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      Chapter One

      
      

      
      12 June 1984, Alfama quarter of Lisbon

      
      Blood changes everything.

      
      It’s cool in the house after the heat of the street, but nothing is the same as before. Father’s linen jacket falls away from me when he sets me down on the green-edged tiles I learned to crawl on, birds and vines at their centre. Flying from one of the rooms with her happy step, Aunt Marina sees the red all over me, soaking through my white shirt, sticky on my skin. Her eyes turn huge and shocked.

      
      ‘Carlos!’ she cries, rushing towards me. ‘You are hurt …’

     Father’s bellow stops her. ‘Get back, Marina. Get back and forget what you see.’

      
      She stands for a moment more and the pink of her blouse is too bright, like a flower in the wrong place.

      
      ‘Get away!’ shouts Father, and she backs away, her eyes flashing wet.

      
      It isn’t my blood.

      
      He pushes me into his study. It’s all brown leather and old cigar smoke, and everything here is serious: the books, the hard wooden ruler on the desk, even the picture of Mãe when she was a girl. All I can see in my head is the gap in the black plastic wall around the building site down the road from our house, feel the squeeze of it against my body as I climb through.

      
      When Father kneels, he’s as tall as me. He’s stripping off my wet clothes, warm with blood and sweat, and dropping them onto the lining of his jacket, which he has laid out on the floor. His fingers are hurting my arm but the pain is far away and everything looks whiter than usual. When I’m naked, he shakes me so I have to look at him. The black points in his eyes are tiny and hard, his beard and eyebrows spiking out towards me.

      
      ‘You have done a terrible, terrible thing,’ he says, and his big hand crashes into my ear. I think I might fall and smash into the floor, but he’s still holding me so I only stagger, noise ringing through my head.

      
      Father takes something from his trouser pocket – the amulet. The gold chain is broken and he loops it around his fingers. Mãe never wears it, she’s too sick to dress up all shiny the way she used to. The shaking of Father’s fingers makes the amulet shiver and I see its blue sparkle, the colour of the Tejo, Lisbon’s wide river that I can see from my bedroom window.

      
      ‘You will never speak of what happened,’ says Father. His breath is hot in my face. The amulet slides out of his fingers and onto his desk. ‘This will all have to be burned,’ he says through his teeth, tying the arms of the jacket together so it looks as if all the blood is being hugged in the centre of it like a horrible secret.

      
      The light from the building site, that strange sunlight, the brightness, it’s all over the study now. I’m squeezing through the gap in the wall …

      
      ‘Stop that!’ Father has turned back to me, and his voice makes my skin hurt. ‘You must never think of it. I’ll know if you do, Carlos. I’ll know.’

      
      His face is very close to mine now, bigger and darker and smellier than my own, and I know he’s telling the truth – he can see into my thoughts. ‘Tens que esquecer isso. You must forget,’ he says, ‘or even worse things will happen. You’re going to get in the bath now and scrub that blood off you, boy. No one must know what you have done today. Not your aunt, not your sister, and especially not your poor mother. You understand?’ He waits for my nod. His hands are still shaking as he straightens up.

      
      ‘If the police come,’ he says, and his voice is low now, as if he thinks someone could be listening at the door, ‘you must not speak of it.’

      
      I nod again.

      
      ‘You must forget,’ he says.

      

   
      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      

      
      Twenty-six years later: 8 May 2010

      
      Leo is happy. His parents promised him weeks ago that on his seventh birthday they would all go to the park to play his favourite art game, which is like a happiness spell, full of colour and messy beauty. This morning, his mother gave him an acrylic painting she’d done herself in the workshop she’s set up in the garden of their yellow-and-blue-tiled house in the old Alfama district of Lisbon, a stone’s throw from the castle. The painting is abstract; an energetic swirl of purples and blues, Leo’s favourite colours. A scattering of small marbles are pressed into the paint, staring out like cat’s eyes, because Olivia knows Leo likes texture, likes things to be different. Carlos gave his son a sturdy, sky-blue mountain bike that Leo has wobbled joyfully all the way through the park on, his father loping beside him gripping the saddle tightly, his expression oscillating between pride in his son and alarm that he might fall and hurt himself – he is a fearful father, although he tries not to be.

      
      Above them, the sky stretches high and still, reaching in slivers through the knotted branches of the dragon tree. Olivia unfolds the bulky rectangle of plastic sheeting. Shaking it out so that it crackles and leaps in the sunshine, she allows it to settle onto the rough spikes of grass as if she were spreading a picnic sheet. Leo’s eyes – blackest brown, impish – follow the rise and fall of her arms and, as soon as the sheeting touches the ground, he rushes onto it to stamp the creases flat with his bare feet. Jardim da Estrela is Lisbon’s prettiest park, a fifteen-minute car ride from the house where they have lived since Leo’s birth. Rolled up tightly under one muscular arm, Carlos has three sheets of 60 cm by 45 cm paper. These are almost as thick as cardboard, with a matt white surface. He tosses them onto the sheeting and Leo, on all fours now, flattens these out too, laughing at their tendency to spring up at the edges.

      
      ‘They’re alive,’ he exclaims, slapping at them with his hands. ‘They’ll lie still if you flip them over,’ advises Carlos, watching him with a smile.

      
      As they stand for a moment waiting for Leo to sort out the paper, Olivia sees Carlos glance at a blond hair, sparkling like a gold filament, caught on the front of his black vest top. She watches as he picks it off and lays it across his hand, a lone wave following the curve of his lifeline and floating off, beyond his supple fingers, to touch the air. He coils it around and around his two fingers and pushes it carefully into his pocket. His green eyes meet hers. This gesture – keeping her hair as if it were too precious to lose, rather than tossing it away – goes back to their first kiss under the giant fig tree on Príncipe Real Square in Lisbon. It’s one of Carlos’ many ways of telling his wife he loves her. Olivia thinks of last night: the way that Carlos, home in the early hours after photographing a wedding, had hugged her sleeping form until she awoke, and when she wriggled around to face him they were both suddenly so aroused that he didn’t have time to pull off his evening clothes. He flicked his silk tie back over one shoulder, and this for some reason made her laugh. Then they made love and she succumbed to a firestorm of orgasms so wild that she had to bite down on a pillow for fear of waking Leo.

      
      She knows by the look in his eyes that Carlos is remembering, too. He steps forwards and folds her into his arms and the smell of the sea mixed with his summer sweat reaches her. As they pull apart, Olivia laughs out loud, shaking her head, and after a moment he laughs too, lowering his head so that his nose touches hers.

      
      ‘Come on,’ calls Leo impatiently.

      
      The two of them turn, smiling. ‘Have you got the containers?’ Olivia asks Carlos.

      
      Carlos pulls the bulging hemp bag off his shoulder and empties its contents onto the grass. Half a dozen plastic food containers slide out, along with a selection of vegetable-based paints which always remind Olivia of the squeezy bottles of tomato sauce and mayonnaise found in fast-food cafés. There’s a bag of white flour, a random scattering of encrusted paintbrushes, and a two-litre bottle of water. Olivia sits down cross-legged in the middle of it all in her cornflower-blue sundress and begins to sort out the containers. Leo scoots over to help her with the paint-mixing; she knows that this is his favourite part, like cooking an inedible cake, heaping spoonfuls of flour onto squirts of red paint, green paint, yellow. Tipping in water and pounding it all together with a gummy brush until each container is glistening with colour.

      
      Leo mixes purple in super-fast circles. ‘Dad?’

      
      ‘Hmm?’ Carlos splashes more water into a doughy yellow mix.

      
      ‘Why is seven a dangerous age?’

      
      Under his year-round tan, Carlos blanches. He glances rapidly at Olivia. Leo must have heard his comment this morning.

      
      ‘It isn’t really,’ he says, screwing the cap back onto the water. ‘So don’t worry, Leo. But it’s true that seven-year-olds sometimes have adventures with tree-climbing anacondas or speckle-backed crocodiles,’ he adds beguilingly.

      
      Leo sits very still, his paintbrush dangling from his left hand, eyes raised to his father’s face. Olivia looks at her son’s bony knees which already have smudges of dirt on them. She looks at Leo’s spiky black hair and his bold, friendly eyebrows. He’s a replica of Carlos, except for his eyes, which have skipped both her English blue and the unusual green of his father’s, and are the liquid black of generations of Portuguese.

      
      Watching them both, Olivia can read the foreboding in Carlos’ face, although he’s trying to hide it. She knows he’s struggling with the familiar feeling of love mingled with terror and the desire to protect Leo – he’s spoken to her of this paternal emotion many times, and it’s always seemed normal, even inevitable, to her. But in recent weeks his protective instinct has been growing stronger and is now verging on the paranoid, in her opinion: Carlos has started insisting on walking Leo to and from school whenever he can, even though it’s only a five-minute walk through friendly neighbourhood streets that Leo has been doing alone since he turned six. He’s also started checking on him at night to make sure he’s safe and breathing, as though he were a newborn. That morning in the kitchen, when they’d thought themselves to be out of earshot, Carlos had paused in the act of slicing pineapple and melon for Leo’s birthday breakfast and turned to her with a disturbed look.

      
      ‘I know it’s irrational,’ he’d said, ‘but I can’t stop thinking that seven is a dangerous age, the sort of age when death is close.’

      
      Olivia had stared at him, her fingers tightening on the pile of plates she was holding. ‘Don’t say things like that,’ she said. ‘Why say something like that on his seventh birthday? If you voice that sort of superstitious fear, it’ll only give it more power. Just stop worrying about him, Carlos, OK?’

      
      Leo is looking up at the trees, his eyes filled with possibilities: Carlos has effectively distracted him with the thought of a magnificent anaconda coiled slitty-eyed on a branch somewhere close by.

      
      ‘In fact,’ says Carlos, ‘I wonder if it’s worth checking whether there’s a full-sized adult anaconda up the dragon tree.’

      
      Leo looks at him in amazement. Olivia suppresses a smile. Leo’s face is so expressive he can be read like a book: his father has guessed his thoughts, and this can only mean one thing – that there is indeed an anaconda draped in deadly spirals along one of the branches above his head. He swivels his head up and scans the tree.

      
      ‘Oh, Carlos, you’ve got him all wishful now,’ Olivia laughs. ‘Leo, there is no snake, but there’s plenty of treasure right here.’ She pats the bag beside her. ‘Come on – I need you to open up the booty bag.’

      
      ‘But my back’s prickling,’ protests Leo. ‘That means there’s an anaconda with a hundred sharp teeth, watching me!’

      
      ‘No, it just means the booty bag’s waiting for you to see what’s inside it,’ says Olivia, and she squeezes the bag so that it crackles like an extra birthday present. The bag is full of things Leo collected a week ago with his aunt Rosa. From the booty bag, Leo pulls seashells from the beach by Rosa’s place in Cascais, along with strips of eucalyptus bark, fallen rose petals, sand, moss ripped from one of the boulders at the duck pond, peat from the garden and handfuls of dried flowers. Leo heaps these treasures onto the middle of the plastic sheeting. Then Carlos holds his finger poised over the play button on the portable stereo, which he has placed by the trunk of the dragon tree, and says, ‘Ready to start?’

      
      They all know Carlos won’t press the button until Leo shouts, ‘Ready!’ Leo savours the moment. Olivia meets his eye as she hunches over her sheet of paper, holding her paintbrush as if she can’t wait to begin, her eyes fixed on his. When he looks at her, she widens her eyes and jiggles her slim body, conveying enormous impatience. Leo is grinning, trying to keep his mouth closed so that he won’t shout just yet. He looks at his father, strong and graceful in his vest top and cut-off jeans, his broad feet tanned and bare. Carlos is watching Leo’s face with a look of love and waiting, waiting. A burst of joy races through Olivia, from her stomach up to her heart.

      
      ‘Ready!’ yells Leo, and Carlos presses the switch.

      
      Today’s music is ‘The Can-Can’. They have the length of the song – maybe three minutes – to create their artwork. Carlos leaps into position by his blank sheet and they start flinging loops of liquid paint onto their canvases, mixing the colours indiscriminately, using both hands at once to grab handfuls of anything they fancy – peat, petals, bark – and add these to the collage. There is no glue to hold it all together, no wind to blow it all away. Leo’s paper rapidly turns purple and yellow. When he sees that Carlos is building a pyramid of peat in the centre of a mass of scarlet paint, he sends a stream of yellow streaking over the top of it all. Carlos retaliates by throwing dried flowers onto Leo’s paper, then flour all over Olivia’s, which is already a heap of bark, moss and green paint. By the time the music stops, they are all frantically adding to each other’s collages, their faces covered in splashes of paint, their fingernails clogged.

      
      Olivia throws her paintbrush onto Carlos’ pyramid as a final touch and sits back, laughing breathlessly. ‘We haven’t done that for months, and it does me so much good,’ she says.

      
      Carlos nods to Leo. ‘You have a fan club, birthday boy.’

      
      Twisting around, Leo sees a scattering of children standing on the path, staring along with their parents. One little girl of about three is open-mouthed with wonder, her hair tied back in a scarlet bow. Leo grins at them all, full of pride and mischief. Olivia reaches across to brush flour from Carlos’ jaw and, as she does so, she murmurs: ‘I don’t want to hear any more talk about danger, please, Carlos. He’s got his own destiny, like all of us. Just relax and let him enjoy being a kid.’

      
      When Carlos nods, Olivia moves in closer and kisses him on the mouth.

      

   
      
       
      Chapter Three

      
      

      
      It’s as if an electric shock runs through Carlos’ body in an intense spasm.

      
      Olivia judders awake, and in the half-light she sees him leap from the bed with astonishing speed and height, as if he has the power of flight. He’s yelling something incoherent at full volume, and the desperation in his voice cuts straight to her heart. She sits up, groping for the lamp switch with one hand, the other stretched out towards Carlos as if this will calm him. He’s standing at the foot of the bed in his boxer shorts and, as the light clicks on, Olivia sees his eyes, wide and fearful, unseeing. Sweat shines off his bare torso and he is hyperventilating, his breath hoarse and panicky.

      
      ‘Oh, God, what’s wrong?’ she cries, struggling from the bed half blinded by her hair, her nightie tangling in the sheets. There must be some disaster. Is it Leo, a snake in the bed, an earthquake?

      
      Carlos doesn’t register Olivia’s voice or even seem to notice the sudden light. His muscles are bunched as if he’s about to fight and, before she can say another word, he runs from the room with a prolonged groan, crashing heavily into the corner of the wardrobe as he goes but not reacting to the pain, his staring green eyes focusing on nothing. He’s asleep, she realises, and the eeriness of it makes a shiver run through her because he seems like a stranger. She rushes after him, calling for him to stop.

      
      
      Out on the landing, Leo has woken up and stumbled out of his bedroom. He’s standing uncertainly against the wall in his pyjama bottoms, streetlight from the window gleaming on his silken chest. He is open-mouthed at this impossible scene: his gentle father beside himself, hurling broken words into the strangeness of three in the morning. When Carlos sees him, something seems to break inside him. He howls and rushes towards his son, sliding onto his knees as he does so, and grabs him roughly by the shoulders, effectively barricading him against the wall. Leo and Olivia both yell in protest – Carlos is never rough with him, but clearly he has no idea what he’s doing.

      
      ‘Stop, please – it’s a dream, Carlos, not real!’ Olivia shouts, pulling on his arm. They say you should never wake a sleepwalker, she thinks frantically, but what if they’re being violent like this? ‘Wake up, please stop, you’re hurting him …’ He’s a wall of muscle that she cannot move, even to protect her son. Leo’s eyes are round with fright. ‘It’s all right, Leo my sweet,’ she tells him rapidly as she tightens her grip on Carlos, ‘Dad’s just having a bad dream.’ Leo’s face compresses as he tries not to cry, attempting to twist away in his pain, but unable to move. Carlos, absolutely heedless of Leo’s distress, is shouting something that Olivia can just make out through the slur of his dream-speech.

      
      ‘My luck!’ he yells, clutching Leo’s shoulders even harder. Abruptly, Olivia’s fear turns into anger. ‘Don’t you hurt him!’ she shouts, wrenching Carlos’ shoulder back with both hands.

      
      He barely notices; the strength of him is like nothing she’s ever known. She can see his powerful fingers biting into Leo’s shoulders, hurting him. Kneeling, she shifts her grip to his forearm. Without warning, Carlos’ arm jerks out to the side to shake her off and she is a rag doll, flung aside, her head hitting the wall or the floor, she doesn’t even know which because she’s up in a flash, the red in her head throbbing as she pulls at him again.

      
      
      ‘Wake up, Carlos!’ Olivia’s shriek doesn’t seem to enter Carlos’ consciousness. It’s like dealing with a madman; he doesn’t see them for who they really are. Olivia wonders what crazed scenario he’s acting out, what nightmare? Whatever it is, it’s making him cry, and she’s never seen Carlos cry before. Tears of compassion fill his eyes as easily as the warmth that radiates from his heart, but not tears like this: she has never seen such anguish.

      
      As Leo and Olivia both struggle to no effect, Leo crying now under the brutal strength of his father’s fingers, for the first time it hits Olivia how powerful Carlos is. She’d never realised those beautiful muscles could swing like steel ropes; the two of them have no chance against him. Pulling and pulling on his arm, she realises she’s never thought how helpless they’d be if he turned on them, only he never would, she thinks, he’s normally a lamb of a man, full of tender love. Where has her husband vanished to?

      
      Faintly, beyond the blood booming in her head, Olivia hears the doorbell ringing urgently: they must have woken the neighbours. She can’t do anything but ignore it and hope they’ll give up and go away.

      
      ‘You’re dreaming, my love!’ she shouts, right in Carlos’ ear. He turns to look at her, and in his tear-soaked eyes she sees deep confusion and terror, and below this, the faintest glimmer of recognition. ‘Yes,’ she tells him more gently. ‘It’s me, Olivia. This is a dream, and you need to wake up now.’

      
      Just as suddenly as it started, the nightmare ends.

      
      Carlos’ tears stop, his hands slip from Leo and he gets to his feet looking dazed, while Leo cowers on the floor. As soon as Carlos is up, Olivia positions herself in front of Leo, facing Carlos full on. His knees are bleeding from where he skinned them sliding full tilt across the rough wooden floorboards, but he is calm at last. She studies his face. He seems almost awake, almost compos mentis again, apart from the slight filminess in his eyes. Still shielding Leo with her body, she tells him, ‘Go back to bed.’

      
      
      With unquestioning obedience, he goes. Her heart pounding, Olivia watches him disappear across the hall. This may turn out to be a one-off bout of sleepwalking, but part of her suspects it’s something altogether nastier: it’s like witnessing a slice of madness. I’ve just seen my gentle husband transform into a desperate version of himself, she thinks in shock; a man who doesn’t even recognise his wife of eight years and his son, the jewel of his life. If this happens again …

      
      She turns to help Leo, who is crouched white-faced and silent on the floorboards, his face streaked with tears. If Carlos gets violent again, she thinks, if he has another nightmare and mistakes Leo for a threat that he needs to destroy, then what might happen?

      
      She doesn’t want to think the words, but, as she gathers her trembling son into her arms and leads him back to his bed, they come anyway.

      
      Accidental murder.



   
      
       
      Chapter Four

      
      

      
      Leo wakes up with dried tears on his cheeks and purplish finger bruises on his shoulders, but at first all he thinks of is his blue bike, waiting for him in the garden. He can’t wait to show it to his best friend, Concha, who has a Spanish father she hasn’t seen since she was five, and a love of thrills that makes her the most exciting person Leo knows. She will ride his bike far better than he ever could, no-handed and with a dare-devil swish, her long dark hair streaming in the wind.

      
      His mother’s voice drifts over from his parents’ bedroom, sounding indignant and panicky. ‘How can you not remember?’ There’s the sound of their door opening. ‘It happened right here, Carlos. Look at your knees. Look at my eyebrow!’

      
      Leo stiffens, remembering.

      
      ‘… can’t believe it … what does it all mean, Olivia … am I losing my mind?’

      
      ‘All that ridiculous talk about danger!’ Olivia cries, and Leo can tell she’s trying not to speak too loudly but it isn’t working; he can hear every word. ‘See what it triggered? You have to stop worrying about Leo. He’s a normal, healthy little boy and he’s going to live a long and wonderful life. Just believe it, for all our sakes!’

      
      ‘I know, I know …’ Carlos groans, and Leo hears him say, ‘Aunt Marina … what if madness is hereditary?’

      
      
      ‘Last night was just a one-off,’ says Olivia urgently. ‘A freak incident. It won’t happen again. Our bruises will fade, the neighbours will have the decency not to complain, it will be forgotten, Carlos.’ Their voices recede back into the bedroom. For a long time, there is nothing but muffled talk.

      
      Then Carlos puts his head around Leo’s door. His short black hair is as spiky as his son’s and, although his eyes are troubled, he wears his habitual expression of deep and patient kindness, the sort of expression that makes everything all right, always.

      
      ‘Leo,’ he says, coming into the room where Leo is now crouched on the bare floorboards, arranging beach stones in complex patterns that only he understands.

      
      Leo looks up at him with a grin. ‘Olá, Pai.’ Hi, Dad. The two of them tend to speak Portuguese when they’re alone, and English when they’re all together as a family.

      
      ‘Mum just told me what happened last night,’ says Carlos, sitting cross-legged next to him and flinching when he sees the livid bruising on his son’s bare shoulders. ‘I’m so very sorry that I scared you and hurt you.’

      
      ‘It’s OK, I know it wasn’t you, Pai.’

      
      Carlos looks startled. ‘Then who was it?’

      
      ‘It was the sleep monster.’ Somewhere between struggling to escape his father’s grip and playing with his stones this morning, Leo’s imagination, never idle, has set to work to make sense of what happened. He knows his father is neither steel-fingered nor a cry baby. He knows his father was asleep and dreaming, because his mother had told him so. He knows that monsters exist, that they can slip into different disguises, shed wings, enter people’s dreams, become men. And now here’s his father, fully himself again, looking at him beseechingly. Leo feels sorry for him. Leaning forwards, he touches his arm. ‘Come on, Pai, I’ll let you have a go on my bike,’ he whispers enticingly. There’s a moment’s hesitation, and then Leo is rewarded by his father’s warm smile and the familiar weight of his hand caressing his head.

      
      Out in the small garden, which is thick with oleander plants, budding olive trees and pink blossoms, Carlos has crouched to check again the saddle height, the stretch of the pedals, the efficacy of the brakes. Leo is sitting astride the bike clutching the handlebars, hoping to persuade his father to let him go out on the street, but all set to go shooting off in tight circles around the garden, when his mother comes out carrying a metal tin. He sees immediately that her right eyebrow is swollen into a thick, bluish bruise.

      
      Leo thinks of the sleep monster, his mother’s screams.

      
      Olivia looks at Leo in amusement. ‘What are you looking so dark and dangerous about on that bike of yours?’ she teases. ‘Are you practising being Evil Knievel?’

      
      Leo has no idea who Evil Knievel is. He looks at his father. He can see the sleep monster lurking somewhere at the back of his eyes. ‘Don’t hurt my mum,’ he says, his fists tightening around the handlebars.

      
      ‘He’s fixing your bike, sweet. How could that hurt me?’ Olivia walks briskly across the garden and puts the tin down on the mosaic-tiled table. Leo can see that it hurts her to blink; she keeps wincing. ‘We’re having almond and honey cake for breakfast today,’ she announces. ‘And then I’ll put some arnica on your bruises, Leo my love, and Dad’s going to make us all Sunday pancakes.’

      
      But when he looks back at his father’s face, there’s such unhappiness there that Leo can’t look away.

      
      ‘I will never hurt your mum,’ says Carlos helplessly. He thrusts his hands through his hair, holding his son’s gaze. ‘I will never hurt her,’ he repeats, ‘and I’ll never hurt you again either, Leo.’

      
      Bent over the almond and honey cake, Olivia looks up. ‘How can you make such promises?’ she asks quietly, and Leo sees tears in her eyes.

      
      
      Carlos spreads both hands out. ‘Like you said, querida, it was a one-off.’

      
      ‘Well, if it does happen again, we’ll have to take steps,’ says Olivia despairingly. Leo hopes her tears will stay in her eyes and dry away to nothing. His mother almost never cries, but, when she does, her eyes look less blue and such sad red threads run through them that Leo wants to cry, too. Olivia extends one slim arm and sweeps it across the green grass and the limpid sky, encompassing Leo astride his bike with his father crouching protectively beside him. ‘I just don’t want all this to go wrong,’ she says passionately, and Leo sees that she has mastered her tears. She is strong, his mother.

      
      She smiles at them both. ‘I want everything to stay the same.’



   
      
     
      Chapter Five

      
      

      
      There are square, earth-coloured floor tiles in Aunt Rosa’s living room, and Leo is sitting on one of them, trying to squeeze himself so small that no part of him goes over the lines. It’s Tuesday, three days since Carlos’ violent dream. Whenever Olivia is painting a commission, which is often, Carlos’ sister picks him up from school in her battered white Peugeot and he spends the afternoons here in Cascais, a thirty-minute drive from Lisbon. Rosa is in the kitchen, which has a sea view.

      
      Through the gap in the door Leo can just see her slim wrist moving rhythmically as she stirs a pot of codfish stew on her gas stove. The smell of the food is mixed, as always, with the fragrant scent of herbs. Rosa gives aromatherapy massage courses at the local Centro Cultural, helps out at shelters for women, and fills her kitchen with the pungent aromas of raspberry leaf, ginger, aloe, fennel, lavender and essential oils. Condensed and shrunken on his tile, Leo hugs his knees to his chest and peers down at his elbows, his toes, pulls them inside the line and starts to count to seven. His aunt has told him that seven is a magic number, one you can make wishes on, or cast spells with. Leo is seven; an age where he knows that anything can happen.

      
      He knows that both wishes and spells need loud thoughts; thoughts which are shouted bold and solid inside the head, with the mouth closed and quiet. He’s holding his breath as he counts … five, six, seven. Now he tilts his head back and lets out his breath through O-shaped lips, like a plume of smoke from a dragon’s mouth. He closes his mouth and eyes, and shouts inside his head, so loudly that the veins in his temples pulse with red energy:

      
      Save Daddy from the sleep monster!

      
      Save Daddy from the sleep monster!

      
      Some moments later, Leo is startled from his mantra by Rosa’s touch on the crown of his head.

      
      She sighs, and he can smell the scent of peppermint on her breath; she has been chewing mint leaves. ‘What are you doing, menino? Eh, lad? You look like a giant hazelnut, all compressed down there on the floor.’

      
      He gazes at her, recovering himself after all that shouting. Rosa always speaks to him in Portuguese, and if he forgets and addresses her in English, she doesn’t like it. Leo thinks of Rosa as a second mother. Sometimes she has boyfriends but he knows she can’t have any children of her own, and this, she has told him before, makes him even more precious to her. Her cotton dress is swinging towards his face as she leans over him. It’s midnight blue, and his hand sneaks out to touch the wide yellow hem. ‘Tia Rosa, what does the sleep monster look like?’

      
      She moves away from him and sits on the sofa, her cheeks flushed from the steamy cooking pot, her hair a witchy black streaked with grey. She has drawn it up into a bun which is tumbling down, as it always does, making it look as if she has been dancing a jig and is still whirling, breathless. Five years older than Carlos, Rosa has inherited the same fine Portuguese features as him; her nose is straight, her jaw is defined and her chin juts slightly, giving her a determined, regal air in spite of the state of her hair. The only still part of her is her steady gaze; at thirty-eight, she has boundless energy.

      
      
      ‘Which sleep monster might that be?’ she asks.

      
      ‘The one that’s got Dad.’ He watches his aunt absorb this for a moment. Her face doesn’t change, but her dark eyes turn very black.

      
      When she speaks, her voice is velvety around the edges. ‘What do you think the sleep monster looks like?’

      
      Leo feels ashamed. He doesn’t want to say; he twists on his tile and his foot slips over the line. He stands up, but he can’t take his eyes from hers and eventually he blurts it out. ‘It looks like Dad.’

      
      She throws her head back and releases a peal of laughter which offends him. Certain that he’s being ridiculed, Leo stands his ground and stares at her, waiting for her to stop. Then he finds himself saying, ‘It looks like him only the eyes gleam like underwater stones, and when the throat opens the sound comes out boiling angry.’

      
      His aunt isn’t laughing any more. ‘Leo,’ she says, leaning forwards with her hands on her knees. ‘Have you seen … the sleep monster?’

      
      He nods. ‘It held me against the wall and Mum couldn’t make it get off me.’

      
      She makes a sound between shock and dismay; an expletive so fast and low that Leo can’t grasp it as it flashes off her lips. ‘This happened in the night, Leo? He didn’t know who he was, and he hurt you, is that it?’

      
      Leo shifts from one foot to the other. ‘Well … the monster had metal fingers that dug into my shoulders, and it shouted.’

      
      Rosa clutches both hands to her face. ‘It cannot be,’ she mutters. ‘Surely not.’

      
      Leo frowns. His aunt’s sudden change of mood is unsettling, and her face looks strange, all bent out of shape by the pressure of her fingers. He tries to diffuse the situation. ‘I did a spell to make the sleep monster stay away,’ he says with studied nonchalance, walking over to the table and fiddling with the pile of felt-tip pens scattered across it.

      
      But Rosa isn’t listening. ‘Carlos should have told me this,’ she says emphatically. ‘I must speak to him.’ Her eyes are blacker than night now, Leo sees. She seems to have forgotten her fish stew, but he doesn’t like to remind her about it. He hopes he hasn’t got his father into trouble. He squeezes his fist around a clump of felt-tip pens so that they click together, red against yellow against white, and wonders miserably what he’s done now.

      
      Rosa has summoned both Carlos and Olivia to Cascais to collect Leo that day, and, as soon as Leo runs upstairs to get his beach things, she reveals like a war flag her chip of information about Carlos’ violent behaviour.

      
      As Carlos has no memory of his episode, Rosa extracts the full story from Olivia as they all walk through the cobbled town centre and out to the string of sandy beaches which ebb and flow along the coastline. When they reach the first beach, the three adults head down to the point where the waves meet the shore. Leo spots a couple of boys about his age with a beach ball and runs over unselfconsciously to join in. Olivia steps into the light foam, lifting the hem of her sun-dress and feeling the suck of sand around her flip-flops as the waves pull away.

      
      Rosa looks curiously at Carlos. ‘I assume you do remember what happened all those years ago?’

      
      Carlos tenses. ‘No.’

      
      The three of them form a close triangle, their feet sinking into the wet sand. Beyond them, the tight black bodies of surfers tumble through the waves.

      
      ‘When you were a little boy,’ says Rosa, ‘you went through an intense period of violent dreaming. Like a sort of sleepwalking, it was, only nothing peaceful about it. You actually screamed and did things. I’m pretty sure it started when I was doing my year at boarding school, the year Mãe died, and it must have gone on for a good few months. Do you really not remember?’

      
      
      ‘All that stands out for me about the time around Mãe’s death is that Father seemed to be upset with me for what seemed like months before she died, but I have no idea why. We were never close,’ he adds for Olivia’s sake, although she already knows this, knows that it’s an understatement. From what little she has gleaned from Carlos, his father, the last in a line of wealthy maritime merchants, completely withdrew from both his children after his wife, Isabella, died from breast cancer. He committed suicide five years later, when Carlos was twelve. In that five-year span, he stopped working and became a recluse, losing a lot of money, so that when he died, Rosa had to sell the grandiose family house to pay off his debts. She used half of the remaining money to buy her own house in Cascais, and later Carlos used his half to buy the Alfama house they live in now, just a five-minute walk from the former family home.

      
      Rosa nods thoughtfully. ‘Father was upset,’ she agrees. ‘He used to give you troubled looks whenever you came into the room. But why?’

      
      ‘No idea.’ Carlos spreads his hands wide. ‘I’m sure he never gave me a reason. You know what he was like. But did you ever see me sleepwalking? What did I do?’

      
      ‘It was so long ago,’ says Rosa, ‘and I was away most of the time, so I barely know any more exactly what happened. I do remember hearing you shouting out in the night, when I was home for the holidays.’ She frowns, her gaze moving out to sea. ‘It was this absolutely fearsome yelling, as if the worst thing in the world was happening. Hard to sleep to. You used to do that a lot, but I never actually saw you running around the house banging into things, which is what Inês said you did.’

      
      ‘Inês?’ asks Olivia.

      
      ‘Our housekeeper,’ says Carlos, without taking his eyes off his sister’s face. Olivia tries to imagine her husband as a small, disturbed boy, screaming in his dreams.

      
      
      ‘You think this is only sleepwalking then, what I did the other night?’ Carlos asks Rosa. ‘When Olivia told me about it and I saw the bruises I’d inflicted on them both without even being aware of it, I thought … well, I thought I must be going
         insane.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘And there’s this feeling of doom. I don’t know why or where it’s come from but it’s been creeping up on me for weeks, and we’ve got madness in our family, as you know – didn’t we have a mad Aunt Marina …?’ He trails off.

      
      Rosa’s expression grows sombre. ‘Sim, I thought of her too, as soon as Leo started talking about sleep monsters,’ she admits. ‘Carlos, there’s something I need to tell you, but don’t take it as gospel because I was only a little girl myself.’

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘Before she was taken away to the psychiatric unit, Marina used to do odd things. At night.’ Rosa hesitates. ‘The family thought she was possessed by demons. It came on suddenly, when she was in her early twenties. Inês told me a story about finding Marina in the kitchen stark naked late one night, trying to smash her way into a frozen pie with a cheese grater. When Inês challenged her, she got aggressive, but she had no memory of it afterwards, couldn’t explain why or what she’d been doing. Apparently on another occasion she even threatened Father with a knife. I think that’s when they carted her off.’

      
      ‘So this could be the start of madness?’ Carlos looks stricken. Olivia moves close and snakes her arm around his waist.

      
      Rosa waves her hands at them both. ‘No, no, no, I’m sure there’s no connection really. I just needed to tell you this, so that you can be vigilant, you understand? We have to make sure Leo stays safe. You said you thought of Marina, I instantly thought of her too … Maybe Inês was wrong, or I haven’t remembered it right … Tell you what, I’ll do some digging,’ she promises. ‘I can ask some of the neighbours who still live close by our old house. Better if I do it – I can say I’m researching family history or something. Someone’s mother or grandmother is bound to remember something about Marina. You know what it’s like in the Alfama, it’s just a village really, same old faces, same old families. But don’t worry too much about madness, Carlos. After all, you’ve only done this strange thing once in your adult life, and it might never happen again. And besides,’ she adds, her eyes narrowing slightly, ‘Father managed to put a stop to your sleepwalking, so it can’t be impossible to control.’

      
      Her eyes skip past him to Leo, who is sauntering down the beach towards them with a sunny smile on his face. Rosa waves at him.

      
      ‘Just quickly,’ urges Carlos, ‘tell me how Father stopped my sleepwalking.’

      
      Rosa looks at him oddly. ‘Do you really not remember?’ she asks. ‘He used to tie you to the bed.’



   

       
      Chapter Six

      

      January 1984, Alfama

      My father’s name is Aníbal Alfredo Casanova de Albuquerque Moniz. When Father speaks, you have to listen. Father smokes three Havana cigars a day, always. They come in a box he calls a coffin and they look a bit like peeling brown crayons, but once he told me they taste of burned gold. Since Mãe got so ill, Father is most cheerful when he’s been filling his study with blue Havana smoke. Sometimes I still think about last summer when we went for a family picnic and Father held me close as we walked into the woods and called me his príncipe, his prince, and later he whirled me through the air, gripping my ankles so that I flew, the wind bringing me to tears, with Mãe there, standing among the trees and clapping her hands to see me fly. My sister Rosa says they aren’t the same parents any more.

      Mãe’s name is Isabella, the most lovely name in the world. Before, she was more beautiful than stars. I remember her spinning in a red dress, her dark hair swinging to her waist, sparkling dots around her throat. Now she lies in bed, yellowish, and closes her eyes. Her hair is gone. When she’s awake, she puts on a colourful headscarf and tells me about the waterfalls and butterflies and big piles of rocks up in Gerês, where she grew up. Sometimes she forgets what she’s told me, and tells me again, but I don’t mind. Gerês is hours and hours in a car from Lisbon, and Mãe doesn’t think we’ll be going there again any time soon. She lets me play with the hill of jewellery on her dresser. I pull out diamond bracelets and swing them like lassoes so they come alive in the light and make Mãe less yellow, or I turn them into snakes that slide across her bed. My favourite is the amulet that she says is made from one big sapphire. It used to belong to Father’s great-grandmother, and I could look at the blue of it for ever. It glows even if there’s not much light in the room. The blue bit of the amulet is a circle about as big as a marble, only flatter, and it hangs off a gold chain.

      It’s night time, but not very late. I’m in my room, which has wooden floors and wooden walls so it creaks a lot and it’s like sleeping in a ship because from my bed I can see through the window and out on to the river where all the boats flash their lights and move slowly up and down. From my other window, which I have to get out of bed to see out of, I can see Castelo de São Jorge, the castle which is lit up gold at night above all the old houses of the Alfama, which is our district, and Mãe always says we sleep at the heart of Lisboa because Alfama is the heart.

      When Father and Marina and I ate together tonight, they argued because sometimes, in the middle of the night, Marina gets very hungry, so she gets out of bed and goes into the kitchen and does funny things with food, things she can’t remember in the morning. Last night Father found her making pancakes at half past two in the morning, only she wasn’t neat about it the way she normally is – there was a raw egg broken on the table and sugar spilled all across the floor. Father nearly slipped on the sugar and he doesn’t see why he should put up with it, or why Marina gets so hungry when she eats a good meal every evening. Marina kept saying she was sorry but she really couldn’t remember cooking any pancakes, and Father kept saying that she must remember because she was rude to him when he told her to go back to bed, and I wished Rosa was at home, but she lives at her school now so I never see her. I wasn’t allowed to finish my roast duck because when I leaned over to get some bread, I knocked a candlestick onto Father’s polished floor so he sent me to my room. I should have just asked him to pass me the bread but, since Mãe got ill, he’s much sterner and sometimes I’m scared to talk to him.

      Now my belly is making music, talking to me as the boat lights wink. I can hear Father in Mãe’s room now, and there’s something wrong with his voice, it’s like cracked mud. I sit up in bed to hear better, and now I can hear a sort of groan that seems to go on and on, and I think, Father never cries. I run to the door and hold it open. I can see the light from Mãe’s room spilling onto the corridor, which means the door is open. Is he crying?

      Then Father cries something so loudly that I nearly race back to my bed.

      ‘It’s a terrible death!’

      I grip the door tight, ready to run as soon as I see him.

      My mother’s voice is angry for the first time in months. ‘How dare you? I’m not dead yet. Look at me, Aníbal. Look at me.’

      Father’s sobs grow less clear. She’s holding his head in her warm arms, I’m sure of it. I stand very still, my hand curled around the edge of the door. What do they mean? Is Mãe going to die? I think of Tak-Tak, my red-bellied parrot, who hopped and whistled and flew around dropping feathers and made me and Rosa laugh until we ached. One day I found him cold and stiff at the bottom of his cage and Rosa said he’d run out of morning whistles and not to be sad, even though she was crying herself. And the dead cat behind the bins on Portas do Sol. When I think of the cat, I wish I hadn’t because it looked just like any other sleeping cat until I poked it gently with a lollipop stick and it was as hard as anything under its fur. And sometimes when Mãe sleeps she’s so still.

      
      I wish it was me being held by Mãe’s soft hands, not Father. He is sobbing quietly now, saying her name, Isabella, Isabella. I open my door very carefully and slip down the curving marble staircase. The day help have gone home now – Rita, who is big and stern and cooks, and Paula, who has sweets in her pockets and talks to herself as she cleans. Inês, our live-in housekeeper, who wears black and is everywhere and sees everything, won’t be up any more, but my heart has jumped into my throat so that I can hardly swallow as I twist the big handle on the front door. I’ve never left the house on my own before at night and the door seems heavier than it does in the day, but the black sky and its stars pull me outside. I pull the door very, very slowly behind me so it looks closed but is really a tiny bit open, the gap no bigger than my little finger. Our house is just up from Miradouro de Santa Luzia, the viewpoint where tourists come to take photos of the river and all the pretty houses. I don’t know where I’m going, but I don’t want to think about Mãe’s yellow face, her thin bald head.

      The cobblestones are chilly und uneven under my bare feet. I’m wearing my blue Thai-silk pyjamas and a cold breeze comes up the Tejo from the sea and moves the silk like the wash of a boat. There are people on the street, only these are night-time people, dressed up to go out together, and there are less cars because it isn’t a weekend. I think I must be invisible tonight because the people don’t look at me, they just take their shouting voices on. I walk towards the river, shivering a little, keeping close to the wall. There’s a cruise ship out there tonight, bigger than ten houses, and it has so many round and square lights and big funnels.

      Then I see him, standing alone under the gold of a street lamp; a boy of about seven, my age, but thinner, his dark hair so long and kind of gritty that it curls under his ears which stick out a bit. He’s wearing a black pullover too big for him so that you almost can’t see his shorts which Inês would call ‘tatty’ because bits of thread run off the ends of them. In his hand he has a wooden hoop as round as the moon. Like me, he has no shoes on even though it’s winter. I walk up to him, my heart still banging high in my throat.

      ‘Who are you?’ I ask him.

      ‘Pedro.’

       ‘Where do you live?’

       ‘Here.’ He swings out his arms, towards the river lights, the tram stops, the castle. ‘ Em todos os lados.’ Everywhere.

      He speaks differently from me; his voice sings up and down. Something in my face makes him laugh. His laugh is like a blackbird opening its wide throat to the sky. I look and look at Pedro, at his violet eyes and burnt-brown face. He is where I want to be. ‘I’m Carlos,’ I say.

      ‘Why are you wearing a suit?’

      I look down at my pyjamas. ‘It’s not a suit.’ I fiddle with the cuffs, and suddenly I can hear Father’s ugly sobbing again, see Mãe in her yellowing bed.

      ‘Whatsa matter?’ He twiddles his hoop but his face is kind.

      I shake my head, too proud to say.

      Pedro looks at me for a moment and I clench my fists so the tears won’t reach my eyes, but I think he sees anyway, and maybe he sees the fresh bruises on my wrist where Father gripped me after I dropped the silver candlestick and made a scar on his floor.

      ‘Tears are no use,’ says Pedro, swinging his hoop. ‘Just go to the sun,’ he adds, as if this is easy, something he does all the time. ‘It’s better than trying not to cry. No one can hurt you when you go to the sun – no matter how wicked people are, it’s too bright and too far for them to follow you there.’

      ‘But it’s night-time.’ My fists are still tight and hard by my sides.

       ‘Não faz diferença.’ Doesn’t make any difference. He laughs again. ‘The sun’s always there.’

      ‘How do you get there?’ I think of aeroplanes, hot air balloons, tall trees.

      
      He smiles a big smile. ‘Like this,’ he says, and closes his eyes and goes still. I watch him for a moment and his face softens, as if he’s looking at something inside his head. If I squint, I can nearly see the sun as I look at his long eyelashes, the streak of dirt on his chin. The street lamp is sending gold all over him and I’m standing in the gold too. When Pedro speaks, his voice is different – slow and wonderful.

      ‘When I close my eyes,’ he says, smiling, ‘I am at the centre of the sun.’

      My mouth is open, my hands relaxed. Mãe and Father are far away and as small as toy soldiers. I look at Pedro’s sleeping smile, see the sun all around him. My legs twitch and I can’t stop watching him. Then his eyes fly open and they are bright with light, as if he really has just come back from the sun, and he raises the hoop with his dirty hands and puts it over me so fast that I don’t have time to hold out my arms to stop it. It falls right down to my feet and Pedro laughs as I pick it up and then he’s turning his belly in a circle, showing me how to spin the hoop like a waist bracelet but of course I already know how, we do this all the time at school, so I show him and his eyes shine in the night like a tiger’s and I think: He is my brother.

      

   
      


      Chapter Seven

      
      

      Zebra is old. Exactly how old is impossible to judge. His dark face hangs between the tree branches, perspiring in the sun, surrounded by a shock of white Afro hair and an equally white beard which dangles forty or fifty centimetres to finish in a twisted point. People always feel the jolt of contact when they look into Zebra’s eyes, which are black and mesmerising; the kind of eyes that see into and through a person, strip him down to the essentials.
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