as a dishevelled wrath of God, brick in hand, chasing
         a ridiculous vulture who mocked her by not flying away. She saw Benito staring at her in alarm, and relented, and laughed.
      

      
      ‘Curse your eyes, Napoleon!’ she called out after the disappearing culprit, and then, to Benito, ‘Help me home, will you; and bring coffee grounds and frailejon to stop the blood
         – that idiot bird has massacred my foot.’
      

      
      That same night the child was crowned, and Lydia prepared the carved oak cradle that had been in the family for years; the
         local midwife was called, but she found the delivery a difficult one. She told Don Diego that the umbilical cord had wound
         itself five times around the baby’s foot, and while he was being disentangled he breathed in the amniotic fluid. ‘What does
         that mean?’ Diego had asked her dully. ‘It means it’s bad, señor.’ The boy who was born was called Alejandro Beltrán Sinclair.
         His face had a strange, wax-like beauty, and he seemed restless and cried all through his first night. La comadre Matilde
         began to spread the news that the new heir had water in his lungs.
      

      
      Doña Lydia was exhausted and tearful; she felt the child’s death in her veins and she could not bear it. The women from the
         estate hung around her house, and from her room she could just hear them chattering, and she guessed by the tone of their
         voices what they were saying. From the kitchen she heard la comadre crooning to herself:
      

      
      
         ‘Sleep, my little lord, sleep while you are able.

         
         This long night and the moonlight are yours,

         
         But not the morning.

         
         In this land of cradle-cap,

         
         Yours is the fairest cradle.’

         
      

      
      The comadre was always making up songs.
      

      
      Doña Lydia shut herself in her rooms with the child. Her husband wandered in and out, not quite sure what to do; he paced
         around for half an hour at a time and then left. By her bed, Lydia piled up soiled plates and clothes, and new ones took their
         place. For days and days she just watched and held her baby, listening to his breathing for the least sign of improvement.
         The christening came and went. The child was hurried into the church at Mendoza, the first Beltrán to be christened without
         a cardinal or even a bishop there. But Lydia was too tired to know or notice.
      

      
      Napoleon tapped on the mud-mortar of the wall of her room. He wanted her back. His tapping was growing frantic. Each day of
         the baby’s life was a triumph for Lydia, and a source of fury for the outraged vulture.
      

      
      One day, she dozed in her rocking chair and awoke to see Napoleon’s head sticking through the wall. He had opened a hole in
         the brickwork and his turkey neck was poking through. His skin hung down the wall like an elderly scrotum, and the glint in
         his eye was evil. He glared at the baby with jealous savagery. Lydia looked up at his grotesque neck framed in plaster, and
         she knew that he would have to go. That day, the baby’s breath came more sharply. His face tightened and seemed to stick in
         a gasp of pain and then the breath was released in a wheeze of relief. The pattern accelerated until the whole room shook
         with the tremor of his lungs. She held him up to the sun as though it might be able to ease his pain, but it only showed up
         even more the paleness of his skin that was turning steadily bluer as his breath failed him. Racked by spasms, the child lost consciousness every
         time he managed to exhale. His pulse stopped, and his mother breathed for him, kneading his heart and giving him breath. He
         relaxed a little, and she kept on helping him, and then he stiffened, and still she cradled him. Nobody dared to take his
         rigid body from her arms. They were locked together and she sang to him in a strange language that no one could understand.
      

      
      When they finally took the child from her, he would not fit in his little white coffin, but she would not let them break his
         bones to straighten them, and another, wider, box had to be made. She had reached the beginning of the end.
      

      
      III

      
      Diego Beltrán had always wanted but never had any children; the baby’s death left him winded as from a fist in the groin.
         He drank a lot, and when he was alone he wept, and all the while he worried about his wife, who would let no one near her.
         Lydia had locked herself upstairs in the library. Her eyes stung and the room swayed, but she could not cry. Exhaustion had
         dulled her brain. Everything that she had had poured out through the gap that the child’s absence made in her arms. She felt
         a thud on the edge of her consciousness: Diego was knocking at the door of the next room.
      

      
      ‘Lydia, let me in.’

      
      Through a missing knot in the woodwork he could just see her, staring out towards the river and the mill. The night would hold her in its chill cramp, and by day she would be
         much too hot, but she didn’t move. Her body seemed not to have or need any natural functions – even her bright hair was tarnished
         in the sun.
      

      
      Her friend the doctor came, and spoke to her through the door, and he begged her to weep. Benito hovered outside her rooms,
         a fixture among the changing visitors. He tugged at the rim of his hat, and he, too, wanted her to weep. The whole valley
         besought her to weep as they had done – the river could not hold their tears. Their acceptance of death was not callousness:
         they were like serfs on its lands.
      

      
      On the third day, Diego broke open the door. She turned her face away but he knelt beside her, reasoning quietly with her:

      
      ‘We pay tithes,’ he said, ‘but we are never free. Death is a part-time lodger in all of us. We all differ, but we do have
         a common denominator: there is no guarantee of survival. Life is more than living here, it is constant war. We cannot win,
         but if we stick together we can, at least, keep fighting. To avoid disputes as to whom to support and defend, we are moved
         by what is family. Our loyalties are firstly to our family, and then to our dead.’
      

      
      He pointed to the women waiting outside the house:

      
      ‘Every single one of those women has lost a son, if not several.’

      
      Lydia looked up, and towards them, and then slowly away.

      
      ‘If you think that they cry too readily for our son, whom they never knew, it is because they are crying for their own dead
         as well as for yours and for you. For most of us there is no horizon further away than the crest of the hill, and we have
         no refuge other than in each other. We cling together like threads in a cloth, and death is our undoing. We are threadbare,
         Lydia, and you are one of us. In spurning our help you spurn our grief as well. We try to live a little more, a little better,
         and in that extra bit are the lives of our dead. It is too hard for them to die and let nothing remain in their stead, so
         we carry them with us, as added strength. We do this despite the strain, but so many have died that there is always a certain
         sadness inside us. Whenever someone else dies – and there is always someone – then we come together and share our grief. It
         is the one time when we allow ourselves to weaken. What hope is there for us all if we cannot see the shadow of our sorrow
         in the eyes of friends?’
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