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Prologue


Holding tightly to his hand she allowed herself to be led into the darkness. The floor was littered with debris that crunched under her sandals. Every few steps she turned her head and saw the sunlit opening through which they had entered become smaller and smaller.


‘Don’t keep looking back,’ he said to her. ‘You want your eyes to adapt.’



‘Damn it, I don’t want to adapt. Switch on my torch, will you? I can’t see a thing in here.’



He fiddled with her head set and a strong beam of light shot out from her forehead. She swung her head from side to side and laughed, pointing the beam in all directions. It had a magical quality, this ability to light up any space with a toss of her head.


‘Watch out,’ she yelled. ‘I’ve got power-vision.’ Her cry was sucked down the tunnel; silence abruptly restored.


Step by step, moment by moment she became aware that they were heading straight into a mountain, down a duct compressed by millions of tons of rock. Daylight was now a mere luminous dot in the distance behind them, but she reminded herself that one could still turn around and walk back out. At any moment she could change her mind and get out.


She clung to his arm, yet felt vaguely angry. Men talked her into things, that was her everlasting problem. She was crap at saying no.


The tunnel seemed totally straight for a good twenty minutes of walking, then turned forty-five degrees to the left. She glanced behind her and the pinprick of daylight was no more. Solid rock enclosed them. They moved on, past openings and passages as black and endless as gateways to the underworld.


At an arched six-way intersection, he took a right into a much narrower tunnel and though she resisted, he pulled her firmly along. They hunched their shoulders and ducked to protect their heads from jutting rock edges.


‘Oh, God, I think that’s enough now.’ A small rivulet of sweat ran down the small of her back. She shivered and tried to steady her voice. ‘Let’s turn back.’



‘I said I would show you something amazing.’



She was no chicken; at least she refused to show it. Confronting one’s fear – that was her personal motto.


They turned left into a hole in the wall and descended a long set of circular stairs hacked out of the stone. Down and down they went. She felt almost relieved. With some luck, he’d have her out of this mountain and into open air at sea level, maybe right into Casemates Square. She’d seen strange vaults and openings all over the town: all seemed to lead into the Rock.


The stairs ended and they were in another tunnel.


‘Enough now,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘I’m not exactly enjoying this.’



‘This one was dug out during the siege in 1713. Further down there are even older tunnels. They say one of them runs under the strait all the way to Morocco. Can you believe it?’ He was trying to be chatty but his voice was flat and muted in the narrow space. She didn’t want any more damned history, but even so, preferred him talking.


It seemed to her they’d roamed the tunnels for well over an hour, but time could be warped by the lack of indicators. She rarely wore her watch so how could she tell? Maybe it had grown dark outside, maybe it was night. She opened her mouth to ask him, but changed her mind.


She remembered how a guy she’d dated had recounted a pot-holing expedition in France. The group had carried a spool of white string. One end had been tied to a rock at the entrance of the cave and they’d unravelled the spool as they descended along crevasses, crawled on their stomachs through passages and abseiled down chasms, so that it would guide them back out. He’d felt as if his whole existence had been hanging by a thread – ha, ha – but the possibility of losing the white string and getting trapped in the bowels of the Earth had convinced him never to go caving again as long as he lived.


She pulled at his sleeve. ‘How the hell can you remember which way to go?’



‘I know these tunnels like the back of my hand.’



‘Really?’



‘Yes, really.’



‘And to get back out?’



‘You’ve asked me that already.’



He seemed preoccupied and was no longer in the mood for reassuring her. Another droplet of moisture ran down her back, yet her skin felt cold and there was a lump in her throat. She swallowed quickly several times, but the lump persisted.


‘You said it’d take an hour,’ she whispered.


‘Yes, well, it will if you actually walked. You’re so slow I might as well carry you.’



‘Lay off! I’m not slow.’



‘Come on then.’



He grabbed her wrist again and she stumbled along behind him. They were almost running but it seemed somehow effortless.


‘Aren’t we going downhill?’



‘No.’



‘It feels like it. God, I hate this.’



He was quiet for a long while. Too quiet. Then he spoke into the silence. ‘You know I love you, don’t you?’




She stopped short and yanked her wrist from his grasp. The words seemed so out of place down here, so untimely. She glared at him. ‘Now what the fuck’s that all about?’




‘I know you know it, but I just wanted to say it out loud. It’s important.’



A rush of rage came over her, but instinctively she tried to subdue it. He’d tricked her. Not just to come with him on this hideous venture but in some other obscure, more sinister way, and now she was stuck with him, totally dependent on him. The thought of it was unbearable. She couldn’t stand it for another second.


‘You know what? I don’t know why the hell I let myself get talked into this. Take me out of here. Right now!’



‘Not yet,’ he said calmly.


‘Well, I’m getting out, with or without you,’ she cried.


‘No, you’re not.’



She hesitated for a second then turned her back to him and began sprinting in the direction they’d come.


‘Don’t be stupid,’ he called after her. ‘You’ll get lost.’



‘Go to hell.’



‘Watch what you say to me! If you leave, you’re on your own.’ He raised his voice and shouted, ‘It won’t feel nice.’



She ignored him and dashed up the narrow tunnel. If anything conquered her fear, it was anger. When she was really livid (or drunk – preferably both) she was scared of nothing. Her memory was pretty good and pure adrenaline would carry her out of this place. The junctions and turnings they’d taken were still quite fresh in her mind; there were only about three or four, maybe five. If she ran, in no time she’d be out of here.


In fact, as soon as she got back to the apartment she’d pack a bag, grab her passport and money and get the hell out of Gibraltar. She should have done it weeks ago before everything started going wrong.


Within minutes her energy had fizzled out. Her legs were trembling as she ran and she was breathing so hard it hurt. He’d lied; the tunnel was definitely now sloping quite steeply uphill, reminding her of dreams in which you run and run to get away from evil but your body is sluggish and your feet feel like lead. She stopped to catch her breath, her heart drumming wildly against her chest. The tunnel veered to the left in a vaguely circular fashion, something she’d not noticed on the way down. Visibility was a mere twenty metres or so. Or was it the torch? The beam of light seemed to be fading. She stood motionless for a minute, trying to capture sound – any sound. Behind her she saw no distant glow from his torch beam. It seemed he’d not followed her. She was alone.



At an intersection of tunnels she stopped again to take her bearings. To her left, rolls of barbed wire were stacked almost to the ceiling. She’d not seen those on the way down. She turned her head this way and that. With a dull pain in her gut she realised she had no idea from which tunnel they’d come. She ran forward and snagged her jeans on barbs, tearing the fabric. Frantically she tried to disentangle herself and scored the back of her hand. She didn’t want to look at the injury but she could smell blood. It occurred to her that perhaps someone else could smell it too. She had no idea what or who lived down here. No, don’t do this, she said to herself. Don’t lose it.




But wild panic took hold of her. ‘Hey,’ she screamed. ‘Please. Where are you?’




She screamed some more, even though the ghostly echoes of her voice fuelled her terror. She understood now what being truly alone meant. It was no less terrifying than the prospect of death.


An eternity passed before he appeared out of nowhere, but seeing him brought no relief. He looked so strange she hardly recognised him. All her strength ebbed out of her and she sank to her knees. ‘I… didn’t mean it, okay?’



‘Say you’re sorry.’



Her teeth clattered so uncontrollably it was hard to form words. ‘I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry.’



‘Come on, girl,’ he said, coming forward and lifting her into his arms. ‘Shhh, come on. Let’s forget it.’



She buried her face in his neck. ‘I got so scared.’



‘Not of me, surely?’



When she didn’t answer, he held her closer. He smelled of something. She knew the smell from somewhere but couldn’t place it. It stung in her nostrils.


‘Be sensible now. I need you to be a little bit brave,’ he said in a soft monotone. ‘There is absolutely nothing dangerous down here. There are no rats, no snakes, no ghosts or murderers or rapists. There’re so many tunnels and so many openings in the Rock, there’s always air flowing freely. There’s even food and water.’



Her breath caught. ‘Food and water?’



He held her at arm’s length and peered into her face. His eyes shone with excitement. ‘Yes, food and water to last for years. Seven years, more or less exactly. This is what I want to show you. A secret chamber.’ He pointed downwards, towards the depths. ‘Someone has made a home deep in here. A real home.’



She swallowed repeatedly and shook her head. ‘No. I don’t want to see it. I’m not interested.’



‘We’ve come this far. We’re not going back without seeing it.’



Her fear transmuted a thousand times. So many scenarios traded places in her mind, one more terrifying than the next. Why had she not suspected something like this?


‘Please,’ she begged, pushing away from him. ‘Please don’t make me go down there.’



‘Just trust me,’ he said. ‘I am doing this out of love.’



She fought with all the strength she possessed, but he held her easily by one shoulder. A balled-up towel appeared in his other hand. Don’t breathe, she thought, don’t…



Through a fog of distorted images she remembered where that smell came from…clothes…plastic bags…the dry-cleaners.














London


Sebastian Luna stood at the head of the conference table, his hands held slightly outwards from his body, palms up. To one or two of the delegates, a picture of Jesus Christ had already come to mind. He’d been speaking for more than an hour without pause, fluently, assuredly, his gaze intense yet floating benevolently from face to face.


A long silence ensued and everyone’s eyes and ears were tuned to him, waiting for some dramatic summing up.


‘Out of the sea, I create land,’ he concluded, tilting his face up towards the ceiling. ‘You can already see my work from outer space. It’s the closest thing to being God.’



The men and women around the table stared at him in stunned silence, some amused, some unnerved, most of them bowled over by his audacity. Someone tittered. Sebastian Luna looked only slightly embarrassed and his face split into a boyish grin. There was a collective sigh of relief and everyone joined him in laughter. They glanced at each other as they guffawed. He was just kidding, of course he was, yet wasn’t that exactly what he was proposing? They all knew that it had never been done before. So, if Luna were not God, to accomplish it he would have to be in cahoots with Him.


As the laughter died down Luna leaned forward and put both hands on the table.


‘Any questions? Please, tear me to shreds.’



Friendly and open as the invitation sounded, an awkward silence grew as though each felt too intimidated to challenge this smooth-talking powerhouse with some trivia. Instead, they studied him covertly. While on the short side, his physique had the muscular compactness of a boxer. His face was broad; handsome in a workaday kind of way. With his unruly black hair and dark eyes, he did not look wholly English but his skin was whiter than white, as if it had never known sunlight.



‘Thank you, Sebastian, you’ve clearly covered your material to everyone’s satisfaction,’ said Henry Saunders, standing up. ‘You’re the last of our three contenders but – shall we say – not the least. As you well know by now, I – for one – am frankly stunned by your proposal. Our engineering team has scrutinised your plans and the model, and it is – what can I say – groundbreaking stuff.’ Everyone laughed anew at the pun.



‘If you’d like to step outside, Miss Norton has this mean cappuccino machine in her office. She’ll look after you.’



When the door had closed on Sebastian Luna, a silence hung in the boardroom. The thirteen men and women around the table flicked questioning glances at each other. They’d already discussed Luna’s submission for weeks; their people had tested and re-tested the concept, calculated the costs, conferred with the powers that be in Gibraltar. They could certainly choose to go with a conventional land reclamation, and they probably would have, had Sebastian Luna’s mesmerising presentation not painted his concept right onto their eyeballs.


Bethan Williams opened a capacious handbag and rifled in it for her inhaler. Ian Shearer leaned across the table to grab the pitcher and pour himself a glass of water, drinking it down.


‘He’s a bit peculiar,’ Fred Weston reflected. ‘But if he can do what he claims, just imagine where this could take us in the international arena.’



James Downing, the oldest member on the board, was shaking his head. His pained, incredulous expression spoke for itself.



Saunders noted it and spoke up. ‘All right, all right. So Mr. Luna is a bit eccentric and he works strictly freelance, but you’ve got to admit his proposal is remarkable, and not just remarkable, it’s faultless.’




‘He’s a mouthy punk with delusions of grandeur,’ Downing protested. ‘How old is he anyway?’



‘Just turned thirty-six. No offence, James, but did you look at this guy’s CV? He’s already picked up two awards for the Starfish Development in Dubai, and that article I sent you… he designed the concrete-encased polyfoam islands using plastic waste, long before plastic waste got a bad name. They’re churning them out in China as we speak. Personally, I believe Sebastian Luna is a bit of a prodigy. With this project under his belt he could well be the leading light of the civil engineering world.’



A reddish bloom spread over James Downing’s sallow cheeks. He picked up the glossy brochure that had been hastily put together for the meeting and tossed it towards the centre of the table. ‘It’ll cost upward of four million to do the environmental, marine and engineering studies. There are a whole host of other considerations – not least political – quite apart from the fact that I don’t think you can build such a structure.’



Saunders sighed with thinly disguised forbearance. ‘Look, we know Gibraltar have had several tenders for something to replace the failed Eastside project, and I’ve gauged that they’re gung-ho to see something truly unique. So the outline planning could be had within a month or two. The latest land reclamation in progress on the Rock has surpassed a billion already, and they’ve run into all sorts of trouble. If Luna is right, we could do this for a fraction of the cost.’ He touched his laptop and an image filled the wall behind him. Someone drew breath. The towering rock that was Gibraltar never failed to stir. ‘The actual site looks straight out over the Med, with the Spanish coast on one side and the Moroccan on the other. So far nobody has considered developing there.’ Saunders directed the pointer to the precipitous south-east side of the crag. ‘Here the cliff plunges straight into the sea. People have never looked at this bit of the coast: the cliff is simply too sheer for any kind of conventional land reclamation. It’s also dotted with caves at water level, but Luna has come up with strategies to have them incorporated in a way which will creatively enhance the development.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘Sir Anthony loves the concept. If we at SeaChange International – together with the Goodbard Group as architects of this glittering new development…’ Saunders let his gaze sweep around the table. ‘We’ll be fruitfully employed for the next few years. And no doubt beyond.’



‘Christ!’ exclaimed Downing. ‘Luna isn’t the only one around here who thinks he’s God.’




Saunders narrowed his eyes but didn’t acknowledge the insult. ‘The Spaniards are making a lot of noise, claiming the seabed belongs to Spain. But what our good Mr. Luna proposes won’t touch the seabed.’ Saunders paused and lowered his voice. ‘A titanic tide-proof cantilevered shelf…it’s so fucking brilliant it takes your breath away.’




His words hovered over the massive table for a full minute, until Bethan Williams tapped her water glass loudly with a pen.


‘I’m being politically incorrect here, but Mr. Luna seems a bit big for his boots, for someone so young. We know what he’s accomplished, but what do we know of his personal situation?’



Saunders looked at some notes in the pile before him. ‘His criminal record check and sickness record are in order, clean bill of health apart from occasional crippling migraines. I had a word with Ian Smith who worked closely with him in Dubai. Outside of his obsession with changing the face of the earth, it seems he’s a bit of a loner. A workaholic and an insomniac, according to Smith. Met an American diving instructor in Dubai with whom he co-habited. Apparently, she’s got to be part of the package.’ Saunders lowered his voice a little. ‘Off the record, I was told he had a lot to juggle during his postgraduate studies and early career. The parents were divorced and the mother dumped a much younger sister on him, so our man had a lot on throughout his time at Imperial College. Smith reckons the girl is a bit of a tearaway. She came for a holiday in Dubai and Luna was pretty frantic about her, apparently.’



‘Aww, well,’ said Bethan Williams softly, ‘sounds human enough.’



‘He’s already got a connection with Gibraltar, a forefather on his mother’s side fought in the battle of Trafalgar and was buried in Gibraltar. His father, though a British citizen, was born in Seville, and Sebastian’s a fluent Spanish speaker. That might just be very helpful in Gib. Some of the bigwigs are of Spanish ancestry, and who knows what Gib’s future is in relation to Spain.’



‘I like him,’ Bethan Williams declared.



‘A shelf!’ growled James Downing. ‘What next?’




‘I don’t know about you people, but I think we need this man and his brainchild on board,’ said Saunders, pointedly ignoring his ageing nemesis. ‘Are we really going to hand him over to our competitors?’



After a brief silence he looked around at his colleagues. ‘So…are we ready to take a vote?’



Sebastian was in his element when talking to any gathering – conference, symposium or seminar – it was small talk he struggled with. While he sat and waited for the meeting to conclude, he kept quiet so as not to attract Miss Norton’s attention. He simply wouldn’t know what to say to her and felt bad about it. She had neither youth not beauty to trade on, but he was always alert to that quality of decency and kindness in people who otherwise seemed unremarkable, and yearned to connect to it in some way. Miss Norton’s mean cappuccino machine had ground, clicked, pumped, gurgled and fizzed out a frothy concoction that had been cooling in his hands for the last twenty minutes. The doctor had told him – in a long list of measures to combat insomnia – that coffee was a total no-no. Sebastian leaned forward and quietly put the cup on the coffee table in front of him.


‘Can I get you something else?’ said Miss Norton, poking her head out from behind her computer screen.


‘Oh, no. Thank you. This is lovely.’



‘Can I get you a magazine or something?’



‘Oh, no, thanks. I’m too nervous to read.’ He didn’t know why he’d said it, because he wasn’t a bit nervous. Jittery yes, but high as a kite.


She nodded. ‘Trust me, I know exactly what it feels like. Not so long ago I was sitting in your chair, up against three other PAs, and they were all a whole lot younger and prettier than me.’



He smiled at her. ‘Good on Mr. Saunders. He knew what he was doing.’



She blushed slightly. ‘Maturity and experience still have their place, thank God.’ She hesitated. ‘But you, Mr. Luna, have nothing to worry about. I read all about you on the internet. The world is your oyster, as they say.’



‘Call me Sebastian, please.’ He indicated the boardroom with a toss of the head. ‘I only lied about one thing. I’m not a team player, I’ll have everything my own way.’ She peered at him, clearly suppressing a smile. ‘Don’t take any notice of what I say,’ he said, biting his lip. ‘Modesty isn’t my strong point.’



‘No,’ she said with emphasis. ‘You should believe in yourself. Us Brits are far too reticent. We’d get nowhere in America with our misplaced modesty.’



‘You think so? Eva, my fiancée, would argue that point. She’s always on at me to pipe down and not be so cocksure of myself. She is the font of all wisdom.’ On impulse he jumped up and drew from his back pocket a slightly concave photo. ‘This is her,’ he said, dashing over to Miss Norton’s desk.


‘Ah,’ she said, peering at the well-worn image. ‘Gorgeous girl.’



She was right, Eva had not at all the look of a wise woman. Embarrassed, he slipped the photo back into his pocket and retreated to his chair.


Another ten minutes passed before Miss Norton’s phone chimed.


‘Yes, Mr. Saunders. I’ll tell him.’ She nodded to Sebastian. ‘You go on back in there, young man, and be a good team player.’



Sebastian stood up, brushed some flecks off his jacket, bowed to Miss Norton and opened the door. Once inside the boardroom, he paused and looked at the men and women around the table. The lovely lady with the soft Welsh accent smiled broadly at him. Trust a woman to give the game away.



I am the creator, he whispered to himself.



















The Rock Hotel, Gibraltar


Sebastian lay sprawled on the bed, naked, sweating copiously and absolutely still. Eva’s black T-shirt covered his whole face. He couldn’t tolerate any light whatsoever, and yellow industrial-issue earplugs kept out almost all noise. Eva had left him to ride it out alone, having hung the ‘do not disturb’ sign on the door knob.


Gradually he began to take notice of the faint odour of sweat on the T-shirt mingled with the scent of her favourite body lotion. This awakening of his senses was the first sign of relief, yet he would not allow himself any concrete thoughts. If he began thinking, work would seep in, structures would want to intrude behind his closed eyes and the pain could come crashing back like a lorry load of bricks. He focused on the faint nuances of womanly aromas, and moment by moment he began to return to himself.


He pulled away the T-shirt and took a deep breath. Gingerly he unplugged one ear and bunched the pillow around his head. Through the pillow he could still hear a clash of sounds. Two cleaning ladies in the next room produced a steady stream of giggly chatter, interrupted only by the shifting of heavy furniture and an occasional burst of a vacuum cleaner. Gulls squawked gleefully as they swooped past the balcony doors. He could have sworn they did this on purpose. Gulls were smart, they teased dogs, he’d seen it himself. Worst was the intermittent screech of those damned kamikaze mopeds that every teenager in Gibraltar had his or her arse glued to. But the noises no longer seemed like hammer blows to his head, a reliable sign of recovery. For a moment he drifted off.


An insistent noise jerked him out of his slumber. It came from a phone somewhere across the room. Annoyed, he dragged himself out of bed.


‘Yes!’



‘Mr. Luna?’



‘Speaking!’



‘Good morning. I’m Stephen Stagnetto, the rental agent.’



‘Oh, yes, hello. My fiancée has gone across the frontier this morning. I’ll tell her you called.’



‘Ah, but Mr. Luna, just a moment of your time. Nothing I have shown Ms. Eriksson so far seems to suit and I fear I’m in danger of losing you to some other agent.’



‘I’m sorry, but…’



‘The reason I’m calling this morning,’ Mr. Stagnetto cut in, ‘is because I’ve just been appointed to administer something that might just interest you, something quite special that no-one else will have on their books.’



Sebastian frowned. He knew a sales pitch when he heard one, or perhaps this was the sort of man who thought dealing with the little woman was a waste of time. ‘My fiancée and my sister are the people you want to rent it to, Mr. Stagnetto. I’ll tell…’



‘Mr. Luna,’ the man interjected again. ‘I’m told you insist on something with space and character. Now this would definitely meet the criteria. The building was constructed in the 1700s as a retreat for Irish nuns. The apartment is huge, near enough three hundred square metres. Apparently, it was also the visiting Bishops’ sanctuary.’



Sebastian hesitated. He and Eva had looked at a few ‘luxury’ apartments in sterile new developments, but all that white and floor-to-ceiling glass didn’t fool him. In this tiny colony where space was finite, all new builds were cramped.


‘I don’t drive,’ he said, irritated with himself for confessing it so readily. ‘Where is it?’



‘As it happens, the upper town is best accessed on foot. I’ve not actually inspected the apartment yet but I’m just on my way up there now. Providing it’s in habitable condition, I’ll send someone up to give it a clean and then perhaps you and the ladies would like to view it tomorrow?’



Sebastian looked at his watch. His head had returned to him intact, and he could use some movement. ‘I’ve got a free afternoon for once. Why don’t I just come with you?’



Mr. Stagnetto laughed. ‘Well now! Man of action. But really, I just need to make sure it’s fit for showing. The property has been empty for some time. How about nine tomorrow morning?’



‘That’ll be “the ladies”, then,’ Sebastian answered briskly. ‘I’m going to be tied up all week.’



He could hear the man’s hesitation across the ether. ‘Right, well, why ever not? You’ll have to take it as you find it. Can you come to my office within half an hour? It’s right across from the cathedral.’



















Mimi


Mimi drew her knees up and – adjusting her iPad on her lap – re-read the dialogue.



‘Am I adopted?’ she asked her mother.



Her mother’s eyes shifted to the left. ‘Of course you’re not, Christiana. Whatever made you think such a thing?’



‘You don’t like me. You never give me a cuddle.’



‘You know I don’t like cuddling.’



‘Yes, you do. You cuddle Rufus.’



‘Well, he’s not naughty, is he?’



‘Yes, he is. He poos on the lawn and chews the cushions…’



‘Oh, for heaven’s sake. He’s a dog.’



Mimi stopped and considered the name: Rufus. It was ridiculous, just the sort of clichéd name her mother would choose for a dog. As for Christiana: well chosen. Pretentious, just like her own name, Imogen.


A shadow moved somewhere outside her iPad and she looked up. She’d seen a few apes wandering nonchalantly along the balcony railings, mainly mothers with babies clamped to their backs or hanging from their underbellies, but this fucker could win prizes. He was huge and, without so much as a by-your-leave, pressed his nose against the glass door. She stared back at him, as much transfixed by him as he was by her. There was something vaguely sexual about his stance, the provocative way his gaze slowly moved down her body and back to her face. She shuddered.


The phone rang. She reached for it without taking her eyes off the animal.


‘Imogen’s room.’



‘Hey Mimi,’ said her brother in that annoying put-on cheerful voice he’d adopted to try and jolly her along. ‘How’s the writing going?’



‘You know what I’m looking at? This massive ape on my balcony. It’s just sitting there, staring me out.’



‘Whatever you do, don’t open the door or feed it or anything.’



‘What’re you like?’



‘Look, I’d like your input. I’m going to see an apartment… sounds different to what we’ve seen so far and…’




‘My input?’ What about her?’




‘Eva’s out.’ He softened his voice even more. ‘Sweetheart, come on, it’ll be fun. I’m tired of living out of a suitcase.’



She studied the ape. The eye contact did not waver and a smear of slobber streaked the glass. How was she supposed to go out and smoke? The apes even nicked the ashtrays off the tables.


‘Yeah, okay,’ she said with a sigh.


‘Great! See you in reception in five.’



She set down her tablet and got out of bed. So much for her disciplined writing schedule. Sebastian pretended to take her ambition seriously, but kept asking if she would like to enrol in the local college for September. Or perhaps get some work experience. He was so bloody transparent. Perhaps he just wanted her out during the day so he could have wild sex with his new woman.



But no-one was going to tell her how to live her life. She’d been gritting her teeth in Surrey, waitressing at Burger King, waiting for Sebastian to say she could join him in Gibraltar. Now was her time. She was going to climb out of her mind-pit and reinvent herself, leaving the past in her novel.
















Sebastian


Mr. Stagnetto led the way. They walked down Main Street, and at Bishop Rapallos Ramp they turned away from the throng of shoppers and beer drinkers heading up through a warren of narrow streets and pedestrian alleys.


The facade of tacky commerce and hedonism which gave Gibraltar its unfortunate reputation instantly evaporated as they left Main Street. It was like passing through a time-warp and entering a fortified Medieval city. They climbed stepped passageways and ducked through tapering corridors between oddly constructed buildings. Quaint dereliction and neglected elegance jostled for space in the tightly packed Upper Town. Walls were crumbling and vegetation had taken hold in every crack and fissure. Clothes lines and electrical wires hung willy-nilly.


‘Would I be expected to climb this mountain every day?’ said Mimi, panting in the heat.


‘You could get a scooter, Miss Luna,’ said the rental agent. ‘All kids here have one.’



The property was up a dead-end passage called DiMoretti’s Ramp. The buildings on either side of the passage were precipitously high and seemed to lean into each other, so that a mere strip of sunlight illuminated the tiled walkway below. It looked as if the whole quarter had been long abandoned, though between two shuttered windows hung a line of frayed underwear, like prayer flags worn ragged by the wind.


The ramp narrowed further and ended abruptly at a door. Within was a long arched vestibule and a cavernous stairwell. The walls and stairs were lined waist high with patterned indigo tiles that had fallen away in patches, and high on a wall hung a wooden carving of Jesus on the Cross. The floor was so worn it had a groove in the flagstones that led to the stairs.


‘Wow,’ said Mimi, staring up into the vast turret of the stairwell.


‘It’s a historic building,’ said Mr. Stagnetto, pointing to a stone plaque with 1754 carved into it. ‘As you can see, we don’t look after our heritage as well as we should.’



The flopping of Mimi’s sandals echoed in the empty space as they climbed the steps. She poked Sebastian in the side and whispered, ‘mindblowing’. He patted her shoulder and whispered back, ‘Hold your horses. Let’s just wait and see.’




‘Carlo Montegriffo,’ read Mr. Stagnetto from a name plate. ‘Oh, yes. I know this man. But wrong apartment. Ours has got to be on the top floor.’




They trudged up two more turns of steps. On the top floor were two doors, one of them open to a large roof terrace from which sunlight flooded in. Mimi and Sebastian walked straight out and drew breath. Together they looked out over a higgledy-piggledy roofscape that formed a chaotic foreground to the spectacular view. Below them lay the old part of town; beyond it, the new luxury developments on reclaimed land, and the harbour, teeming with tankers, cruise ships and ferries.



‘Mrs. Esther Cohen,’ Mr. Stagnetto called out. ‘We’re in the right place!’




Sebastian left Mimi patting a black cat that had appeared out of nowhere. With interest, he watched the rental agent fumbling with one key after another until at last he found one that fit and the door swung open.


‘Well, now,’ he said, pulling out a crumpled kerchief to mop his brow, ‘what treasure will we find?’ adding, ‘I did warn you.’



‘No worries,’ Sebastian said. ‘You did.’



‘Mrs. Cohen passed away recently and left the property to her nephew. He forewarned me that the apartment probably hasn’t been updated for decades. He’s not set foot in Gibraltar for years himself and is not planning to, so if you’re interested in a long lease we can surely come to some arrangement on the rent. A free hand to adapt it to your needs. Within reason, of course.’



Sebastian smiled. ‘What are we waiting for?’



They stepped into a wide corridor towards the interior, lined waist high with the same patterned tiling as the stairwell. Mimi caught up with them and trailed a hand along the cold tiles.



‘Grandeur,’ she said, true to her habit of testing out words.



The high ceiling in the inner hall was festooned with intricate plasterwork – now crumbling – cherubs missing wings and roses with broken petals. There was a stillness – a sense of lifelessness – as though every particle of dust had settled a long time ago and no movement had been made, no word uttered in these rooms since. Sebastian felt his steps creating an almost visible turbulence of molecules.


Stagnetto led them straight through a wide corridor into the living room. The expanse of it lay in darkness, the walls a dull mud colour and crammed like an auction warehouse with antique furniture. At the far wall were four tall, arched windows. Sebastian stepped up and parted the heavy velvet curtains. He smiled when he saw that it faced the Rock, although the sharply rising incline didn’t let much light in. The tower of the ancient Moorish castle loomed to the left under the highest peak.


Studying this vertical bit of wild nature, Sebastian saw nothing that betrayed the mystery within, the secret spaces hidden in its interior. He knew that the Rock of Gibraltar was honeycombed by nearly fifty kilometres of manmade tunnels, most of them burrowed by thousands of soldiers during World War Two. But there were others, hundreds of years old. It was a structural engineer’s dream, the layering of passages and spaces within this megalith of solid rock. Also, there were one-hundred-and-sixty natural caves, some with subterranean lakes. As soon as he had a moment, he’d apply to the Ministry of Defence to have one of their private tours of the tunnel systems.



‘Sebastian,’ Mimi called from the doorway. ‘Get your butt back on the tour here.’




He let the curtain fall and a cloud of dust billowed into the room.


Beds, overstuffed armchairs and enormous oak wardrobes filled the three bedrooms. Two of them were tidy and austere, like show pieces. The biggest room, however, looked like it had recently been lived in. It had a dressing table covered with numerous pots and flasks. Two pearl necklaces hung over the mirror. The double bed had been hastily made and had a burgundy dress draped over it. On the back of a chair hung a pair of old-fashioned women’s drawers, a petticoat and a brassiere, as if the occupant had just slipped out of them in order to do her evening ablutions. Sebastian felt uneasy about trespassing on a woman’s intimate space. A dead woman, at that.


His attention was drawn to the middle of the floor. Where a dark patch stained the floorboards, a lady’s shoe lay, as well as something hairy and dead. Mimi was the first to react, approaching to pick it up by her thumb and forefinger.


‘Ah, goody, a dead rat. Can I keep it? If you don’t mind, Mr. Stagnetto. I love desiccated bodies.’ She dangled it in the air and winked seductively at the rental agent who had not ceased sweating.


What had got into her? One of those devilish moods. Perhaps she was coming out of her glumness and getting over her resentment at finding Eva installed in his life.


‘Not funny, Imogen,’ said Sebastian, trying to keep a straight face. He patted Stagnetto’s arm. ‘I think it’s a wig.’



‘Would you like to see the bathroom?’ said Mr. Stagnetto.


‘How far is it?’ said Mimi, draping the wig on a bedpost.


The bathroom, too, was like a ballroom, floor and walls tiled in white. A tiny frosted window threw a grey gloom over the fixtures. A Victorian bathtub – big enough for a regatta – dominated the room, and above it, heavy black iron brackets anchored a massive hot water tank to the ceiling. It sizzled audibly, and a red light indicated that the contraption was lit.


‘Did you know this water heater is on? Sebastian asked. ‘It’s boiling.’



‘Goodness!’ said Mr. Stagnetto, staring at it for a long moment. ‘So it is.’



He quickly motioned them into a vast kitchen. Along three walls were vintage hand-built counters laid with beautiful antique tiles. An enormous pine table dominated the centre of the room. Only one chair belonged to it, and on it, one plate and one glass. Some substance on the plate had shrunk and cracked, and the contents of the wine glass had dried to blood-coloured dust. A linen napkin lay neatly folded on the side, graced with one clear impression of red lipstick.


The three of them stared at this tableau for several seconds and even Mimi was speechless. Taking a few steps forwards to peer at the plate, she gave a tinny laugh and quickly covered her mouth with her hand. Sebastian approached, putting a paternal arm around her shoulders. They studied the leathery remains of a meal.


‘Oh, heavens!’ Mr. Stagnetto threw his hands in the air. ‘I can’t apologise enough. I was told the place had been sealed up, but somehow I never imagined… I should have checked before bringing you here. I did warn you, Mr. Luna, but you insisted…’



‘How did she die?’ Sebastian asked quietly.


‘Right, well… I won’t lie to you. She choked, I’m afraid. But be assured, it was a while ago. A year perhaps…at least six months.’




‘Macabre,’ murmured Mimi. ‘Who found her?’




‘I understand it was the downstairs neighbour who raised the alarm. He used to drop in to check on the old dear from time to time.’



‘How long?’ Mimi wondered. ‘I mean, between his visits.’




‘Mimi!’ Sebastian gave her a stern glare.



‘Well, think about it,’ she went on. ‘It’s pretty obvious what’s happened here. A piece of that very meal got stuck in her throat. She managed to run into the bedroom where she tore off her wig. Or perhaps the wig fell off when they carted her out of there. I just wondered how long it took for the neighbour to come and visit.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Shit, it would make a great subject for a short story.’



Sebastian’s hand tightened on her shoulder. ‘C’mon. Cut it out!’



‘No, no. This is all my fault,’ cried Mr. Stagnetto. ‘I should have trusted my instincts and not brought you here. This apartment is not… I shouldn’t have…’ With his short chubby arms he tried to herd them back towards the hallway but Mimi stood her ground.


‘It’s perfect,’ she declared. ‘We’ll have the place, won’t we, Sebastian?’



‘Mimi, don’t get ahead of yourself.’ He turned to the agent. ‘My fiancée will have to see it. I’m not sure the girls will see eye-to-eye on this.’



Mr. Stagnetto’s face was florid, but he chuckled. ‘Of course, of course. I understand. Miss Luna can obviously see the potential here. With the right little touches, this place could be quite impressive. Fit for a king.’




‘Majestic, capacious, imposing,’ Mimi whispered.



Sebastian tried to look unconvinced but the truth was, he agreed. Dilapidated though it was, the apartment had space to house an entire army, and the cool darkness of the building appealed to him – too much light intensified his insomnia. Besides, the particular ‘spirit’ of this apartment moved something in him. Within his very bones stirred a memory of wellbeing and security. Of course! It was the same dark rooms, the echo off the indigo tiles and the high ceilings, the smell of old furniture of his grandfather’s house. In his childhood he’d spent many a month in Seville with Papito, until his parents divorced, his studies took precedence and he became Mimi’s designated babysitter.


But would Eva like this sombre atmosphere? He hoped that the extensive terrace might win her over. He could get someone to rig up some sort of awning and buy a barbecue, some potted plants and garden furniture; perhaps that way she could be swayed.



While Mimi had another dash around the rooms, Sebastian took Mr. Stagnetto aside in the hallway. ‘If my fiancée wants to see the apartment, could you make sure all traces of Mrs Cohen have been removed? In fact,’ he lowered his voice further, ‘I’d appreciate it if you didn’t refer to it. I think it’s best to just forget whatever it was that happened here. There is no reason why we should know about it.’




‘Quite, quite,’ said Mr. Stagnetto. ‘In fact, there is absolutely no need for me to be present. Come by the office tomorrow afternoon and pick up the keys and you can show Miss Eriksson around yourself. I’ll send someone over this afternoon to clean and remove any evidence of the…tragedy.’



















Eva


She’d left Sebastian to his migraine and walked through Gibraltar, crossed the airport runway and the frontier, flashing her passport at the Spanish border guards. Ten paces further and she was in the Spanish town of La Linea, and knew immediately she’d entered another country; it had a totally different feel to it.



The shop was easy to find; Movistar was a popular cellphone network provider. She waited patiently in the line-up. The girl behind the desk was taking an inordinately long time, dealing in passable English with a handsome young German. Eva couldn’t believe the sheer leisureliness of the transaction, but nobody else in the queue seemed particularly bothered. This was Spain after all, with its famous cliché: mañana.



Finally it was her turn and she opted for a cheap model with a pay-as-you-go contract.


‘Are you sure it will have coverage in Gibraltar?’



‘Yes!’ The girl sighed with a slight roll of the eyes. ‘I said this already.’



‘From Spain, and outside Spain, with this Spanish number?’



‘Movistar don’t like this, but Gib is too near, so what can we do?’ The girl launched a long scarlet fingernail towards the glass frontage of the shop. ‘There, look! There is your English Rock.’



Everyone in the line-up turned in unison to look behind them, including Eva. Yes, there it was, the megalith of Gibraltar penetrating the sky, so near you could almost touch it… a tiny British colony and a great big thorn in the Spanish flesh.


‘I’m not English,’ Eva said quietly. ‘I just live there.’



‘If you live on the Rock, why you not get Gib phone?’



A couple of people sniggered affirmatively.


‘Look… I’ll take the damned phone.’



She sat down on a bench on the La Linea seafront promenade and looked at the gadget in her hand. Calling California would eat up a chunk – if not all – of her free minutes, but this first phone call was shamefully overdue. Her hand felt unsteady as she dialled the number from memory, then held her breath while the call raced across the vastness of the Atlantic and the whole landmass of the U.S.A.


‘Yeah?’



‘Is that you, Linda?’



There was a long pause. She’d forgotten all about the time difference.


‘Linda?’ Eva repeated. ‘It’s me!’



‘What!’ Linda shrieked. ‘I can’t believe it! Chantelle?’



Eva flinched on hearing the name. It sounded so foreign. ‘Yes, well no. Forget Chantelle. I’m back to being plain old Eva. How are you, Linda?’




‘My God, girl! You! It’s been almost a year.’




‘Yeah, I’m really sorry. I just didn’t dare call anyone back home.’



‘Never mind,’ Linda said softly. ‘I got your message, right after you did it. I was so thrilled for you, but totally terrified. Where are you?’



‘It’s better I don’t tell you. But I’m okay. I’m happy. I’m with someone…’



‘Someone?’ said Linda, at once suspicious.


‘You’d approve, I think. He’s amazing, but different.’



Linda wasn’t easily convinced. ‘Different from what?’



‘Very different from Adrian.’



‘Oh, baby, I hope you know what you’re doing.’ Linda paused. She was lighting a cigarette – some things never changed – then inhaled deeply. ‘You can tell me anything, you know. You trust me, don’t you?’



Eva regretted sounding cagey. Linda was the best friend she’d ever had, her only confidante for nine unbearable years.


‘Of course I trust you. I’m in Spain,’ she said knowing that this truth was a roundabout lie, and the very logic behind getting a phone in Spain instead of Gibraltar.


‘Spain! How romantic,’ Linda trilled. ‘So who is this mystery man? Spanish?’



‘No, English. I met him in Dubai, diving. He’s an unusual guy, very smart and…intense.’ She laughed. ‘Linda, you have every reason to mistrust my judgment, but I think he’s the one.’



‘Well, you sure as hell deserve it,’ Linda said darkly. She’d hated Adrian. In fact, the feeling had been mutual. Adrian had done everything to keep Linda at a distance.



‘Do you know anything about him?’




‘No,’ Linda said. ‘I saw his brother in a gas station a few months back, but he didn’t recognise me. I didn’t see the point of saying “hi”. He might have mentioned me to Adrian and he’d come looking for me with a cricket bat. He had ways to make you talk, didn’t he?’



‘Yeah, just as well you didn’t.’



‘Have you googled him? That might bring something up.’



‘A few times, but it’s pointless. I’m sure his identity and movements are classified for security reasons.’



‘Right, of course. I didn’t think of that.’



‘I’m putting all bets on the present.’



‘That’s my girl. Just be sensible.’



‘I miss you, Linda. I’m so sorry I’ve taken this long. Listen, you’ve got my number now, you can call me if you hear anything you think I should know.’



‘Hey, I’m thinking about a holiday. Where in Spain are you?’




Like a small tornado, anxiety stirred within her. She was not ready for it – opening the door to let her past come back in – not in the flesh. ‘God, Linda. I’ve not even asked you how you’re doing. How’s Michael? You still together?’




‘Ah, no. He went back to his wife. The kids, you know. I can’t say I blame him. He comes around for a tumble once or twice a month and while he does a good job, why should I put him off?’



Eva chuckled. Linda, practical as always. ‘And sales…? Are you still with Century 21?’



‘No, I’ve teamed up with Miles Haynes and opened our own little agency. We’re doing great…that’s why I feel I can afford a holiday. Haven’t had one for nearly a year.’



‘Give me a couple of months to get settled,’ Eva said hurriedly. ‘It’s all very new and I’ve inherited a teenager – a little sister – and I’ve got to try and form some kind of working relationship with her, which is proving quite a challenge.’



Linda hesitated. ‘Okay. I get it. No worries. Maybe in the fall, then. Let’s keep in touch.’



‘Yeah. Let’s keep in touch.’



Linda must have caught the restlessness in her voice. ‘All right, baby. You take it easy, you hear?’



‘Big hugs, Linda. Thanks again for being such a wonderful friend.’



*


She surfaced from a dive in a murky sea, awakened by Sebastian’s dynamic pacing around the room. The first thing she saw was the open suitcase at the foot of the bed. She had no idea what time it was but she could hear the squawking of thousands of gulls, a sure sign of the Gibraltar morning. Her new partner was an early riser: he was dressed, shaved, his black hair slick from a shower.


She stretched and flung the sheet off her. The air-conditioning unit buzzed gently but it was already hot, the tropical humidity entering the room by God knows what means. It would be good to breathe the night air, but a sign on the balcony door said ‘Keep Closed’ to stop the apes sneaking in to rummage through guests’ possessions.


She opened her eyes fully and saw the cable car whooshing past their balcony on its way up to the Rock. A man stood balanced on top of the cabin, just one hand holding on to the upper frame. For a second or two he looked straight down at her naked body. She could even see the smile on his face.


‘Did you see that?’ she cried out. ‘There was a man riding on the roof of the cable car.’




Sebastian laughed. ‘Yeah, I saw him, and he saw you, lucky sod. Next thing, all his mates will be doing the rounds, pretending to do maintenance work. Good morning, my love.’




She rose up on one elbow and looked into the half-filled suitcase. ‘This is good bye to the legendary Rock Hotel, then?’ she said wistfully. ‘My last Greta Garbo day. Then I’ve got to go back to being boring old me.’



‘Boring old you,’ Sebastian said, laughing, ‘was the most exciting thing ever to happen.’



She thought briefly of who she was – who Sebastian thought she was – who she wanted to be. There were no reliable markers. She was an amoeba, a lost chameleon, a free-floating and formless entity looking for a resting place.


‘Saunders has been generous but he won’t cough up forever,’ Sebastian said. He stopped folding shirts and sat down on the bed. ‘I hoped you’d want to set up home with me?’



Set up home! The notion caused that whirling of her innards, but she forced a cheeky smile. ‘Yeah, what the hell. Bearing in mind I haven’t got a domestic bone in my body.’



The idea of leaving all her bygone baggage behind and ‘setting up home’ with this remarkable man was so seductive. How to tell him? Day by day she’d put it off. It was easy, as he never offered confidences of his own. Sebastian lived utterly in the present and– by example – invited her to do the same. She had thought they shared an itinerant spirit, but this talking about nesting showed a new side to him. Perhaps it had to do with Mimi…the need to give her a solid point of reference.


Sebastian was taking her shoes out of the wardrobe and putting them into a vinyl bag. Eva yawned and let her hands glide down her torso. Her skin was moist with heat. ‘Oh, drop that, will you?’



Six months on, his mind was still a mystery to her, but she was good at reading every reaction of his body.


‘Let’s damage this hotel one last time,’ she whispered, and heard a little rip of cloth as he wrenched off his shirt.


*


Eva glared at the pile of boxes and bags arrived from the UK, dumped by the ‘man with a van’ inside the entrance of the building. He’d made a fuss of having to cart them up DiMoretti’s Ramp because there was nowhere to park and though of hulking build, refused to go any further, even though she’d offered him twenty, then thirty, then forty pounds to carry them up to the apartment.


As she stood there wondering what to do, she heard footsteps down the stairs. Pretty though Mimi was, it was hard to locate her attractiveness behind her punk getup, the black eye makeup, the facial rings and studs, the spiky hair and torn fishnet tights. Strange, all that seemed so last century.


‘See ya’,’ she murmured as she passed, heading straight out of the door into the bright sunlight.


‘Hey!’ Eva called after her. ‘Where are you off to?’



Mimi slowed her step and turned. ‘Sorry you have this cuckoo in your lovenest, but don’t feel you have to be my guardian.’



Eva reflected on this statement for a moment. Acquiring a teenager without warning had not given her time to adjust to those undercurrents of rudeness.


‘Me, a guardian? Give me a break.’



‘I’ll stay out of your way as much as I can, but I come and go as I want, okay?’



‘Awesome! But could you help me take some of this stuff up to the apartment? A third of it belongs to you.’



‘Leave it there. I’ll take it up when I come back.’



‘If it’s still here,’ said Eva. ‘Nothing valuable, then?’



‘Just gear,’ said Mimi. ‘My work stuff is already upstairs.’



Mimi was turning to go, but Eva gave interaction one last effort. ‘You haven’t told me what you’re working on. Sebastian says you’ve got a great way with words.’



‘He does, does he?’ Mimi stopped and studied a chewed black-painted fingernail, as if considering how to further mutilate it. ‘He doesn’t demonstrate much confidence in my writing, but I think the problem is he hates any delving into our mutual past.’



Here was an opening and Eva cast around for something neutral to ask, something about their past, some question that didn’t compromise Sebastian. ‘So that’s what you are writing about, your mutual past?’




‘I’d rather not talk about it,’ Mimi said with finality. Then added, ‘Ask your lover, see if you can make him talk.’




Eva shrugged in defeat. ‘Why don’t you just give me a hand?’ she said, gesturing at the pile. ‘It won’t take a minute if there’s two of us.’



With a sigh Mimi came back, grabbed two suitcases and began to drag them up the innumerable steps to the apartment. Eva followed with all that was hers, a mistreated suitcase and two plastic carrier bags. On the first floor landing they stopped for breath.



‘Onerous,’ Mimi muttered.



When they bent to grasp their loads again, a door opened and a man stepped out. Both looked at him with a start, having neither seen nor heard a single sound in the building during the two days they’d been there.


The man locked the door with exaggerated care, but then he turned and smiled at them. ‘Those look heavy. May I help you carry them up?’



‘Thank you, but we can manage.’



‘Is there no man to help you do this?’ He had a deep melodious voice with the same lilting Spanish inflection of most Gibraltarians she’d met so far.


She held out her hand. ‘I’m Eva. We’ve rented the apartment on top of yours.’



He took her hand and held it in a dry grasp. ‘I guessed as much. I’m Carlo Montegriffo. It’ll be interesting to have neighbours. I’ve been alone in the building for a while. I’m used to the place being quiet.’



She wasn’t sure how to interpret the remark. ‘Don’t worry. We don’t have television, dogs or kids.’



‘Isn’t this your daughter?’ he said, smiling at Mimi. ‘She looks very much like your husband.’



‘I’m Imogen,’ Mimi said drily, ‘Sebastian’s sister, though not a child.’ She indicated Eva with a gesture, ‘And they’re not husband and wife.’



Thanks, kid, Eva thought. He really needs to know.


The man raised an eyebrow in obvious amusement, then went on to explain something about the communal water tank on the terrace. Eva wasn’t really interested in the water tank, in fact she regretted that she’d been outvoted when it came to this particular apartment. It was huge and dark, with a depressing air.


She studied Carlo while he put forth their obligations as tenants in the building. He was around her own age, forty or so, tall and thin, a bit stooped of posture and wearing an expensive-looking black suit. His eyes were large, dark and expressive, looking into hers with uncanny sincerity. His hairline was edging away from a wide forehead, greying at the temples and spilling over his collar in immaculately moulded waves. An eye-catching silver crucifix hung at his neck. She couldn’t decide if he was deeply religious, just eccentric or possibly gay: maybe all three.


‘Do you own the building?’ she asked.


He hesitated. ‘Your apartment is owned by the late Mrs. Cohen’s nephew, but the rest of the building is property of the Catholic Church. In times gone by it was a retreat for Irish nuns.’



‘That explains it,’ she said, throwing a glance around the yawning stairwell.


Mimi pointed to the name plate on his door. ‘Are you Spanish?’



‘Ah no, I am pure Gibraltarian, but my name is Genoese. Gibraltar has a very big community of Genoese and Maltese descendants that have been here for generations, centuries in fact. You’ll find there’s lots of Genoese in Yanito.’



‘Yanito? Is that a district?’ asked Eva.



He smiled forbearingly. ‘Yanito is Gibraltar’s own creole language, a mix of Spanish and English, with a dash of Genoese, Maltese, Portuguese and Hebrew. You’ll have to learn to speak it or you will be forever a guiri.’





‘Guiri?’ Mimi asked. ‘What’s that?’




He thought about it – a tad too long. ‘An outsider.’




Mimi gave a small laugh and mumbled, ‘Xenophobia.’




‘Well, good luck with changing the face of Gibraltar,’ said Carlo.


Eva looked at him, puzzled. Perhaps Sebastian had already met this Montegriffo and told him all about his grand scheme for Gibraltar. When it came to his work, he dropped any vestige of restraint, telling any Tom, Dick and Harry about his world vision.


‘We’re not here to do that,’ she said, hoping to deflect any discussion about the Frontiers Development Project. It had already caused controversy, dividing local people. She guessed Carlo Montegriffo knew all about it and would have some strong opinions on the subject.



Instead he said, ‘And you…what will you do?’




‘Me? Ah, I’m a diving instructor. Apparently Gibraltar is a diver’s paradise.’



‘Be careful,’ he said. ‘Many things lurk under the surface of these waters.’



Eva looked at him, waiting for some explanation, wondering if he was alluding to Sebastian’s work rather than to her own.


Mimi was more forthright. ‘What exactly do you mean by that?’



‘Heavens!’ he said, glancing at his watch. ‘I’m keeping you ladies here chatting when you’re trying to move in.’ He grabbed a suitcase in each hand and started up the stairs, two steps at a time.


















Mimi


The streets of Gibraltar were teeming. Pushing through the crowd on the square, Mimi saw that the portals of the cathedral were wide open. The interior was jampacked. Even outside, men and women were kneeling on the pavement, praying, their faces turned to the open door.


She’d never seen anything like it – people on their knees right there in the street – but even more surreal was the hundreds of miniature brides: tiny girls in wedding dresses. The Main Street was crammed with doll-like creatures in white frocks, bridal veils, trains and tiaras, their anxious parents trying to make them kneel, or at least stop them from running around and getting dirty. The girls couldn’t have been more than nine or ten, and each more elaborately and expensively bedecked than the next. There were boys too, though not as many, dressed like little admirals.



Mimi placed herself with a group of tourists on the fringe of this holy mob and stared, conscious of her disparity. All that white silk and satin made her suddenly feel drab in her black skirt, scuffed combat boots and multiple piercings. Her hand went involuntarily to the gel-hardened spikes of her hair, black as coal and unpleasant to the touch. Her recent heroine was Lisbeth Salander from The Girl with The Dragon Tattoo, but knew she lacked the awesome I.Q. and bad-ass attitude, so absolutely no-one would make the connection.



She lit a cigarette and turned to a young woman leaning on the handle of a well-used pram. ‘Excuse me. What is this thing? What’re they doing?’



The woman shrugged. ‘Beats me, I’m not a Catholic. I think this performance is called Corpus Christi.’



Corpus Christi. It had a macabre ring to it. Though it was white and bright, the ceremony seemed dark.



‘Idolatry.’




The woman smirked. ‘Sure, if you say so.’



The ceremony must have ended, as people in stylish clothes began to stream out of the cathedral and gather in groups in the square, talking, laughing, at ease with each other and the world. The little brides lost all decorum and ran about, shouting and playing tag. The air of mysticism had vanished and she felt as if she were gatecrashing a cocktail party.


Walking slowly through the crowd, she saw a man she recognised – their downstairs neighbour, Carlo Montegriffo – talking in a group. She’d assumed he was some kind of sad Jesus-freak loner, but out here in the open he looked totally different. He topped his friends by almost a head and everyone in the group was absorbed by what he was saying. She conceded that the guy had the looks that could pull women, at least older ones.


When she slipped past his back, he turned around as if he’d known she was there all along.


‘Hello Imogen.’



‘Oh. Hello,’



‘I saw you watching the Mass.’



‘Yeah.’ She shifted her gum to the other cheek. ‘It’s allowed, I assume?’



He nodded in approval. ‘Are you born Catholic?’



‘Oh, no. It just looked interesting. Different.’



‘Yes, we do give free reign to our worship in a way that can be disconcerting to outsiders.’ He had turned away from his group and spoke to her with a relaxed and casual air.



‘Ah yes, us guiris,’ she said. ‘I looked up the word. Isn’t it derogatory, like “wog” or “Chink” or “Paki”?’




He looked at her for a moment, then laughed. ‘You’re a sharp young woman. It is not a very flattering expression and I apologise.’



Embarrassment set in. What else was she going to say to him?


‘Well, better get home,’ she lied. ‘Cheers.’



Carlo glanced at his watch. ‘I need to get home too. Why don’t we walk together?’



She swore to herself but couldn’t come up with an excuse. ‘Ah… I guess.’



Despite their laughable disparity – a middle-aged guy in a slick suit and a teenaged punk – she found herself surprisingly at ease. Carlo pointed out a couple of landmarks, and chatted amiably as though they’d known each other for ages. He was fitter than she was, walking up the steps and ramps without so much as a hint of sheen on his forehead, while she panted, her lungs like bellows.


‘I smoke,’ she said in defence. ‘And just for the record, I like smoking.’



He laughed softly. ‘I remember loving a Lucky Strike when I was your age. My brother and I used to break the filter off. The problem was that no-one could see how cool we were. We had to sneak out on the roof terrace and smoke under cover of darkness.’



‘You’ve got to be at least thirty-eight, forty,’ she said, feeling bold.


‘Yes,’ he admitted ruefully. ‘At least.’



‘What do you do for a living?’



‘I work for the Ministry of Defence. I am also a failed priest and a struggling writer.’



‘Cool,’ she blurted. ‘So am I.’



‘Ah no, not another failed priest,’ he said laughing.


She laughed too. ‘The outfit just didn’t look good on me.’



‘Well, well.’ He looked genuinely interested. She’d got so used to people smirking at the idea of a teenaged writer, she hardly ever owned up to it.


‘What are you working on?’ he asked.


‘I’m writing a novel using my family as a subject. There’s fodder there for an entire conference on psychological and relationship dysfunctions and every type of family fuckup under the sun.’



He was chuckling about her confession, but somehow she didn’t mind. ‘A semi-autographical novel?’ he mused. ‘I could imagine that has its tricky moments. Especially when your family comes to read it.’



‘Yikes!’ she cried. ‘Over my drawn and quartered body.’



‘You’d better publish under a synonym,’ he said. ‘Imogen Luna stands out.’



Her name rolled easily off his tongue as if he’d said it loads of times.



‘What’re you writing?’




‘I write mainly poetry…of a spiritual nature. I’ve also written two books about Gibraltar’s colourful history, and right now,’ he hesitated a moment, ‘I am writing a book about what I am discovering about the tunnel system in the Rock.’



‘I’ve heard about the tunnels. So what’s in them?’



He touched her arm to stop her. ‘Honestly, that just slipped out. Please forget it. I’m keeping it tightly under wraps until I am ready to publish.’



‘No worries,’ she said quickly. ‘I feel the same about my stuff.’



They continued up the ramp. ‘If ever you want,’ she said. ‘I’ve been told I am good at checking continuity. It’s good practice.’



He looked over at her. ‘You know, I could really use an impartial opinion on a couple of my poems.’



‘Sure. Though poetry isn’t about continuity.’



‘You’ve got that right,’ he said approvingly. ‘So just your opinion, perhaps. I don’t know any other writers to ask.’



‘Okay, you’re on.’



They walked on in silence for a while. Strangely, she felt taller next to him and realised it was because he treated her like an adult, spoke to her as an equal. What a great feeling that was…just to be heard, your ambition understood and respected.


‘Have you got a cat?’ she asked. ‘A big fat black one?’



‘That would be Raven, my partner in crime.’



‘Well, he got into our apartment yesterday with the front half of a rat.’



‘Ah, yes, he still misses Mrs. Cohen. She used to give him full fat cream by the bowl full. Her passing was a great loss for him,’ he said pensively. ‘But not for his arteries, of course.’



‘Eva doesn’t much like uninvited visitors through windows. She gets jumpy.’



‘It’s the Eucalyptus. He climbs up just about anything. I guess we could try cutting off some of the branches.’



‘With a name like that, he’ll probably just fly in.’



He turned and studied her for a moment as they walked. ‘You’re a funny young woman.’



She narrowed her eyes and looked back at him through the black clumps of her mascara, grudgingly pleased that he’d called her a woman, not just once but twice. ‘I’m just warning you. Eva might look like an angel, but don’t mess with her.’



He laughed. ‘Warning logged.’



After a little while she asked, ‘So, did you know her?’



‘Who?’



‘Mrs. Cohen, the lady who died in our apartment.’



‘Yes.’



It was such a short answer she resolved to grill him at some future opportunity. When they got to DiMoretti’s Ramp, they were walking abreast, but as the ramp narrowed their bodies were gradually brought closer, until her shoulder touched his arm. He was a gentleman and motioned her ahead. As they climbed up the stairwell she became mortified about the length of her skirt. How much could he see from behind?


On the landing he reached out to shake her hand.


‘You need to make friends with Raven. That way you can tell him off yourself. He does listen if he respects you.’




‘Preposterousness,’ she said under her breath.



Carlo waggled a forefinger at her. ‘You’ve petted him. He told me.’



She rolled her eyes. ‘Kiss and tell. Damned cat! You can’t trust anyone these days.’



They looked at each other for a long moment. He had very white teeth when he smiled.


*


Mimi had been writing about Mother Jane before falling asleep, and the text had morphed into dreams. Always reverting to a black-clad little girl, she ran down a tree-lined avenue in an otherwise barren landscape, pursuing a car in which she could see Jane in the back seat. Her mother’s immaculate head had not a hair out of place, and she never turned to look at the child running behind the car, forever trying to reach her.


Mimi was out of breath as she struggled towards wakefulness, the lingering cloud of sadness gradually turning to anger. Was it too fucking much to ask that a mother should be a little bit concerned about her child? She’d not heard a dickie-bird from Jane, and she knew she never would. She had probably got Mrs. Carmichael to clear her room of every trace of her residence, then got the decorators in. No expense spared to exorcise her daughter, the Princess of Darkness.


She switched on the light and reached down to pick up her iPad off the floor.


When Marcus opened the door, he found his mother on the doorstep. She was holding Christiana by the hand. Christiana had not grown much in size since he’d last seen her, but her little face had changed and her hair had darkened.


Marcus fell to his knees and gently took her by the shoulders. ‘Look at you, sis. Six years old. Did you get my present?’



She stared at him shyly but suddenly grinned in recognition. ‘I didn’t see you for a long time.’



‘I know, sweetie. A whole year. I’ve been in Japan.’



‘Why?’



‘I was being a student there, learning lots of great things.’ he said and pulled her close. ‘Come here, give me a hug.’ She didn’t resist. Her soft little arms wrapped around his neck. He looked up at Antonia. ‘You could have called first.’



She just stood there, her tightened cheeks and botoxed forehead not reaching any definable expression. Her hair was cut into a pixie style and she was slimmer, her new figure draped in an expensive-looking cream suit. Altogether she looked young, untouched by iniquity.


‘So how are you, Marcus?’



‘I’ve been good. My ambition has cured me.’



She looked sceptical but said, ‘Glad to hear it. How is your dad?’



‘Tired. Forgetful.’



‘Are you going to invite me in? I need to talk to the two of you.’



‘Dad’s at the club,’ he said, ‘but we’re happy to have Christiana for the weekend. I’m assuming that’s why you’ve brought her.’ He squeezed Christiana’s little hand and winked at her.


Antonia shifted on the step, looking anxious and trying to peer past him.


He released Christiana and stood up. ‘Did you know I’m doing my PhD at Imperial College London?’



Her eyes softened a little. ‘Well done. Make sure you stay… healthy.’



Now he saw the bags and luggage on the walkway below. His eyes widened. ‘You’re not wanting to move back in, are you?


She gave a short sharp laugh. ‘Good Lord, no. But I’m leaving her with you. Tell dad it’s his turn.’



‘What do you mean?’



‘What I just said.’ She paused. ‘I’m going to the Bahamas next week, to get married.’



He stared at her. ‘I’m assuming it’s the Featherington-Haugh bloke.’ He saw no denial in her taught expression. ‘Well good for you, mother. Coming up in the world. I guess Dad and I can manage for a week or two. I’ll ask Auntie Beth if she can pitch in, but you could have forewarned us.’ He gestured at the pile behind her. ‘A bit of an overkill, don’t you think? We do have a washing machine.’



‘I’m not coming back for her. Your dad has to do his bit from now on.’



Her words took a while to sink in.


‘Wait! You can’t just do this,’ he blurted. ‘Dad’s not up to it. He’s all over the place, and I’m deep into my work. You left us. She’s your responsibility.’



Her expression changed. Anger was just beneath the surface. ‘I’ve done my bit and it was his idea to… keep the baby. I wouldn’t have.’



His bewildered stare travelled from Antonia’s face to Christiana’s. She was looking at her mother, her face crumpling. She was just a little girl, but of course she understood the gist of the rejection.


‘You bitch,’ he growled at his mother, grabbing Christiana by the hand and pulling her towards him. ‘So fuck off. You don’t deserve her.’



‘Be good,’ she said to Christiana, kissing her own forefinger and not quite touching it to the child’s cheek. Down on the walkway, she almost stumbled over one of the bags, then hurried away to a taxi idling at the curb.



Mimi tossed aside her iPad and wondered how different this scene would look if Sebastian himself had written it. Had he actually told her, word for word? She remembered it clearly, but she had been only six, so surely she wouldn’t have understood all that was said. Did it matter? It was semi-autobiographical after all.




She got up, then stubbed her toe hard on a suitcase, swore under her breath and staggered towards the kitchen. It was a starry night and she had no idea what time it was, but a slightly purplish hue was spreading over the sky. There was Sebastian sitting at the table, papers and charts and drawings spread out all around him. Dressed in black shorts and a T-shirt, he hammered away on his laptop, his curly black hair on end. She walked past, touching him on the head.




‘Hey, sis,’ he said, startled. ‘What’s up?’




‘I am, and so are you.’




He glanced at the clock above the cooker. ‘But it’s five in the morning.’



His eyes had shadows, all the darker against the paleness of his skin. A tide of conflicting feelings surged through her, part affection, part alarm. ‘Likewise.’ She headed for the kettle. ‘Coffee?’



‘No thanks. I’m well and truly weaned.’



‘How long have you been sitting here?’



‘No idea. Hours.’



‘Shouldn’t you be servicing your new lover?’



Oh, God! Why had she said that? She turned her back to him and stuck the kettle under the tap so he couldn’t see her reddening face, but she heard him sigh and his chair scrape back. She braced herself for some reprimand, or worse, some gentle questioning or reassurance. He probably thought she was jealous, which of course she was. She’d hoped her presence would prove the fatal passion-killer, or that the American beauty queen would get fed up with Sebastian and his strange ways.


She felt his hand on her shoulder. ‘What’s the matter, Mimi?’



‘Forget it,’ she said to the sink. ‘I was just being a bitch.’



He put his arm around her shoulders. ‘Give Eva a proper chance, will you?’



‘What choice do I have? I’m never going back to Jane’s, that’s for fucking certain.’



He turned her around and wrapped his arms around her. She wanted to resist but found herself giving in. He didn’t hug her very often these days, probably because she’d grown too many thorns.


‘I promise –’ he said into her hair, ‘as long as you act like an adult, don’t do drugs, don’t run away, don’t sleep with weird unsuitable men, and don’t try to wreck my romance with Eva – I will never ask you to leave or suggest you go back to Mother’s.’




‘That’s a fucking long list of dont’s,’ she said, her face in his armpit. ‘What about you? Are you doing all your should-do’s? Like still taking all your tablets, Sebastian?’




‘Oh sweetie, how old am I?’



She hated having to do this. ‘Just answer me, will you?’



He pulled away and sat down, his eyes on his laptop. ‘Yes, of course I’m taking care of it.’



‘How much does Eva know?’



‘I can’t see the point of involving her. I’m perfectly fine and she’s got her own problems to deal with.’



‘Miss Perfect? What kind of problems?’




He thought for a moment. ‘That’s her business. Some skeletons in the cupboard, just like everyone else. I already told you, neither of us believes in wallowing in the past.’




Mimi considered this for a moment. ‘So…I’m the only one around here who knows?’




‘Does it look as if I’m having problems? I’m hurtling towards the zenith of my career.’




She raised an eyebrow. ‘Hurtling?’



Sebastian reached for her hand. Getting up, he stretched and yawned loudly. ‘God, I’m stiff. I never get any proper exercise.’ He closed his laptop. ‘Hey! Let’s go for a walk?’



Quietly they got dressed. Sebastian wrote a note for Eva and propped it against the coffeemaker. They put on their shoes in the hallway and left the apartment. A wind had whipped up outside, making the dim light bulb in the stairwell swing on its long wire. They tiptoed down the stairs. When they passed Carlo Montegriffo’s door, the man himself stepped out as if he’d been waiting for them.


‘Hey, Carlo,’ Mimi said, surprised. She’d not seen him since he’d invited her in for a cuppa in order to give her a couple of poems to read. Whatever else he did in his apartment, he was definitely noiseless about it.


‘Hey yourself.’



She eyed up his black suit and starched white shirt. ‘You going to a funeral?’



‘No, Imogen,’ he said, fiddling with the keys to his door. ‘I’m going to a special dawn Mass.’



‘Really? What happens in a dawn Mass?’



‘For many of us it’s a deeply moving experience. You could attend it sometime and see for yourself.’



She became aware that Sebastian and Carlo had not so much as exchanged a word. ‘Bro, have you met our neighbour?’ she said awkwardly.


The air had that rubber-band quality – ready to snap – but she wasn’t sure exactly who had created the tension.


‘Yes, we have introduced ourselves,’ said Sebastian tersely. ‘My sister is not a Catholic, Mr. Montegriffo.’
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