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This book was meant to be Jane Meakin’s.


So now it’s for Freya.


Nothing is more lovely than love, my duck.


May your life be filled with music.











O wonder!


How many goodly creatures are there here!


How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world


That has such people in ’t!


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,


The Tempest












Prologue


She stares at the cliffs that tower over the Grota de las Sirenas. He can’t be serious, she thinks. They’re fifty metres high, at the very least, and any fool knows that a sea cliff is always as deep as it’s high.


‘But Felix, nobody fishes here.’


‘Well, yes,’ he replies, surprised. ‘That’s sort of the point?’


She gives him her Look, and he laughs out loud. ‘That’s why it’s teeming with lobsters,’ he tells her. ‘It’s liquid gold down there.’


‘But there’s a reason why … ’ she begins, then shuts up when she sees his face.


Felix Marino bursts out laughing. God, he’s an annoying boy. He finds everything funny. Everything.


‘Oh, my God, Mercedes! Really? You’re scared of mermaids?’


She feels a spike of irritation. People have been avoiding the Grota for a thousand years. Who is he to laugh at myths and legends?


‘Don’t be stupid,’ she snaps. But she eyes the deep water with quiet trepidation.


‘Come on, Mercedes. You know you’re the only one who can get to the lobster pots. Nobody else can get down that deep. Just close your eyes and think twenty American dollars a head.’


‘Oh, shut up,’ she says. It’s a beautiful day, the breeze so gentle that the waves barely make foam as they hit the great golden cliffs. The sun has dropped from its zenith and bathed their side of the island in light. But still. Below that shelf those waters will be dark.


Mercedes feels another twinge of unease. What if the mythical mermaids hear me down there? Las sirenas? What if they come out, with their muscled tails and their sea-wrack hair and their thousand silver teeth, and pull me down with them forever?


‘How far down?’ she asks, doubtfully.


Felix shrugs. ‘It can’t be more than six or seven metres,’ he says. Pauses, just that fraction too long. ‘Maybe ten. The pots are caught on something, I can’t haul them up and my dad will kill me if he knows I’ve come here.’


She thinks for a moment. ‘Can you drop me an anchor? So I have something to brace on?’


‘Sure.’ He ambles up to the prow, drops it into the deep. The rope runs beautiful and straight, dropping past the shelf a metre out.


The rush when she hits the water: there is no sensation that compares. The jar of the cold after the heat of the sun. The moment when her head cuts the surface and her body jumps instinctively, as though it has encountered a solid wall. The sudden, glorious transition to weightlessness. This is the closest I will ever come to feeling how it is to fly, she thinks. She kicks with her fins and cuts through the water. Sunlight pours over her shoulder, fading in the depths below until it is swallowed by the black.


Beads of phosphorescence spiral up towards her. Mercedes feels the familiar chill. That moment where she hovers on the edge of panic and has to push it back inside. Every time she enters the sea she has this moment, because the water itself is alive.


She kicks on. Tries not to think of sharks.


Mercedes has a secret she’s never shared. She wishes, quietly but fervently, that mermaids did exist. That she could one day join their ranks and become something more than a plain little teenager on an isolated island with a talent for holding her breath.


Hand over hand down the anchor rope, legs kicking to take her deeper, dimming sky above. The light comes in layers. Clear violet near the surface. Then the shades of blue that strip the suntan from the surface of her skin. And down below, where the rope vanishes, a deep, soothing green. And then the black of the abyss, where the lobster pots are. She pauses as she reaches the edge of each band, pinches her nose and blows until her ears clear and the pressure resets inside her head. So practised that it only takes a couple of seconds each time.


A school of silver bream, flanks striped yellow, darts past. A hundred. Two hundred. Sarpa salpa, the dreamfish. Common, for the fishermen always throw them back. Eating their flesh can produce hallucinations that last for days.


Mercedes barely registers their presence. She is focused.


Her heart beats slow and steady; the blood pumps gently through her system. Eight years’ practice – curiosity at first, then determination, then, since Tatiana Meade gave her this mask and fins, absolute awe – have taught her the stasis of profound meditation when she enters the deep. She barely needs oxygen to maintain life, down here. At thirteen, she can hold her breath for over six minutes. She intends to have extended that to nine by the time she’s twenty.


I’m so lucky to live now, she thinks, when girls can go into the water without causing a scandal. This is where I belong.


She sees now why Felix can’t haul up the lobsters caught in his trap. The rope is tangled in a great mat of urchins, and it’s stuck fast. She unhooks her knife from her belt and pokes them, gingerly. The bed ripples like a flag in the breeze as one tells another tells the next that an invader is near and they shrink away. They’re so weird, she thinks. Like creatures from another planet. Like so much down here.


A fine red octopus slips from a crevice and creeps away, glaring balefully.


Maybe if I go in from underneath?


The pressure on her ears is intense, but she dives down further, follows the rope all the way to the underside of the shelf. It’s cold, away from the sun. And dark. Mercedes feels the chill on her skin, and hurries about her work.


Here’s the problem. A big fat knot of spikes, holding fast to the rope. She takes the knife and chips away. Levers beneath, flinches as her hand catches on a spike. You owe me, Felix Marino, she thinks. Dislodges a colony the size of a blanket, lets them fall into the deep and feels the rope come free.


Something moves. Something pale and bloated.


Mercedes jumps. Kicks back violently, jerks on the rope.


No. No. No panic. You can’t panic. You die if you panic. Stop, Mercedes. Stop.


It’s coming.


The urge to kick away, to race for the surface, grips like a vice. Now she feels her breath begin to burn.


Stay calm. You have to stay calm.


A larger wave passes by, stirs the water like a gust of wind. Something separates from the pale and swollen mass, flops down and hangs. A school of tiny fishes, startled by the sudden movement, darts back, mills, then returns to grazing on it.


It takes a moment to realise that she’s looking at an arm. White as the snow she’s never seen, scraped and dented, swollen with water, the hand pointing down towards the abyss.


Her diaphragm spasms. A bubble of air leaks from between her lips.


The wave comes back and the body moves once more. Rolls over, and shows her the white, staring eyes of her sister Donatella.









Sunday









1 | Mercedes


‘Mercy!’ 


Mercedes feels her shoulders rise. How she hates that nickname. Thirty years she’s had to tolerate it, without the power to fight back.


‘How are you, Tatiana?’ she asks.


‘I’m fine, darling. Well, apart from having to make my own bloody phone calls.’


‘Oh, dear. Where’s Nora?’


She’s been expecting Tatiana’s personal assistant to call for days. That sinking feeling she’s had about the silence looks as though it was justified.


‘Oh, gone,’ says Tatiana, with that special brightness that means the opposite. ‘I got rid of the silly bitch.’


‘Oh,’ says Mercedes. She liked Nora. Those efficient American tones on the phone always reassured that chaos was not about to break the door down.


‘Anyway,’ says Tatiana, the employee already consigned to her internal rubbish bin, her non-disclosure agreement an assurance that there will never be any comeback, ‘at least I know I can rely on you.’


‘I’m not sure you should,’ replies Mercedes, evenly. ‘For all you know, I could be a secret agent.’


Tatiana takes it as a joke. Oh, lord, that laugh. That tinkling socialite laugh that tells you that the laugher has no sense of humour. My greatest power, Mercedes thinks, is my talent for being underestimated. Tatiana would never think I had the imagination to betray her.


‘Will we see you soon?’ she asks. They’ve been on tenterhooks for days, now, waiting for news.


‘Yes!’ cries Tatiana. ‘That’s why I’m calling! We’re coming in on Tuesday.’


Her mind starts racing. So much to do. So many people to tell. There’s still a fake tan stain that looks horribly like a streak of diarrhoea, left by some oligarch’s ex-wife on one of the white sofas, and Ursula’s doubtful it will ever come out.


‘Great!’ she replies, cheerily.


Would Nora Neibergall have booked the house out to a bunch of oligarchs’ exes last week if she’d still been in the job? Probably not. Everyone knows oligarchs are bloody animals. She’s clearly been gone a while, and nobody has passed the news on.


‘How many will you be?’ she asks. Tatiana’s casual ‘we’ has filled her with foreboding. ‘We’ could be anything. It could be two, or fifteen. Oh, God, where is Nora? Why does Tatiana have to fall out with the people who make other people’s lives easier? Flowers. Is it too late to order white roses? The urn in the entrance hall requires white roses. No other colour will do. House rule. Even in deepest December.


‘Oh, just me and a couple of girlfriends,’ says Tatiana.


Mercedes prickles with relief.


‘Well, four,’ she says. ‘But they’ll be sharing the back bedrooms.’


All she needs to know is in that sentence. Not really girlfriends, then.


‘And Daddy’s coming in on the boat on Thursday,’ she continues, ‘and there’s some others. But they’ll be coming on the heli, I think.’


Okay, VIPs. The duke only makes his helicopter available to people who matter. The rest have to charter their own.


‘Great. Should I book the boat for valeting?’


‘No,’ says Tatiana. ‘Don’t bother. He’s moved his Stag forward this year. They’re going out on Sunday morning, first thing, straight from the party. You can book for when they get back. Are you all terribly excited? I imagine a party like this is the most exciting thing you’ve all seen in ages.’


Yeah, that would suggest we were invited.


‘Of course,’ Mercedes replies, eventually. ‘St James’s week is always a special week.’


‘Yes, but the party,’ says Tatiana. ‘The island’s going to be buzzing with movie stars!’


Movie stars are the least of her problems.


‘How many are we expecting, in total?’ she asks. ‘So I can make sure we’ve got the bedrooms right?’


‘Not sure,’ says Tatiana. And, after a little bit, adds an adolescent, ‘Sorree.’


Mercedes says nothing.


‘Three, I think,’ she says eventually. ‘And Daddy, obviously. But you know what he’s like. He never passes on information one might actually need.’


Like father, like daughter.


‘Maybe four,’ she says. ‘Better allow for four.’


‘I shall have all the bedrooms ready,’ she says. ‘Any dietary requirements?’


‘Oh, yes. Tell – what’s his name?’


She waits to hear who ‘he’ is.


‘Chef,’ says Tatiana impatiently.


‘Roberto,’ she says.


‘Right. Well, small party Friday night. The usual pre-Stag get-together.’


Ugh. She knows what that means. Still, a night off for all the house staff. So that’s … she can’t tot up the numbers in her head. ‘How many?’ she asks.


‘Well, I don’t know, do I?’ snaps Tatiana. Thinks better of it. ‘Sorry, darling. I’m under the cosh and it’s making me terribly stressed. Trying to get packed to fly to Rome tomorrow, and I’ve literally no one to help me.’


You’re stressed. ‘I’m sorry,’ Mercedes soothes as she scribbles everything she can recall onto the notepad that lives on her desk. She’s fairly confident that her eight-strong New York counterparts will rally round to put Tatiana’s clothes in a suitcase. Sometimes her head swims at the thought of all the people on Matthew Meade’s payroll. The number of people around the world who worry every day about simply maintaining the supplies of paper in their toilets.


‘And of course, we’ll all be at Giancarlo’s on Saturday.’


Giancarlo. She’ll never get used to the casual way the Meades refer to the duke. It’s only two generations since the peasants had to turn their faces to the wall when his ancestors passed by.


The island has been in a frenzy of preparation all through July. The duke turns seventy this year, and the castle will host a bal masqué that is billed, according to the magazines that drop regularly through the door, as the party of the year. The vineyards look like painted canvas backdrops, the veal calves have been fattened on a diet of milk, the house fronts in Kastellana Town have had new coats of paint. According to Hello! magazine, La Kastellana is the chicest of the chic this year. The New Capri at last.


‘Yes,’ she says.


‘Oh, Mercy,’ says Tatiana, ‘I can’t wait to see you. We must have a good old gossip.’


‘I’ll make sure there’s a lovely bath ready for you when you arrive,’ she replies, ‘and a nice cold drink.’ She won’t actually keep running baths in anticipation. The staff at the helipad call ahead when VIPs land.


‘Oh, God, you’re an angel,’ says Tatiana, and rings off.









2 | Robin


Robin Hanson hurries to the rear of the top deck and hangs over the railing, as nausea makes the world spin. She gulps in salt air with her eyes closed, waits for the internal lurch to subside.


Gemma, says the voice in her head. Gemma, Gemma, please, please, please be okay. Please be here. Let me find you.


La Kastellana hovers on the horizon, golden cliffs in a sea of lapis. At any other time this would be a pleasure, being out on the Mediterranean again, in the sunshine, going to a place she’s never been before. But without Gemma she can’t enjoy anything.


Another wave of the nausea that’s assailed her ever since she lost her daughter washes over her. Inactivity makes it worse. While her mind is occupied – when she’s persuaded that she’s doing something – the giddiness fades. But if life makes her stop, if her mind wanders, it bubbles back up. The cold sweeps over her upper arms and grips at her shoulders, and her gorge rises.


The past year has involved a lot of waiting.


*


She had imagined, somehow, that she was going to a place where money bought one beauty. That the celebrated development that’s ‘transformed’ this island into the New Capri would have been done with an eye to the Old Kastellana. But of course she hadn’t been allowing for the tastes of the rich. The new marina is crammed. Row upon row of huge white yachts, every one the same. A hundred billion dollars of identical fibreglass real estate, and a city of concrete and glass to service them, sprawled out across the cliffs above.


A crowd has built up by the gate where the gangway will be lowered. Standing in the midday heat carrying the weight of her backpack seems foolish, so she walks on up to the prow to watch them disembark. The tractor tyres dangling from the ferry’s sides bump, rebound, bump again. The crowd shifts in anticipation.


‘Funny, isn’t it?’ says a voice. ‘The way we rush for exits as though they’ll shut us in if we’re not fast enough?’


Robin turns and sees that a man has settled against the railing. He smiles, pleasantly. A few years younger than her – mid-thirties, maybe, but an oddly mature mid-thirties in his cream linen suit and Panama hat. The skin of a man who’s seen a fair amount of sun. Wispy eyebrows.


Robin nods, all dignity, not sure she really wants a chat.


‘Holiday?’ he asks.


She nods again. She doesn’t want to share her mission with some chancer on a boat. And she doesn’t trust her voice. She still can’t talk about Gemma without emotion flooding her system.


‘First time?’ he asks.


‘Yes,’ she says. Then, because she’s British and cannot be rude, she adds an ‘And you?’ She eyes him doubtfully. He’s almost a caricature of the Englishman abroad. Fair hair cut neat but dull, and all that linen. And his accent is pure public school, which has always made her feel a bit squashed and mistrustful. And brogues. Eighty degrees in this sun, and he’s wearing brogues.


‘Oh, no,’ he replies. ‘I’ve been here many times.’


‘Oh. Friends?’


He shakes his head. ‘Business. I’m a wine merchant. Well, obviously the lines blur a bit in my line of business.’ He laughs.


Why is she talking to this man? As though she really is on holiday, shooting the breeze?


‘I didn’t realise there was a market … ’


He throws his head back and laughs again. One of those men who find the world endlessly amusing. ‘Oh, good lord, no! I’m not buying! That muck’s poisonous!’


‘Oh, really? I’d heard it was good.’


The man laughs again. ‘It’s fine for the tourists, I guess.’


He’s telling me he’s a cut above, she thinks. Doesn’t want me to think he’s hoi polloi. I don’t know why he’s talking to me. I’m practically a walking suburb.


He gesticulates behind them, at the fleet of sleek white yachts, then sweeps his hand up to the villas, the apartment blocks, the hotels. Funny how rich people love white. Must be something to do with showing that you can afford to keep them white. In the end, most of what they do comes down to showing off their money.


‘Ah,’ she says.


‘July’s a great month for trade,’ he says. ‘And of course, this year there’s a great big party up at the castle. I’ve a container coming in tomorrow.’


‘How interesting,’ she says, politely.


He doesn’t really pause to take a breath. ‘You’ve booked somewhere to stay, haven’t you? The place is suppurating with social press and the main hotel’s been booked out for the duke’s guests for three years. Apparently they’ve gone mad outbidding each other for the B&Bs. You won’t stand a chance if you haven’t booked already.’


Robin nods. ‘I think I got the last room in town,’ she says. She’s virtually had to take out a second mortgage to secure it, too, and still she doesn’t get a private bathroom.


‘Good,’ he says. ‘These pavements weren’t really made for sleeping on.’


The engine shudders and dies.


She stares at the boats in the marina. My God, they’re huge. The contrast with the fishing boats isn’t so much because the fishing boats are small. They’re floating mansions. McMansions, with their pointed noses and their three-storey upper decks and not a feature to distinguish one from the other.


‘If I had the money for a yacht,’ she says, randomly, ‘I’d make it look like a pirate ship. They look so … ’ she struggles to find the word ‘ … samey.’


He laughs again. ‘Oh, my dear, nobody ever got poor by underestimating the conformism of the rich. They don’t want unique things. They want the things everybody else wants. That’s why the museums can’t afford Old Masters any more.’


‘A sort of membership badge.’


‘Yes.’


On the dock, two grizzled men in waterproof boots wheel the gangplank into place. The crowd shifts again, jostling as if they’re about to board a Ryanair flight. These aren’t the rich, though this is no Ayia Napa. These are the Lonely Planet bourgeoisie, tick-boxing their way round the islands to say they’ve been. Five years ago, they were all about Pantelleria, but the migrant boats have dampened their enthusiasm for Greece, though they’d never say it out loud at an Islington dinner party. They love a bit of local colour, but turds in plastic bags is a bit more than they can bear.


She picks up her rucksack and attempts to swing it onto her shoulders. It’s been a quarter of a century since she last used a backpack, and it’s made her aware of the passage of time like nothing before.


‘Here, let me,’ he says, and hoists the bag up so she can do up the buckles. He continues talking as though he’d never broken off. ‘Anyway, it’s always worth making the trip in person at this time of year. A lot of people turn up for the duke’s birthday, even in a normal year. Handy for Cannes, of course. And then they’ll be off to Scotland for the bird murder season. Too hot on the Med in August; they put ’em out to charter for the people who can’t buy their own … ’


She realises that he’s not going to stop talking, and starts for the exit. He follows, prattling as he walks. All he has with him is a weekend bag and a suit carrier. How fortunate men are. She can’t go ten minutes without needing an unguent of some sort.


He pauses as they set foot on land and Robin’s legs adjust to the shock of a stable surface. The trip from the mainland has taken eight hours and the sun is conspicuously below zenith. In the dockside cafés, beneath gaudy parasols, people finish lunch while her fellow passengers line up to claim their tables.


He gazes about him, reflectively. ‘It’s changed a lot, of course,’ he says.


He snaps suddenly back into the world. Checks his chunky watch – something she suspects she’s meant to recognise and register – and clicks his heels in a weird combination of military and Emerald City. ‘Right,’ he says. ‘Must get on. Full schedule.’


He walks away without another word, and she is alone.


Chatty, she thinks. The archetypal chatty Englishman. Glad I won’t be staying in the same place he is.









3 | Mercedes


Mercedes goes down to the village along the tarmac road that was a goat track when she was a child. Back then – though you had to keep your eyes on the ground to avoid breaking your ankle – the views, when you stopped, were breathtaking. To the right, the azure Mediterranean, tiny rainbow boats riding the currents. To the left, across miles of goat-grazed scrubland, the regimented chartreuse of the vineyards that swept up to the castle ramparts.


Now, the road is perfect and her footing is sure, but all there is to look at is the purple bougainvillea, delicate pinky-white of determined caper flowers, spilling over the tops of high white plaster-coated walls. Every hundred metres or so, the black face of a wall-high metal gate, and cameras that swivel as she passes.


There used to be a breeze up here. Now, July sun bounces off dazzling white and the road is like an oven. Doesn’t matter to the residents, of course. It’s only the servants who have to navigate the route to town without air-con.


Mercedes is never more than fifty metres from a body of cool blue water as she walks. When she was young, they would clamber down the cliffs like little geckos, to bathe off the tiny rock beaches at the bottom. Now, rock-hewn stairs lead down to the sea, but the beaches are only accessible to those who can afford the houses above.


The ferry has docked and the Re del Pesce is thrumming. Over half the tables are filled, and the pastry display case is almost empty. Her mother sees her approach from the cliff road, and nods. Too busy to pause. And Laurence is already here, sitting at the family table, toying with a cappuccino. Mercedes waves, and goes inside. Takes a moment to bask in the flow of the air-con unit above the door, then smiles at the chef as he puts two plates of fried potatoes on the counter.


‘Jolà,’ she says, and picks them up. Checks the order chit. For a pavement table, of course. It’s a tourist time of day. All this lovely cool air, and still they sit out on the dockside in the tiny saunas the umbrellas create from sunlight, eating chips.


‘Jolà,’ he replies. ‘You’re early.’


‘Not here to work. Sorry. Family’s coming in on Tuesday.’


‘Damn,’ he says. ‘Looks like we’re going to be busy tonight.’ He tosses his head as though the tourist season has come as a surprise. ‘You want anything?’


‘Café con jelo.’ She picks up the plates and heads outside as he turns to the espresso machine.


The chips are for a middle-aged couple in matching straw flowerpot hats and blue chambray shirts that look as though they might have come from the same catalogue. English, she thinks. ‘There you go,’ she says, as she puts the food down. ‘Can I get you anything else?’


They look up from their guidebook, complacent in the assumption that the whole world is Anglophone. ‘No, thank you,’ says the woman. Another of those northern habits. They’re all so confident. Kastellani women still don’t speak for their husbands.


She collects her coffee and takes it to the staff table, swaps jolàs and air kisses with the wine merchant.


‘It’s lucky you were coming here today,’ she says. ‘I know you were meant to be coming up to the house on Tuesday, but I just got a call. She’s coming in early. We’ll need to be stocked up by then. I’m sorry to be a pain.’


‘No problem,’ he replies, smoothly. ‘The container’s not set off from Marseille yet. You’ve still got a couple of hours. I can get a restock up to you for Tuesday morning.’


‘Oh, thank God,’ she says.


‘Any thoughts on what you need?’ he asks.


Mercedes laughs. ‘It doesn’t matter what I think.’


Laurence laughs, too. ‘True. We’re basically talking whatever Forbes has bigged-up this year, aren’t we?’ He glances at his screen. ‘Have you got Bluetooth switched on?’ he murmurs.


She checks. ‘Sorry,’ she says. Turns it on. Nestled up together, the phones give out a tiny vibration. Laurence smiles.


‘So what do you need?’ he asks.


Mercedes stirs a spoonful of sugar into her espresso. Tastes it, pours it over her glass of ice. Puts it beneath her nose and inhales deeply. There is no coffee more fragrant than this, or more cheering on a hot day.


‘I’m not sure. We’re low on all the white and we have almost no rosé. We had Russians last week.’


A little raise of the eyebrow. ‘So you’ll be needing vodka, then, too?’


She nods. ‘All the vodka.’


He makes a little note in his tiny notebook, with the tiny matching pen that’s chained to it. ‘I’ve some really delicious Grüner Veltliner at the moment.’


‘That doesn’t sound French,’ she says.


Laurence rolls his eyes. ‘That was what your mother said.’


‘I think maybe just a reorder of what she knows she likes, eh?’


Laurence rolls his eyes. ‘I’ll pop a bottle in with the order,’ he says. ‘Maybe you could try drawing her attention to it?’


Mercedes laughs again. For a Europol agent, he’s still very keen on selling wine. ‘Sure. But I can guarantee she won’t listen.’


The phones emit another little buzz. Their pupils stray down, rise up again to each other’s faces.


‘I’m sorry,’ she says, quietly. ‘I never feel as though much of what I give you can be useful.’


‘I have no real answer to that,’ he replies. ‘I’m a minor figure myself. Some of the stuff I pass up the line might well mean something to someone. I’m very unlikely to be told if it has no bearing on me directly. But you never know what knowing who was where when might mean to someone, somewhere. That’s why we pool resources. And with your duke keeping everything private right down to immigration records … ’


He breaks off as Mercedes’ mother, tucking her order pad into her apron pocket, comes to the table and kisses her daughter.


‘You’re early,’ says Larissa.


‘Yes. I’m sorry, Mama. I came to tell you I can’t work tonight. Tatiana called, and she’s coming in on Tuesday.’


‘Ah,’ says Larissa, and sits down.


‘Sorry,’ Mercedes says.


Larissa gives a shrug of resignation. ‘Nothing you can do about it. Did you eat already or do you want something now?’


‘I wish I could. But I’ve got to go to the florist and then I’ve got to get the house ready for the cleaners tomorrow. You should see how those women last week have left the bathrooms. Dark brown rings all round the baths. Like oil slicks.’


‘Ugh,’ says Larissa.


‘And she wants local lobster for Friday, of course. So I’ve got to find Felix, and there’s just no—’


‘It’s okay,’ says Larissa. There’s an edge of panic in her daughter’s voice. ‘You’re still doing the Saint’s day, though? Please say you are.’


Larissa still can’t name the Saint. In a way, she blames him for all her sadness.


She looks tired, thinks Mercedes. Sixty-seven’s not old, in the modern world, but it’s obvious that the work gets heavier each year and the bone spurs in her heels hurt more. I have to confront the Tatiana issue. She can’t keep me there forever. I’m forty-three and my mother limps by the end of the evening and I sleep alone in a single bed most nights of the week.


She puts a hand on her mother’s. Scars from a lifetime in a kitchen beneath her palm.


‘It’s not for much longer,’ she says, as she’s said for the past twenty years. ‘I’m done by the end of the summer, I swear.’


Larissa flips the tea towel from over her shoulder and flaps it at her. ‘Pfffft. As long as you’re here on Wednesday. Not even a sandwich?’


She looks away as a group of four – so flushed with sun that they can only be German – ducks beneath the umbrellas. Waves to them and starts to get to her feet.


‘No,’ says Mercedes. ‘Thanks.’


‘And you?’ She nods at Laurence.


‘Thank you, Larissa, but no. I’ve got to eat at my next stop.’


Larissa gives him an arch look. ‘Where’s that, then?’


‘Mediterraneo,’ he says, oblivious.


‘Oh, well,’ says Larissa, sourly. ‘Obviously if you get the chance to eat there … ’


He reacts as though it’s just a competition issue. ‘Oh, come, now, Larissa. You know I’d always eat at the Re if I could. But he’s a good customer, and there are a lot of—’


‘Oh, I bet he is,’ snaps Larissa, and stalks away.


Laurence looks bemused. ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I’ve obviously said something wrong … ’


Over his shoulder, Mercedes sees the Marino boat pull up to the dock. Jumps to her feet, relieved to have an excuse to avoid the conversation. She’s surprised that Laurence knows so little of her family history. That her father has never been forgiven for deserting the Re for the glamour up the hill. I shouldn’t be, she thinks. We’re not friends. We’ve known each other for years, but in the end I’m a contact like any other. And it shows how often Sergio talks about me. We’re all ghosts, to each other.


‘Never mind,’ she says. ‘She’ll get over it. Anyway, sorry, Felix is back. I’d better get down there and get the lobster order in before he disappears.’


‘I dare say you should tell him you’re not coming home tonight, too,’ Larissa calls over from where she’s handing out English-language menus. ‘Jala luego.’


‘Ensha. Bye, Mama.’


‘That man has the patience of a saint.’


‘Whatever.’
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The cobbled road from town to castle is festooned with dusty black crêpe. Two kilometres of cloth, three metres wide, ruched every fifty metres over the top of an upright wooden beam, mark the route the duke’s cortège will take when he makes his journey to join his ancestors in the church crypt. On the castle ramparts, the ducal flags – the crimson, gold and blue – have been replaced with satin banners of jet-black parachute silk that stream out in the light spring breeze.


Over Kastellana Town itself hovers an eerie hush. People dressed in black, heads bowed, voices lowered, walk slowly and solemnly from house to house and salute one another with mournful kisses. On an island with fewer than a thousand inhabitants, even a funeral is a red-letter day. A release from the monotony of the everyday. A chance to wear your good clothes, a communal feast, a day of leisure.


The funeral of a duke is a different order of magnitude.


The Delias and the Marinos walk together from Kastellana Town to the castle to pay their respects, Larissa and Paulina and the girls hot in scratchy headscarves, for modesty. And Donatella is grumbling.


‘I don’t understand,’ she declares in that ringing-bell of voice of hers, ‘why everyone’s so sad. It’s not as if he was here much.’


Larissa and Paulina leap to quiet her. ‘Hush! Oh, hush, Donatella!’


They scan about them for eavesdroppers. The road is filled with straggling parties of mourners, and you never know who’s listening, even in normal times. All the tenants – which means, of course, the entire population – are expected to doff their hats to their deceased landlord. The entire population will be passing through the castle gates between now and Saturday morning. Everyone. And twelve years old is quite old enough to be judged.


‘He was our duqa,’ says Paulina Marino. ‘His family’s loss is all of our loss.’


A crêpe-draped horse and cart rumbles past. They step off the road and wait as it passes. The old. The infirm. And the solteronas, the island spinsters. Women whose very virginity makes them creatures of honour. Crones with hunched backs and walking sticks and the ancient framed mantles, the faldetti, that ride on their shoulders to catch the breeze and protect their modesty. Then tiny old men, outnumbered five to one, bow-legged and hidden beneath wide-brimmed felt hats.


Mercedes watches beneath her eyelashes. Theatre, she thinks. They’re doing mourning as theatre.


‘Look at them,’ mutters Donatella. ‘Like crows on a rooftop.’


Larissa pinches her. Don’t, Donatella. Don’t attract their attention.


Felix Marino, nine years old, smiles his admiration, and Mercedes feels a nip of annoyance. The way the boys all love her twelve-year-old sister is starting to grate.


They walk on.


On a summer day these headscarves, the long-sleeved, high-necked, ankle-brushing dresses, would be unbearable. She still finds it hard to imagine that her grandmother dressed like this all the time, at her age. But on this fine spring morning, with wildflowers bursting through the soil at the roadside and skylarks getting up above the newly sprouted maize fields, it’s only a slight distraction. She knows she should be sad, but she’s quietly filled with joy. Once they’re done at the castle, they’re going to the western cliffs. Larissa has packed a picnic of lamb and cumin pastizzi, foqqaxia filled with goat’s cheese from the mountains and last year’s dried tomatoes, pastries filled with apricots and prickly pear jam. And a small bottle each of the magical brown Pepsi-Cola that they’ve recently started stocking for the tourists at the restaurant. It’s so rare and so precious that Mercedes has only tasted it twice. Her mouth waters, as she walks, at the prospect of that sweet abrasive mouthfeel.


‘And where’s the new duke, anyway?’ asks Donatella. ‘If we’re so sad, why isn’t he here?’


Hector Marino throws a look at Sergio. Your daughter’s out of line. Shut her up before someone hears.


‘Shut up, Donatella,’ says Sergio. ‘Just be quiet for once in your life.’


‘He’s in New York,’ says Larissa. ‘It’s on the other side of the world.’


The sound of horses trotting on the cobbles, the grind of wheels, the rattle of harness. They turn to look and see the castle’s nineteenth-century grande diligence, with its scarlet-padded upholstery and ducal crest, speed smartly up from the town. It’s been washed and polished, and the horses look as though they’ve been lacquered in honour of the dead.


The old duke’s friends, from the yachts moored up in the harbour, cramping the fishing boats, come to make their farewells.


Creatures from a different planet.


The family a hundred metres behind them has already stepped into the ditch and lowered their eyes. Sergio and Hector snatch their hats from their heads and clutch them over their stomachs. Larissa pulls a protesting Donatella into the ditch by her arm. Paulina grips a hand to the back of Felix’s neck. Bend your head, boy. Know your place.


Mercedes can’t resist. As the carriage approaches, she peers up through her fringe and takes a look.


Five faces, white as snow, old as the castle itself, disdainful as conquering corsairs, stare only at each other. This beautiful island with its green and gold, its crimson poppies, its azure sky, its mountains topped with clouds, of no interest to their weary eyes.


Vampires, she thinks, and shivers, though the sun is warm. They’ve lived so long that nothing is new to them.


Hurriedly, she turns her gaze away.


Larissa pokes her in the back as the line shuffles forward. Another couple of steps and the duke’s face will be in view. For now, all she can see is a huge oak coffin, cut from trees planted for this very purpose by generations long forgotten. How confident they were, she thinks, that their line would last a thousand years. And the new duke has no heirs. Imagine. In her lifetime, it might all come to an end.


Bored, Mercedes gazes up at great oil portraits of stern men whose features change subtly over the years. Where did they come from? They’re aquiline and handsome in a way you rarely see among their tenants. High cheekbones, liquid brown eyes, noble Roman noses. As though they didn’t come from La Kastellana at all. How funny.


Sergio pokes her this time, and she springs from her daydream and steps forward.


Donatella starts to shift uneasily as the old man’s collapsed and waxy visage enters her sightline. Only life appeals to Donatella. Death disturbs her so much that she’s generally excused coffin viewings. But not today. Failing to pay her respects would be a slap in the face to his son. Even though he isn’t here.


She turns, abruptly, and buries her face in her mother’s bosom. ‘Want to go, want to go, want to go,’ she mutters.


Larissa freezes. A spectacle. She’s making a spectacle of them. Attracting attention. After all they’ve taught her, the care they’ve taken, still she’s attracting attention.


‘Don’t be stupid, Donatella,’ growls her father.


‘Please.’ Donatella’s voice catches. She’s close to tears.


Larissa takes her by the shoulders and pushes her away. ‘Stop this. Stop it now. Stop.’


‘I CAN’T!’


The low-volume shifting murmur around them stops dead. Women, frowning. Always the women. Larissa and Sergio’s heads drop in shame. Mercedes hears the whispers, feels them pass the length of the room. Feels their chill. Who is that? The Delia girl, of course. What, the restaurant people? They can’t control their daughter? Have they no shame?


Sergio slaps his daughter on the cheek. A performative slap, but heartfelt nonetheless. See me? Head of my family. Disciplining my women. The way a man should do. ‘Pull yourself together!’ he barks.


Donatella’s voice cuts off with a startled hiccup. A shuffle and a sigh of approval all the way to the double doors. Girls should never shame their families. Everybody knows that. Good to see a father exert his authority, even if he did leave it a bit long.


Donatella presses her hand to her face. Walks forward, humbly. The way she’s supposed to.


The reception door opens and a castle guard steps forward to block their way. Mercedes hears the brief roar of cocktail party voices, which cut off as it closes.


They’re having a party. And here we are, she thinks, with no duke.


Out from the noise step three people. A man, huge and heavy-set; dark grey suit and a thick head of hair as black as his thin black tie. A beautiful, melancholy woman with smooth blonde hair who looks as though her heart is broken. And a girl. Around Mercedes’ age; plain and solid, with her father’s heavy eyebrows, a skirt so short that Mercedes hears a hiss of indrawn breath among the solteronas, and white socks. White socks and black sandals, in a place of grief! And she’s skipping. Skipping out ahead as though she owns the castle!


Mercedes prickles with a strange admiration. Imagine! Being so sure of yourself that the rules don’t matter! She’s seen them down at the harbour. Yacht people. Their boat is the same as the other boats. Big and white and pointy. Always the woman, standing on the deck, gazing down with that tragic face, something the colour of amber in a glass that chinks with ice. There’s a woman like that on every boat, like the figureheads they used to have on old sailing ships, only living and breathing. Sort of. The boat – which is it? They’re all the same. She tries to remember the name painted on the side. Princess something. What is it? Princess …


‘Tatiana!’ the man’s voice rings out. ‘Slow down!’


The girl stops and turns round.


‘Stay with us,’ he says. He holds out a hand. She skips back to take it.


‘Good girl,’ he says. Soothingly approving, as though talking to a horse. The girl beams up into his face. The melancholy woman watches them and something ugly passes across her features. Envy? wonders Mercedes. Hate? Disgust? She can’t tell. Then the expression smooths away, and the woman is only sad again.


She’s the only one who cares about the duke, she thinks. The others aren’t sad at all.


‘Who are they?’ mutters Donatella from the side of her mouth. She already seems to have forgotten her humiliation. And her fear of the corpse.


‘I don’t know everything,’ Sergio mutters back.


Larissa purses her lips, then whispers. ‘The new duke’s friend,’ she says, ‘from London. They do business together.’


Sergio looks sceptical. ‘But you said the young duke is in New York,’ he says.


Larissa tuts. ‘London, New York, it’s all the same. It’s not here, is it?’


‘But how do you know that?’ he asks.


‘I listen, Sergio.’ She stares ahead. ‘I listen.’


They toast the duke with Pepsi-Cola.


Half the population of Kastellana Town has had the same idea, and, despite the sombre occasion, the mood up on Temple Plain is almost festive. And though the throng of friends and neighbours means that she never gets to taste more than a sip of the special drink before it’s snatched and passed on, Mercedes doesn’t mind that much. Her parents are so caught up in showing off their wealth by offering around this drink all the way from America that it renders them inattentive. And inattentive parents, as far as she’s concerned, are the best sort. As far as all the children are concerned.


She sits, knees together, on the ground beneath the stunted sea-cliff olive trees, smiles nicely as her mother and Paulina gather with the same women they gather with every day and pitch into the endless rolling stream of news. Someone is pregnant again. A daughter needs to go to the mainland to get her hare lip corrected and it will cost a thousand dollars. The cloth for their curtains – did you see it? Peacock feathers. You remember the son who went to Australia? He sent it. Isn’t it nice that a son will remember his mama from all the way across the world? Aren’t peacock feathers bad luck? Yes, but she says she doesn’t care!


A hiss of indrawn breath. Only a fool tempts the fates.


She feels drowsy and dull, as she so often feels, listening to the women talk. The tedium of adulthood, the smallness of their worlds. The men have gathered by the cliff. A bottle of grappa has appeared, as it always does at funerals. At weddings. On holidays and holy days. When dinner is finished. When visitors appear. When agreements are struck and disagreements repaired. To celebrate friendship. To fill a lull. It’s how it is. It’s how it has always been.


She looks around and notices that Donatella is gone, with Felix and most of the other children. Dammit, she thinks. I almost missed my chance. She slowly unwinds her crossed legs and gets to her feet. Brushes old oily leaves from her shins and thighs and backs away while the grown-ups are distracted.


No one glances up as she goes.


*


The temple was magnificent once. Traces of the elegant marble frieze that once ran beneath its eaves are still visible on scattered stones. Naked bodies, bearded satyrs, the remains of frolicking legs that would have caused her grandmothers to cross themselves and beg Holy Mary to protect them. Paving cracked and warped and warm beneath her feet, the scent of crushed camomile as she walks. Fallen roof beams. It’s taken two thousand years, but it won’t be long before all that’s left of Heliogabalus’s temple is a clutch of jagged hyperstiles, cutting the air like broken teeth.


Sometimes tourists wander around here with their cameras and their self-conscious watercolour sets and their portable canvas chairs, and sigh about the beauty of solitude before ordering chips at the Re del Pesce in the evening. And the Delias smile and smile and bring them limonxela, and never say a word about the ghosts on the plateau beyond. You don’t want to frighten the milk cows with ghosts. And you don’t let your children see them for themselves.


But children have minds of their own.


She hurries through the ruins. Glances at the altar as she passes, checks it for traces of ancient blood. A couple of oleanders have rooted themselves in the cracks at its foundation and have slowly raised it over the years until it stands lopsided among their tangled roots.


The distant sea, a hundred metres down, murmurs as she walks. The adults’ voices fade into the blue of the breeze.


Mercedes realises that she is still wearing her mourning scarf. She snatches it from her head, shakes out her curls with pointed fingers, and tucks it into her pocket. She steps out into the sunshine and sighs with pleasure at the feel of the breeze in her hair. Her destination is a few metres away, on the edge of the cliff where the land drops away. She hurries towards it, determined to see the Grota de las Sirenas with her own eyes before her mother realises what she’s doing.


All the other kids are there already. When she reaches the false horizon, she sees a whole knot of her peers gathered round the venthole, staring, silently. Felix Marino’s little gang. And her sister Donatella, three years older and half a head taller than the tallest of them, but gaping, like the rest, like a child.


‘Can you hear them?’ she calls.


Felix looks sharply up and presses a finger to his lips. They’ll hear you. Hush. ‘They’, the parents. And ‘they’, the inhabitants of the hole in the ground.


Mercedes slows, walks the rest of the way on the balls of her feet. Tingles with excitement. All their lives they have heard the tale of the sirenas. The lost souls of impure girls, flung into the dark and transformed by the ocean. You can hear them, if you’re quiet enough, said their abuejas. Mourning their fate, pleading for forgiveness. Never go up there by yourself. It’s dangerous. All they want is more to join them. They’ll draw you in, seduce you. Their song will make you dizzy and you’ll fall, be lost forever.


Donatella glances at her as she comes to stand beside them, and grins. There’s a glow about her face. She could be a mermaid herself, thinks Mercedes. Imagines the girls below, their silver scales, their naked breasts, hands stretched up to the patch of blue sky above them. Such wanton display.


She worms her way into the ranks and peers into the dark. The mouth of the sea vent is narrow – no more than a couple of metres round – and she can only see a short distance before the rock walls vanish. So dark, she thinks. What must they have seen as they fell? How did it feel, their broken bodies lying on the broken rocks, washed by the tide, staring up at their tormentors?


She strains to hear voices. Hears only the sound of her companions’ breath, the rustle of their clothes as they shift and settle, the groan of the waves inside the cliff face.


Their bones are still there, she thinks. They may have transformed, but I bet if you went down there on a rope you’d find that cave scattered with shattered skeletons.


She listens some more. Nothing. The bleat of sheep in the distance. A lark so high above that he is unseeable, singing a song of pleasure so pure it makes her shiver. But no human voices. Just Felix, breathing through his mouth because he gets congested away from the water. They can’t really think I’m going to marry him, she thinks. Imagine. Listening to that noise in the night for the rest of your life. And the smell of fish, on his clothes, under his fingernails. No. The boy I marry will be fragrant. He will shower every day, like my father.


As she concentrates, she slowly becomes aware of a strange throb in the air. For a moment, because it’s where she’s looking, she thinks it must be coming from the cave. But then she glances at her companions for validation and sees that they have all turned away, hands shading eyes like a military salute, and are gazing out to sea.


Something is approaching in the distance, over the water. A sound they’ve never heard before. Mysterious. Dynamic. Strangely ominous. Coming closer.


‘What is it?’ asks Eriq.


‘Is it the end of the world?’ asks Maria.


‘Don’t be stupid,’ snaps Felix, and Donatella laughs.


They squint to find the source of the sound. It goes from throb to rat-tat-tat. Low over the sea in the northwest, a glittering silver-white thing flies towards them over the fishing boats and the four white yachts that anchored this afternoon outside the harbour walls. A flying beetle. And then, as it gets closer, a dragonfly: wings above the fat little body whirring so fast they blur.


‘What is it?’ Felix tries to sound bored, but his squeaking voice betrays him. ‘An aeroplane?’


‘No,’ says Maria. ‘Aeroplanes look like this.’ And she puts her arms out at shoulder level. The remains of a German aeroplane from the war lies abandoned on the hillside above the castle, a play-fort for generations of Kastellani children.


‘I know what it is,’ says Mercedes, confidently. She’s seen a picture in a book. ‘It’s a helicopter.’


They stare.


‘Jala!’ cries Lisbeta. ‘Really? That’s a helicopter?’


They’ve never even seen a car.


‘Yes! Look! You see?’


From a hundred metres, the rotor is clearly visible. She can see the pilot’s dark glasses, and the shadows of the passengers in the back. It is shiny white. Stripes of gold and azure run along the sides from nose to tail, a painted azure shield with a golden coronet and a silhouette of their own castle on the door.


Felix frowns. ‘That’s our flag!’ He has to shout, for the air is throbbing now. ‘What the—’


‘The duke!’ yells Donatella. ‘It’s el duqa!’


The helicopter beats over their heads and continues towards the castle as they turn to stare at each other. Sirenas forgotten, they take to their heels and run in the great bird’s wake, to see where it lands.
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5 | Mercedes


Felix is far from pleased. He throws the rope he’s been winding down and curses.


‘Fucksake, Mercedes.’


Oh, don’t. Please don’t.


‘Seriously. She treats you like a slave.’


She bites her lip.


‘Sorry,’ he says, and picks up the rope again, fatalistic.


‘It’s okay,’ she says. The Meade family’s expectations have cast a shadow over the whole of their marriage. At the very least he deserves to sound off a bit every now and then.


‘But you’ve got to tell her. Even if she kicks off. You don’t owe her anything.’


‘We hope.’


That contract. That bloody contract. Compound interest: the gift that keeps on giving.


‘You need to face up to her. I can’t live like this much longer.’


She looks at him stiffly. ‘Is that a threat?’


Felix sighs. ‘No. But it’s a shitty way to live, Mercedes.’


‘I know,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry.’


Sorry, sorry, sorry. Always apologising. It feels as if her entire life has been an apology.


‘There are a lot of jobs where people have to live in,’ she says. ‘You know that.’


‘Yeah, I do,’ he says. ‘And I still think it’s shitty. I just want you to come home.’


‘And I want to come home too,’ she says. She misses their little bedroom more every day. Misses waking up with him in the dark, the quiet shuffle as they make their coffee and drink it in the garden as the sun colours the horizon.


I miss everything, she thinks. All of it. I miss having children. I miss … just the ease of talking through the day, or not. Of being able to ask his opinion without having to make an appointment. The little bits of news we miss because they’ve been and gone before we see each other. Sex on a whim. Holding hands. Not having to lock the door when I have a shower. Working side-by-side and joking our way through the tiredness. I miss my husband.


He goes back onto the boat and starts hefting the creels. Holds out a basket of shiny sea bass. ‘Take these, can you? Dad’s coming down in a minute. Might as well have it ready for him.’


She takes the basket, lays it down on the dock, turns back for the next. ‘So, she wants lobsters.’


‘Of course she does,’ he says. ‘When for?’


‘Friday.’


‘Right.’


‘We could go out Thursday morning, maybe? Together?’


‘Oh, good. So you’re still coming down Wednesday night, then?’


She nods. Takes a wide, flat basket of plaice and sole and flounder. The boats are doing well this year, the restaurants up the hill paying top dollar since the Source Local movement caught on. The yacht people have taken to asking, signalling their environmental credentials as they sail their diesel palaces around the world at fifty knots an hour, and what the yacht people want, the yacht people get.


‘I’ve got to go, darling,’ she says. ‘I need to beg the florist for roses.’


Felix pauses and puts his hands on his hips. ‘Okay,’ he says. ‘You’ll be careful, won’t you?’


‘Always,’ she says, and gives him a smile.


He steps over to the edge of the boat, leans down and gives her a kiss on the lips. In public, for all the world to see. Even after twenty years, she can never get over the thrill of that.
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