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            A FEW WORDS DEFINED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alfombra de salsalt carpet

      

        

      
        Barrachoa drunkard

      

        

      
        Barrancocreek or small stream, typically dry

      

        

      
        Conejerorabbit keeper and cave dweller. A conejero is also a long burrow-like cave. The term ‘conejero’ refers to those indigenous to Lanzarote

      

        

      
        Guanchea native of the Canary Islands

      

        

      
        Jameoa hole in a lava tube where the lava crust has collapsed

      

        

      
        Malpaisliterally ‘bad land’. Refers to lava-encrusted land

      

        

      
        MaretaStone or concrete tanks built to catch water from a natural spring

      

        

      
        Picónvolcanic ash. On Lanzarote, picón takes the form of lightweight basalt gravel.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          JAMEOS DEL AGUA

        

      

    

    
      Not until the lizard flashed its cerulean tongue did she see it camouflaged on the sleeper.

      

      Her words etched into the paper in bold cursive. She heard an affirmative whisper somewhere inside. It was a colossal accomplishment, from blank page to first sentence. She couldn’t imagine coming up with anything better.

      She read over her words, rolled her pen between her fingertips, confidence slipping, determination still within her grasp, until that too fell away. When the first sentence flowed she’d had it in mind to write a paragraph, but no phrase that came to mind could compete with the words on her page. Still, her sentence represented an achievement of another sort, without question a turning from the harried life Ann Salter had left behind in Willinton.

      With reptilian speed she’d escaped the plumes of his wrath. She’d fled and fled, leaving home, her job, him, the bruises where he hurled his fist at the wall and whacked her arm instead. One understanding and well-connected travel agent, a taxi and a plane, and here she was on the twenty-ninth parallel, recoiling on this island of young volcanoes: Lanzarote, a break-away chip off Morocco straining towards the Mediterranean Sea—a desert of basaltic ash and lava solidified mid-flow, the horizon, whatever the purview, pimpled with volcanoes.

      Now she was here, her blood warmed to the thought that she might write a story, tuning in to that most glorious, if at times prosaic, dream. She knew of four colleagues at the Willinton Hydrology Centre at work on their memoirs; most of the women in her mother’s Scrabble club had at one time or another signed up to the writing workshops held each term in the community hall; the lanky boy in the Willinton North corner shop spent all of his spare time crafting little bits of poetry; next-door-but-one the haberdasher’s son was halfway through a creative writing course at the local further education college; and just last week in the same parade of shops the organic greengrocer, an erudite back-to-earther, announced proudly as she weighed a pound of sprouts that her daughter was set to have her first novel published before she’d completed her creative writing degree. Half the world’s population was at it, or so it seemed, baring themselves for therapy, for posterity, for fun. Ann had no idea what was propelling her to join their ranks, other than that her life had suddenly cleaved. She’d dabbled on and off since Grade Three, scraps of ideas, half written vignettes, a single short chapter of what might have been a novel. She had no grand ambition, although she couldn’t deny the thrill that comes with reading one’s work in print.

      She clasped her hands together in her lap and read over her sentence. Lizard: she wondered where the word originated. Liz-ard. Out of the depths of the unconscious, in freeform or guided by fate, her imagination, that extraordinary sifter, trawled through how many thousands of nouns and extracted an animal, a reptile, old even when young, low in the evolutionary scheme, simple in design and desire, going about its business—eating insects, laying eggs—a terrific survivor, descendent of the Mesozoic Epoch of the Reptile, Jurassic, Triassic. Noble little lizard sitting on a rock basking in the sun. Humankind came along and, as humans are so wont to do, we imbued the chap with mythic traits and a shovel full of symbolic significance. The literal, Ann mused, corresponding to some quality in us. Every single thing in the universe must somehow pertain to us. Humans are, without equivocation, that self-centred. Even as she dismissed the tendency, she couldn’t resist the comparison. Once the lizard has outgrown her own skin, she sheds it. And in a moment of extreme threat the lizard can divest herself of her tail, leaving it flailing about while the lizard escapes. Had Ann done that too? Left a vestige of herself thrashing back in Willinton? Could she, could anyone, change that much?

      She sipped her espresso, barely noticing the cold and bitter liquid passing her lips. She was seated in a subterranean café beside a lake of crystalline water, vast chunks of basalt surrounding her, brown-black when her eye first met the walls, hues of russet and tinges of pink emerging in her gaze. Cool, hard rock now, eerie echoes of elemental forces ever-present as if that moment of cataclysmic creation were forever imprinted in the energy, the very air down here.

      Five thousand years had passed since La Corona exploded in a violent gush, all that lava roiling, torrent upon torrent surging forth in a tumbling frenzy. It must have been a ferocious outpouring to create this depth of lava. Like hot toffee cooling, the lava had crusted on the surface, the flow oozing forth beneath. The liquid rock outgassing elongated bubbles in the flow, forming lava tubes—these very caves. Nature is not an engineer; the dramatic dance of air and molten earth carried on without design, and in places like this, where the flow of lava was near the surface and the mass of gas wide, the crust collapsed. Ann wondered how many centuries passed before some rock-scrambling explorer had found this jameo, the entrance to a tangled network of caves. She’d have preferred to see this place before, clambered down the rock face with nothing but a torch and a good sense of direction.

      You can’t discover a place that has been tamed to entertain.

      Every last detail of these caves not already carved out by the elements had been designed by César Manrique who, the holiday brochures stressed at every turn, had preserved the integrity of all the island’s attractions, luring sightseers with his eye for enhancing the distinct. Lanzarote was a sparsely laid out exhibition of sculpture and sculpted building design. What better place to see what the artist achieved than here in these caves? Ann was not a tourist. Neither was she a volcanologist, bent on witnessing the horror of eruption with a lunatic attachment to near-death experience. Yet she couldn’t help sinking into that sense of awe, sharing with the uniform crowd a deep admiration for the meeting of the natural and the human architect.

      She felt pleased she’d made use of the hire car to visit the caves, wrested herself from the solemn reverie that had shuttered her the moment she’d entered her holiday villa.

      Coffee in a cave? An odd place to start her composition. Do writers really hone their skills in cafes? The environment wasn’t suiting Ann. The tourists were distracting, like an invasion of irreverent baboons. The couple seated nearby, garbed in white, the kind who led insipid lives on satisfying salaries, sipped orange juice and gave each other lickerish smiles. The regiment of children scampering down the zigzag of stone stairs were all giggles and shouts. Parents ambled behind, pausing every now and then to admire a plant in the garden of cacti, succulents and ferns, with an ‘Oh look, John! Wow! Not like ours at home!’ in pure Essex brass. Southerners, Ann suspected, the lot of them—favouring the island’s stumpy end where the beaches of blond sand were pristine, and the ocean currents less fierce in the lee of that charging bull of a wind. Only those with enough spirit to venture beyond the narrow pleasures of beach, pool and disco came this far north.

      Extraordinary, then, that this place should attract so many of them, a mundane fact that Ann felt sure had rendered mute her literary sensibilities. She shouldn’t risk a creative withering at this early stage of genesis. She set down her pen and closed her notebook with its royal blue cover, cringing inwardly at the word ‘notebook’ printed across the midriff.

      The tourists filed through the café, on past the lake and up the stone steps to Jameo Grande to admire Manrique’s spectacular swimming pool, and no doubt on again to the concert hall fashioned out of another volcanic tube. Teenagers with iPods and expressions of disdain hovered listlessly. Parents peered into the water like she had the moment she came here, keen to see for themselves the cave-dwelling albino crabs, spotting one every so often with a resounding ‘There’s one!’ Then, with arms outstretched, holding their mobile phones with both hands to line up a shot: Click. Flash. Gotcha! The crabs were blind little creatures but Ann didn’t doubt they knew they were being gawked at.

      Despite the clamour, she was in no hurry to leave. It was cooler down here among the ferns and glossy-leafed philodendrons. She felt alone but not lonely, the plants good companions, inhaling the confusion and breathing out peace. She could recognise most of them, save for the tree beside her, a dracaena of some sort, palm-like with a tufty mop of long spiky leaves.

      The insipid couple left and no one sat down in their place. A waiter, young and lean, cleared their table with the abstracted air of a worker wishing he were elsewhere. She caught his eye and ordered another espresso.

      Sunlight shafted through a hole in the crust above the lake, a sudden brilliance that just as suddenly disappeared. Her sister, Penny, would have read something into that. Ann was not superstitious. She did not believe in portents, the significance of coincidence or the metaphysics of synchronicity. Serendipity is a condition superimposed on chance by the human mind’s absurd craving for meaning and an addiction to mystery. Serendipity, synchronicity, omens, portents—they all put us back to the centre of things. She left the scrying to Penny, a twentieth-century seer since she turned sixteen, her way of coming of age. Their parents still hadn’t decided whether she was clairvoyant or batty. Penny was the reason Ann had any knowledge of mythology. When Ann, who was five years Penny’s junior, had reached eighteen, she carried in some chamber of her psyche the nebulous belief that her power animal was a squirrel. She’d thought she might have an owl, but Penny was adamant she had a squirrel. Born in the Chinese Year of the Rat, another rodent, she knew the location of the planets in her horoscope and her numerological life path number. By that time Penny was heading off to Poona seeking enlightenment under Bhagwan Rajneesh. The family hadn’t seen her since.

      Ann reached out and ran her hand down the puckered cork-skin trunk of the curious tree by her table when a man’s voice behind her said in English: ‘It’s a drago tree. Fine specimen too.’

      ‘So that’s a drago tree,’ she said to herself. She turned and, as if thrust by some invisible hand into the genre of romantic fiction, took in the tall and attractive man standing nearby. She took him in like osmosis, the thick wave of salt-and-pepper hair swept back from the face, the bright and keen eyes, the comely fullness of the lips. Dressed in a black polo shirt tucked into tailored pants, a newspaper in the crook of an arm, he was distinct from all the others tramping through here. Some maverick nerve near her heart fluttered a little pulse, while her mind grappled for supremacy, remonstrating her with the tone of the schoolmistress the imprudence of her reaction. She cautioned herself against involvement with a man, any man, but especially a man surely twenty years her senior, and no doubt married with six kids and a mistress. She was fragile. She’d just walked out on one man. She didn’t need the complications of another. And with an executive swipe of the ruler she managed to restrain the reckless adolescent within, eager to break out after too many years thwarted in the face of him.

      A crowd of sightseers, sure to have alighted from a tour bus, filtered into the café, shuffling about in twos and threes, sitting themselves down and occupying all the available tables. ‘Are you …?’ Ann said, looking from the man to the others.

      ‘Goodness, no!’ He rested his hands on the back of the second chair. ‘May I?’

      He didn’t wait for an answer. Obviously he wasn’t the sort of man who felt he needed an answer. Desperate to appear indifferent and undermining that wish, she stood as he sat.

      ‘You can have the table.’

      ‘Oh, but you’ll miss the music.’ He looked crestfallen. ‘Please stay. I don’t bite—hard.’ He laughed. It was a self-deprecating laugh, at once off-putting and harmless.

      She yielded, this time sitting upright, one leg crossed over the other, hands folded in her lap. ‘Music?’ she said doubtfully, already wishing she’d followed her impulse to leave.

      ‘A local folk trio. Members of Los Campesinos.’ He pulled a leaflet from his trouser pocket and handed it to her. ‘The Fiesta de San Juan.’

      She scanned through the program of events, listed in Spanish and English. There seemed to be something festive happening every day for the next fortnight. Ann was not in the festive mood. ‘I came here for peace and quiet,’ she said, handing back the leaflet with a dry smile.

      ‘Here?’ he said, looking around.

      ‘I meant the island.’

      ‘Oh.’

      The waiter came with Ann’s espresso. Her companion ordered the same, his Spanish well-practiced and confident, unlike the stilted mispronunciations of the tourists. He was well spoken in his native tongue too. The English, so easily placed by their accent; she felt a sort of guilty relief that he was at least in enunciation her equal.

      He set down his copy of today’s El Pais, nudging the newspaper in line with the edge of the table. She leaned forward, affecting casual interest, tilting her head to one side to read the headlines: ‘Rajoy Secures Eurozone Bailout’; ‘Climate-change Rate Faster than Thought: Rio Summit Expectations Low’; ‘Oro Negro Granted Drilling Go-ahead in Canary Islands Despite Mass Protests’. It was the same news every day, permutations of the various strands of post GFC austerity and climate change. She could see straight away the desperation of the Rajoy government, the hunger for any sort of wealth to fix the economy, no matter where it came from or how environmentally destructive it might be. Yet the irony contained within the three headlines did not escape her notice; responses to the global financial crisis serving to worsen the far larger crisis of climate change, pitting the economy against nature in a potentially catastrophic spiral.

      She took a sip of her espresso. Her companion had turned in his seat to watch the folk trio setting up on the other side of a parquetry of dance floor, who were busying about with mike stands, speakers, guitars and a web of leads. The performers, male, were all middle-aged, stocky and uniformly dressed in plain pants, loose shirts and bowler hats. A couple seated out of her companion’s line of sight exchanged furtive whispers before stealing glances in his direction. The trio left the stage area for a drink at the bar. As he turned he noticed the couple and with a look of discomfort, quickly pulled his chair in tight. He glanced at her notebook, which she’d failed to tuck into her shoulder bag, and asked her what she was writing. She received his inquiry like an intrusion and was immediately shy.

      ‘Nothing.’ Even as she spoke she knew she sounded childish.

      ‘Nothing? You must be writing something.’ He put his elbows on the table, hands clasped together, holding her gaze with a broad smile. ‘Musings of an intrepid traveller? A confession? A soupçon of poetry perhaps?’

      She was in no mood to be teased. It occurred to her she might lie and tell him she was composing a shopping list but she’s an honest sort. ‘A sentence,’ she said flatly.

      ‘One solitary sentence? Oh dear. Not writer’s block!’

      She blushed and looked down at the notebook, suddenly repelled by it, the stupid way it announced itself so blatantly, evidence that its owner was in the habit of writing something, anything. Should have gone with the shopping list.

      ‘I’m not a writer. I’m a geologist.’

      ‘A geologist?!’

      ‘Well, a hydrologist.’

      ‘Blimey!’ He paused, a pained expression flashing across in his face. ‘Forgive me. I’ve succumbed to a stereotype. You seem —shall I say?—Delicate.’

      She bristled. The qualification he felt compelled to provide only served to worsen his initial remark. She’d suffered the reaction many times, and was surprised to hear it from a man as apparently sophisticated as him, although no one before had considered her delicate. She was of average build, a little on the thin side, though strong to her core. She suffered no ailment of any sort; her pallor, after a week of browning, was tanned; and at forty she had yet to succumb to the frailties of age. Her face had barely a wrinkle until she smiled.

      Despite her misgivings she felt a frisson of girlish delight at being regarded in this fashion. Until the schoolmistress rapped her ruler once more and she brought herself to attention.

      He leaned back in his seat and went on. ‘Odd place for a hydrologist to visit. The island is practically a desert.’ His gaze slid away in the direction of the lake. ‘No rivers. The barrancos are almost always dry. The island drinks the ocean via the Desal plant. But of course …’ he said, returning his gaze to her face. ‘You wanted to get away from all that wet. Yes, yes. That makes sense.’

      She struggled to make sense of this man, who seemed to her a touch bizarre. She really ought to have done as she’d said and left, yet in spite of her reservations he was enormously attractive, rendering his pretensions oddly engaging.

      ‘Frankly, I’ve dried up,’ she said with a sigh.

      ‘Dried up?’ He emitted a short laugh before noticing she hadn’t followed suit. ‘Oh, you were being serious. It was very witty in the context.’

      ‘What do you do?’

      ‘I am a writer. Richard Parry’s the name.’

      ‘Ann Salter.’ She proffered her hand.

      Richard Parry. Should she have heard of him? The curious stares of the couple nearby implied that she might have come across his name. Ignoring a flicker of excitement, she didn’t inquire. She had no idea what sort of writer he was, but already she knew his was a character that could only be played by Dean Martin.

      The waiter plonked down Richard’s coffee and hurried away, spurred into a frenzy of activity by a rush of orders. Richard shot a disapproving look in the waiter’s direction, then drew his cup and saucer to the edge of the table. He raised the cup to his lips, giving the contents a quick sniff before taking a sip and replacing the cup in its saucer with a grimace.

      ‘Are you holidaying with friends?’ he said.

      ‘I’m renting a villa.’

      ‘Not a time-share?’

      ‘No, not a time-share. I doubt they have time shares in Haría.’

      ‘Haría?’

      ‘Yes. And you?’

      ‘I’m in Haría too.’

      ‘On holiday?’

      ‘I own a house on the edge of the village.’

      His eagerness to converse was puzzling, as if she afforded the promise of much needed company. Tiring of the banter, she drained her cup, put her shoulder bag on the table and slipped the notebook inside. ‘It’s very nice to meet you, Richard Parry.’ She gave him a half-hearted smile and stood.

      ‘You’re not staying for the music?’

      ‘It isn’t my scene.’

      ‘You haven’t heard them yet.’

      ‘I don’t need to.’

      ‘I’m not doing very well here.’ He sounded despondent.

      ‘You’re fine,’ she said, which was all the encouragement he seemed to need.

      ‘I haven’t seen you in the village.’

      ‘I haven’t been out much.’

      ‘No? That’s a shame.’ He was thoughtful for a moment. She was about to walk away when he said, ‘Wait.’ She paused. ‘It’s not often I meet a hydrologist, especially one with a mysterious sentence. There’s a restaurant in the plaza. Care to join me for dinner?’

      ‘When?’

      ‘Tonight.’

      ‘I’ll have to check my diary.’ She hadn’t meant to sound offhand.

      ‘You’re as prickly as … as that drago tree.’

      ‘It isn’t all that prickly.’

      ‘Better than prickly as a cactus.’

      ‘Avoid clichés like the plague.’

      ‘Ah, at last, now you’re smiling. See you at seven?’

      ‘Sure.’

      

      Richard watched Ann walk down the path beside the lake. He admired the slight sway of her hips, the boyishness of her gait, accentuated by her outfit of plain blouse and shorts. She looked fit, not the peak fitness of the gym, more the sort that comes with plenty of time spent outdoors. She climbed the zigzag of steps and was gone.

      What a fascinating woman! She had a fresh, natural look about her, short blonde hair, the whole of her face easily judged pretty, clear blue eyes, a small and straight nose, although her mouth was a little pouty. In his mind her face merged with another, the resemblance astonishing, and for a moment he was gazing at his mother’s portrait that had hung above the fireplace of his childhood home. He felt a twinge of treasured melancholy in the comparison and was disconcerted by it. Ann became all the more intriguing. The way she’d sat so formally, self-assured yet guarded, as if she were being interviewed. Fixed in her gaze a look of torpid fright, the sort that comes after long confrontation with daily terror or strain. She was damaged, no doubt recently and probably by a man.

      Perhaps he’d been a little patronising, teasing her like that. He hadn’t meant to appear, god help him, a boor. Don’t bite hard—what had made him say that? He was an accomplished man, author of many published works, with a substantial flow of royalties that provided him a good income, two homes and a dollop of literary confidence. He no longer needed to compare his prowess to that of Henning Mankell. He needn’t go about spouting cheesy chat-up lines either. He was not in the habit of charming pretty women and he didn’t want her to think that he was.

      He found himself too out of sorts to listen to Los Campesinos, and with some disappointment left his unfinished coffee and his newspaper on the table, and wandered outside and stood in the sparse shade of a palm tree. Not one of the sturdy Canary palms with their splayed fronds that stood like burly soldiers at ground level above, this one had a long, slender trunk emerging like a phallus from a mound of basalt boulders and listing over a swimming pool. The pool, kidney shaped with smooth white sides, was a shallow of iridescent turquoise that shone like a jewel set in stone. It was a contrivance, no one here had their swimsuits and towels, and an elegant one: a clever inversion, that kidney of turquoise contained inside this jameo, while the island itself, a mass of volcanic rock was itself contained by the ocean. Richard wondered if this was in Manrique’s mind at the point of conception.

      The sun bore down on the rocks, the air hot and windless, the jameo oppressive despite the plantings of palm trees, cacti and succulents that supplied welcoming splashes of green. The only other time he’d been here was at night, the jameo then discreetly lit, features of artistic interest illumed in soft yellows and pinks, the overbearing rock receding into crisp gloom. Heading for the concert hall, he skirted the pool and went down a flight of wide stone steps, slipping into the comfort of shade, then the temporary blindness of the dark interior.

      

      The concert was her idea. Richard would have preferred a quiet meal in Haría to celebrate their wedding anniversary, but Trish insisted on hearing a local band perform Canary Island folk songs. It was shortly before the global financial crisis rumbled around the globe, and he had just purchased a villa on the edge of Haría upon the suggestion, nay insistence, of his agent Trent Smythe, who had been urging him for months to find a writer’s retreat. It was Trent’s brother who had sold him the villa, and for a price he could easily afford upon receiving a generous advance on his latest book. The Copse, a whodunit set in Bunton, was a curious meeting of Ruth Rendell and The Darling Buds of May. Set in the twenties, it had all the necessary elements—the quaint pub, the village church, the manor house and the duck pond. The novel was selling well after having narrowly escaped the ignoble title The Corpse, the error of his publisher’s art department and a myopic copy editor, and had received a modest number of pleasing reviews.

      All of this should have put him in good spirits, but he was under considerable literary pressure. He was meant to be preparing his tenth novel for publication, attending to a number of revisions upon the advice of his editor, and he’d achieved nothing. He couldn’t concentrate. Trish had made it her business to furnish the villa. He liked to have his domestic life simple, leaving as much free time for writing as any one day would allow. A canvas deck chair and an upturned tea chest might have sufficed. Not for Trish. She insisted on exercising her not inconsiderable talents in the fine art of homemaking, her furbishing binge nothing short of an ordeal. Three weeks into their stay and he’d driven her all over the island searching for kitchenware, wall hangings, objet d’art, even curtains. No one here has curtains. He was tired of placating her, tired of trying to block out the complaints that came at him like an assault—there is nothing to buy here, everything is trash, it’s so primitive, don’t these people have taste?

      The very sanctuary Trent had wished for him had thus far proven anything but.

      Another day wasted traipsing through shops in Puerto del Carmen and now, after all the fuss she had made not wanting to miss a moment of the concert, they were late. She was adamant that they celebrate their anniversary in style, which meant oodles of style. Waiting for her to emerge in her high heels, pearls and long chiffon dress, he hovered about on the front porch, glad he didn’t smoke or he would have already consumed an entire packet.

      At last she glided outside, her wavy brown hair bouffant and swept back from her face, blue-grey eyes accentuated with thin streaks of eye liner, full lips glowing vermillion. At forty, her figure curvaceous and toned, with ample breasts blossoming from the plunge of her neckline. She looked ready for a red-carpet stroll, all hand waving and jaw-aching smiles. He struggled not to feel overshadowed by unease at the sight of her.

      The concert hall was full when they arrived. Even in the dimmed light he could see everyone else was casually dressed, women in light summer dresses and men in open-necked shirts. He couldn’t shake the feeling that, dressed as she was, he didn’t want to be seen to be her companion, let alone her husband, all the while telling himself he needn’t care so much. It was only appearances and not the person inside. Trish would carry off her glamour perfectly well and good fortune had seen to it that the remaining seats were in the back row.

      She sat with her hands carefully pressed one atop the other in her lap, head held high. He tried to relax.

      Taburiente, a group of three well-groomed men, were seated on stools on the stage below. The solidified lava around the stage formed a natural proscenium arch now bathed in purple light. When the music began, Trish nodded and swayed slightly in that affected way she had. A few bars into the first song she proved easy to ignore. As Taburiente played one enchanting song after another on guitar, timple and percussion, the vocals clear and rich, he felt himself filling up with the complex rhythms and sweet melodies. The acoustics were perfect, the rocky vault dampening all echoes. When the lead vocal was taken up by a ravishing soprano whose voice sliced through the music in crisp and wistful tones, he lost himself. This group had far surpassed the offerings of folk music Trish dragged him to hear in the local venues around Bunton. Nothing wrong with English folk music, but it all sounded pretty much the same to him. Every singer sang the same old songs in the same pronounced voice. The Taburiente concert was an altogether different experience for Richard. He was reborn, a folk-music aficionado. He wasn’t to know it then, but the euphoria he felt that night would never be repeated. Like the first hit of heroin, the first rush of mystical oneness, it was a one-off. After numerous attempts he’d come to understand only fools chase repetition.

      He came crashing down during the interval. The audience had congregated around the bar, chiselled from the lava in a convex arc. While he waited to be served, he caught the glances, the indiscreet nudges and the whispers of a gathering at a table nearby. Was he …? Is that him? No, he thought, I’m not, sour that even here on this island he suffered the ignobility of being the doppelganger of a crass game-show host. By now Trish had guzzled two flutes of the local champagne and begun to talk in that lofty tone she puts on when she’s determined to ignore everyone in the room while attracting their attention. He was tense. Trapped in a corner at the end of the bar, he couldn’t avoid the approach of an obsequious-looking middle-aged man and his equally obsequious-looking wife. ‘Excuse me,’ the man said to Richard. ‘Er … Are you Richard Parry?’

      ‘That’s me,’ he said, taken aback that anyone should recognise him for who he was. He smiled warmly, trying to smooth the worried lines about his eyes.

      ‘Fred Spice,’ the man said in Brummie brogue, proffering his hand. He was a stubby man with thin sandy hair combed over a balding pate, hair that scarcely framed a decidedly unremarkable face. ‘Oh, I love your books. I’ve just read The Copse. It’s fantastic.’

      ‘Thank you very much.’

      ‘And you read it too, didn’t you, Barbara?’ Fred’s milky blue eyes never left Richard’s face. ‘She thought the same.’

      ‘Thank you very much,’ Richard said again, repressing a feeling of imminent doom.

      ‘That bit when Helga was chasing after her little boy’s remote-control car after he’d stuffed his sandwich on the dashboard because he hated brown bread. I laughed at the time, but when poor Helga fell in the pond and drowned …’ Fred took a forward step. ‘How did you come up with that?’

      Richard leaned hard against the bar and blenched inwardly. As an author he was oft in the habit of cannibalising his life but he wasn’t about to reveal that to this ghastly little man.

      Fortunately, Fred’s question proved rhetorical. He went on. ‘I thought it a bit odd, I must say, but then I suppose the pond was deep and she was frail and in those days people didn’t swim.’ Fred glanced at Barbara and winked. ‘Not like us, eh?’

      Richard could see Trish’s mounting agitation. She was running her thumb under the pearls around her neck, eyes darting about the room.

      Fred was unstoppable. ‘I must say I was disappointed you killed off the boy, but as I neared the end, it made perfect sense. And what an ending!’

      ‘For heaven’s sake!’ Trish cut in. ‘I’m sure you must have better things to do than harass my husband.’ She reinforced her barb with a facetious smile.

      The couple were visibly shocked. All Richard could do was offer an apologetic ‘I think the concert is about to resume. Shall we?’

      He spent the second half of the concert in a silent rage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          LA CORONA

        

      

    

    
      Heading back to Haría, Ann took the circuitous route, driving north along the coast road that skirts the edge of La Corona’s outpourings. The solitude—there was no other car in sight—interrupted by that annoyingly cautionary school mistress lodged in her head, berating her for accepting Richard’s invitation.

      Before long, La Corona swept into view to the west, singular in the landscape, a decapitated cone of russet-black rock. Ann drove slowly, taking in the malpais, a lava plain sustaining only lichens and euphorbias, the shore-side broken now and then by pockets of creamy sand. With La Corona in view to her left, the ocean to the right, the scene was primordial. Travelling by car seemed out of joint with these surroundings. She felt an impulse to throw her arms wide and yell into the wind. Yet there were few places to pull over.

      Another kilometre and she spotted a turning up ahead. She slowed and eased the car into a small and empty parking bay. She left the car and followed a narrow path through boulder and scree to a lick of white sand nearby. The beach felt desolate, the silence cut by the wind and the slap of small waves.

      She stood at the waterline, watching the gentle swell, the black terrain closing in all around her, and the misgivings she felt in accepting Richard’s dinner invitation gave way to a familiar moiling. She yearned to expunge the hurt that had taken up residence in her heart like an unwelcome lodger. Running away from her marriage hadn’t achieved much. She had distance, but she was still who she was, who’d she’d allowed herself to become. Two decades of study and research, in recent years wading through the murky waters of the Isis, all the while paddling about in the murk of her personal life and suffering the occasional flood. He’d frightened her this time, with that frustrated fist of his in their final row. What was that about? Burnt toast? It might as well have been. They’d been arguing the same old ground. It always came down to her career and his ego.

      She wanted to forget. Let this atmosphere of tremendous isolation consume her. She thought she must be the only living creature on this beach; she saw no birds, no lizards, no crabs, not even a fly. She took a deep breath of the cooling ocean air then slipped off her sandals and paddled her feet in the wash, enjoying the chill and the gentle push and pull.

      Her thoughts wandered back to the night before she left Willinton for the airport. Too distraught to stay another moment in her house, she spent those hours ensconced in her office with nothing to occupy her frazzled mind. So she’d researched the island—its topography, its geology, its history—trawling the tourism sites, frustrated by the shallow summaries and contradictory information, eventually stumbling on a book freely available with the noble title The Canarian. Two pages in, immersed in the journals of two priests who had set sail on the voyage that conquered Lanzarote, she’d forgotten the Hydrology Centre, her tattered marriage, the tumult of her heart.

      Now she was here, it was easy to imagine that past. Beyond the bay, the wind and the ocean swell pushed south, the flow of the Atlantic perfect sailing for the ambitious conqueror, Juan Bethencourt. The year was 1402 when he set sail, determined to take possession of the Fortunate Islands on behalf of any kingdom willing to strike a good deal.

      Marauding Spanish adventurers covetous of the profits procured from dyes and slaves had long favoured Lanzarote. Beholding the ocean, she could imagine the sickening undertow in the bellies of the beleaguered islanders each time they saw a ship on the horizon. Guardafía, the island’s king and ruler of a peaceful and amiable tribe of one thousand islanders, was understandably tired of the pillaging and enslavement of his people. When he met with Bethencourt he granted permission for the conquering party to stay and build a fort in the island’s south in exchange for the islanders’ protection. It must have seemed to Guardafía a reasonable agreement. Neither man could have foreseen the treachery that lay ahead.

      She walked along the shore with her feet in the shallows, picking her way around the smattering of black boulders, scanning about for a small rock to take with her. She went out on the flat rocks that flanked the bay, then slipped on her sandals and picked her way into the malpais. She didn’t get far. The terrain was impossible.

      Returning to the waterline, she ambled about some more. She wanted to take with her something distinct but, like the tourists, the rocks were uniform. Eventually she settled on a pebble of grey-black basalt partially embedded in the sand. The pebble was smooth and cold and oddly comforting. She put it in her pocket and went back to the car.

      After another sandy cove, the road curved east and she drove towards the barren massif that ran along the western coast. The sun backlit the massif, the ridge silhouetted against streaks of apricot merging into the azure of the sky. Several volcanoes pimpled the land to the southwest. The lava plain, to the south of her now, rose to meet its mother, La Corona, a monolith of black in the fading light.

      She felt herself expand in the face of what she saw. Ever since her first geology field trip in the Lake District she had known there exists something profound and ineffable in the relationship between nature and the human beholder, a capacity to feel exhilarated by nature’s beauty, as if she could transcend her little life in the face of the earth’s grandeur. A picturesque scene of rolling green and copses of oaks; a paradise of tropical rainforest meeting turquoise lagoon; the drama and majesty of rugged mountains and cliffs; the desert plains of Australia, vast and unchanging in every direction; or like here, a simplicity of contrast. Nature never failed to seduce Ann with its charm.

      It wasn’t long before she approached Órzola, a small fishing village of squat and square whitewashed buildings with flat roofs and the occasional turret, their doors and shuttered windows painted blue. Situated on the fringes of the malpais, Órzola appeared an inauspicious place to live. The surroundings, for all their magnificence, were imposing. The mountain range loomed only a kilometre away, with its steep-sided valleys and prominent volcanoes, the jagged edge of the cliff that flanked the western coast, tailing off and disappearing into the ocean, giving the area an edge-of-world feel.

      The streets were deserted, with not even a parked car to remind Ann of its inhabitants. Perhaps the locals were hiding from the tourists, a perfectly reasonable thing to do. It was here, an outpost furthest from the island’s capital, on this rugged tongue of land poking into the great expanse of the Atlantic that the locals lived out their lives. Behind shuttered windows, mothers, fathers and children went about their day steeped in tradition, mundane and as predictable as the movement of the sun. Perhaps it was dinnertime. What did they eat? How did they eat? With plates and knives and forks, with spoons, with fingers? Did they have kitchens filled with modern appliances? Or were they still reliant on more basic cooking apparatus? Were they religious? Surely yes. Superstitious? That too. Ann considered it a travesty that tourism afforded no insight into a land temporarily occupied for the purposes of leisure and pleasure.

      She drove through Órzola, relieved that her villa was in Haría. Taking the only other road south she headed straight for La Corona, passing below the saddles and deep valleys of the massif. Farmhouses were dotted here and there, the land divided up with dry-stone walls into a quilt of haphazardly shaped fields. Wily farmers mulched their ground with picón, black volcanic ash that must have fallen like infernal hail when La Corona erupted. The fields were as black as the walls, save for the prickly pear and the neat rows of maize and potatoes. As she neared La Corona, amid the western reach of the malpais, the choppy green crests of figs and grapes nestled in depressions fortified with arcs of rock against the fierce prevailing wind.

      Below the volcano she reached a T-intersection and turned right, following the curves through the black and rugged land. Soon she passed through the farming village of Ye, a huddle of whitewashed houses hugging the road, all their doors and shutters painted the same bottle green, and on through a narrow valley whose left flank was the volcano itself. Every cell in her being was awed by what it must be like to live here. There is nothing cosy about an isolated valley squashed between a volcanic monolith and the backside of a precipice.

      The land opened up again once she crested the head of the valley and entered the elevated land south of La Corona. A tapestry of black and green fields and terraced hillsides, in the centre a cluster of white that was the village of Máguez, the scene was a welcome contrast to the ruggedness of the malpais. There were a few other cars on the road now, some cruising along, others whipping by. On both sides of the road were low dry-stone walls. Every now and then a break in the wall indicated a farm or a cottage. At one she saw a sign, a lizard, carved into a slab of timber and painted white. Here, the only lizards she’d seen were geckos. The lizard in her sentence had a blue tongue, the blue tongue lizard of Australia. The sentence pulled her back, her imagination a trickster confronting her with a switchback in the otherwise straight road of her life.

      

      Ann and Penny walked along disused railway tracks in the vast undulations of the baked-to-crisp farmland of the Adelaide Plains. It was summer. To the west, a smattering of gum trees broke the horizon. A few scruffy shrubs clung to the edge of the paddock ahead. Above the tracks was a shimmery haze. The heat was unrelenting, the dusty desert wind scalded her nostrils. The sun blazed, rendering pale the blue of the sky, burning her scalp through her hair. They didn’t wear hats in those days. Ann was a scrawny little thing, a timid pipsqueak. Her sister, Penny, walked ahead on the railway lines, holding her arms out as if she were balancing on a tight rope. She was tall, a lot taller than last year; her seersucker dress reached down only to mid-thigh. Ann didn’t have her sister’s sense of balance. She lagged behind, walking on the sleepers. Only, her stride couldn’t quite make the distance between them. She stretched out her hips, swung her skinny arms, but still the heel of her foot landed on the sharp rocks between.

      She had to focus on every giant step, on not giving in to the heat.

      The sleepers all looked the same.

      The lizard made pretence of its own absence.

      And her foot landed on the sleeper an inch from that chunky full-grown blue tongue’s tail. Startled, the lizard hunkered down, opened its mouth, unfurled its tongue and emitted a menacing hiss. Certain at first the lizard was a snake, she screamed and leapt back in terror, stumbling on the rocks and falling down hard on the bleached-to-blond grass.

      Penny had turned in time to see her fall. She laughed long and hard, holding her stomach and bending double in an exaggerated display of mockery. She recovered enough to say ‘you idiot’, and bent over again in another apparently uncontrollable bout of mirth before standing up tall and grinning mercilessly. She was a slender girl, tanned, wavy auburn hair tied back in a ponytail, the wisps of a fringe held in place by a red Alice band accentuating a high forehead, exposing at the hairline a cow-lick that gave her half a widow’s peak. At fourteen, she had bumps and curves, haughty eyes and thin lips, stretched now in a supercilious smile.

      Ann wanted to kick her.

      Instead, she picked herself up and brushed the dust from her dress. Now she was upright, the humiliation was more intense than her fright.

      The event marked the end of Penny’s childhood and the end of their close filial bond.

      Beyond the humiliation, Ann felt hollow, as if overnight her sister had changed into an irascible witch. She sensed, without knowing why, that she had lost her greatest ally, confidant, playmate and friend. Penny was the one who had held her close when she cried, tended her cuts with dabs of mercurochrome, plaited her hair for Sunday best. Penny was almost like a mother. She occupied the void their mother left in the wake of a growing preoccupation with the floral kingdom. Penny had always been there for Ann throughout the five years they endured living in that village north of Gawler. Right up until that very day.

      It was their father’s idea to leave England and move to this rain-forsaken part of the world. Through some family connections and his own reputation in the field of viticulture, Dr Frank Salter secured a lectureship at Roseworthy Agricultural College. He was a bulldozer of a man, with a deep gravelly voice. He had bushy eyebrows, flaring nostrils, and a coat hanger of a moustache. Both of his daughters were frightened of him. He seemed to have no trouble assimilating to the great Australian way of life. He swallowed the whole Aussie ethos in one acquisitive gulp, adopted his own style of back-slapping mateship with the neighbours, oblivious to the anti-Pom sentiment, sometimes a tease, other times hateful and vicious, directed at his wife and his daughters.

      Ann was only four when they arrived.

      Those first two years were lonely. While Penny fended off the bullies at the village school, Ann spent most of her days in the garden. She swung on the old tyre suspended from the branch of a gum tree, jumped through the sprinkler when it was hot, played in the shade with her collection of farm animals, and trailed after her mother.

      Marjorie was a neat, petite and fey woman, with curly fair hair framing a fine-boned face. Her porcelain eyes wore a vacant, almost translucent expression. Gardening was her one true love. From the day they moved in she tended every plant, shrub and tree in that quarter-acre block as if it were as fragile as she.

      The hardy daises and natives that were dotted here and there responded with vigorous new growth. Hydrangeas burgeoned, roses bloomed, the lemon tree was never without fruit, grape vines behaved themselves and produced huge clusters of the sweetest grapes, and the lawn, patchy and weed-strewn before, soon became soft and green. She even had names for her plants. There was Bertha the bougainvillea, Quincy the quince and Ophelia the orange tree. Ann helped her christen the rose bushes after characters in her favourite books—Alice, Heidi, Lucy and Jemima.

      Her mother’s triumph was the long and narrow bed of Flanders poppies by the front gate. Bobbing about on tall stems, their vibrant blooms broke the monotony of the chain-link fence. ‘They’re like us,’ her mother said whenever they passed by. Ann had no idea what her mother meant.

      Marjorie rarely went out. She couldn’t adjust to the brash attitude of the local women. She wouldn’t even walk down to the village shops, sending Penny and Ann instead. The only memory Ann had of her mother beyond the house and the garden was a shopping trip to Gawler.

      It was a Saturday morning, two weeks before the start of her first year of school. Frank took them to Gawler in his Holden Torana—Marjorie didn’t drive. Penny sat behind Marjorie and leaned her head against the door so that her hair flew out the window. Ann sat beside her sister on the vinyl back seat and stared out her window at the endless undulations of the plain. The backs of her thighs were glued to the vinyl and had begun to burn. When the car hit a bump she thought her skin would tear right off. She sat as still as she could, with one hand gripping the arm rest, compensating for the sway of the car, anxious for more of her sweat to break the seal.

      About half an hour later, their father pulled up outside the department store. He set off in the direction of the hotel across the street, and Penny and Ann followed their mother inside. The store maintained a stable cool with its high ceiling and cavernous spaces. Women in gaudily printed dresses talked loudly while their children mucked about around them. Ann and Penny trailed Marjorie, who went straight to the back of the store. Bolts of fabric lined an entire wall. They queued behind a wide-bottomed woman in a floral dress who was being served by a sour-faced assistant. They seemed to know each other. The assistant unrolled a bolt of navy-blue check fabric and measured it in lengths against the yardstick stuck to the counter. When she came to cut the fabric she glanced at the woman then around the store, placed her hand over the end of the stick and cut about a foot wide of the mark.

      ‘Good onya,’ the woman said.

      ‘No worries.’

      As the woman took her purchase and headed in the direction of the cash desk, Ann’s mother said to the assistant, ‘Oh, before you put it away, I’d like to purchase five yards of the same please.’

      The assistant stiffened. Then she unrolled the fabric. She measured with precision, cutting a little short of the yard mark. Ann sensed her mother had also seen generosity become meanness at the flick of an English accent.

      Penny hadn’t noticed a thing. She was standing, back against the counter, arms folded, staring disdainfully at the girls they’d passed on their way through the store.

      At the cash desk, Marjorie paid with a twenty-dollar bill. The assistant, this one young and smarmy, raised her eyebrows and stuffed the money along with an invoice into a small cylinder and yanked a cord. The cylinder shot along a thick wire suspended from the ceiling. Ann watched it disappear somewhere up the back, reappearing some time later, whizzing its way down to the counter.

      ‘What’s that for, Mummy?’ she said.

      ‘The pulley?’ It was her mother’s turn to look hard and cold, uncharacteristic for her, and there was indignation in her voice when she said, ‘They used to have them in England.’ She paused. ‘Years ago.’ She snatched her change and marched straight out of the store.

      It took Marjorie many hours of many days to make the school uniform, a tunic with short upturned sleeves, a side zip and a Peter Pan collar. Ann had to step carefully in and carefully out of it about five times a day for various fittings, feeling the prick of pins on her skin, tiny harbingers of the torments she anticipated at school.

      Penny was in her last year when Ann started primary school. By then Penny had learned the sneering, ‘What are you looking at?’ art of the playground thug and took on the role of Ann’s heavy. No one dared intimidate Penny’s little sister. Ann had acquired a gentle Aussie accent and was accepted by her peers almost immediately. But she made few friends and no one close. Years later, Ann put this down to their mother’s refusal to let them have friends over. There were various excuses. Sometimes it was the delicate furniture. Or the tender annuals that had just come into bloom. Ann sensed, without really understanding it, that her mother had built a psychic fortress around the house, the chain link fence a symbol of impenetrability that kept out any chance the female Salters had of fitting in.

      They lived in an old sandstone house, with red brick quoining, bull-nose verandas and sash windows. All the rooms had high ceilings, polished hardwood floors and Queen Ann style furniture, wide at the hip and slender of leg, with feet resembling cat’s paws. Their mother had insisted on bringing the entire contents of their former home in England: large dressers, tall boys, tables, book cases, wardrobes and beds. In the living room, four wingback chairs faced each other like sentinels before a Persian rug.

      That evening, the family were seated across the hall, round the dining table of fine polished oak. Still bruised after her fright earlier in the day, Ann looked past Penny and out the east-facing window where a pair of galahs were mucking about on one of the lower branches of a lemon-scented gum tree. A grass fire had been burning out of control to the south-west, belching smoke over Gawler for most of the day, the northerly wind sparing the village until the wind change that came in around five. At six the radio announced the fire was under control. Now it was seven and outside was an acrid haze.

      Inside, the house was stuffy, the doors and windows shut tight against the smoke. Marjorie wiped a rivulet of sweat that had trickled down the side of her cheek and almost reached her jawline. Her pallor, normally pale as china, flushed. Penny stabbed at the boiled carrots on her plate. Ann, yet to learn the guile of not dobbing, had confided the cause of her grazes and her sister’s reaction. Penny, duly remonstrated, was in a huff.

      ‘Eat your meat, Penny,’ her mother said.

      ‘I hate it.’

      ‘Nothing wrong with corned beef,’ said Frank.

      ‘They call it silverside here,’ Marjorie said.

      ‘Well, we better stick to calling it corned beef because we won’t be living here much longer.’

      There was a heavy silence.

      Penny dropped her fork on the table. Her eyes had darkened. Marjorie looked at Frank with alarm. Ann fixed her eyes on the galahs outside, who were now perched on the chain-link fence that divided their place from Australia.

      ‘Roseworthy College has been good to me,’ Frank said, maintaining an even tone. ‘But I’ve been offered a better job back home.’

      ‘I’m not going!’ Penny stood abruptly and her chair fell back on the floor with a resounding clap.

      ‘Pick up the chair, Penny,’ Marjorie said, raising a placating hand at her husband.

      ‘I thought you’d be pleased. None of you like it here.’ His tone was still surprisingly soft. He must have been practising exceptional self-control. He kept a wary eye on Penny who was so upset she was shaking.

      ‘What about Mum’s garden?’ Ann said, almost to herself.

      Frank glanced at Marjorie. ‘You always complain it’s too dry.’

      Marjorie nodded passively.

      ‘And what about my friends?’ Penny wailed. ‘I’ll never see them again.’

      ‘Stop being difficult. You’re upsetting your mother.’

      ‘I’m not changing schools!’ Penny glared at her father, clenched her fists, then ran out of the room. A few moments later a door slammed.

      ‘Perhaps you might have chosen a better moment to tell them,’ Marjorie said tentatively.

      ‘I don’t mind, Daddy,’ Ann said.

      Frank patted her hand.

      

      After they’d returned to England, Marjorie wilted like a petunia in a hot wind. She’d spent those last weeks in Australia wandering around the garden, pausing before every plant in a backyard, grieving. In their semi-detached house in Cirencester she still spent all her time tending her plants, but her passion no longer seemed to afford her comfort.

      The living room faced south and had a large bay window looking out on the leafy street. The late-summer sun filtered through the heavy greenery of the garden, casting dappled light on an array of indoor plants below the window. Frank was at work. He spent long hours establishing his Senior Lectureship at the Royal Agricultural College. Penny was upstairs in her room. Ann was not allowed in Penny’s room. If she so much as tapped on the door, Penny would yell, ‘Go away!’ So she did.

      While her mother fussed over begonias, spider plants, African violets, Easter cacti, maidenhair ferns and tradescantia, all vying for space and sunshine, Ann sat on a wingback chair pretending to read Matilda, not daring to speak, not wanting to break her mother’s trance-like concentration.

      Her mother sighed. She pulled off some dead leaves from around the base of the African violet, then rearranged the pots so that the tradescantia were closest to the window. ‘They’re getting a bit leggy,’ she murmured. She dusted the leaves of the spindly-looking philodendron and left the room, returning with some old newspaper, a trowel, a small bag of potting mix and a few pots.

      A question welled in Ann. ‘How is soil made, Mum?’

      Her mother sighed. ‘At a factory.’

      It was the most unsatisfying answer she’d ever heard. She went back to being quiet.

      Marjorie laid the newspaper on the living room floor and carefully filled the pots. Then she cut several baby spider plants from their mother and snuggled them down into the soil. She worked in an aura of hush. She left the room again and returned with a small watering can.

      When she’d finished she folded the newspaper in upon itself to avoid mess and looked at Ann. ‘Bring that for me.’ Ann dutifully picked up the watering can and followed her mother outside to the greenhouse.

      It was the same every day for the whole summer. It took Ann a long time to feel comfortable in that house. The rooms seemed small and the Cotswolds crowded in on her. She hankered for her old life in Australia, the space, the freedom, her school, her few friends, even her mother’s garden. Her old life took on a pleasant hue now that she was here. Her mother never mentioned it, but she was sure she felt the same.

      

      It wasn’t until she was eighteen, long after she discovered the pills – Valium and anti-depressants – that she found her mother was not without influence over the inhabitants of the house. By then Ann had developed an interest in what went on below the ground, beyond the roots of living things, and an equally strong interest in what went on between the covers of works of fiction. She’d endured five years of Penny’s new-age explorations. It was her last year of high school and her application form for undergraduate studies was set out on the dining room table. Her father was reading the form over her shoulder.

      ‘What is that?’ he said, pointing at her entry in the subject box.

      ‘English.’

      ‘What is it doing there?’

      ‘I want to study the Arts.’ She stared at the page.

      ‘The Arts!’ He gasped. ‘What on earth would you do with an Arts degree?’

      She couldn’t explain to him her love of literature and her unexplored passion for writing, kindled after she won a short story competition in Grade Three. He’d see it as a wayward pursuit. Ann knew her father couldn’t bear to lose both his daughters to wayward pursuits. Still, she tried to defend her aspiration.

      ‘Mum has an Arts degree.’

      ‘And look where it got her.’ Even as he said those words, he seemed shocked at himself and he quickly softened. ‘You are good at the earth sciences like me,’ he said persuasively. ‘You must choose a subject of that sort.’

      ‘I don’t want to,’ she said half-heartedly.

      It was the only time she’d tried to go against his wishes. The application form stayed on the dining table for days. Frank’s floor pacing drove her mother to her bed. Ann watched the plants in the living room droop. She soon knew his obstinacy and her mother’s complicity were not going to change. So she acquiesced.

      

      When Ann reached Haría the last arc of sunlight had slipped below the ridge, the western sky illumed in soft amber. In the twilight the whitewashed walls of the village looked mellow. She pulled up outside her villa, indistinguishable from the rest save for the street number, displayed on a mosaic tile mounted on the wall beside the green front door. She thought about going inside for a shower, a change of clothes, but knew once she closed the door reticence would consume her. Even parked outside, the immediacy of her attraction and Richard’s interest, apparently innocent, had once again begun to unnerve her.

      She’d come here to escape from her troubles, but she’d managed to imbue the villa with all her self-recriminations, outrage and indignant realisations that tramped about inside her like ghouls. Coming here, she’d escaped nothing beyond the material plane. Even Penny was with her, infiltrating her thoughts. Planes – she could have thought ‘worlds’. Penny was always going on about the planes; etheric and astral were her favourites. Those few times she’d seen her sister in those months before she left for the ashram in Poona and Ann went to Oxford to study Geology, Penny would accuse her of being as dense as matter itself. Since she was oh-so-very clever she ought to know that humanity evolves up the planes. Geology, the study of the densest matter of all, was retrograde and therefore evil. Ann didn’t entirely disagree. Most geologists work for oil or mining companies, complicit in the ravages of that which was millions, billions of years in the making.

      Still she couldn’t fathom why Penny was occupying her thoughts. As if one rejection, the break-up with him, begot another. Now she had two pools of discontent swilling about in her. Both imposed their worldview. With him, Andrew Cain, microbiologist for Wonderfoods, it was the glory of molecular manipulations and man’s right—divine of course—to control nature at the cellular level. Penny’s impositions were many and varied. Before she found the Bhagwan, she was a serial born-again, reborn each time she found a new technique to pop in her spiritual shopping basket: astrology, numerology, past life recall, Wicca–not only did she try them all, she imposed them on Ann with the zeal of a missionary despot.

      Ann could only hope that Richard Parry was different. She locked the car and walked down to the plaza, mellowed by the cool air and the quiet, dimly lit streets.

      The restaurant was rustic, with a lath and rafter ceiling, whitewashed walls and a floor of unpolished terracotta tiles. A smell of fried fish and garlic filled the air. Richard was seated in a far corner. She made her way past the smattering of diners over by the windows. Noticing her approach, he stood. He’d changed into chinos and a lightweight sweater of dark blue. He seemed awkward, yet his eager smile and come-hither eyes were beguiling.

      ‘There isn’t much on the menu,’ he said almost as an apology once she’d sat down.

      She smiled. ‘They do a reasonable arroz con pollo.’

      ‘You’ve eaten here before?’

      ‘I have.’

      ‘A safe choice,’ he said. ‘I’ll have the same.’

      A matronly-looking woman ambled over from a table nearby and they ordered the chicken and a bottle of local wine.

      ‘How was the concert?’ Ann said as the waitress walked away.

      He momentarily lost his composure. ‘Terrific,’ he said, recovering. ‘Can’t wait to see the whole group.’ He gave her a broad smile. ‘They’re playing on the last night of the Fiesta.’

      ‘Maybe I’ll come.’

      ‘You must. The plaza will be packed. The whole village will be celebrating.’

      ‘Okay,’ she said doubtfully.

      ‘No, you must.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Sorry. I’m getting carried away.’ He explained he hadn’t been either. It was his first stay on the island in June.

      The waitress came with the wine and the glasses. Richard poured. Ann reached for her glass and took a sip. The wine was crisp and fruity. She watched Richard hold his glass to his lips, sniff, then take a large gulp. She was wondering where to take the conversation when he asked her how she knew the language.

      Ann had learnt Spanish in high school and spent one glorious summer when she was fifteen romancing Spanish exchange student Juan, who had stayed in the spare room at her parents’ house in Cirencester. He was her first crush. Along with him, she’d taken the language and the culture to heart. She related the story, discretely pared to omit the romance.

      Richard listened attentively, then related his own tale of adventures travelling as a freelance journalist in Central America back in the eighties, the days of guerrillas and gringos, when North America took a keen interest in installing and propping up right-wing tyrants. He’d become Dean Martin in a Hollywood rendition of a Graham Greene novel in the telling.

      Still, she found herself captivated by his storytelling. He brought his past alive with finesse. Before long she’d forgotten all of her discontents, and become a part of his world.

      She took another sip of wine. ‘Sounds terrifying.’

      ‘It was. And bloody. And amazing too. I was a leftist idealist. Wore my Che Guevara T-shirt with pride.’ He put a hand on his chest and gave an affected sigh that undermined in an instant the apparent sincerity of his vignettes. ‘Those were the days,’ he said wistfully. ‘The eighties. It was a painful, and in hindsight almost fruitless, struggle.’

      ‘Surely not.’ She was perplexed. Richard’s personality had all the constancy of a whirligig.

      ‘You don’t think so? I find it pitifully sad.’ He topped up their glasses. ‘I was a hippy in those days.’ He gazed dreamily in the direction of the far wall. ‘Now I like stillness and solitude. But that’s enough of me.’ He returned his gaze to her face. ‘So why a hydrologist?’

      Now that the light of conversation shone her way she felt uncomfortable; under his scrutiny she fought a compulsion to hide. She wished she could manufacture an illusory version of herself, full of brightness and joy, but she’d never been one to create veils.

      ‘I’d rather hydrology than work for an oil or mining company,’ she said. ‘I guess I’m into conserving the earth’s freshwater resources.’

      ‘Noble of you.’

      ‘Not so noble. My work concerns the pollution of the Isis. I do impact studies on trout farm waste.’

      ‘Sounds smelly.’

      They both laughed.

      ‘The Isis?’

      ‘I’m based near Oxford.’

      ‘Fine old city.’ He paused, giving her an appraising smile. ‘Hey, you’ve relaxed. Good to see you’re not prickly anymore.’

      ‘As a drago tree.’

      ‘Good memory. Also known as the dragon’s blood tree on account of its red sap. Used for dyeing, I’m told.’

      There was something about the authoritative tone of his voice. He seemed to her then the sort of man who suffered from an incurable case of expert’s disease. She immediately chastised herself for being too harsh.

      The food arrived as the last of the other diners filed out the door.

      He winked at her and picked up his fork. ‘Here goes.’

      She traced the tines of her fork through the unpalatable mound of overcooked chicken and undercooked rice on her plate. She ate slowly. He nibbled a few grains of rice, then ate several small forkfuls in hurried succession before frowning in distaste and setting down his fork.

      She pushed her plate to one side. ‘Not a good choice.’

      ‘Not to worry.’ He looked thoughtful for a moment and she wondered if he were about to confront her with another personal question but he surprised her with, ‘Do you know how the island got its name?’

      ‘Lanzarote?’ she said, inwardly relieved. ‘Means broken lance.’

      ‘Some say the Norman knight Juan Bethencourt baptised the island when he arrived, triumphantly breaking his sword in two.’

      ‘Really?’ There was no mention of that in The Canarian.

      ‘Apparently.’

      ‘A rather controversial naming ceremony.’

      ‘More likely the island was named after Lancelotto Malocello, a Genoese sailor.’

      ‘And that was…?’ She strained to recall the information gleaned during her last night in Willinton.

      ‘Early 1300s. Recent history for you. And for the islands too.’

      ‘The island had a name before Lanzarote,’ she said, wanting to match his knowledge as if to prove her worth.

      ‘One of the Fortunate Islands.’

      ‘But that was Pliny. The islanders had their own name. Titer…’

      ‘Titeroyugatra.’

      ‘That’s it.’

      ‘The red mountains.’

      ‘A more suitable name.’ For Ann, names were important. A change of name wasn’t just about change of ownership; it involved a change of identity. Even married to Andrew, she’d held onto Salter.

      ‘You haven’t told me what you’re writing,’ she said.

      ‘A novel. It’s set here on the island. Spans four generations, from the time of Bethencourt.’

      ‘So you’re conquering the island again, in a literary sense.’

      He seemed affronted. He picked at his half-finished meal before reaching for his napkin and dabbing at the corners of his mouth, setting down his napkin, neatly folded, on his plate. There was a succession of loud bonks over by the counter. He glanced up. Ann followed his gaze as the chef, an ugly oily brute of a man, staggered into the restaurant visibly drunk, berated the waitress and left, slamming the door behind him.

      ‘Well, that accounts for the food,’ Richard said with a laugh.

      The waitress came to take their plates. Once she’d gone, he rested his elbows on the table and said in a low conspiratorial voice, ‘Ann, I’d really like to hear that sentence you wrote, if you can remember it.’

      ‘I’m embarrassed.’ She could feel herself blushing.

      ‘Don’t be. I told you before, I don’t bite.’

      ‘Hard. You said you didn’t bite hard.’

      ‘Please.’

      She took a breath. ‘Not until the lizard flashed its cerulean tongue did she see it camouflaged on the sleeper.’

      ‘Hey, that’s really good.’ He grinned at her.

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘You have it in you to write creatively,’ he said with keen interest.

      ‘You can’t tell that from one sentence.’

      ‘True. Call it gut instinct.’

      She was doubtful and thrilled all at once. His interest had rekindled that creative eagerness she found so compelling, although she wasn’t sure she could take her creative self that seriously. Yet Richard was smiling at her, all benevolent affection, and she saw in his early assessment the validation she’d been denied her whole life.

      ‘You flatter me,’ she said.

      ‘I’m serious. Trust me.’ His gaze lingered on her face. ‘I’ve never been wrong about this. What you have to ask yourself is where the sentence is leading.’

      ‘Nowhere I want to go,’ she said ruefully. She drained her glass. Better to give the lizard a different colour tongue and set the story here on Lanzarote.

      ‘Ann, you’ve nothing to lose and everything to gain, so don’t give up.’

      ‘I just don’t want to start with that sentence.’ She tried to sound indifferent, but the sentence oozed significance and she could barely contain her reaction.

      ‘Then write another,’ Richard said. ‘I’d love to hear what you come up with.’

      Thankfully he hadn’t asked her why.

      The waitress, already clearing and laying tables all around them with undisguised impatience, handed Richard the bill.

      ‘Can we meet again?’ he said, reaching for his wallet.

      She hesitated, unable to discern what sort of man Mr Parry the author was. Yet he was an author and that, above all, was alluring. ‘Okay.’

      ‘There’s a market in the plaza tomorrow. I’ll see you there?’

      ‘Why not.’

      ‘Excellent.’

      A keen smile lit his face. She couldn’t tell if his interest was friendly or amorous.

      

      The ambiguity was affecting Richard as well. He was standing outside the restaurant, watching Ann round the corner at the end of the plaza. She was honey-sweet and sharp as a needle. Not a fawning fan or a dewy-eyed librarian, all blushes and fluttering eyelashes. In the space of a few hours she’d become his quarry, which put him in an impossible situation. He’d never betray his wife. And he was troubled for another reason. He’d lied. Not to save face, that pretence at having seen Los Campesinos wasn’t troubling him. It was pretence of another sort. How could he claim that he knew she had the makings of a writer when his literary gut instincts had led him astray on at least two occasions that he could recall? The first time involved a passionate young poet he’d met in a Hare Krishna café who turned out to be a pisspot. The second time was his wife.

      

      Trish walked into the room on the Millennium Eve like she was walking onstage at the Baftas. Richard had been invited to seven parties that night but chose his neighbour’s because it was close by. Five champagne flutes into the celebrations and he was leaning against the mantelpiece of a boarded-up fireplace listening with half-interest to Ian, a corpulent stock broker from Kew, bemoan the outlandish costs of the London Eye. The door to the living room opened and she glided in, head held high, luscious in a dark blue cocktail dress with a low scalloped neck, a diaphanous wrap draped about her shoulders, gloves reaching to her elbows. Men did their best to disguise their ogles, and women shot her envious glances from behind. Oh, and what a behind! Richard had been going through a dry spell since his last live-in girlfriend moved out and, at forty-one, he was feeling his age. He found it hard not to look in her direction.

      Ian slugged his tenth whisky and started to sway, launching into a tedious diatribe on the Millennium Dome. Some pre-midnight fireworks went off in the distance. A waiter with a tray of flutes hovered nearby. Richard flashed intermittent looks about the room. She came in and went out of his line of sight. He stood up tall, hearing only snatches of Ian’s monologue, willing that goddess to walk his way.

      Come on. Come on. Oh God, please…

      And now at last she was heading straight for him.

      ‘Hi,’ she said and he felt light-headed.

      The three of them talked, all too briefly. After a tedious explanation from Ian in response to her polite, ‘What do you do?’ Richard managed to tell her he was running a seminar the following weekend on memoir writing, capitalising on the success of his own: My Life and other Rollicking Rants. Perhaps she’d come across his work? No, she hadn’t. He reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and handed her a leaflet as she turned to walk away.

      He hadn’t expected her to come.

      He hadn’t expected her to write such elegant prose. She was sitting with one leg crossed over the other, the side slit in her cream knee-length skirt revealing a glimpse of stockinged thigh. The workshop was in a library in Twickenham, ten middle-class and middle-aged women with little talent and high aspirations, gathered in an annex to the library’s main room. The room was spacious with a raked ceiling and wood-panelled walls. Trish was the only interesting person there. Leaning over her shoulder in the first tea break of the day, he praised her paragraph.

      ‘You have a natural talent,’ he said, trying to pull back from breathing in her ear.

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘Yes. You must read this to the group.’

      ‘Oh, I couldn’t.’ She brought a hand to her neck.

      ‘You must.’

      ‘I’m too embarrassed.’

      ‘Please.’

      She hesitated, giving him a coy smile. ‘All right.’

      When the others were seated in the arc of chairs before him, he beckoned her to come forward.

      She blushed as she stood, smiling tentatively at the woman seated to her left. Her hands trembled yet she read her paragraph in a clear strong voice. There were murmurs of praise. He was impressed.

      It was at the end of the day, when most of the others had left, that a prim woman with hair pinned back in a neat bun drew him aside.

      ‘Forgive me, but I thought you might be interested in this.’

      She handed him a book, open at the second chapter. It was one of the copies of his memoir that he’d had on display over by the entry desk. The open smile he’d been wearing all day faded as he read. He looked over at Trish, who was putting on her coat. He felt sick. He didn’t know whether to be angry with her or disappointed with himself for not recognising his own writing.

      ‘Thank you,’ he whispered to the woman and walked her to the door.

      He joined Trish standing by a window. She looked at the book, open in his palms at the plagiarised page.

      ‘Sorry.’ Her bottom lip quivered.

      He reached out and touched her arm. ‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘Please don’t cry.’

      She looked down at the floor. ‘My own past is too tragic to put into words.’ Then she looked up at him, wide-eyed.

      ‘That’s okay,’ he said.

      It was many more months before he learned of her past. They were lying in bed in his flat in the dark when she described the death of both her parents in a horrific head on collision on the motorway.

      She was an only child, alone in the world, until he came along.

      ‘The truth is,’ she said as they left the seminar room, stopping to gaze at him with eyes filled with longing, ‘I only came to your seminar to get to know you better.’

      

      Richard walked through the plaza and sat on a bench under a laurel tree, reassuring himself that in Ann’s case, unlike his wife’s, he could trust his instincts. The air was still. He gazed at the church on the corner, wondering what had possessed the architect to design something so austere, the façade broken only by a wide and gated porch, the simplicity reinforced by a single cross atop the unadorned tower. He heard singing, high and faint, coming from inside. Otherwise, the plaza was quiet. Streetlights filtered through the broad canopy of the trees. Plastered on the wall of the building opposite was a row of fliers advertising the Fiesta del San Juan. Two weeks from now, not a foot square of paving would be empty.

      His thoughts arced back to Ann. He imagined her pressed closely to him by the burgeoning crowd. He would sweep her into his embrace and together they would twirl to the mellifluous tunes of Los Campesinos.

      A door opened in the side wall of the church and worshippers filtered into the plaza, heading his way. Keen to avoid any human interaction, however brief, he paced all the way round the bench beneath the laurel tree, then, once the worshippers had drifted by, he walked the church and on home, reaching his front door with a slight bounce in his step.
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      ‘It’s time for your piano lesson.’ Penny sounded bossy. She was bossy most of the time around Ann.

      ‘I don’t want to learn piano,’ Ann said.

      ‘Yes you do.’

      ‘You sound like dad.’

      ‘Shut up and pay attention.’

      Ann flinched as if she’d been hit. She knew it was futile to argue. Penny always won. She was older and cleverer and always managed to twist things round to her advantage.

      ‘What am I playing?’

      ‘Bach in the key of C.’

      ‘Bach?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘In C?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Where’s C again?’

      Penny huffed. It was Friday and they’d just got back from school. Ann was ten and Penny a bolshie fifteen. Before she’d had a chance to change out of her uniform, Penny summoned her to the living room and pointed at the piano stool.

      The upright piano was highly polished, reflecting the hazy afternoon sun back at the room, a prominent piece largely ignored, the wing-back chairs angled towards the bay window. On the piano lid ornate silver frames displayed photos of Penny and Ann at various ages: Ann in bathers, Ann in her old school uniform with the Peter Pan collar, Ann wearing a timorous smile, Penny wide-eyed and insouciant, Penny with pastel make-up and a frizzy perm, Penny wearing her cultivated sneer.

      Penny had it in mind to be a classical pianist. Frank and Marjorie were delighted and had arranged for piano lessons without hesitation, hoping this new interest would bring her stability. Perhaps she’d be less prone to hissy fits. It was Marjorie who suggested Ann might benefit too, if Penny would care to teach her. Penny embraced the suggestion with zeal. It was an ambitious undertaking, but Penny was determined and Ann malleable.

      Penny squashed up beside Ann on the piano stool and played the first few bars. She told Ann to copy her, which Ann obediently did. But she had no aptitude whatsoever. Her fingers tied themselves in knots. She couldn’t remember where any of the notes were and managed, with clunky repetition, to play an F whenever an E was called for.

      Penny threw back her head, pressed her hands to her ears and yelled, ‘Urghh! Can’t you hear what it sounds like?’ Then, having an exceptional talent for swallowing bodies of knowledge she didn’t understand and being a preacher to the core, she lectured Ann harshly on the fourth note from the tonic. She must, she absolutely must understand that the fourth note from the tonic was the biggest avoid note in the major scale.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because it is.’

      ‘You don’t know why.’

      ‘Yes I do.’

      ‘Then why?’

      ‘Oh, you’re impossible!’

      Penny marched off and Ann played chopsticks. All that Ann could recall out of the scores of lessons Penny inflicted on her was that one isolated fact. The fourth note in the scale must be avoided.

      

      Ann leaned over the side of the bed, reaching for the shoulder bag she’d tossed on the floor in a listless daze, before slumping to bed with a head full of Richard. Inside, tucked in a side pocket, were her last three letters from Penny. Or Aashti as she now liked to be called, although Ann would never think of her sister as anything but Penny. She switched on the bedside light and laid the letters out in a row like artefacts.

      The first letter, dated January last year, detailed how intently Penny had been practising another Satie and Sans Saëns’ ‘Danse Macabre’. There followed a short rant on the virtues of soul-centred astrology, a wish to leave the wheel of Karma, never to be reincarnated again, and a heartfelt final sentence saying she misses her little sis and promises to visit this year. Penny always wrote that. The second, written a year later, gave a harried account of her husband Steve leaving her for another woman. He said he couldn’t live with her madness. How dare he! She isn’t mad. She’s mad, of course she’s mad, but she isn’t mad. Towards the end of the letter, Penny confessed to being lonely and described her struggle to make peace with the world. Her third letter, dated two months ago, contained a few hurried and nonsensical sentences describing how the archangel Raphael was telling her she had a special purpose to fulfil on the inner planes.

      The letters were keepsakes; like love letters sent from a war-ravaged trench they made Ann’s heart ache and were comforting all at once. At least Penny was still keeping in touch. For two decades she’d managed not to think too much about her. Pushed down all the childhood memories, the hurts, the loss, and the devastating transformation that turned her beloved sister into a spitting cobra of a teenager capable of unforgivable sibling treachery. She put the letters back in her bag and lay down on her back, clasping her hands beneath her head.

      The room was small and cool. White walls, low ceiling, tiled floor. The owners had furnished the room with antique-looking furniture and a four-poster bed. Like all of the rooms in the house, the bedroom was square. Haría was an old village with many fine buildings but Ann decided whoever designed this house must have had no notion of the aesthetics of proportion. Square rooms—well, if she included the ceiling height, more cubed—with squarish windows set squarely in the walls. Ever since Penny instilled in Ann her bizarre mysticism, she’d been wary of all things square, a powerful symbol of the physical world and the struggle humanity faces to free itself from the shackles that bind every soul to the earth. Keen not to adhere to the esoteric, Ann took the square to represent all things traditional, meaning derived from the uniformity of the lines, the rigidity and exactness of form. Which is no doubt where the expression ‘he’s so square’ came from. The architect knows what the musician also knows: there is nothing whacky about proportion and harmony. It’s just basic mathematics. It’s ratio.

      The dimensions of the house had been oppressing her all week. She needed to spend more time outside, take another drive in the hire car and find a quiet location away from the tourists and the wind. She’d come here to make sense of her life, explore her creativity, not cogitate on dimensional annoyances. She wished she were the type who could shake such thoughts from the mind like dust off a doormat. She got out of bed, slipped into a cotton dressing gown, and stood in the bedroom doorway, making an effort to lighten her mood.

      The square rooms opened onto a square courtyard. Morning light glimmered on the stand of impatiens, leafy philodendrons and ferns positioned against the west wall. The villa really was charming, despite its geometric constraints. She admired the rusticity, the whitewashed plaster, the freshness of the glossy green paint on doors, architraves and shutters. A former ruin painstakingly restored by an English couple. Undeniably the owners had taste, as demonstrated by the elegantly appointed bathroom and the comforts in the living room, replete with standard lamps and soft cotton rugs. They rented out the house during the summer months through their nephew, the travel agent who’d arranged her stay.

      At this point her efforts to retain a positive outlook slid away. The nephew portrayed the house as much larger than it was, with cleverly angled photos that distorted all the squareness supported his claim. And he’d failed to mention that the views in the photos of the village included in the information pack were not in any way visible from the house. They’d promised an exquisitely captured valley, gentle undulations and emblematic palm trees flanked on all sides by hills and small mountains, the horizon smooth, treeless, the village a compact cluster of whitewashed buildings in narrow streets snuggling at the base of the northern slope. If she were to open the shuttered windows on the exterior wall, Ann would see none of that. Instead she’d look out at the whitewashed wall of the house across the street. All of which was adding to her already boxed in state of mind, as if the house itself imposed its own habit of focusing inwards.

      If Andrew had been here at this point, and thankfully he was not, he would have berated her, implying her lack of appreciation was a betrayal. She could never understand how he got from critical observation to betrayal. She unintentionally slammed the bedroom door behind her, something else he’d berated her for. Oh, but he slammed his share. The number of times those poor doors of the Willinton house were shocked shut in their ten years of wedded lock. She felt nauseous just thinking about him.

      She let her thoughts wander to Richard, the new and intriguing man in her life, and wondered where he lived. Did his house have views? Anticipation replaced the nausea in her belly and she gave way to a thrill that she might impress him with another sentence. Maybe two.

      She returned to the bedroom, rummaged in her bag and pulled out her notebook, then positioned a chair in the courtyard where the light was brightest. Buoyed by Richard’s encouragement, she left the blue tongue lizard of her sentence to its solitary existence and turned to a blank page. This time she let her mind gravitate towards the raw emotion she felt upon ending the marriage, remembering the anguish of that week before she came here.

      

      When the fiery crown of the sun drops behind the ridge, is that when loss burns most fierce? Is it when you pile onto one plate a bulk of osso bucco and discover you’ve cooked for two again? Should I chew my way through to the shinbones or scrape the second serve into a bowl for tomorrow? Or is it when my one plate is drying on the draining board and I pause, belly full, heart empty—wondering what to do next?

      

      Osso bucco? Well, it went with shinbones. Refusing to give in to the inner judge, she continued. She had the whole morning to fill. Two sentences into the second paragraph and she was settling into the story. She chose Australia for the setting, about as far from here as could be and familiar enough to her, unlike, say, South Africa or New Zealand, places she’d never visited. How can any author write about where they haven’t been? Not that she was an author. But she had devoured a plethora of fictional works, from Hardy to Kundera, Austen to Lessing. Before long she was a faucet turned on full, words blasting out of her, tumbling so fast her pen could scarcely keep apace. By eleven she’d filled four whole pages, much of the text crossed out and scribbled over so she wrote it all out again, twice. A laptop might have been useful, but she’d left it languishing beside her mobile in her office in Willinton. She hadn’t wanted intrusions from her life back home to disturb her time on the island. Her hand was cramping, yet she felt exhilarated. Was this how writers felt? Tingling as the words spilled from their imaginations, taking form in phrases and sentences, a magical flow as miraculous as birth? Then, nothing. The tap turned itself off. She placed a bookmark at the start of her last version, closed the notebook and put it on the kitchen table.

      

      ‘Come on. Stop dawdling.’

      ‘I’m right behind you.’

      Trish sauntered off in a brightly coloured kaftan and matching headscarf, her eyes obscured behind dark sunglasses, no doubt suffering and doggedly hiding it, having quaffed three brandies after last night’s concert. It was an unusually balmy day in May and the island’s capital, Arrecife, was hosting a Fiesta beside the glistening waters of its natural harbour. An array of market stalls lined the promenade. Tall palms, park benches, floral plantings in concrete dishes and antique street lamps leant an air of civic pride. Locals, distinct from the tourists in facial features and attire, strolled along in family groups. An acoustic duo, not as good as Taburiente but pleasing enough, entertained revellers gathered in an alfresco bar. The fiesta was all bunting and gaiety and a surprise that might have been a delight were it not for last night’s humiliation. Richard trailed behind his wife, still irritated by her outburst, hoping he wouldn’t encounter Fred Spice and his fawning wife, Barbara.

      Trish stopped in front of a stall selling fruit juice. Near the stall was a causeway leading to a small fort, perched on a sandy islet some fifty metres from the promenade wall. Richard went over to the head of the causeway for a closer look. A drawbridge a short distance to the north also provided access to the fort, a pair of hefty stanchions capped with cannon balls a memorial to a medieval past. The fort was of unusual design. Each wall of honey-coloured stone slanted inwardly as it rose. The façades were concave. Richard presumed both added strength. He made out two cannons guarding the entrance. Curious to know more, he joined an elderly couple reading a tourist information sign nearby.

      The Spanish had built Castillo San Gabriel in the sixteenth century, originally out of wood. Some years later, after the wooden structure was razed by the infamous pirate, Morato Arráez, the fort was rebuilt in stone by an Italian engineer, Leonardo Torriani, along with the drawbridge, the only one of its kind in the Canary Islands. The fort took on a greater significance in the reading.

      The couple began to stroll down the causeway. He would have liked to follow them, but when Trish was on one of her shopping missions he knew any deviation would meet with stubbornness. So he took these few moments to contemplate a different Lanzarote from the tourism boom-time that was now.

      Trish had wandered on a few metres to a stall selling pottery. She had her hands on her hips. She gave Richard a triumphant grin. ‘At last,’ she said in a conspicuous voice. ‘Quality.’

      He followed her to the stall and enjoyed the shade provided by a green canvas canopy, admiring the vases, bowls, urns and mugs laid out on black baize. He nodded at the stallholder, a swarthy young man with thick black hair and a short-boxed beard. Trish hitched her sunglasses and cooed over every pot, picking up first one, then another, turning them over with exaggerated care and setting them down exactly as she’d found them, working her way through the entire stock. Richard caught the stallholder’s eye and shrugged. The stallholder smiled before turning to another customer.

      ‘These are perfect, Richard.’ She raised her hand to attract the stallholder’s attention. ‘Young man, is this your own work?’

      ‘Sí.’

      ‘Well, it’s marvellous. I’d like to buy…’ And she picked out two large urns then went on until she’d chosen at least one of every type of piece on display.

      The potter seemed more nonplussed than pleased. He wrapped the ceramics with great care, stopping now and then to serve other customers. By the time he’d finished wrapping there was little remaining on the stall. Trish clasped her hands together, caught in the rapture of the satisfied shopper. It was with considerable relief that Richard reached inside his trouser pocket for his wallet. As if in agreement, uproarious cheers broke out in the alfresco bar.

      The potter set down the boxes at the side of the stall. Trish replaced her sunglasses and turned to Richard. ‘Go fetch the car. I’ll stand guard.’

      ‘How?’ Temporary gates had blocked access at both ends of the road flanking the promenade. There seemed no choice but to wait. He looked around. The castle glowed in the late-afternoon sun. The crowd was thinning, families replaced by couples and groups of boisterous youth. The potter was packing away his stall. Richard gave him a helpless smile.

      ‘I can take you to your car,’ the potter said.

      ‘We couldn’t put you to so much trouble,’ Trish said.

      ‘Thanks. That would be great,’ Richard said, proffering his hand. ‘I’m Richard.’

      ‘Domingo.’

      ‘And this is Trish.’

      Domingo nodded in her direction. ‘Enchanted,’ he said quietly.

      Domingo’s car, a blue Citroen 2CV, was parked nearby.

      About fifteen minutes later and Trish was standing beside the passenger door of Domingo’s car. ‘Be careful,’ she said as Richard lifted one of the boxes out of the boot. Domingo had left his engine running. He looked at Richard through the car’s interior. ‘Need a hand?’

      ‘No, no, I’m fine.’ He pulled his stomach in tight, bent his knees and, keeping his back straight, carried the box and set it down inside his own car’s boot. Then he went back for the other box, easing it in place before shutting his boot and joining Trish.

      ‘Can we buy you lunch?’ he said, leaning his forearms on the passenger door and looking at Domingo through the open window.

      ‘Thanks but I’ve eaten.’ Domingo hadn’t taken his hands off the steering wheel.

      ‘A drink, then? Coffee? It’s the least we can do.’

      ‘Please,’ Trish said.

      Domingo glanced at his watch. ‘Okay.’ He turned off the ignition and got out of the car.

      ‘Excellent,’ Richard said. ‘Where shall we go?’

      ‘Follow me.’ Domingo led them across the car park and down Calle Leon y Castillo. They passed two trendy-looking eateries that would have suited Richard and Trish well. Richard had begun to wonder where Domingo was taking them and how much farther that would be, when Domingo turned down a side street where the buildings were old with crumbling façades. He stopped outside a small, downbeat café and pushed open the door.

      Inside, the café appeared grubby and in disrepair. A single fan whirred and wobbled in the ceiling. The lighting was fluorescent. Opposite a long counter was a row of chrome tables and chairs. Three old men sat at the rear drinking espresso and brandy while watching the television mounted high on the back wall. Domingo nodded at the burly man behind the counter and ushered Richard and Trish to a table by the front door. The man slung a tea towel over his shoulder and came over.

      ‘Beer and tapas?’ Domingo said.

      Trish opened her mouth to speak. Richard, suddenly aware that Domingo was not a man one readily disagreed with, caught her eye with a frown. ‘That sounds great.’

      The order taken and the man back behind the counter, Trish, who took an interest to the point of nosiness in strangers she deemed exotic, wasted no time inquiring into Domingo’s background. ‘Were you born here?’

      ‘Sí.’

      ‘Really! A true native!’

      Richard held his breath. To his surprise, despite his monosyllabic response, Domingo appeared to find her amusing.

      She went on. ‘Do you have family? Brothers? Sisters?’

      ‘I have one brother. He lives in Tenerife.’

      ‘And your parents, do they still live on the island?’

      ‘They died.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ She paused, contriving sympathy, and then remarked, ‘You must be proud to have grown up in such a gorgeous place.’

      ‘Sí.’

      She would have been astonished if he’d said no.

      The man came with the beer and tapas. Trish continued to probe Domingo as he dipped a hunk of crusty bread into garlicky oil and forked a mushroom. Richard picked at the tiny fried fish. With every bite he swallowed a mounting irritation. Not only was Trish being intrusive, her blandishments were insincere. She didn’t like the island. She’d already adopted the undignified term, Lanzagrotty, having overheard the word at Heathrow airport. But she couldn’t be stopped. She dabbed the corners of her mouth with a paper serviette and said, ‘Tell me Domingo. Are your people spiritual?’

      ‘What a question,’ Richard gasped. ‘Leave the poor man alone.’

      Domingo gave Richard a reassuring ‘She’s fine,’ before putting down his fork to gulp his beer. ‘My family are Catholic,’ he said, setting down his bottle on the table.

      ‘Of course. The Spanish influence. And you?’

      There was a roar of cheers and a clatter of cups as one of the old men at the back smacked his hand down on the table. Coffee splashed on the floor. The man behind the bar went over to clean up.

      ‘I believe there’s a divine spark in all of us.’ He looked over at the men. ‘Even them, though they probably don’t know it.’

      Religion? Spirituality? Whatever next? Richard searched his mind for a way to steer the conversation back to the mundane. ‘Your English is excellent,’ he said.

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Where did you learn to speak so well?’

      ‘School. For some years there was an English teacher living in my village. She gave me private lessons.’ There was a wistful look in his eyes.

      ‘You must find it useful, selling at markets.’

      ‘I could do with German too. But then, most Germans speak English. It’s the English that speak only their own language.’

      Richard laughed awkwardly before letting his face settle into a strained smile.

      Domingo was impassive. ‘Are you enjoying your holiday?’ he asked.

      ‘The fiesta is wonderful.’

      ‘Did you see the salt carpets?’

      ‘No, they’d been swept away before we arrived.’

      Domingo smiled wryly. ‘The council don’t want the mess.’

      ‘We should have got up earlier.’ Richard glanced at Trish gazing out the window with deflated indifference, teasing the edges of the label on her beer bottle. She hadn’t taken a sip.

      ‘You can see salt carpets in Haría at the Fiesta del San Juan.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘About two weeks.’

      ‘We’ll miss that too. We’ll be back in England.’

      The old men left, shuffling past Richard’s chair on their way out the door. An aroma of stale sweat and brandy followed them outside. Trish screwed up her face.

      The door slammed shut behind the men and Richard watched them disappear. Then he sat up in his seat with a sudden thrill in his belly. It had occurred to him that he was sitting with the perfect resource for a future novel. ‘You must know a lot about the history of the island,’ he said, and were it not for a certain persistence in his nature the spark of another literary project might have fizzled at Domingo’s, ‘No more than anyone else.’

      Domingo made to stand. ‘I have to go. Nice to meet you both.’ He offered Richard his hand. ‘Thanks for the tapas.’

      ‘Don’t mention it. I hope to see you again.’

      ‘I’m always at the markets.’

      

      Richard strolled through the plaza beneath the canopy of laurel trees, exuberant after last night’s dinner with the mysterious Ann. He took in at a glance the smattering of market traders and went straight over to a stall half in the shade, greeting Domingo with a cheery wave. Without his beard, Domingo looked younger. His mouth seemed fuller. There were several browsers eyeing the pottery. Richard knew better than to talk to Domingo until they’d gone. It was always a tense moment, the possibility of a sale, not wanting to appear pushy but willing with all your might that the browser mauling your wares turns buyer.

      ‘These vases are exceptional,’ a corpulent old man enthused before walking away without making a purchase.

      Domingo looked awkward. Humility was not strong in his nature but praise made him uncomfortable. Even with Richard, a man he could surely trust, who had decorated his entire home in Haría with his ceramics and taken numerous pots back to Bunton, Domingo suffered all words of appreciation with reticence. He put back in its place in the display the vase the old man had handled.

      ‘You’re back,’ he said casually. ‘Are you staying long this time?’

      ‘Same as usual.’ He’d been coming here for three or four months every year since he bought the villa, and each time he made sure he went to the markets and caught up with Domingo. He’d become a friend, but not a close one; Richard didn’t have close friends, here or in Bunton. He preferred casual bantering with shopkeepers and the odd stranger here and there. His reserve, cultivated like clover alongside the furrows of his burgeoning literary life, had become an impenetrable mat. His alliances were prone to wither, relenting after hapless efforts to take root. Domingo was the closest he’d come to friendship in a long time.

      ‘You’ll be here for the fiesta,’ Domingo said.

      ‘Won’t miss it this time. How have you been?’

      ‘Ay, don’t ask.’ He straightened and adjusted his bum bag that protruded from his belly. ‘There was a protest march in Arrecife. I had to rush back here to set up the stall.’

      ‘I can’t imagine there ever being a protest march in Lanzarote. What on earth for?’ After all, he thought, this island lacked the vibrancy, almost the glamour of his Che Guevara days. He suspected the protest was not for anything serious.

      Domingo gave him a cool stare. ‘The Spanish government have allowed Oro Negro to drill for oil off the coast.’

      ‘I suppose in the current economic climate…’

      ‘We’ve tried everything. Marches, petitions, court action, even the tourist industry is against it.’

      ‘Well, of course they are. I mean, if there’s a spill…’

      ‘If there’s an oil spill,’ he snapped, ‘Lanzarote will be finished. It’ll be an ecological and economic disaster.’

      Richard had never seen him get so worked up. Disconcerted, he offered a placating, ‘And there’s no stopping the drilling?’

      ‘The whole island was declared a biosphere reserve by UNESCO in ’93. Not even that makes a difference.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Why be sorry? We need action, not pity. You know what Richard? Lanzarote has one big problem.’ He raised both his arms, flung his hands at the air and said loudly, ‘The Spanish!’

      A woman standing over by the telephone kiosk nearby glanced over and quickly looked away. He’d even gained the attention of the gathering of young folk drinking beer in the outdoor seating area of the café across the plaza, some of whom shot wary looks in their direction.

      ‘I met a rather interesting woman yesterday,’ Richard said, keen to change the subject.

      ‘Ah ha.’

      ‘At Jameos del Agua.’

      ‘What were you doing there? Seducing pretty women in a cave like Hades?’

      ‘I didn’t say she was pretty.’

      ‘Is she?’

      ‘Well, yes. But she’s a lot more than that. She’s a geologist.’

      ‘A geologist? Does she work for Oro Negro?’

      ‘No she doesn’t. You’ll meet her I hope. I invited her here.’

      ‘How is your wife, Richard?’

      ‘Trish? She’s fine.’

      A sudden gust of wind swept through the plaza. The green canopy sheltering Domingo’s stall billowed. Domingo rearranged some pots that, after the handling of numerous browsers, were precariously close to the edge of the table. A young couple with four kids of varying ages strolled over and hovered about the stall. Domingo clenched his jaw. Richard waited for them to leave, without buying a thing of course, before he spoke again.

      ‘I’d like to enlist your help with something, Domingo.’ The timing might not have been opportune, but he couldn’t resist the impulse. He’d been at work for several years, frustratingly intermittently he had to admit, on what he considered his opus, or at the very least his finest work to date, a historical novel set on Lanzarote. The narrative, as usual, was eluding him at every turn. He hadn’t even managed a title.

      ‘What is it?’ Domingo said. He didn’t sound at all enthusiastic.

      ‘I want to get a better sense of the locals before the conquests.’

      ‘You, me, them.’ He waved his hand at the people wandering about. ‘Everyone wants to know about my people.’

      ‘It’s only natural.’

      ‘Natural? The island is not a zoo.’

      He turned to attend to a woman who seemed keen to buy the urn she was holding before anyone, probably her husband, found out. She kept glancing over her shoulder in the direction of the bank.

      ‘Have you been to Manrique’s Casa-Museo del Campesino?’ he said after the woman had left with her urn.

      ‘Blindingly white I recall, out on the terrace. I had lunch there.’

      ‘In the underground restaurant?’

      ‘Yes. The restoration is stunning but I’m not interested in artefacts. I want to get a sense of the people.’

      ‘My people,’ Domingo said flatly.

      ‘For my latest book.’

      Domingo looked away. ‘You can’t bring the dead back to life Richard.’

      ‘But even so, the writer, like the artist, has a certain responsibility towards his art: to do the past justice.’

      Richard followed his gaze and watched the woman with the urn open the boot of her car.

      ‘Okay,’ Domingo said in an apparent change of heart. ‘I’ll take you down to the beach below El Risco.’

      ‘El Risco?’ He paused. Why on earth would Domingo want to take him down there? ‘Thanks Domingo,’ he said, feigning enthusiasm.

      ‘No problem. I could do with an escape.’

      ‘All that protesting getting you down?’

      ‘I’m on the organising committee for the fiesta,’ he said. ‘You’ve no idea.’

      Richard emitted a short laugh. ‘When shall we go?’

      ‘Thursday, at nine?’

      ‘Great! I’ll organise a picnic.’

      

      Ann closed the villa’s green door with a firm but gentle pull. The street was quiet. Heading to the plaza, she walked in the narrow strip of shade cast by the whitewashed houses. When she reached the corner, the arc of mountains to the south came into view, terraced along the lower reaches. Palm trees dotted here and there splayed their fronds above the low line of roofs. Even with sunglasses, the glare was intense. Now that midday approached, the heat would have been intolerable were it not for the sea breeze. She was dressed in a sleeveless cotton shift, knee-length with a plunging vee neckline, the fabric fawn with tiny turquoise flowers. Any other day she would have worn a baggy T-shirt and shorts. She was a simple, functional dresser. She’d been unsure all morning, putting on the dress, taking it off, putting it on again. In the end she chose to be brave. Maybe the dress represented a new skin. Can you change yourself by changing your wardrobe? Why not? She thought it unlikely, yet faintly possible. And today was a day for possibilities.

      The laurels planted in the centre of the plaza proved a cool haven. The market was at the far end. The few traders took advantage of the broad canopy, positioning their stalls where the shade was densest. Tourists, marked by their shorts and sun hats, browsed the wares—hand-crafted jewellery, pottery, a stall selling images of the island cast in various shades of sand, and another selling slices of quiche and jars of homemade chutney. The pottery stall attracted the most interest. Richard, distinct in black, was chatting with the potter. She felt her pulse quicken at the sight of him. A writer—made him seem exotic, a rare breed of man and, refreshingly, not a scientist. She could set aside his quirks, attribute to eccentricity his braggadocio, deciding there and then these were characteristics of the literary psyche. Perhaps he’d be more to her than a brief dalliance to take her mind off her troubles. Seeing him across the plaza, she knew she’d take a risk with her heart.

      She sidled over, pretending to browse, feigning surprise at Richard’s appearance. His face lit up when he saw her. She could tell by the covetous expression on his face that the dress was working. Now she was glad she had it on.

      She became aware of the potter, staring at her with cool interest. He was a stocky man in his thirties, medium in height with short black hair and a broad open face. Ann saw in the olive complexion, the darkness of the eyes, the thick lips and the broad nose, a southern Spanish heritage. He was wearing a white peasant shirt tucked into brown cargo pants. A soft leather bum-bag hung loosely around his hips.

      ‘Ann, meet Domingo, Haría’s resident ceramicist. Domingo, this is Ann Slater.’

      ‘Salter,’ she said quickly. ‘Ann Salter.’

      Domingo shook her hand, before quickly pulling his away to rearrange some pots. She was taken aback by the sleight, and was instantly guarded.

      ‘Domingo is my research assistant. A veritable fount of local knowledge,’ Richard said with enthusiasm. A look of surprise appeared in Domingo’s face. Richard went on. ‘He was just telling those tourists why Haría is called the valley of a thousand palms. Do you know?’

      ‘I don’t.’

      ‘There’s a tradition of planting a tree to mark the birth of a child, one for a girl and two for a boy.’

      ‘Double the honour for boys?’ Even as she spoke she knew she’d made a faux pas. Domingo raised his eyebrows and Richard laughed weakly. She grinned to cover her embarrassment and quickly turned her attention to the array of urns, vases, bowls and platters laid out on black baize, admiring the distinct corrugations and the earthy glazes. ‘Charming,’ she said, gliding a fingertip around the rim of a bowl.

      ‘I should have added he’s hugely talented,’ Richard said.

      Domingo lowered his gaze. Richard was talking the man up, showing him off to her like a proud parent. She thought of a number of retorts – Is he really? Aren’t we all? And dismissed them straight away, opting for a diplomatic ‘Do you sell much here?’ addressing Domingo in Spanish, hoping that might assuage the tension between them.

      ‘Here? No. Have you been to Teguise?’

      ‘I haven’t seen much of the island yet.’

      ‘There’s a market there every Sunday.’

      Ann struggled not to find his voice off-putting. It had a nasal timbre, a little high in pitch. He spoke in an unfamiliar accent, making his words difficult for Ann to grasp. Still, she recognised enough to answer.

      ‘Markets are not really my scene,’ she said in English. She’d said the wrong thing again. She could be too honest. She was sure she saw Richard wince. ‘I’m not much of a tourist,’ she continued apologetically. ‘My interest is in the land.’

      ‘Hmm, geologist,’ Domingo said to himself.

      Richard turned to Ann and with surprising zeal said, ‘We’re planning a trip down to the beach at El Risco. Perhaps you’d like to join us?’

      ‘El Risco?’ She hesitated, looking from Richard to Domingo, who stared at her unblinkingly. She was annoyed with his bellicose attitude. It was hardly warranted. Quashing her misgivings at spending a whole day in the man’s company, she said, ‘I’d be delighted.’

      Despite her impressions, something compelled her to seek this man’s favour. It occurred to her she may be letting her negative experiences sway her opinions. After all, that part of her had initially looked upon Richard, a man she had slowly begun to crave, with a measure of disdain. She was wary of letting the grey hue of her marriage colour the rest of her experiences, and resolved to treat both men with conviviality and grace. With what she thought was astuteness, masquerading as spontaneity, she pointed to a soft ochre urn, bulbous with a splayed brim and two chunky handles. ‘Can I buy that one please?’

      ‘Fifty euros,’ he said.

      ‘Muy bien.’

      Richard was visibly relieved, as though he’d succeeded in introducing a clumsy kitten into the home of a haughty cat, claiming a victory that was not his to take. She reached into her shoulder bag and extracted four notes from her billfold. He hovered, watching the transaction. Domingo stuffed the notes in his bum bag, closed the zipper in a single, measured sweep, then carefully wrapped the urn and handed it to Ann with a bland smile.

      ‘Muchas gracias.’

      ‘De nada.’

      It was an uneasy peace, Domingo somehow mirroring Ann’s turbulence. In his presence she felt an overwhelming need to have Richard Parry all to herself, a man she’d met only yesterday. A man, so it would seem, capable of rousing the pincers of the two of them. There was some quality in him beneath the casual manner, something in the way he drew her close. Not in the words he spoke; if anything they gained him no advantage. It was a kind of magnetism and a definite, yet subtle mystique.

      When Domingo turned to attend to a browser, Richard caught her eye. They waited for the woman to move on, bade Domingo a good day, and strolled along in the shade. It was lunchtime and the other end of the plaza was empty. They lingered in the last vestiges of shade, pausing near the church, a formidable building for Haría, bearing down on passers-by, a reminder of the villagers’ obligations to their faith.

      ‘La Iglesia de La Encarnación de Haría,’ said Richard. ‘I prefer the other church. La Iglesia de San Juan.’

      ‘Is it far?’

      ‘Not at all.’

      He led the way down Calle San Juan, the main road out of town to the east. He walked briskly, his gait unusually upright, a precise sort of walk as if for some reason he’d had to learn how to do it. She hurried to keep up, distracting herself from the queasy feeling in her belly by counting the green doors and shuttered windows they passed. It was impossible to tell what went on behind the façades, whether shop, workshop or abode, there being little to distinguish one place from another. In the town centre, little of the surrounding countryside could be seen, no vantage in the closed-in streets. Further on, the buildings became sparser, interspersed by a vacant block or a small field of potatoes, edged as always with a low dry-stone wall. In these places Ann could see the hills and the mountains that embraced the valley and, like the buildings, allowed no hint at what lay beyond.

      The people here seemed protected. They could choose to live their lives unmolested by the wild currents of consumerism; nourished by these fertile soils they could nourish their souls, the rest of humanity sacrificed to the ravages of the age. She found it hard to imagine that behind those thick whitewashed walls a gamut of technological devices, from PCs to PlayStations, Xboxes to iPods, entertained inhabitants. It was counterintuitive. The village and the valley began to work themselves into Ann, opening up the enclosed mood she’d suffered since she came here. It was subtle, yet she was aware of it beyond the flickering of her infatuation, at the very edges of her awareness, where the light of knowing is dim.

      They reached the church, a small rectangular building on the corner of another street, surrounded on all sides by tarmac. In the centre of the front wall was a single rounded arched doorway, at the corners a checkerboard of bare stone set in white.

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ Ann said.

      ‘It was built in the 1600s.’

      ‘Shame about the tarmac.’

      ‘It’d be nicer set in a park.’

      Ann gazed at the church for a few moments, keen to make an astute observation, yet floundering for words. At last she said, ‘Although the tarmac does accentuate the brilliance of the white walls.’

      ‘True. The church existed for centuries without the whitewashed render. Would have been plain stone.’

      ‘Like those stones we can still see.’

      ‘The quoining. Yes.’

      The render and the paint were symbols of recent opulence, the quoining a feature, and a memory. And she realised the very charm she saw at every turn here was most likely the result of wealth gained from tourism.

      ‘I’m especially fond of the bell,’ he said. ‘Housed in that cupola in the centre of the parapet, it reminds me of a decorative hat.’

      ‘You know a lot about architecture.’

      ‘Acquired over the years. How else is a novelist to describe a building?’

      He went to sit down on a stone wall capped with whitewashed concrete and she joined him, setting down the urn and enjoying the scant shade of a palm tree. She stole a glance at him as he gazed at the church. He had a regal look about him: thick greying hair a wavy sweep accenting the high, unfurrowed forehead; tracery about the eyes; and the looseness of the flesh about the jawline betraying age in an otherwise youthful face. His presence was overwhelming. With him so close, desire thrummed through her. She took in the church, the streets, and the unreality of the experience, seated here on this low wall beneath a palm tree with a man by her side.

      ‘Haría. Valley of a thousand palms,’ she murmured. ‘Maybe that’s why this place feels so special. Each tree is a monument to a child. A symbol of life.’

      He didn’t answer. He seemed lost in himself, lost in the church. She fell silent. A sigh of warm wind stroked the bare skin of her limbs. Before long he shifted, as if awoken from reverie. She seized the moment to say, ‘I don’t think I made a good impression with your friend.’

      ‘Domingo? He can be brusque sometimes. He’s had a hard day.’

      ‘Are you sure you want me to come with you to El Risco?’

      ‘Absolutely.’ His gaze lingered on her face. ‘I’d better be going.’

      They both stood and she reached for her urn.

      ‘Can I make you lunch?’ she said on impulse.

      He glanced at his watch, then back at the church, before his face broke into an affirmative smile. They went back the way they had come. He walked briskly again, barely slowing on the ascent up Calle Fajardo. Ann was struggling not to pant when they reached her door.

      Inside was cool and she felt herself apologise, inwardly, to the designer of this little square house. Its thick walls of stone and shuttered windows removed the need for air conditioning. He followed her through the courtyard to the kitchen, sitting down at the rustic wooden table. The kitchen was well lit by a window set high in the far wall. Below the window, a deep stainless steel trough was set into a long wooden bench supported at the front edge by legs of turned pine, and there were slats of pine shelving beneath. The fridge and cooker, both new, sat side-by-side on the other wall like guards.

      Ann unwrapped the urn and placed it in the centre of the table beside the pebble she’d collected from the beach. She arranged on a plate a crusty white baguette and slices of locally made goat’s cheese and tomatoes, seasoned with olive oil and black pepper.

      She felt his eyes on her. She passed him two glasses, a corkscrew and a bottle of white wine. She caught his gaze and he looked away, uncorked the wine and poured.

      ‘Have you written more since yesterday?’ he said, tapping her notebook lying face-up on the table beside him. ‘Foolish question. You probably haven’t had much time.’

      ‘Actually I have,’ she said cautiously.

      ‘Can I see it?’

      ‘It isn’t very good.’

      ‘Please. I’ll be kind, I promise.’

      He might as well have said gentle. It would be the first dot point in a seducer’s handbook: I’ll be gentle with you. The lynch pin of the saviour fantasy from fairy tales to Mills and Boon. She was ripe, ripe as a swelling cherry. Her pulse was a riot. Her skin was hot and shivery all at once. She sensed that her passion, pent up for decades and surfacing beyond her control, wanted to settle on Richard like a barnacle, the school mistress having absented herself in disgust.

      She reached over and opened the notebook at the bookmarked page, then sat back and gazed absently at the urn.

      

      I have never been given to wallowing in emotion. More an outgoing woman, dedicated to exploring the natural world. As a child I searched for fossils with my dad in the limestone cliffs of Fossil Beach, fascinated by the lives those primordial sea creatures led, marvelling over their little bodies etched in rock. My zeal attracted many a cutting whisper from the pretty blondes in pigtails that also frequented the beach. Dad and I would return to our seaside cottage laden with rocks. My mother always looked askance. She was a dainty woman who made every effort to render me ribbons-and-lace feminine. Nothing worked. My bedroom was an emporium of fossils—cephalopods, gastropods, fern fronds—and a vast assortment of sedimentary, metamorphic and igneous rocks. By the time I reached eighteen my passion for knowing what lies beneath the surface of the earth was, my mother tells me, little short of obsessive. By then resignation had replaced her desire to mould me, and she made no comment, which was as much as she could manage, when I enrolled in a Geology degree at Monash. My dad was thrilled. I was the boy he’d yearned for and never had. To him, his little girl was just as capable as any boy, given the right encouragement.
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      The first star shimmers in the western sky. I draw the curtains, shutting out Venus. Born from the sea foam, the product of an ancient coup when Saturn castrated the tyrannical Uranus, scattering his seed over heaven and earth—Venus, celestial lover of Mars. Goddess of love, born of tyranny, attracted to a warmonger. What were the early Greeks thinking?

      I leave the kitchen and wander to the living room, dismissing the sense that I’m walking through some unseen presence, and a gentle fear along with it. I doggedly ignore your collection of genetic engineering journals stacked by the back door beside a wicker bin of scrunched notepaper. Is tomorrow garbage collection day? You always put out the rubbish. I wish I could bag up my memories of you and put them in the rubbish too, watch the pincers grabbing my wheelie bin, the indifferent truck trundling down the hill to my neighbour’s front gate.

      Downcast, outcast love, love I cast out, toxic love not fit for disposal by conventional means. Seal the love away in a lead casket; bury it in the deep deep downs where that miner of the mind cannot reach no matter how much chip chip chipping she does.

      I sit on the floor by the wood stove, watching the embers glow, hugging my knees to my chest. I really must arrange the confusion of furniture in this room, maybe paint the walls. I need to change the energy of this place. I’m not easily spooked, but there’s a vibe here since you moved out. I can feel it all around, shifting, sometimes standing behind me. The house isn’t old. There’s nothing horror-evoking about this cedar A-frame. It’s a recent sort of dark that inhabits these rooms.

      Organising the house will help me forget you too Mr Andrew Cain, seal beneath some purifying crust your midden of crazy-making words. But I can’t forget. Not yet. First I must spew the lava from some fissure of molten rage within, blaze the fossicking miner with its No-More force. Well, the rage will out, the sort of righteous rage that erupts in the face of another’s.

      

      ‘Phew,’ Richard said, closing the notebook and setting it to one side. He made a canapé from the tomato and cheese and before he took a bite he added, ‘I said you had talent.’

      Relief sprung through her.

      ‘But tell me,’ he went on. ‘Monash? Fossil Beach? Where have you set this?’

      ‘Australia.’

      ‘Why so remote?’

      Ann was confused. ‘Here’s remote,’ she said defensively.

      ‘Not especially. We’re only sixty miles from Africa and a short plane ride from Europe. Australia is the other side of the planet.’ He let out a short laugh.

      ‘So?’

      ‘So no one will be that interested. You have to give your readers something they can relate to. Although I suppose there’s the exotic.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘Still, you can’t plonk your characters in Australia and have them play out a story that could just as well be set in Margate.’

      ‘I grew up in Australia.’

      ‘Really?’ He paused. ‘Well, keep going. I like the interior reflection.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘And your use of the supernatural. Good device.’

      ‘Device? It wasn’t my intention. Sort of came from nowhere.’ She felt uneasy and horribly exposed.

      ‘Well, use it.’ He’d said enough but he didn’t seem to want to restrain himself. ‘One more thing. Your paragraph on Venus reads like information, not story. If you don’t have a reason for it then get rid of it, and if you do, then work it into the story.’

      ‘Avoid information.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Like clichés.’

      ‘Yes.’ He nibbled at another cheese and tomato canapé. He hadn’t touched the bread. It was from yesterday, but she hadn’t thought it stale. He took a swig of his wine. ‘Your writing,’ he said, all pompous reflection, ‘it’s too intense. You can slow things down with description. Have a cat walk in or birds twittering in the trees, something of that sort. It gives the reader relief from the tension. Even your paragraph on Venus, come to think of it. You could do quite a lot with her.’

      ‘It’s much harder than I thought,’ Ann said, losing what little confidence she had.

      ‘I’ll help you. I mean, I’d be happy to help you. If you’d like me to.’ He looked at her with tender eyes. ‘You mustn’t give up. I know it might seem harsh but I’m being honest with you. You wouldn’t want me to lie, to deceive you with shallow praise?’

      He sounded sincere. There was no malice in his appraisal. In spite of calling his comments harsh she was certain he had no idea the ruthlessness with which he sliced through her paragraphs. Yet she strained to accommodate his remarks. ‘Can I read something of yours?’ she said with sudden keenness.

      ‘Indeed. Anything you like.’

      ‘The one you are working on now.’

      ‘When it’s finished.’

      She felt a twinge of annoyance. Apparently, his work didn’t need a critical eye, certainly not her novice eye. He’d denied her entry into his creative world. She slammed shut the door on her own. He’d never read another word she wrote.

      She drained her glass and poured herself another, passing him the bottle before standing over by the sink.

      ‘I’ve upset you.’ He looked concerned.

      ‘I’m fine.’ Ann gave him an uncertain smile.

      ‘Andrew Cain, was that his name?’

      ‘Yes.’ She set her glass down on the bench and crossed her arms under her breasts.

      ‘He hurt you,’ he said gently.

      ‘Yes.’ She released her hands and absently rubbed the arm he’d punched, that week before she’d left.

      ‘It was very brave of you to let me read something so intimate.’ He held out his hand and the anguish he had stirred in her was rendered numb. She moved towards him like an automaton. ‘You are a very attractive woman, Ann.’ He squeezed her hand and gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘Sweet Ann, I don’t want to cause you any more hurt but I have to tell you.’ He paused and took a deep breath. ‘I’m married.’

      She knew it, yet she didn’t want to hear it. His words stirred in her a sudden rush of longing and her eyes welled with tears. This was altogether too much. The schoolmistress in her mind stormed in to take control. She’d invited this, thrown open the door to her heart, laid bare her literary self like a wanton hussy. Still, she had little restraint when he drew her close, wrapped an arm around her waist and said, ‘Ann. The last thing you need is an affair with me.’

      He stood and kissed her cheek, her eyes, her mouth. At last she pulled away.

      ‘I better leave,’ he said. He stepped towards her, reached out and stroked her hair back from her face. ‘Can I see you again? You’re still coming with us down El Risco I hope.’

      She gazed at him, her mouth slightly open. ‘I don’t think…’

      ‘Please.’

      ‘I…’

      ‘It’s magnificent down there, a geological feast.’

      She was thrown into disarray. ‘Okay.’

      ‘Good. I’m meeting Domingo outside the supermarket. Thursday at nine.’

      ‘I’ll be there.’

      ‘Take it easy, Ann.’

      ‘I will.’

      She showed him to the door, let him again kiss her cheek as he crossed the threshold. She watched him head down the street and disappear, before closing the door and leaning against it. Then she wandered from room to room, not knowing where to put herself. The living room too neat for her ragged feelings, the kitchen overwhelming—the dirty plates marking an all too recent history, the glasses standing like tombstones on the table. She could still smell him in here. In the courtyard the sun bore down, a harsh bright stillness. The villa had taken on the air of the mausoleum.

      She went into the bedroom, the only room that had anything of her about it, hoping to come back to herself, harried thoughts chasing her like greyhounds. The sight of her sarong scrunched up on the floor, her shoulder bag on a chair, afforded some comfort. She lay on the bed and gazed up at the ceiling.

      He seemed to like her writing. His observations were useful, not damning. He wasn’t patronising—no, really he wasn’t—he was being constructive. She’d have another look at Venus. Maybe she was missing something. Maybe, as Penny would say, her stuffy old Venus in Capricorn was thwarting her expression.

      She couldn’t focus on her writing for long. She couldn’t steady herself.

      She still wanted him. Knowing he was married made him a sort of conquest. She admonished herself. She’d known him two days. You can’t know anyone in two days. Well, she’d got the married bit right. Maybe he did have six kids as well, even grandkids. He was old enough. Yet she hoped with the might of Venus that he did not have a mistress. She’d be his mistress. She’d have an affair. Yes, despite what he’d said, she did want to have an affair with him.

      Aware that lying flat was enhancing her emotional fog, she slid off the bed and sat cross-legged on the soft cotton rug, leaning back against the bedside. Here she felt better, more in control.

      She remembered other bedroom floors she’d sat on in Cirencester and the Adelaide Plains. The cool draft from beneath the bed, the unique eye level, the bedside table clutter of tissue boxes, wristwatches, clocks and books. Light fittings in the ceiling way up there, wardrobes that towered above her. She felt safer, half-hidden, poised to scurry under the bed like a timid mouse, rise and stand her ground if she had to or clutch her knees and rock back and forth if she felt the need.

      She’d found herself huddled like this many times in the Willinton house after a tiresome discussion turned nasty, which, if she recalled correctly, was somehow always her fault.

      Their relationship hadn’t started out that way.

      They’d met on campus ten years earlier. She was working on post-doctoral research and Andrew worked in a lab in another part of the same building. Passing her in the corridor one sunny afternoon, he caught her eye and winked. A tall, thin man with a notably long stride, he exuded energy and purpose. She admired his curly copper hair. He had a serious yet agreeable face with a high forehead and inquisitive eyes. She liked his boyish charm. But people grow into themselves. Years passed and he lost the boyishness and took on a wizened look.

      Whatever romance existed between them vanished the day he moved in. Gone were his lingering strokes down the length of her back. Gone the loving gazes and sweet praises: how charming he found her, how gorgeous, how svelte. He used to listen to her, engage with her thoughts and respect her achievements. But this side of him evaporated faster than ether, sinking below the irksome shadow of his ego. Within weeks their interactions were tectonic, always grinding and crashing into each other, until their relationship had become a grotesque deformation.

      Andrew Cain, biotechnician at WonderFoods, always on the verge of another breakthrough. She found the science abominable; the thought of Andrew injecting into a cell parasitic DNA, forcing the cell tougher, more resistant to destruction, engineering another plant bully, out of joint within itself, out of joint with the ecosystem. It was his superior attitude that annoyed her most. Ordinary mortals were expected to trust the new godhead science, with its self-fulfilling prophecies, just a little less fanciful than those of a soothsayer.

      It was impossible to converse with him. Ann wasn’t sure now why she even bothered. His stance on genetic engineering was immutable. He was adamant he was involved in a noble pursuit. ‘At least I’m feeding the world,’ he would say.

      One cold night, a few weeks before the relationship came to its dramatic end, fed up with hearing his feeding-the-world claim, she retaliated. ‘You feed the world for profit, not for humanitarian reasons.’ She knew it would rankle.

      He quickly changed the course of the argument, launching into his oft-cited defence, the natural mutation of the blood orange.

      ‘Genetic mutation is one thing,’ she snapped. ‘You splice DNA. That is another matter entirely. You can’t deny biotechnology is playing god, with little concern for the consequences.’ Even as she spoke she knew he’d pounce.

      ‘You don’t know what you’re saying. Stick to rocks and leave the living matter to me.’

      ‘With the limited perspective of the test tube.’

      He lost control. Whenever he lost control he hurled her doctorate at her on the wings of his favoured insult, Mrs High-and-Mighty. Her provocations didn’t deserve his wrath. She didn’t care to recall the rest of that evening, huddled on the floor of the bedroom while he slammed about downstairs.

      She wrapped her arms around her legs and rested her head on her knees. She could see she had played her part in the fall of their union. That she could be as intellectually sharp as him. She lacked the feminine art of submission and gentle manipulation. She was too independent. She placed a greater value on career over home. Had she been a homemaker, content with quilting and decoupage, provided him with progeny, then maybe the marriage might have worked. She’d thought about motherhood. At first the idea had been abhorrent, her career taking precedence. As the years passed and the marriage faltered, she was relieved she had never fallen pregnant. Ever since the day Andrew lethally kicked their two-month old kitten she knew he’d make a dreadful father. Only once did she almost surrender to a deep yearning for progeny, the day she found herself outside a supermarket, cooing over a baby in a pram. She had then gone on a rambling detour through the Mothercare store next door, realising if she didn’t act soon it’d be too late. Now she was forty and there was little chance of her bearing a child. Besides, she was having enough trouble birthing a story.

      Her thoughts ricocheted around the stone walls of the bedroom. There was no point dwelling on her recent misery. She stood abruptly, stretching her legs and opening the door wide. She faced the stark daylight in the courtyard, determined not to let her thoughts become her shackles.
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      …The discord was as predictable as sausages at an Aussie barbecue.

      

      She was too close. Sausages and barbecues aside, setting the story in Australia made no difference to the emotional distance. That was all too obvious. She needed distance from her inner turmoil, but it eluded her at every turn. While her writing allowed for a certain outpouring of emotion, the narrative was about as therapeutic as a knife twisting in her guts.

      She closed her notebook and pushed it to the centre of the table, rubbing a sudden burst of goose bumps on her arms. The room was cool, the window frame revealing a rectangle of uninhibited blue. The fridge chugged to life and, as if roused by it, her coffee percolator hissed and gurgled on the stove. She poured herself a cup and returned to her seat. As she sipped it, she picked up the pebble she’d taken from the beach near Órzola and absently traced a fingertip over the smooth surface. Maybe she needed to change the character’s names, make them less like their real life counterparts. An astrophysicist and a lap-dancing stripper? Farfetched. An accountant and a postman? A lawyer and a teacher? Boring. Drug dealer, musician, electrician? But then the characters would take over the narrative. Different species of fish required different sorts of habitat. Goldfish lived in ponds; salmon were always in fast moving streams. She would keep the river she’d created; the setting would remain as it was, and Andrew as he was—a pike.

      She rested the pebble next to the urn. Although she was not quite defeated, her confidence was ebbing fast. She had no idea how to improve her writing. Penny’s voice loomed in her head, telling her vibrations on the astral plane were interfering with access to the clear high plane of the intuition. Penny and her esoteric planes of consciousness again. Ann experienced a moment of respite from her musings as she edited the phrase: Penny and the planes. Sounded like a pop band from the sixties.

      If she had stuck to her original plan, and switched to English Literature once she’d arrived at Oxford, she wouldn’t be having this trouble now. It was something she’d considered, but she’d started to enjoy Geology. She was good at science. First-class Honours came easily, and her father was ecstatic. It was one of the few days Marjorie stopped fretting about Penny. Frank said he knew she’d never let them down. She enrolled the following year in a doctoral degree, received a handsome scholarship, and by twenty-five was employed in the research facility. Five years later she met and quickly married Andrew. By then any notion she could, or should change careers had been forgotten, wrapped up as she was in her everyday life.

      Gripping her mug tightly, she gazed blankly at her notebook. For a moment, she wondered if her newly kindled literary aspirations were a betrayal of her parents, of all their plans for her. Her heart sunk dispiritedly, she knew there was no betrayal. Story writing wasn’t a rebellion; it was a whim, a holiday pursuit, a diversion. She’d go back. She’d have to go back—to Willinton, her job, her life. She wasn’t a skin-shedding lizard after all. She was more like her power animal, a gutless squirrel scampering up the same old tree.

      As she drained her cup and tidied it away, she shot surreptitious sidelong glances at her notebook. She watered the courtyard plants and drifted into her bedroom and began pulling on a pair of thick cotton socks and plimsolls, refusing to give way to a mounting reluctance to spend another day with Richard and another second with Domingo. She grabbed a baseball cap and sunglasses on her way out the door.

      The only car parked outside the supermarket was a white Volkswagen Golf. Domingo was sitting in the passenger seat with the window wound down. He looked round as Ann approached his door and gave her a thin smile.

      ‘Richard is in the supermarket,’ he said.

      ‘I’ll give him a hand.’

      ‘He’ll manage.’ He got out of the car and pulled a lever on the seat. The backrest flipped down and the seat bolted forward. He ushered her inside.

      ‘You know where we are going?’ he said, once he was again in his seat, belt on, elbow on the ledge of the open window. He didn’t turn to speak. She watched his reflection in the wing mirror, the steel in the eyes, the firm set to the mouth. Why the hostility? Did he dislike women in general or her in particular? Surely that one remark about the gender-skewed tree planting didn’t justify a reaction as strong as this. No, he was hostile from the first. Was he jealous? Was that it? Wanting to mask her hurt at his unfounded dislike, she responded to his question with casual indifference.

      ‘We’re going down El Risco.’

      ‘And you know how we’re getting there?’

      ‘Yes.’ Before she left her office in Willinton she had locked into her brain the island’s topography, the contours, mountains, valleys, volcanoes and the raggedy shape of the coastline. The western flank of the island’s northern tip was a fourteen-kilometre length of cliff some six hundred metres in height. She’d also guessed by the lack of any road markings on the online maps that the only access to the beach below was on foot.

      ‘Where’s the head of the path?’ she asked.

      ‘Near Ye.’

      She was relieved. Had he said Famara she might have had second thoughts. There, the cliff rose to about seven hundred metres and plummeted directly into the ocean below. Heights always seem higher when there’s a sheer drop involved. Around Ye the cliff was less high and, judging by the contours, less steep.

      Richard appeared in the doorway of the supermarket carrying two shopping bags. He looked up the street before noticing Ann in the car.

      Domingo leaned his head out the window. ‘Put the bags in the back.’ It was a pointless remark, there not being anywhere else to put them. The guy sure liked to assert control. Whatever Richard did with those bags, he’d be obeying or disobeying an order. It was the sort of remark that made Ann’s skin prickle. Richard gave no indication that he was rattled by it. It was probably just her. She was being a cactus again. She’d never considered herself prickly until he’d made that remark, and now she was finding spines everywhere.

      Richard deposited the bags in the boot then opened the driver-side door. ‘I’m glad you made it.’ He gave Ann a warm smile. She smiled back, struggling not to give in to a sudden urge to bolt. She hardly knew these men. There was something about being on holiday, the exotic location, which made friendships instant and intense. In ordinary circumstances, she’d never have found it in her to trust a man she’d met in a café only days before, and his frosty friend, let alone enough to spend a day on a beach at the bottom of a cliff.

      He started the car, put the gear stick in reverse, and glanced out the back window. Domingo watched in the wing mirror.

      The car lurched backwards.

      ‘Mind that woman!’

      ‘I saw her.’

      Ann had seen her too. She was walking towards the plaza right alongside the church wall about three car lengths away.

      Richard shifted gear and drove up Calle Fajardo, turning into Calle Ferrer de la Cruz and passing Ann’s villa. He made as if to speak, but changed his mind.

      Neither man seemed inclined to make conversation, so Ann settled back in her seat, content to watch the Máguez valley slip past. They were heading north towards Ye. Before they reached the village, Richard turned left at a small cluster of farmhouses that faced the base of La Corona. To either side of the road, stone wall arcs protected fig trees and grape vines. Prickly pears were dotted here and there. The rise to the west looked like any other hillside on the island, a mix of farmland, fallow fields and abandoned terraces. From this perspective, there was no hint that the crest ended in a sheer drop on the other side. Ann had trouble getting that image out of her mind.

      Richard turned left again and followed a track that ended in a small parking area. As soon as he engaged the handbrake, Domingo leapt out of the car and stretched as if he’d been seated for hours. The ride had taken about ten minutes.

      Richard glanced at Ann in the rear-vision mirror as he opened his door. ‘Ready for a grand adventure?’

      ‘Can’t wait.’ She pushed the lever and let the front seat slam forward.

      The terrain was scrubby and dry, falling away to the east in gentle undulations. To the west the land rose, obscuring the view of the ocean at the cliff, only metres from where they stood. Ann and Domingo waited behind the car while Richard opened the boot, watching with amazement as he loaded the contents of the shopping bags into two rucksacks. There were baguettes, tomatoes, green peppers, an onion, two tins of pickled fish, a jar of olives and another of mojo verde, six oranges, three large plastic bottles of water and a bottle of wine.

      ‘Richard,’ Domingo said, staring open-mouthed at the rucksacks. ‘No cheese?’

      ‘I thought it might sweat.’

      Ann suppressed a giggle.

      Domingo reached in the boot for his hat. He was decked out in traditional dress: a white linen smock tucked into grey trousers, a long black sash tied at the hips. His hat was straw with a high-domed crown, a wide down-turned brim and a thin plait of cotton toggled under his chin. His grandeur overshadowed Richard, who had foregone black attire in favour of fawn pants, a white polo shirt and a straw boater. Ann felt plain beside the two men. She had thought her loose cotton T-shirt and baggy shorts were fitting attire for a picnic on a beach, but she had been well and truly outdone.

      They set off up the rise, Richard and Domingo walking together, each carrying a rucksack. Ann followed behind with only her sunglasses.

      Soon the land flattened. Each step brought Ann closer to the edge, but it wasn’t until Richard and Domingo stopped walking and she stepped to one side that she beheld the oceanic panorama, an expanse of sapphire stretching to the horizon beneath an azure sky. There were two tiny islands some distance to the north, both volcanoes, and a shard of rock further east. Before them, the nearest and largest island was a barren, sandy plain with a volcano towards the southern end and two, less perfectly formed, in the central north. It was a spectacular view. She felt herself expand as if she were elastic, wanting to stretch as far as she could see.

      A low stone wall shielded the precipitous fall, protecting the path directly beneath for its initial descent. At the entrance to the path a semicircular swathe of stone paving served to avert erosion. Richard stood squarely on the paving with his hands on his hips, looking out at the view. Domingo sat down on the wall, raised his legs and swivelled round. Ann sat beside him, looking down at the varying striations of basaltic rock on the face, the ravines, bluffs and ridged projections, and the arc of the slope merging into a littoral of rock, scrub and sand below. The sun was delightfully warm on her back. The face of the cliff and the littoral were still in the shade. Far below, the ocean fringed the shoreline with spray.

      ‘Those islands are the archipelago Chinijo,’ said Domingo. ‘The biggest,’ he pointed toward it, ‘is La Graciosa. Beyond are Montana Clara and Alegranza.’

      ‘What about that little one to the right?’

      ‘Roque del Este. There’s Roque del Oeste too, behind Graciosa.’

      It was impossible to take it all in. The majesty of the cliff, La Graciosa with its coves and volcanoes and swathes of sandy soil, the sapphire ocean, the patches of turquoise in the shallows, all this beneath the glorious sky.

      ‘Is this the only way to the beach?’ she asked.

      ‘There is another way,’ said Domingo, ‘A path that starts at Famara and heads north to the water galleries and ends somewhere near here, but in many places the land below narrows to nothing and the path tracks along the cliff face. It isn’t used much.’

      ‘You’ve walked down the cliff before?’ Richard said.

      ‘Many times. This footpath is called the Camino de las Gracioseras. The women from La Graciosa used to walk up here carrying salt and fish to trade in Haría for lentils and potatoes.’

      ‘Strong women.’

      ‘Es verdad. They carried thirty kilos each.’

      ‘Thirty kilos!’

      ‘My people are strong.’

      ‘You’re not wrong,’ Ann said with a short laugh.

      Domingo showed no emotion. ‘You can see the salt works from here.’ He nodded in the direction of three rhomboid pools of dullish water on the far side of the beach. ‘The women would bring their fish, collect the salt and make their way up to Haría.’

      ‘Why didn’t they go via Órzola?’ Ann asked.

      Domingo answered her with slow irony. ‘Because it’s further by boat. The women would have had to cross the malpais, and this route is protected from the ocean current. Besides, they were trading the salt from Las Salinas.’

      ‘Oh yes, of course.’ She floundered, unsure if she should ask the question, yet unable to restrain herself. ‘You said the women carried these loads up the cliff. What did the men do?’

      ‘Fish.’ His reply was abrupt and unconvincing. ‘How’s your wife, Richard?’ he said, without turning round.

      ‘Trish? Dare say the same as when you asked me yesterday.’ He shot a discreet glance at Ann, who smiled quickly.

      She pictured the woman, Richard’s wife. She might be beautiful, voluptuous, doting and utterly supportive, everything that a man like him would wish for, but Ann conjured an overweight wretch with drooping breasts, unkempt grey hair and clothes shapeless and soiled. Perhaps a broken tooth. Maybe two. Certainly surrounded by a gaggle of belligerent grandchildren fussing at her heels.

      Domingo swivelled round and stood. ‘Ready?’

      Richard adjusted the shoulder straps of his rucksack. ‘Here goes.’

      Domingo took the lead, walking down the first stretch of path with casual grace. Richard followed, striding down in his upright gait, arms swaying, pausing to point and call out to Domingo. Ann walked behind. The path, little more than a scratch in the cliff face, zigzagged in short sections, growing steeper at the switchbacks. Gravelly and narrow, it had nothing at all to prevent a fall right to the bottom. She was overwhelmed all at once by the magnificence of the cliff and the terrifying declivity. She wasn’t the vertiginous type but this was a little too much like the time she tried to walk Scafell Pike on a geology field trip. The steep fall to either side was too much for her sensibilities, and she’d had to turn back very early. This, she reassured herself, was not an arête. There was always the face of the cliff to cling to.

      About halfway down, Richard looked back. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Yep,’ was all she could manage.

      Down and down they trekked, past layer upon layer of basalt, ribbons of terracotta and broad bands of tawny and nutty browns, the effects of sea erosion, a great arc of ancient rock buffeted and bashed into its current form by the endless pounding of the Atlantic at a time when sea levels were much higher. And now, Ann mused, the cliff itself was a buttress protecting the land to the east.

      Towards the bottom, the path levelled out, cutting a course down a slope of grit, small rocks, and wizened low-lying shrubs. Domingo quickened his pace, stopping at last at the intersection of another path. ‘The salinas are that way,’ he said.

      ‘What’s south?’ Ann said.

      ‘Unas ruinas,’ he said in Spanish. ‘Se llaman casas de bajo risco.’

      ‘Someone built a house down here?’

      ‘Someone had to look after the salt works.’

      Ann was left marvelling at the enormous effort that would have taken.

      At the head of the beach several sandy alcoves carved into the littoral afforded some shelter. Domingo chose the first, where the sand was deep and rose in a gentle arc. He set down his rucksack and walked off along the beach. Richard heaved his rucksack off his back and plonked it on the sand nearby. He was breathing noticeably but not heavily. ‘What do you think?’ he said.

      ‘It’s dramatic.’

      ‘Interesting word for it. I was thinking more along the lines of sublime.’

      ‘I was referring to the cliff.’

      She looked at him. Was he the sort of man that would challenge her every utterance? Surely she must be mistaken, conflating Richard with Andrew. Richard wore a benign, thoughtful expression. Her remark, come to think of it, was somewhat waspish. She might have simply agreed with him.

      She turned and faced the ocean. Graciosa looked barren. She could make out the village, a tiny cluster of white buildings between the volcanoes. The village was sheltered from the ocean current and the wind. She wondered how the cliff appeared to those villagers. Every day they would look over to where she was standing and see it all along to the north and to the south, monolithically in the way, barring access to the land beyond.

      There was no shade. It was mid-morning and the sun had long since crested the cliff. Richard sat on his haunches. Ann joined him, furrowing her legs in the sand. She watched Domingo walking by the shoreline and suddenly wished they’d come by themselves, just her and Richard. It was a romantic setting; the exquisite isolation and the grandeur heightened the senses. She’d spent the last few days in a lackadaisical mood, unable to think clearly, consumed by turns with longing, incredulity at her capacity to fall for a married man, and self-disgust. She had scant concentration for her writing and Grøndahl’s An Altered Light afforded no comfort, with protagonist Irene locked in her own interior space. Instead, Ann had wandered about the village, sat in the plaza hoping he’d appear. Andrew had sprung into her mind from time to time like a hideous jack-in-the-box, bobbing back and forth, jeering malevolently. She’d wasted too much time these last few days staring trance-like at bare white walls, wishing for solace in the arms of a man she knew offered her nothing. Now he was beside her and she didn’t know what to say. He seemed casual, indifferent, the passion he’d displayed in her kitchen gone.

      She could mention her writing. Her story might only be a diversion, the sort of activity people take up on holiday, but she took it seriously. She took everything she did seriously. Short-story writing was far more challenging than she had originally thought. And Richard had offered to help. Here she was in the company of a published author of, perhaps, a great many works. She hadn’t heard of him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t eminent. He obviously had considerable talent. She didn’t have to show him her work. She could ask questions of a general nature. But she couldn’t think of one.

      At last, Richard broke into their silence. ‘Will you go back to him? Andrew, I mean.’

      His question took her by surprise. She recoiled at the implication that she was the sort of woman who would return to a disastrous marriage. Perhaps he thought all women were at the mercy of a fickle will. Maybe he hadn’t taken in the gravity of her situation. Or that it was she who was being grave and him merely curious at the play of her heart. Whatever the reason, she was off-guard.

      ‘No,’ she said, hoping a short answer would obviate further inquiry.

      ‘How long were you married?’

      ‘Too long.’

      ‘Oh dear. You must be feeling dreadful.’

      ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘What made you leave? It was sudden I take it. You took flight.’

      She wanted to resist his intrusive questioning, but the need in her to tell someone, anyone, to release the tension, was too great and she told the story, finally giving voice to it. She described the night she’d spent in her office. The dogged way she kept herself distracted researching Lanzarote. Her first week here, staring at walls, listless yet frozen.

      He listened, watching her closely, and when at last she was quiet he said, ‘Thank you for confiding in me.’ That was it. No words of sympathy. No reaching for her hand. She was left feeling vulnerable and disappointed, regretting her impulse. She watched Domingo make his way back along the beach with a measure of relief.

      An exuberant wind blew in from the north-east, cooling what was otherwise set to be an intolerably hot day. The wind, welcome as it was, added to the exposure, and Ann saw the sense of the stone huts. A gust caught the brim of Richard’s boater, which reared up above his forehead. Ann pulled her cap down hard, wishing she’d chosen some other headgear, even a scarf.

      Domingo, amply protected beneath the wide brim of his hat, flopped down on the sand nearby. ‘What do you want to do first?’ he said to Richard.

      ‘Hear all about the Guanches.’ Richard rubbed together his hands. It was as if their recent exchange had never taken place.

      ‘Conejeros, Richard. The Guanches are from Tenerife.’ His tone was emphatic.

      ‘Does it matter?’ said Ann. ‘We all know what we mean.’ She was unexpectedly peeved by the sudden change of dynamic now they were three, and irritated by Domingo’s exactitude, even as she realised if something of the sort mattered to her, she’d have made a point of it.

      ‘It is very important,’ he said in a low, deliberate voice. ‘We do not want to be put with them. The western islands think this is an inferior outpost. We’re not Majos either, although many prefer to think so. The Majos are from Fuerteventura.’

      ‘Conejeros then,’ Richard said. ‘What can you tell me?’

      ‘There isn’t much to tell. My ancestors came from the Barbary Coast. We’re descendants of the Berbers.’

      ‘Ah, yes. The Berbers,’ Ann murmured. She was ignored and immediately felt excluded. She was used to participating equally in conversations with men, even forcing her way in if necessary. She was sensitive in the aftermath of Andrew, who didn’t allow her much conversational space and was fond of humiliating her publicly with a sharp, ‘Don’t interrupt…’ She sensed that here too, she was intruding on Richard’s territory.

      She funnelled sand through her hand, watched it form a small hill. She pressed a finger lightly on the top to make a little well. Richard was still kneeling on his haunches with his back straight and Domingo was sitting with outstretched legs, leaning back with his hands flat on the sand behind him, his face obscured by the brim of his hat. Richard’s gaze hadn’t left Domingo’s face, but he seemed to be staring straight ahead in the direction of the ruins to the south. Ann looked past him at the cliff, following the contour of the crest against the sky.

      ‘When did your ancestors find this place?’ Richard said.

      ‘A few thousand years ago.’

      ‘Before or after La Corona erupted?’

      Surely after. If they’d arrived here before they might have abandoned the island in terror. Richard might just as well have asked her. The Canarian and some cursory cross-referencing and she could easily imagine a group of Berbers escaping the Phoenicians, who had conquered much of the North African coast by five hundred BC and established themselves a power and trading base in Carthage. One day, some desperate Berber families must have procured a dugout or two, loaded up with provisions and their goats, and headed west, seeking refuge as far from recapture as they could find, not knowing where they might be welcome. They would have followed the coastline of North Africa, passed through the straits of Gibraltar, then swung south taking advantage of the current. The current turned and Ann conjured a fierce easterly pushing them west, pitching and rolling the sixty-five miles to Lanzarote. Why did the refugees stay? For the rich fishing grounds? Perhaps they landed after heavy rain and the pasture was green. And in The Canarian the priests depicted the land as wooded with brushwood, olives, higuerilla. There were natural springs in the foothills of the mountains. There were plains and broad valleys of tillable land, and plenty of rocks to build shelter. The only malpais surrounded La Corona in the north. The island housed no animal or human threat of any kind, just insects and birds and lizards and oh so many fish. A pleasant habitat, safely away from whatever troubles had befallen them in their original home. Paradise. And it was all theirs, this tiny island, just thirty-five miles long and twelve miles wide. They’d have danced and sang with joy. How fortunate these people were. They stayed, these pastoralist Berbers, of course they stayed, and their goats, and it was a sensible decision; they remained unmolested for the following two thousand years.

      Ann stopped funnelling sand and brushed her hand on the side of her shorts. Domingo tilted back his hat and looked at her briefly, then continued gazing off to the south.

      ‘There was only one tribe here of about a thousand people,’ he said, ‘ruled by a king.’

      ‘Ah Guardafía,’ said Richard, shifting slightly.

      Domingo sighed. ‘Guardafía was the grandson of King Zonzamas. Zonzamas was the last pure-blood king.’ He gave Richard a brief stare. ‘Do you want to hear the legend?’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Back in the fourteenth century a Spanish ship landed. Zonzamas had been prepared to do battle, but the ship’s captain was friendly and came with gifts. So Zonzamas invited the captain to his house and introduced him to his wife, Queen Fayna. The captain and the queen liked each other, and nine months later she gave birth to a white girl with blonde hair. The girl was named Ico.’

      ‘Ico?’

      ‘Yes, Ico.’

      ‘Ico,’ Richard said again. His eyes widened. ‘Ico’s Promise! Great title!’

      Domingo looked impatient. ‘Do you want me to continue?’

      ‘Yes, yes.’ Richard was beaming.

      ‘Some time later Zonzamas and Fayna died. A man called Timanfaya was proclaimed king, but not for long. More Spanish ships came on the hunt for slaves and he was taken. Ico had married a native boy, Guanareme, who was next in line for the throne. But the people were not happy. Ico was not of pure blood, and if he became king then she would be queen.’

      ‘Sounds more like history than legend.’

      ‘Wait. This is the interesting part. The people made her do a smoke test.’

      ‘A smoke test?’

      ‘She was to be closed in a cave with three other women and smoked to death. If she were truly of noble blood she would live. Before she was locked away her loyal servant Uga gave her a sponge and told her to soak the sponge in water and clench it between her teeth and only breathe through her mouth. The three women died. Ico survived and she became queen. Guardafía was her son.’

      ‘Poor Guardafía,’ Ann said.

      ‘Poor?’ Richard looked perplexed.

      Domingo didn’t speak.

      ‘What happened to Guardafía?’ Richard said.

      ‘Long story.’

      She kept silent, pushing hard against her instincts. She’d only read a book; Domingo had lived here all his life.

      She smoothed her fingers through the sand, leaving wavy trails in their wake. While Domingo discussed the reality of smoke tests and other ancient and gruesome methods of discerning truth from lies, her thoughts went back to the early days of the conquest. She remembered reading about how one of Bethencourt’s men-at-arms, the rabble-rousing Norman knight Berthin de Berneval, sacked the fort and enslaved the natives, including an enraged Guardafía. Thankfully, Guardafía broke free of his chains and escaped. In Ann’s mind he took on a sort of Highland clansman or Viking stature, wild and bold. Legend has it this was the sixth time Guardafía had delivered himself from the hands of the Spaniards by his own prowess. It wouldn’t be his last.

      ‘Getting back to the Conejeros,’ Richard said with obvious impatience.

      ‘We were peaceful folk. Goat herding cave dwellers mostly,’ Domingo said. ‘Easy to raid, easily enslaved.’

      Not Guardafía, Ann thought but didn’t say.

      ‘And don’t forget your pottery,’ Richard said.

      ‘My pottery?’

      ‘Your people’s pottery.’

      ‘We had to drink out of something, Richard.’

      ‘You’re not giving me much to go on. Blood out of a stone, eh?’

      ‘Stone age,’ Ann murmured and immediately regretted it.

      ‘Thank you.’ Domingo looked at her with ice in his eyes.

      ‘I meant a simple life,’ she said contritely. ‘In many ways a better one.’

      ‘If you say so.’

      Richard shot Ann an exasperated look and she quickly turned away. ‘Domingo, please,’ he said. ‘You were an incredibly resourceful bunch.’

      ‘We were Berbers.’ Domingo stood up and brushed the sand off his trousers. ‘Come. I’ll take you to the salt works.’ He pulled a water bottle out of his rucksack, half-buried both rucksacks in the sand and led the way.

      They walked in single file along a narrow path, Richard taking up the rear. The wind gathered pace, and Ann enjoyed the cooling of her skin. Every few steps the view of Graciosa and the islands beyond changed a little. It was a consuming view, the islands and the ocean to one side, the towering cliff to the other. She was slow to observe the littoral itself, which seemed uninteresting by comparison, although she knew better than to judge. ‘The land down here is…’ She cast an eye over the hardy shrubs, wishing she could conjure a less contentious term. ‘Scrubby.’

      Domingo stopped to answer her. He didn’t appear to have taken offence. ‘What you see is special.’ He frowned as if searching for a word.

      ‘You mean endemic?’ she said. ‘Um, native.’

      ‘Sí. There’s gorse, cacti, orchilla and euphorbia.’

      ‘And no prickly pear.’

      ‘No. Cochineal cactus we call it. It was a huge source of income for my people.’

      ‘But not native.’

      ‘No, not native.’

      He walked on. She glanced back at Richard, who was standing with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing reflectively at the cliff. He didn’t make eye contact.

      Before long they reached the end of the path. Ahead, the littoral narrowed, the cliff rising and steepening before making its jagged descent into the ocean. All that remained of the salt works was a flat sandy plain screed with salt circles protected by semicircular stone walls in varying states of disrepair. The salt was creamy-white with tinges of red. Beyond the salt circles were two large shallow pools bordered by rock walls.

      ‘How old is this place?’ Ann said.

      ‘Five hundred years.’

      Ann imagined the women, strong, peasant types in long skirts and loose blouses, rugged faces shaded beneath wide-brimmed hats, loading up goat-skin sacks with salt and fish, heaving the sacks on their backs and heading off, laden, to the cliff. It would have been a punishing sort of existence. She sat on the end of a wall, resting her feet on one of the fallen rocks. That this location had once supported a local economy was hard to take in.

      Domingo scraped a groove in the salty sand with an edge of his shoe. ‘The red colour is from the bodies of sea organisms.’ He paused, turning to Richard, ‘These salt works are the oldest on these islands.’

      ‘Salt must have been very precious to your people,’ Richard said.

      ‘Of course.’

      Protected here by Graciosa, the ocean was calm, the wind ruffling the surface into jiggling crests. A sudden gust and Richard’s boater soared off towards the cliff. Ann leapt off the wall in pursuit. It was a relief to be chasing the hat, the sort of antic commensurate with a picnic, lightening the curiously strained mood of the day.

      The boater came to rest on a low branch of gorse. She grabbed it and returned to the two men, sensing that was all the frivolity there was to be had for the day. She handed back the hat, giving Richard a closed mouth smile. He nodded his thanks, then addressed Domingo.

      ‘How long since the salt works were used?’

      Domingo lifted his head to peer at him from beneath the brim of his hat. ‘The late nineteenth century.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘What do you mean, why?’

      ‘Modern commerce isn’t interested in tramping up a cliff face,’ Ann said.

      ‘Exactamente.’

      It didn’t escape Ann’s notice that there had been a subtle yet discernible shift in the ground, that an intellectual understanding, however brief, had drawn Domingo to her and Richard had been pushed away some distance. It was as if they formed a triangle in a perpetual state of tension. She had never noticed this sort of thing before. Perhaps it was simply being in an unfamiliar location, the bare simplicity of the surroundings and the isolation, which revealed the tensions existing between them in stark relief.

      Back at the beach, Domingo and Ann both sat cross-legged, watching Richard open the rucksacks. He laid a gingham cloth on a levelled patch of sand and arranged the contents of both rucksacks with fastidious care. She saw him then at a picnic by an English riverbank—all pork pies, scotch eggs and dappled shade. He pulled out of his trouser pocket a Swiss army knife and opened both tins of pickled fish, before flicking out the blade and slicing the tomatoes, the onion and the peppers and, after a quick wipe of the blade on the gingham, halving the baguettes. Then he reached into a rucksack and removed a small paper parcel. He unwrapped the paper to reveal two squares of dense bread.

      ‘What is that?’ said Domingo.

      ‘Pumpernickel.’

      ‘The supermarket sells that?’

      ‘I brought it with me from England.’

      ‘Don’t you like white bread?’ Ann asked.

      ‘I loved white bread.’

      ‘Loved?’

      ‘Never mind.’ He grabbed the Swiss army knife, levered out the corkscrew, and uncorked the wine. ‘Hold this.’ He passed Domingo a plastic beaker and filled it with wine.

      ‘Wine?’ Domingo teased.

      ‘Can’t have a picnic without wine.’

      ‘Beer would have been better.’ He took a sip then held the beaker at arm’s length in apparent disgust. ‘It’s warm.’

      ‘Beer would have been warm too.’

      Richard handed Ann a full beaker. She gulped half the contents in a show of mediation. ‘Mmm, nice,’ she said, feeling woozy straight away.

      ‘We’ll be dehydrated,’ said Domingo.

      Richard looked perturbed. ‘There’s plenty of water.’

      ‘Thank god,’ Domingo said with a sidelong glance at the picnic. ‘We’ll need it after all this!’

      Richard shoved a hunk of pumpernickel into his mouth, chewing vigorously. Why was Domingo bent on teasing him at every turn? Even his garb was mocking Richard’s keen interest in the island’s history, as if Domingo had set out to turn the picnic into a charade.

      Domingo opened the jar of mojo verde. Richard passed him the Swiss army knife, opened at the blade. He turned the implement over in his hand several times and murmured, ‘Incredible,’ before dipping the blade into the sauce. Richard ignored him. Lowering his gaze, Richard placed slices of fish and tomato on his pumpernickel and took small bites while Domingo and Ann picked at the salad, the bread and the fish until the picnic was gone.

      The wine, the food and the intense heat of the sun made Ann feel drowsy. She gazed up at the cliff, incredulous that they had managed to walk down that path, not relishing the ascent. She turned to face the ocean. A small powerboat bucked its way down the coast, and she looked back at Domingo until she caught his eye.

      He smiled weakly and looked away.

      She yawned and stretched out her arms, deciding not to react to his implacable manner. ‘Here I feel as if the rest of the world doesn’t exist,’ she said, directing her words at him. ‘It’s refreshing.’

      Domingo seemed thoughtful. He was silent for a few moments. Then he said, ‘You want a story for your book, Richard?’

      ‘Absolutely.’ Richard shifted on his haunches, all anticipation.

      ‘Down there, on the ocean floor is a buried city. These islands are all that is left of Atlantis. Do you believe in Atlantis? Plato described it as a rich civilisation with plenty of gold and luscious fruits. It was destroyed in one day and one night. The ocean rose up and flooded whole cities, sweeping all the people into the water. Can you picture it? Wave after wave, the water rising higher and higher. And of course they all died. And you know why?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘They were being punished by the gods for being greedy and hungry for power. Imagine that, a whole civilisation destroyed.’

      ‘Oh, what nonsense.’ A look of consternation appeared in Richard’s face. Domingo must have known Richard’s book was set from the time Lanzarote was conquered. So far today, Domingo had told him nothing he couldn’t have gleaned from even the most basic guidebook. And now this. Ann watched Richard bristle. No doubt for him, Atlantis was mythic drivel.

      Domingo was undeterred. ‘Think what you like,’ he said. ‘Try diving around here, then you’ll see.’

      ‘Rubbish!’ Richard snapped.

      ‘There are plenty who would disagree with you, my friend,’ Domingo said with a deliberate smile.

      ‘From the Knights Templar to Madame Blavatsky,’ said Ann, stimulated by Richard’s irritation to add thoughts of her own. ‘Atlantis is believed to be an advanced civilisation that possessed both great technologies and wisdom. The Theosophists and other occult movements believe the race was an exemplar of spiritual enlightenment.’

      ‘And you believe that?’ Richard sounded flabbergasted.

      Domingo emitted a soft chuckle.

      ‘I’m not sure what to believe,’ Ann said. ‘But you don’t have to believe in something to find it interesting.’

      ‘I’m purely a facts man myself.’

      ‘You are after historical facts.’ Ann said with sudden passion. ‘You demand dates and places and artefacts. Proof. But in reality, history is subjective and selective. A whole bunch of hypotheses supported by stories. And you would know more than anyone how selective stories are. You can’t ever know what really happened in any given moment in the past. We filter, revise, twist, embellish, omit. Even scientists do that. There are no absolute truths.’

      ‘What you and Domingo are referring to isn’t even history; it’s myth.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Well, I’m surprised at you. You’re a scientist.’

      ‘Many scientists were and are occultists too. Think of Newton. Or Galileo.’

      ‘The unknown,’ Domingo murmured.

      ‘The unknowable.’ She paused. Domingo was staring at her with genuine interest. There was a hint of a smile on his lips. She went on. ‘I don’t disagree with you, Richard. I’m not a mystic. I’m not superstitious. I don’t give credence to coincidence. I prefer certainty and the knowable reality, such as it is. Unlike my sister, Penny.’

      ‘You have a sister?’ Richard said, his curiosity piqued.

      ‘Yes. She introduced me to these sorts of beliefs.’ Which was an innocuous way of describing Penny’s lectures. Ann felt rather pleased she’d managed to mention Penny without emotion.

      Richard said no more. He seemed deflated. They fell silent, then Domingo took off his hat and scooped up handfuls of sand, dumping them around the brim. ‘I’m going for a swim.’ He stood, pulled his shirt over his head and unbuckled his trousers. He was fit, in a robust way, with strong thighs and defined calves, his chest broad and covered in a down of black hair. When he began to remove his underpants she averted her gaze. Then he ran across the sand and dived into the foam of a small wave.

      Once he was gone she said, ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

      ‘I’m fine.’

      She was disconcerted by the formality of his response.

      ‘Coming in?’ he said in a sudden change of mood, as if all that had passed between them just now were of little consequence.

      ‘What will I wear?’

      ‘Same as me,’ he said with a grin. ‘Nothing.’

      ‘I think I’ll stay here and clear up.’ She felt coy.

      ‘Leave all that. Don’t be shy.’ He slipped off his trousers and pulled his shirt over his head. He had decades on Domingo but he kept himself in shape, scarcely an ounce of surplus fat around his midriff, his pectoral muscles defined, the musculature of his arms pronounced. If Ann cared to compare the two men, he might even come out the better. As he lowered his underpants she again pointedly looked away.

      

      The ocean was cool and clear. He swam underwater for a while, eyes open, watching a shoal of small fish dart about over by the rocks. When he surfaced Ann was walking towards the shore. She was naked, her nakedness a shock. Her lithe, softly curved body was stunning, with small breasts and pert nipples. His eyes wandered to the tuft of her loins. Despite all his efforts to quell it, lust shot through him in intoxicating pulses. His desire for her was so potent, it was unsettling. The larger moral question pressed in on him. He was married, his feelings for Ann already a betrayal. He knew he’d crossed a threshold; that vow of fidelity now tested to the full. Ann aroused in him passion he hadn’t felt since, since he couldn’t recall. With Trish? No. With Trish he fell for a temptress. Ann was natural and earthy and honest and fresh, she didn’t try to charm or seduce. She was innocent. Her annoying insistence on maintaining an equal, if not damn superior stance in conversation even took on an endearing colouring. She was soft, peachy, warm.

      Realising she was watching him and not wanting to seem the ogling type, he dived back into the water. He surfaced some way along the beach. Domingo was swimming out from the shore.

      He dived down again and when he surfaced she was swimming towards him. His guts lurched. She was honey and cream, a mermaid, a nymph, paradise. He felt a wave heave him upwards and surge against his calves. Then she veered off in the direction of Domingo. She was a good swimmer, much better than he was. Tight steady strokes, breath every third. And now, watching them swimming side by side, he felt uncontrollably jealous and knew he was sunk.

      

      ‘You mentioned the water galleries. I’d love to take a look.’

      Ann and Domingo were lying on the sand, fully clothed. Richard was once again sitting on his haunches with his back straight. Either he was exceptionally posture conscious, or there was something wrong with his back. Ann had been relieved when she made to leave the water and both men had swum another length of the beach, allowing her time to dress in private. Domingo had invited Richard to a race, which she thought considerate. It was one thing to swim naked, another to dry off and dress in front of the men. In the water she was submerged, only a teenage boy or a lecherous creep would dive down and leer. Dressing was intimate. She’d have baulked at the exposure. Now she shaded her face with her hands. Her head throbbed and her ears were burning. She wished she’d worn a different hat. The sun was lower in the sky and the wind had dropped, the day now pleasantly warm. She sensed she’d fallen asleep. She lifted herself up on her elbows, waiting for an answer.

      ‘The water galleries?’ said Domingo. His eyes were closed. ‘You can go in the tunnels, but it’s too dangerous from this direction. Unless you are a serious rock climber, it’s dangerous from any direction.’

      ‘That’s a shame.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Domingo stretched and sat up. In the space of a few hours he’d let go of his hostility towards her. Maybe she’d gained his respect. Or was it that she, too, had disagreed with Richard and unwittingly formed an alliance with Domingo by default? Whatever the cause, she felt relieved. For all his reserve, he came across as a sincere and complaisant man. She followed his gaze and looked at the rising face of the cliff to the south. He went on. ‘Rainwater filters through the rocks of Peñas del Chache. The water is trapped by the rock underneath.’

      ‘They’re called hanging waters.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      ‘Must have seeped out of the cliff somewhere.’

      He nodded slowly. ‘Tunnels were drilled to access the water.’

      ‘Was that in the twenties?’

      ‘Sí.’

      ‘Impressive, considering the access.’

      ‘They were going to pipe the water down to Famara.’

      ‘That’s about as heroic as those women, las gracioseras, trudging up the cliff with all that salt,’ she said.

      ‘Water has always been a problem for us. We have built wells, canals, galleries and maretas.’

      ‘Maretas?’

      ‘Huge stone water tanks built at the base of volcanoes, or where there is a natural spring.’

      ‘This place puts a whole new spin on the term stone age.’ She laughed. Domingo laughed along with her. She shot Richard a quick glance. He was gazing blankly at the ocean. She couldn’t read his mood. Behind him, the cliff rose and bore down all at once. She could hardly believe she was about to climb it. Her mouth was dry and she felt dizzy.

      ‘We’d better go,’ Richard said perfunctorily. He passed Ann a bottle of water, handed out the oranges and zipped up the rucksacks.

      Domingo stuffed his orange in his trouser pocket, adjusted his hat and heaved himself to his feet. ‘Yes. Now’s a good time.’ He picked up the other rucksack.

      ‘I really haven’t been anywhere as amazing as this,’ Ann said.

      ‘Everywhere is amazing,’ said Domingo.

      ‘Maybe. I think it’s extraordinary, the way the earth is formed. Eruptions, erosion, sun, wind patterns, ocean currents, all conspiring to create a unique environment. There can’t possibly be anywhere else on earth exactly like here. Nowhere would there exist precisely all these factors. That’s what gets me about places like El Risco.’

      ‘Me too.’

      It was a punishing ascent. Domingo took the lead and walked up the cliff with the same self-assurance and vigour he’d displayed on the way down. Richard lagged behind. Ann took her time. Her head was pounding against her skull and her ears were on fire. Before long, her calves and thighs burned as well. It was all she could do to make it to the next switchback. On one of the stretches she paused, spying a small rock, craggy with curious notches. She pocketed it and kept going until she reached the top.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          RINCÓN DE AGANADA

        

      

    

    
      Ann chatted with her neighbour across the backyard fence while Andrew mowed the lawn. Riccai was a southern belle from Kentucky, settled into her fourth marriage, and Ann’s closest friend. They talked light-heartedly of their frustrations with the local government’s poor planning and unscrupulous subdividing of arable land, and complained about the dogs that barked incessantly every time the children down the street walked by. They shared snippets of workplace melodrama—Riccai was a senior lecturer in business management. By now Andrew was raking the clippings and tossing them on the flowerbeds. Back and forth he strode, huffing and muttering to himself. They both ignored him.

      That night was cold and Andrew had a sore throat. ‘From working like a slave,’ he said under his breath as he passed Ann in the kitchen. She was shredding cabbage for coleslaw. He flung open cupboard doors on the hunt for throat lozenges. It wasn’t the best time to raise the topic of her promotion. She’d been recognised for good management skills, and her salary was set to rise. She knew the news would upset him, but felt little restraint. She’d stopped caring. She wanted to needle him. He was still slamming cupboard doors when she spoke.

      ‘I’ve been promoted.’

      There was not a flicker of reaction on his face. He yanked open a drawer and rummaged through the contents.

      ‘Where have you put the throat lozenges?’

      ‘I haven’t put them anywhere.’

      ‘You must have.’

      ‘I’m trying to tell you something.’

      ‘I heard.’

      ‘Aren’t you pleased?’

      ‘What do you expect me to say?’ He paused. ‘Where are the lozenges?’

      ‘It means more responsibility and a pay rise.’

      ‘Oh, that’s great honey,’ he said sarcastically.

      Annoyed by his jealousy, she turned to him with, ‘You should be happy for me.’

      ‘Should I?’ Finding the lozenges in his jacket pocket, he trudged back to the living room.

      Later, when the sun had set and she was at work on a research proposal due the following day, he marched into her study, stood over her desk and said, ‘What did you say to Riccai?’

      ‘Many things.’ She was puzzled. She felt the anger about to erupt in him.

      ‘You said you were the main breadwinner. That your salary paid the mortgage and the bills.’

      ‘I said no such thing.’ She felt her own anger rise in defence.

      ‘Stop denying it, I heard you.’

      ‘You misheard me.’

      ‘Are you accusing me of being a liar?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Then what did you say?’

      ‘I can’t remember.’

      ‘Selective memory, eh? I can’t believe you’d bullshit like that. I’m shocked.’

      ‘I’d never say anything of the sort.’

      ‘I’m in danger of losing respect for you, Ann.’ His voice now a low, malevolent growl.

      ‘Please leave me alone. I have work to do.’ She jiggled the mouse and stared at the screen, her mind a dizzy rush.

      ‘Your work. Don’t you think about anyone but yourself?’ He was still standing over her. ‘You’re so proud. And you won’t admit it. Don’t think I don’t know you. I know you better than you know yourself.’

      ‘Just go away.’ She tried hard not to shriek.

      ‘So you’re ending it now, are you?’

      She hurtled from her chair and faced him with her back to the wall. The weight of ten years of unhappiness burst forth in a single word. Yes.

      The look in his eyes could have melted the Arctic. She couldn’t hold that infernal gaze. He screwed up his face, raised a clenched fist and launched it at the wall. She felt the stinging ache of her arm and cried out.

      Shocked, he hurried from the room, slamming the door behind him.

      She felt strangely relieved. She’d had enough. Too many times she’d been shut in this courtroom of a marriage, forced by her own sense of injustice to defend her position to an irascible judge. She rubbed her arm. Her went higgledy-piggledy. She emailed her boss, told her she had an upset stomach and the proposal would be a day late.

      The following evening, Riccai admonished Ann for being uptight about unnecessary things.

      ‘He’s a man. How do you expect him to feel?’

      ‘Pleased. He should have been pleased.’

      They were having coffee in Ann’s living room, talking in low voices. Andrew was upstairs in bed. The grey light of the fading day filtered dimly through the square bay window.

      ‘You can’t expect him to be anything other than jealous,’ Riccai said. Not that Riccai blamed her for the upsets. She was a loyal friend and held her tongue. But Ann knew that Riccai was sharp, sharp enough to know that when a relationship flounders like a dinghy in a storm, the dinghy will capsize.

      That morning Ann had called in sick, but by the afternoon she’d requested three weeks stress leave. She’d had to visit her doctor for a sick note. On her way home she’d visited the travel agent close by. Tucked behind a cushion, out of Riccai’s sight, were her flight details and accommodation pack. Once she’d arrived home she phoned her boss, requesting time to decide whether to accept her promotion. She apologised for leaving the research proposal incomplete. Jane told her to take as long as she needed. Relieved yet listless, Ann had invited Riccai over for a chat, but she couldn’t face telling Riccai that she was poised to take flight like a frightened sparrow.

      Now she was anxious for Riccai to leave. A plan was dancing the quickstep in her mind. She would not spend another moment in this house. She would pack and call a taxi to take her to the office. She’d spend the night there and wait until it was time to leave for her flight.

      

      The embers blacken. There’s a chill in the room. I need to exorcise more than just my memories of you from this place. I sense the figure of a woman in the doorway. I close my eyes and her image looms behind them. She has a pleading look about her. I open my eyes and she’s still there. A tremor shivers through me. I let it pass, tell myself not to be foolish, determined to adhere to my conviction. My father drilled it into me the day my sister came home from a séance distraught: to experience the supernatural you first have to believe in the supernatural, which is a fanciful invention. I wrap myself in Granny’s blanket, all brightly coloured crocheted squares, and let the mole in my mind sniff out worms of memory.

      

      Ann laid down her pen. The sun, that fiery beast of life, languished behind a cloud. The day had been overcast but there’d been no rain. Now fleecy clouds trailed south, leaving a clear blue sky behind. The kitchen brightened and a shaft of sunlight shone in from the courtyard.

      She pushed the notebook aside with a heavy sigh. She was satisfied and uneasy all at once. The story was a mishmash of memory and make-believe, but it was taking shape. Yet there was every danger the supernatural would take control of the narrative. Helpless, at the mercy of her own creativity, she’d done her best to make something of those words, lift them as far as she could beyond the confines of the diary. And every time she closed her notebook, Penny was right there, Penny and Andrew. She couldn’t think of one without the other. Back in Willinton she didn’t have time to reflect for long on either of them. Her job was all consuming. Don’t they say it’s the moment you stop that you fall sick? She’d felt a sickness of spirit from the day she came to the island, tricked by her imagination and conned by the muse into a metaphysical abyss. An abyss Penny had fashioned for her, imposing her own partial knowledge and fear.

      

      Someone was hammering on her door. Ann looked at the digital clock on her bedside table. The illuminated green display said three-thirty. The door opened and Penny flung herself into the room.

      Ann pulled the covers right up under her chin.

      Penny glared down at her, eyes wild, the corners of her mouth moist with spittle. Her hair, a shoulder-length frizz of henna-red, was so unkempt it stood sideways.

      ‘You’re back in bed,’ Penny said in an aggressive whisper.

      ‘What do you mean, back?’ Ann said, instantly cautious.

      ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know what you did. I saw you.’ She leaned into Ann’s face. ‘You were going to kill me.’

      Ann shrank back. ‘You must have been dreaming.’

      ‘I was not dreaming. I heard footsteps climbing the stairs. My door opened and you were holding Mum’s carving knife above your head. Your eyes were black and you looked demonic. I always knew you had an evil streak, but I never thought you’d take it out on me.’ She’d gone from being wildly terrified to furious in the course of five sentences.

      ‘I want Mummy.’ Ann got out of bed and tried to push her way past her sister. ‘Mummy,’ she cried.

      ‘She won’t come.’ Penny grabbed her arm.

      ‘Let go of me!’

      ‘You witch. I’m going to have to get a lock on my door. No one is safe with you in the house.’ She marched from the room. Ann closed the door behind her and climbed into bed. She lay awake, wide-eyed. She was ten, much too young to make sense of her sister’s hysteria.

      The following Friday, Penny came home from school with what looked to Ann like a board game under her arm. Before she had a chance to comment, Penny stalked past her and hurried upstairs.

      That night their parents were attending a graduation dinner and, once alone in the house, Penny entered the living room where Ann was playing with her toy farm animals. She had them arranged in small fenced fields across the flat plain of the oak coffee table. Ann glanced at the board game in the grip of Penny’s hands.

      ‘What is that?’

      ‘A Ouija board.’

      Ann had never heard of a Ouija board. Yet she felt uneasy. Even the name sounded spooky.

      ‘Where did you get it?’

      ‘None of your business.’

      ‘I’m going to tell Mum.’

      ‘No you’re not.’

      ‘What is it for?’

      ‘To find out who is possessing you.’

      All week Penny had been maintaining an adamant paranoia that Ann was possessed. Ann didn’t feel the slightest bit possessed. She was who she was. She wondered now if there was a part of her she couldn’t see.

      Penny swept her arm across the coffee table, scattering Ann’s farm animals on the floor. Ann took a sharp breath and wanted to cry out, but thought better of it. Penny dragged the table into the centre of the room. She pulled the cushions off the wingback chairs and arranged them in two piles on opposite sides of the table. She left the room and returned with an empty glass, a box of matches and a candlestick, holding one of their mother’s favourite tapered candles. She closed the door, drew the curtains and sat on her cushion pile. Then she opened the board. The alphabet, each letter in fancy black calligraphy, was set in an arc above the words Yes and No. She set down the upturned glass in the centre of the board. She lit the candle and positioned it at the other end of the table. ‘Hurry up,’ she said. ‘We have to do this before Mum and Dad get home.’

      ‘I don’t want to.’

      ‘Sit down.’ Penny sounded emphatic. Then her tone softened and had a persuasive ring to it. ‘We need to find out who it is. Otherwise we can’t get it out of you.’

      Fear spread through Ann like an oil slick.

      Penny placed a fingertip on the glass and told Ann to do the same. She mumbled some words Ann couldn’t understand. The glass moved, slowly at first, then it shot from one letter to another and stopped.

      ‘O, D, I, N,’ Penny said. ‘Odin.’

      ‘Funny name.’

      ‘Sh.’

      Penny was staring intently at the board. The candle flickered.

      ‘Are you possessing my sister?’

      The glass moved steadily towards Yes.

      ‘Why?’

      The glass moved chaotically, pausing beside first one letter, then another, on and on until it suddenly stopped.

      ‘M, U, Z, B, O, K?’ Ann said slowly. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Maybe it’s code.’

      The glass shifted suddenly and fell to the floor. Penny quickly blew out the candle and opened the curtains. She was trembling.

      ‘Who is Odin?’ Ann asked.

      Her sister didn’t answer. She went to the bookcase and reached for the volume of the family’s Encyclopaedia that contained all things beginning with O. She flicked through the pages. Then, with a look of genuine alarm, she turned to Ann. ‘Death,’ she said slowly. ‘Odin means death.’

      

      Ann rounded the corner of a cobbled street, shivering in her flimsy nightdress. It was dark and the terraced houses to either side towered over her. A ghoulish creature, half man, half Cerberean beast, lumbered towards her. She turned and ran. She ran so hard her heart pummelled in her chest like a jackhammer. She glanced back, noting the monster still behind her. She could see Penny at the end of the street, looking the other way. Ann stumbled and fell. ‘Penny!’ She felt something touch her. She let out a visceral scream. The beast passed her by and strode on. Stricken, Ann watched the beast reach out for Penny. Her sister held out her hand.

      

      Ann woke diagonal in her bed, covers crumpled around her feet. She was sweating. She’d had the same dream every night since Penny used the Ouija board. In her hag-ridden state of mind she thought Odin really possessed her.

      She had to sleep with the light on. Her mother would kiss her goodnight in her typically vague way, switching off the light as she left the room. Ann waited for footsteps down the stairs, and switched it on again.

      Whenever Penny passed her in the house she veered to one side to avoid touching her. She left the room when Ann entered. Across the dinner table she would give Ann strange sidelong stares. There were no more piano lessons. Ann tried to tell her mother but all she got was an indifferent, ‘Take no notice. It’s just a phase.’

      One night, when their parents were out at an end of semester dinner dance and all was quiet in the house, Ann woke to hear a gentle knock on her door. She held her breath. There was another knock and Penny’s voice, saying, ‘Are you awake?’ She came in and went to the window, drawing the curtains to let the moon shine its full light into the room.

      ‘We’re going to banish the demon,’ Penny whispered.

      She darted out, returning moments later carrying their mother’s mortar and pestle, three candles, a small cup of salt and a jar of mixed herbs. She closed the door, making sure it was shut tight. Then she spooned the salt into the mortar and added a palm-full of herbs.

      ‘It’s meant to be rosemary and white sage but this was all I could find,’ she said, grinding furiously.

      ‘Will it work?’

      ‘It’ll work.’

      ‘What if the other herbs cancel out the spell?’

      ‘Shut up.’

      Penny lit the candles, arranging them in a triangle on the floor. Then she tried to set light to the herbs. There was a lot of match striking and soft cursing until the mixture, already pungent, began to smoulder. Penny told Ann to stand in the centre of the triangle.

      ‘Read this,’ she said, handing Ann a piece of paper.

      Ann read the note.

      ‘Aloud, dummy.’

      Ann read out,

      ‘Spirit go from my home

      Go far and don’t come near

      If you go now I will not smite thee

      This is my will, so mote it be.’

      Penny opened the window, waited a few moments, and closed it. Ann coughed.

      ‘Can’t you leave the window open?’

      ‘No. It might let Odin back in.’

      As far as Penny was concerned, the spell had worked. Ann felt relieved. She coughed again. What does smite mean?’

      ‘Um. It means hurt.’

      ‘And mote?’

      ‘So many questions, Ann. Can’t you be grateful I’ve got rid of your demon?’

      

      A sudden gust of wind blew in through the kitchen window and the door to the courtyard closed with a soft clunk. Refusing to give way to a ripple of alarm, Ann opened the door and reached over the sink to close the window. She ignored the dirty dishes and went to the fridge, scanning the shelves – cheese, butter, some tired looking vegetables – before reaching for the carton of orange juice in the door and pouring herself a large glass. She downed it in an instant.

      In the courtyard she filled the metal watering can from a tap on the wall near the bathroom. She raised the can high, letting the water cascade like rain on first one plant, then another. In the bathroom she splashed her face with cold water, plumped her hair and gently rubbed sunscreen on her ears, burnt from yesterday. On her way to the bedroom she brushed past the courtyard plants, wet against her calves, stepping over the puddle of water trailing off in the direction of a small drain in the corner. Deciding the loose trousers and blouse she had on were fine, she slipped on her canvas sandals and a light cotton jacket, grabbed her shoulder bag and keys and left the house.

      Liberated from the villa’s quadratic constraints, she felt she was stepping into another world, out in the air in this quaint old village, the hills coming into view and slipping out again, the sun, low in the western sky, brilliant on the white walls. A thin old man with a rugged face greeted her with a nod and a smile as he passed. She rounded the church corner and strolled beneath the leafy canopy of the plaza. Bunting was strung in arcs between the trees. A few holidaymakers in shorts and T-shirts were sitting on one of the benches, licking ice-creams. Walking towards her was a young woman with three small children. The woman looked lovingly at the smallest, reaching down to readjust his hat. Ann felt unexpectedly hollow at the sight of the filial bond, as if the life the woman and her children represented the love, the devotion, the contentment that would be forever denied her. That fertile ground was all but lost. By the time she’d pieced her shattered life back together it would be too late.

      She passed the restaurant where she’d dined with Richard and went to the café at the far end of the plaza, taking up one of the al fresco tables. There were few people in the café and no one else seated outside. Must be the time of day. The locals were at home after work and school, preparing dinner, doing homework, chatting about their day. What day was it? She’d forgotten. On the island, time was perpetually escaping, her inner clock set by the slant of the sun. She caught the eye of the waiter just inside the cafe door, who was serving two middle-aged women with gay expressions. They seemed to be asking him a lot of questions. He turned his gaze back to them without acknowledging her.

      She was wondering whether to head for the café on the corner when Domingo appeared, dressed simply in a patterned shirt and loose pants, refreshingly ordinary after yesterday’s garb. He smiled, waved, and headed her way. He seemed genuinely pleased to see her. And she’d begun to find him good company.

      Last night, after their walk down El Risco, Richard had suggested going for drinks. They’d come here and sat out in the cool of the evening. She’d felt satisfyingly languorous. They were all so thirsty they guzzled the first beer and ordered a second. Domingo had been the only one with energy for conversation. On his mind was the fiesta organising committee. The usual issues: logistics, first-aid, whether they should allow the mayor any more than ten minutes for his speech. One woman on the committee, the mayor’s sister, Dolores, wanted to allocate a full half hour. Incredible. Ann listened with casual interest, amused by his wit, relieved that the pretence he’d maintained down El Risco was gone. He’d become who he was, a simple potter and market trader with mundane concerns. Richard had closed his eyes and his head nodded down towards his chin. Ann caught Domingo’s eye and they both smiled; a trivial moment, incidental, yet it contained a hint of possibility.

      Now she shifted in her seat, pushing her knees out from under the table.

      ‘How are you?’ he said, leaning down and kissing her on both cheeks. He smelled faintly of the earth.

      ‘Stiff. And you?’

      ‘I’ve had two hours at the council waiting to pay my stall fees for the market.’

      ‘Why so long?’

      ‘The English woman in front of me wanted her sewerage connected and couldn’t understand why she had to pay five times what the locals pay.’

      ‘She has a point.’

      ‘I don’t think so. Locals pay what locals can afford. The Spanish pay more and the extranjeros pay the most. Positive discrimination.’

      ‘So the woman decided to haggle?’

      ‘She did.’

      ‘Did she get anywhere?’

      ‘Of course not.’ He made the woman’s efforts sound preposterous.

      ‘Fancy a coffee?’ Ann said.

      ‘Do you want to come for a walk? I need to clear my head.’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘We’ll watch the sunset. Come on.’

      They left the plaza and walked down past the town hall, housed in a grand two-storey building with rounded arched windows. A large banner advertising the fiesta hung above the chunky double door and stretched across the full width of the façade. The building faced a small paved square that was framed at one end with a sculpture of three arches set at right-angles, thick and solid-looking and, like every structure on the island, dazzling white. On the other side of the square were park benches and cascades of bougainvillea in bloom. Ahead, above the roofline, loomed the mountains. The sun began to sink below the ridgeline, the streets enveloped in soft shadow. One of the brochures in the information pack described Haría as the most beautiful village in the world. Having lived most of her life in the Cotswolds, Ann had thought that was going a bit far, but right now, she agreed.

      Rincón de Aganada was a narrow road flanked by the whitewashed walls of old flat-roofed houses. In one of the gardens, a drago tree poked its leafy green mop-head above a high rock wall.

      ‘There was one of those at Jameos del Agua,’ she said, pausing to take a closer look.

      ‘They’re not native,’ he said in his informative way. ‘But they’ve been here a long time. My people used to smear the sap round their door jambs to ward off evil spirits.’

      ‘I can imagine doing that.’

      He glanced at her inquiringly but she said no more.

      Before long the buildings to the left thinned and there were small fields of maize and potatoes furrowed in the picón—painterly greens against black—and ahead the skirt of mountains, barren brown. As they neared the end of the village, the road turned to dirt and they passed the ruins of an old farmhouse, the roof collapsed, stone walls half fallen.

      ‘A renovator’s dream,’ she said.

      He stopped walking and turned to her. ‘This is the problem in Lanzarote. The farmers prefer to open a restaurant or build a block of villas to rent to tourists. It is easier than farming this land. They can have a comfortable life out of the wind, afford English classes and send their children to university.’

      ‘Hence the abandoned terraces.’ It seemed to her a great pity, those ruins that were once a farmhouse, terraces that had been laboriously constructed, now left like scars scratched into the mountainsides.

      They carried on up the track. In his sensitivities Domingo reminded Ann of her father. They were as unalike as two men could be, yet shared a frustration at the ravages of the modern age. Frank had been furious for years that the genetic engineers, cell rapists he called them, were conning viticulturists with fungus-resistant grape varieties, set to lock growers into mono-culture and dependency on agribusiness for seed and herbicides. He called it an environmental Holocaust. Imagine the world with only one variety of grape, he would say to Ann whenever Andrew was around. What then of our Cote de Rhone, our Gewürztraminer. He despised bio-engineering so deeply that he refused to speak directly to Andrew. Andrew found him overwhelming and kept quiet, venting his own fury the moment he and Ann were alone.

      A lizard darted into a crack in the low wall on their approach. There was a murmur of wind. As they neared the base of the small mountain the picón disappeared, the land now rugged and rock-strewn. She found herself comparing the landscape to the Adelaide Plains. Yet the two locations were distinct. Not far ahead was the ocean, and behind her, she could see the eastern coast just five kilometres away. The Adelaide Plains were vast. At the crest of every rise there is another. It was the dry, burnt, barrenness that awoke something in her.

      She preferred it here. No fences. No snakes.
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