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            A TUESDAY IN MARCH

          

        

      

    

    
      Mid-March, and the day had turned out a little hotter than she cared for but at least the horizon wasn’t hazy. As the sun made a languorous approach to its zenith in a clear sky, she stopped to admire the ocean, a deep turquoise, lapping at the harbour wall. A cool sea breeze shooed away the worst of the heat rising from rock and concrete. The wooden seats, evenly spaced along the short stretch of paving and painted a vivid shade of blue, were empty. No one sat on them, not at this time of day at this time year and even with her sore hip, Clarissa wasn’t tempted.

      A quick dart of pain and she altered her stance. Something was not right with that joint. Despite the physio she’d received here, she would need to book an appointment with her doctor as soon as she arrived home from this trip.

      Trip? Holiday? Vacation? The last few weeks had been nothing of the sort.

      The seats faced the small bay. Behind her, to the north, was a low, rocky headland. To the south, and poking up behind tiers of cuboid dwellings, the mountains. A spray of bougainvillea cascaded down the side of one of the houses built into the rocky cliff over near the restaurant. Palm trees were everywhere, some newly planted, others towering. It was the pretty coastal village of Las Playitas and Clarissa had arranged to meet Claire for lunch. One of those villages too out of the way for the bulk of the tourists, those seeking the safety of the eateries run by the Brits. Here, the fare was authentic, the produce locally sourced, and the prices matched the luxury of the location. Also, there was no beach, not at this end of the village, and the beach at the far end sported black sand. The Brits, of course, wanted white. As did the Germans. Still, just like everywhere else on the holiday island of Fuerteventura, the local authorities had gone to a great deal of trouble, building a promenade at the foreshore that extended all the way along the beach, where an array of outdoor facilities catered for a smattering of small resort hotels.

      Having caught the public bus from the larger town of Gran Tarajal, Clarissa had arrived early. She’d spent the spare half hour ambling along the promenade, reflecting on whether to raise with her niece Claire the recent developments concerning Trevor. Probably best to leave it. Claire had fixed in her mind that Trevor was no good and deserved all he got, but that was where Clarissa differed. Whenever she brought up the topic – usually after one of her prison visits – the same conversation took place.

      ‘He had the stash of cash on him when he was arrested at the airport.’

      ‘That means nothing.’

      ‘It means he was planning on leaving the island with money that didn’t belong to him. He should have handed it in.’

      ‘That doesn’t make him a murderer. He found that rucksack in the pink cave at Puertito del los Molinos. You were there. You know that part’s true.’

      ‘I just don’t understand why you have to make a pet project out of that flaky author.’

      ‘Because if I don’t, no one will.’

      And it was true. Clarissa had started up a campaign for an appeal and Trevor’s release after hearing the story from Claire and her husband Paco on one of her regular holidays. She couldn’t help feeling sorry for the man. The evidence he had been convicted on was circumstantial. He was in the wrong place at the wrong time, twice. He was a literary thief, yes, having used a transcript he found to inspire his own story, and he was a thief in the finders-keepers sense as well, which did warrant punishment, but he did not kill that priest or the young man washed up on a secluded beach. To her, it was an open and shut case. From the moment she heard about Trevor’s predicament, she decided it was that young man washed up on the beach who had taken the cash from the priest, cash destined for a dog’s home in Venezuela. For a long time, she thought either he had got caught by the vicious ocean or he, too, was murdered by someone for reasons unknown, and the mystery would never be solved until Trevor was absolved of all involvement.

      Claire was adamant her aunt shouldn’t be wasting her time on a person of ill-repute. They’d been over it and over it. There was no point trying to persuade the intractable. Besides, Clarissa thought, as she stopped in a parcel of shade to gaze out at the brilliance of the ocean, she wasn’t preoccupied with the appeal. She was much more interested to hear from Trevor, the only Brit in the Tahiche prison in Lanzarote – Fuerteventura didn’t have one – his opinion of an inmate who was released only last week. And then there was Trevor’s view of one of his visitors, a prison counsellor assigned to help him mend his evil ways. Clarissa looked forward to hearing that as well.

      She was convinced she had discovered a way of freeing Trevor. She had the evidence in her handbag. She had an appointment with her lawyer that very afternoon at three, and she would call in to see Inspector García at the police station after that. She just needed to sort out the facts of the last weekend in her mind. Come to terms with what had happened on the so-called Villa Winter guided tour.

      Would there be in an inquest? Or just a funeral.

      Part of her wished Claire had forgotten about their lunch date and she could enjoy a plate of grilled fish from the morning’s catch in solitude, but she caught sight of that unmistakable shower of copper hair falling on slender shoulders and she stepped out into the sun to greet her niece.
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            THE JOURNEY SOUTH

          

        

      

    

    
      Four days earlier, and a current of intrigue pulsed through her as the tour bus swung into the bus station’s service road, coming to a sudden stop in the drop-off area. She was standing on the concourse, about ten paces back. Nearby, a small group comprising the tour party were gathered. It was eight o’clock and the sun already had a bit of a sting to it. There was no shade. A trickle of people wandered past and headed through the entrance of the rather grand bus station building to her rear. All of the public buses that entered the service road went around to the parking bays at the back. The tour bus didn’t belong in the station, that much was clear. Clarissa shot a look behind her. Judging by the puzzled and annoyed looks the officials inside the building were giving the invading vehicle, she anticipated a fracas at any moment and wondered why the tour operator hadn’t arranged an alternative pick-up location.

      Leaving the engine running, the driver stepped out of the vehicle which, on reflection, could scarcely be called a regular bus. It was a minibus painted to look like a zebra and set high off the ground on large wheels, and appeared to seat about sixteen passengers. No wonder the leaflet had mentioned the need to book early. In the absence of a photo of the bus, when she’d first read the leaflet, Clarissa had imagined a standard sized, luxury coach, not a van. Taking in the dusty, beat-up vehicle, she began to wonder what she’d paid for, indeed what sort of adventure altogether lay in store.

      Misgivings crowded around her. She should have paid attention to the planetary alignment taking place that weekend. No good would come of that particular arrangement of Saturn, Pluto and Mars, not when a Scorpio Moon was involved. Back in her apartment she’d taken another look at the stars, this time at the positions of all the heavenly spheres. She’d noted Venus and Mercury were favourably placed near Neptune. Astrology was all about balance and the weight of possibilities. She’d ignored the heavyweights and gone with Venus. Get out of Puerto del Rosario, Claire had said. What’s the point of coming here on holiday and corralling yourself in that dusty port town when there’s the whole island to enjoy? Claire, as usual, had a point. It was an ironically Venusian point.

      Clarissa had arrived on the island three weeks before, escaping a dreary, wet winter after the slew of Christmas and New Year social obligations was over, obligations that encroached on much of January due to her friends’ birthdays and a number of funerals. She’d already taken advantage of the public bus service and had lunch in half a dozen villages, inland and coastal, and was rather tiring of playing tourist when her sole reason for the trip, other than her niece, was to visit that poor man Trevor in prison in Lanzarote and see what could be done about his release. So far, not much. With her trip coming to an end, frustration and impatience had put her in ill humour, ill humour reinforced by a dull cramp in her hip, the result of misplacing her foot in a dip in the sand when she was walking along the beach at El Cotillo the other day. She should have taken a couple of anti-inflammatories before setting off this morning but she’d forgotten. A quick rummage in her canvas bag and she found she’d also forgotten to bring any with her.

      She hung back as she waited to board the bus, assessing the other passengers, hopeful of decent company. Perhaps it was her jaundiced mood, but not one of them held any appeal, not the dreadlocked and evenly tanned young man in his sleeveless t-shirt or his equally tanned companion – they’d evidently left behind their surfboards – not the pigeon pair of plump, nondescript women of middle age and Anglo-Saxon appearance, not the pale and frail, sparrow of a woman with legs so spindly they appeared like sticks beneath her loose capris, and especially not the rather tall and undeniably handsome man with come-hither eyes who would have been a real a charmer, no doubt, in his day. He looked about a decade younger than herself and seemed to exude the kind of unjustified self-assurance of the overly pampered. He, she decided, was trouble. Always trouble, those who stand out in a crowd, and she was not disposed to accommodate his sort of company. She determined to sit well away from him, preferably at the opposite end of the so-called tour bus which, she thought, would likely have a series of single seats along one side and if that were the case, she would choose one of those.

      The wind picked up a little, parting the bottom edge of her blouse below the last button, a disconcerting tendency of loose blouses designed to hang over trousers, especially when the designer skimped on length. Manufacturers ought to include an additional button nearer the hem for women like her, women of a certain age, women who didn’t want the world to see any portion of their midriff. She’d have worn a spencer had she realised, but then again, it was too darn warm for that. The lack of a button was just another minor irritation adding to an already irritable humour.

      She was in half a mind to march off, forfeiting her ticket in favour of a quiet day in her apartment. As if in agreement, the sky to the east had turned milky. She knew what that meant. The island was in for another dust storm, or calima, as it was known locally. Not ideal, but you couldn’t arrange your activities around the dust. You’d never do anything. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too bad.

      In the three weeks of her stay, the dust had come and gone and come and gone and she had been untroubled by it. Only, this particular day would be somewhat ruined if that easterly air flow strengthened. Still, she reminded herself she would happily put up with a bit of dust in preference to the British cold and damp that seeped into her bones and made her joints ache. She was not getting any younger. And in a sudden revolt against her jaundice, she determined to make the most of the day, regardless of the dust, regardless of the van-cum-bus and the motley passengers, regardless of the stars, regardless. This was Fuerteventura, and she was going to do her absolute best to enjoy what remained of her time here even if it killed her.

      She’d come to favour Fuerteventura as her holiday destination ever since Claire tempted her here with talk of her haunted house. After three visits to Claire’s mansion in Tiscamanita, she’d taken to booking a city apartment eager for a different sort of experience to the almost cloistered existence Claire seemed bent on leading with her photographer husband Paco. They’d become stay-at-homes and Clarissa suspected it was the influence of that ruin she’d restored with most of its rooms looking inwards on the patio. An ancient house with some ancient ghosts rattling around inside. She’d stopped telling Claire the place still had some unearthly visitors after Paco told her in a private moment to drop the subject. They’d done all they could to expunge the supernatural elements and whatever vestiges remained were best left unacknowledged. Clarissa took no offence. Instead, she switched focus and booked an apartment in Puerto del Rosario, the better to pursue her own interests away from judgemental eyes. The close proximity of the various offices of government and law were also beneficial when it came to Trevor and her campaign for his freedom. Besides, since they’d started hosting a writing group and a book group and running short courses in photography, there were evenings when Claire and Paco’s historic house lost its monastic air and transformed into a drop-in centre for friends and neighbours. In the evenings, Clarissa favoured her privacy.

      The apartment was situated above a bakery opposite a much-used plaza and there was every amenity close to hand. The owners had decked the rooms out with antique looking furniture which appealed to her. The place was spotless too, something she had come to expect from the Spanish. She also enjoyed the cosmopolitan atmosphere of the tiny city, the presence of Moroccans and Venezuelans, and the absence of tourists except when a cruise ship docked at the port. Yes, the city had been a wise choice. After all, she would never have come across the leaflet advertising a fascinating tour of Villa Winter otherwise.

      It had been an odd moment of happenstance that she was departing her table in a busy café the other week as a woman came in hoping to sit down. It was as Clarissa was standing up and the woman was sitting down that the leaflet tumbled from the woman’s hand and fell to the floor and Clarissa picked it up. The woman thanked her and insisted she keep it. A spare, and the tour was really very good, she’d said. Lunch at a restaurant in the small village of Cofete was included in the price, making the outing rather a bargain.

      She was jolted out of her reflections when one of the officials in the bus station called out. Eager to avoid a confrontation with the two uniformed men staring him down from inside the bus station and another who looked to be heading his way, the driver – a tall, suave man decked in an oversized safari-suit – flung open the van’s side door and began hurrying the passengers aboard.

      Clarissa edged closer and noted his small, penetrating eyes, the flaring nostrils of his meaty nose, a nose dominating his face, and his thick-lipped mouth that was stretched into a most disagreeably insincere smile. There was something askew in his visage, the result of a distorted bone structure – congenital or accidental Clarissa couldn’t decide – with his left cheek a fraction smaller than his right and a touch sunken, rendering a subtle lop-sidedness to his lips. In all, he had an unpleasant face, no doubt an indication of an unpleasant character, the type of shifty individual that would be cast in the role of antagonist in every film ever made. It didn’t help that he spoke with a French accent. Perhaps he hailed from Senegal or from one of the other West African nations that were former French colonies. It seemed impolite to pry. He sure was capitalising on the mystique with Zebra Tours plastered across his zebra-striped bus.

      Perhaps she was being unfair, viewing him through the lens of her shrewish mood which refused to abate. She had to wrestle with herself again. Her cynical attitude really was unbecoming. If anyone were to read her mind, they would accuse her of being a racist. But skin colour had nothing to do with the matter. The man just looked plain mean.

      As she took a step forward a sharp pain darted through her hip, and she put her negative attitude down to that, since the twinges always seemed to make her critical of others and she reminded herself to be more accommodating.

      The bronzed duo dived into the van first and went straight to the back. The matronly pair heaved themselves inside and took the front seats behind the driver. The bird-woman was next, requiring the driver’s assistance to make it up the two steps. She sat in the first single seat to the left of the door. That left Mr Suave and herself. Sensing he was about to turn and do the gentlemanly thing, she lowered her gaze and fumbled with her bag. When she looked up, she had a full view of his backside as he got inside the van. She was disappointed to see him sit down behind the sparrow. There were three double seats remaining. Shooing away the driver’s hand, she climbed into the van and went straight to the middle of the three empty double seats, a safe distance from the surfers and the matrons, but, annoyingly, alongside Mr Suave. She took the window seat, hoping he was not about to use the opportunity of their proximity to strike up a conversation.

      The two women talked quietly. Behind her, the lads were laughing and chatting in what she now heard was German. Miss Sparrow – a miss, surely – stared out the window, her face turned away from Clarissa’s view.

      In her side vision she caught Mr Suave fiddling with his fanny pack. Not an American phrase she was inclined to favour under normal circumstances – she found it crude in British translation – but there was an occasion for everything and this, she decided, was it. Fanny pack. One with multiple zippers. At his feet lay a red backpack, bulging full. Seemed to be bringing with him enough paraphernalia for an entire weekend. They’d be back in Puerto del Rosario by five. Not so suave, after all. The suave don’t wear fanny packs and carry around red backpacks. The suave would have only a slim leather wallet in the breast pocket. She was stereotyping, she knew, and you could never properly judge a book by its cover; she’d made enough errors over the years to know that. But overall, she had a high success rate when it came to first impressions. What she was sure of was no one on this tour appeared the least bit interesting, to her at any rate, and now she couldn’t decide if she was disappointed or relieved. The absence of a congenial companion meant she could give the trip her full attention, particularly when it came to sensing the atmosphere of the mysterious Villa Winter, but it might have been fun to share her insights with a favourable soul. Perhaps someone of that sort would join the tour down the coast. When she’d booked, she was told she had purchased the penultimate ticket. She shifted in her seat, making sure the base of her spine was hard up against the seat back for the sake of her sore hip, forcing herself yet again to adopt an attitude of optimistic anticipation. There was no point going on a guided tour if you were determined not to enjoy it. Misgivings be damned!

      The driver closed the side door and hurried to his seat behind the wheel as the irate official drew near. A rev of the engine and they were away.

      They had not journeyed as far as the main-road roundabout when a violent screech ripped through the tour bus, succeeded by a loud apology from the driver who appeared to be adjusting his headset.

      ‘Bonjour. My name is Francois,’ he said in heavily accented English. ‘Welcome to Winter Tours.’

      The party waited for him to say more but he fell silent, concentrating on the road.

      What he lacked in the vocal department, he made up for with his feet, choosing to be heavy on the brake and causing the tour party to lurch forwards at every intersection. Mr Not-so-suave gripped the backrest of the seat in front, his fingers catching some of Miss Sparrow’s hair. At the next intersection, as her head lurched forwards, she gave a little start and reached a hand behind her. Clarissa suppressed a laugh. Mr Not-at-all-suave caught Clarissa’s eye and gave her an apologetic smile. She thought the gesture misplaced. It was the bird-woman he should have apologised to.

      ‘It’s my back,’ he said.

      ‘Bad, is it?’

      ‘Had I known…’

      ‘Had any of us known, I daresay.’

      A cultured accent, Home Counties, Sussex probably.

      She drew her near-empty canvas bag to her side and turned to look out her window.

      She had chosen the coastal side of the bus, the sunny side but for the thickening haze. Her single-seated companions enjoyed the views of the mountains. With their chalky rocky scree, their interesting shapes, their grandiosity, the way they emerged discretely out of the plain, those mountains made Fuerteventura a natural sculpture park. Paco told her they were the remnants of three ancient shield volcanoes, the ferocious wind having eroded the softer rock over many millennia, leaving a series of ridges. The ranges on the western coast formed a massif, all sensual undulations, moulded, like the curves of a pregnant woman. There were very few trees about to detract from the nudity.

      As appealing as the mountains were, she had no strong need to gaze at what she had been introduced to already. Better the others enjoyed the privilege. Claire and Paco had made a point of taking her down every road on the island, save for the road to Cofete. Odd, they’d never taken her down there.

      The leaflet advertising the tour afforded an opportunity to test an idea. Ever since she heard about the strange theories surrounding the old farmhouse, of German U-boats and secret bunkers, she’d felt drawn to the place. Ghosts spoke a language of their own and if a member of the spirit world inhabited the abandoned abode, she was sure to pick up on it. She was never wrong in these matters. Only three of the thirty or more premises she’d investigated on so-called ghost tours had contained a legitimate ghost. She prided herself on her mediumistic prowess. She was apt to pick up on preternatural inhabitants of places said not to be haunted. Sometimes she thought she could singlehandedly re-write history based on the information she had gleaned, but that was being arrogant. She followed her dreams and her visions and her intuition, that was all. A natural psychic and a cynic to boot. At her age, it was a healthy mix. Would she encounter the spirits of the dead in Villa Winter? There seemed little doubt.

      Once past the airport and the tourist enclave of Caleta de Fuste, the road curved inland, rounding a mountainous ridge before cutting across the lava scree of the more recent eruptions near Pozo Negro. The landscape here was always mesmerising, the hazy sunlight picking out the clefts and ridges of the mountains all around. Many a time Clarissa complained to Claire there were not enough places to pull over and admire the scenery. The island benefited from being traversed on foot. Not that she was fit or agile enough for that.

      The others on the bus seemed equally taken by what they saw. Even the boys in the back had gone quiet.

      The bus bypassed Gran Tarajal and Costa Calma and was making straight for Morro Jable, the last town before they entered the wild land of the island’s southern tip. Having come this far, she thought perhaps there were to be no further passengers.

      She was wrong. When the bus pulled up at the public bus stop in the centre of Morro Jable – once an isolated fishing village, now what amounted in its entirety to a tourist resort – one plump, squat and eager-looking couple who stood out from the locals in their figure hugging I Love Fuerteventura T-shirts stopped craning their necks and scurried to the kerb. A deeply tanned, bulldozer of a man sporting a Caesar-cut hair style and a stubble beard stood a few paces behind them, looking like he’d materialised from an advert selling sports cars or jewellery in a glossy magazine, too cool to lift his eyes from his phone.

      Francois went and opened the side door, and the man pushed past the couple and entered the bus in a single stride, choosing the double seat behind Clarissa. His perfume followed him – designer patchouli and no doubt expensive – and she noted the embroidered rainbow on his muscle shirt. She sensed him behind her, exuding cool indifference. The couple were still fussing with what appeared to be their tickets.

      ‘I told you the bus would be late, Margaret,’ the tourist, a balding, red-headed man, said in a thick Birmingham accent as he entered the bus. ‘There was no need to fret.’

      The woman, Margaret – a female version of her husband, although her hair was thick and curly and more sandy than red – did not look in the least fretful. He did. But his manner changed in an instant when he mounted the two steps and beheld Mr Non-suave who, Clarissa saw, was cowering in his seat.

      ‘Richard Parry! Well, I never!’ The man piled into the seat in front Clarissa and swivelled round to face the man she now knew as Richard. As Margaret squeezed by her husband to take up the window seat beside him, the man twisted round even further, the better to observe his friend. Friend? Clarissa thought not. Not by the way Richard transparently wanted the floor to swallow him up. A rather extreme reaction and one she thought he’d do well to hide. Whatever must the poor red-headed chap think.

      He appeared oblivious. A wide grin lit his round, freckled face.

      ‘Fancy meeting you on a tour bus. I can’t believe it. I really can’t. What on earth are you doing in Fuerteventura anyway? I never expected you to travel beyond Lanzarote. I always thought of you tucked away in that house of yours – up there in Haría, isn’t it? – churning out your next book. How is the writing? Good? I have to say I haven’t bought your latest yet. I must apologise for that. But to my credit, if you can permit me such an indulgence, I’ve gone back to reading Killer’s Heels. Third time I’ve read that book and I think it might be my favourite. Mind you, Haversack Harvest is a corker, too. What stopped you writing books set in Bunton? I expect you’ve been influenced by the islands. They do have a powerful effect on people. Margaret, look who we’ve got for company.’

      ‘I’ve seen. Hello, Mr Parry.’

      ‘Don’t call him that. He’s Richard to us. We’re practically old friends.’

      ‘Fred, Margaret, it’s good to see you both,’ Richard managed with a strained grin.

      Francois threw the gears into reverse and everyone other than the newcomers braced for the inevitable lurch forwards. It came as Margaret was buckling herself into her seat and she raised a hand to the double seat in front and let out a soft cry. Her husband, Fred, found himself thrown, shoulder first, into its backrest, causing one of the matrons to half-turn her head. The motion ended the conversation, and Fred reached for his seat belt and attended to his wife.

      Richard breathed a sigh as he turned his attention to the view. An author? Perhaps this Richard fellow might prove a touch more interesting than she’d surmised. She immediately thought of Trevor, her Jean Genet. How the genius must suffer for their art.

      Francois, who’d remained silent during the entire drive down the coast, took the opportunity of the sweeping bends as he drove up into the deep valley above Morro Jable to launch into a short speech, peering into the rear vision mirror, the better to see the lads at the back. The tour party looked attentive.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Winter Tours.’ He pronounced Winter with a V. ‘We are now driving into the wild south of Fuerteventura, known as Jandía.’ He pronounced the J as an aitch in the usual Spanish way, but with particular emphasis, which came across as a touch Germanic. Clarissa noted he hadn’t pronounced the J in Morro Jable with quite the same vim. ‘First, we head down to the end of the island, then back and over the mountain to Cofete, where we have lunch. After, we visit Villa Winter. Any questions?’ He paused, but no one spoke. ‘The road is rough,’ he said, scanning the group in the mirror as a supercilious grin spread across his face. The bus was making straight for a hairpin bend.

      ‘Steady on,’ Fred yelled, voicing the concern no doubt felt by the rest of the tour bus.

      Francois braked and laughed.

      ‘Don’t worry. I drive this road many times and I go slow and safe.’

      He was doing nothing of the sort. Fred opened his mouth, but before he could form a word, Francois threw the bus into the bend, causing Fred to lean into Margaret and Richard to almost slide out of his seat. Clarissa caught his gaze and gave him a sympathetic smile before turning her face to the window. A plastic drink bottle rolled across the floor, hitting Clarissa’s foot as they rounded the curve. She wanted to pick it up but the centrifugal force was too great. She had no idea who it belonged to.

      A few more bends, none as sharp as the hairpin, and she was pleased when they were in open country, the road a wriggling snake following the rough terrain of the mountain range.

      Another kilometre and the road turned to dirt. The mountains towered up to one side and the land – mostly coated in scree – fell away at a reasonable gradient at the other, but the road snaked around every curve in a seemingly endless series of blind hairpins. There’d been no rain on the island for almost a year, evident in the potholes and corrugations. Clarissa thought Francois might have slowed, but no, he maintained a steady speed, even over the corrugations. It was enough to make your teeth rattle. The plastic bottle rolled every which way, no one attempting to retrieve it. Perhaps it belonged to a passenger of a previous tour. And on each bend, the nerves in Clarissa’s hip made themselves known in short sharp daggers of pain.

      Presumably Francois was keeping to a schedule, but he might have given some thought to his passengers. And the oncoming vehicles. Not that there were many. Whorls of road dust trailing behind an approaching car blended into the already dust-laden air.

      Despite the ordeal that was Francois’ driving and the intermittent pain in her hip, she managed to enjoy the coastline slipping in and out of view in the mid-distance, even though the water had lost its usual sapphire sheen and a haze obscured the horizon. In open country, she could see that the dust was growing thicker by the minute. She hoped no one on the bus was asthmatic.

      The road seemed to go on forever, the tour party hurled first to one side of the bus and then the other as Francois navigated the bends. Clarissa held onto her seatbelt and braced in anticipation. Every now and then, she glanced across at Richard whose face wore a look of apprehension. Fred and Margaret didn’t turn their heads and Miss Sparrow sat with her head bowed. She appeared to be reading a book. The two matrons in the front seat behind the driver chatted amiably, their gazes turned to each other as though this was a bus trip they made every day. Behind her, she caught the occasional German phrase followed by a guffaw.

      As the bus hurtled on, Clarissa succumbed to a disturbing and powerful flash which exited her mind as quickly as it came, and she was left feeling disconcerted. Something was not quite right about this tour but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Whatever it was had nothing to do with her ill temper. It was the sort of flash that, had it occurred before the journey began, might have tipped the scales and seen her forego the tour and head back to her apartment.

      To distract herself from her unease, she tried to find a way to describe the landscape to her friends back home. The island was shaped like a lower leg and Morro Jable sat at the heel of the foot, the land of Jandía beginning at the ankle and extending to the toe. Next, she imagined a row of dolls wearing ball gowns or brides in meringues. The mountain tops formed the torsos, and from the waist, the lower half were the full bridal skirts with all of those ripples and curves of fabric cascading all around. The road was located about halfway up the skirt and, far below, the ocean, gunmetal blue beneath the calima sky, met the mountain at a hem of low cliff.

      In places there were dwellings, some abandoned, others perhaps inhabited, and off into the deep mountain gorges where the land pleated could be seen signs of a compound of small huts and barns. Clarissa could not fathom why anyone would bother with the land out here. Was it desperation that drove the poor farmers to cultivate every cranny? Or were these locales favoured by the reclusive, those of dubious repute, those with something to hide?

      She couldn’t decide.

      She did decide there was only one advantage to Francois’ driving: Richard was too apprehensive to speak. Two advantages, if travel time was a consideration.

      Eventually, they reached the end of the ranges and traversed a stretch of flatter land. Before long, the island’s toe came into view. Although it wasn’t shaped like a toe as the land fanned out to the north and south, leaving a short stretch of rugged coastline to the west.

      They passed a tiny village and headed up a narrow isthmus, Francois pulling up in a car park beside a lighthouse. Faro de Punta Jandía and the structure was impressive, although not that tall. It was more the formal way the stout brown-stone lighthouse had been incorporated into the flat-roofed keeper’s dwelling, the whole making a strong statement on the narrow outcrop of land, just as the surroundings made an equally strong statement, with the jagged coastline, the low cliffs and the ocean pounding the rocks not far below. And then, looking back there were the Jandía ranges they had driven past.

      ‘Ten minutes,’ Francois announced as he alighted to open the side door.

      The party decanted, the two lads wandering off following the cliffs westward, away from the lighthouse. What were they up to? Mr Cool headed back through the car park. Again, a peculiar direction to head. The matrons hung back, and the frail woman didn’t venture far beyond the leeward side of the lighthouse. She seemed in a poor state and Clarissa wondered if the dust was affecting her.

      Clarissa felt bolder. Despite the insistent wind, she went over to the edge of the railings and then out onto the gravel concourse, the better to see the rocky ledge below. She had to hold on to the seam of her blouse to stop the easterly from exposing her midriff but she soon forgot she was doing it as her awareness was taken by the setting.

      Before long, she sensed someone beside her. It was Richard. He seemed to want to pair up with her. She knew it was only to avoid Fred and Margaret who had disappeared from view but would likely reappear any minute. She introduced herself to the curiously uptight author and they exchanged pleasantries. Then she returned her gaze to the view, this time conscious of her hand gripping the edge of her blouse. She was prepared to endure the man’s company, but she allowed her gaze to drift further away from where he stood, hoping to indicate politely that she was on the tour to observe, not socialise.

      He seemed content with the silence and used the opportunity to take some photos.

      After standing mesmerised by the ocean pushing against itself as the waters to the island’s east met the waters to the west, she turned back to admire the lighthouse and, beyond, the two coastlines of the isthmus. He turned too. She met his eyes and smiled.

      ‘Feels like the end of the earth,’ he said.

      ‘A good setting for a novel, do you think?’

      ‘Probably.’

      He didn’t sound convinced. It was a lacklustre reply to a genuine question, one she thought might have resulted in an interesting exchange. Instead, she stared down a potential rabbit hole. No follow up advised. She decided she’d had enough of getting blasted by the dry and dusty easterly wind that seemed determined to give the island a thorough whipping, and she headed back, pleased when the last of the tour party had bundled into the van and Francois closed the side door.

      He then hurried around the front of the bus and jumped in the driver’s seat. When he turned the ignition key, instead of the usual firing up of the engine, the tour party were treated to a protracted whine. Glances met with worried glances. Francois made five attempts before popping the bonnet. There was an anxious wait. When he got back in and tried again, the engine started and they were away. Clarissa glanced at Richard but said nothing.

      Francois took them north to the second tip of the island’s toe, traversing about five kilometres of corrugations that sent juddering vibrations through the passengers and caused the plastic bottle to bounce about on the aisle floor. Clarissa wondered where he was taking them until they arrived at another lighthouse and she overheard Fred telling Margaret it was known as Faro de Punta Pesebre. From what she could see, the lighthouse amounted to a door set in a solid concrete frame, mounted on a stone platform. A curious structure, and well worth the bone-jarring trip. This time, Clarissa was first off the bus.

      Before anyone could join her, she headed past the curious lighthouse and carried on as far as she dared, the little promontory narrowing the further she went. Then, she turned to view the land behind her, gripping her blouse for the sake of modesty. Despite the dust haze the setting was phenomenal, with the high cliffs of Jandía rising in the middle distance, the low cliffs nearby, the rocks gnarly, volcanic, uncompromising. The ocean, treacherous here, churned, smashing into the basalt shelf, sending spume high into the air. She turned her back on the land and faced that expanse of water, feeling the strong easterly wind as it threatened to push her over the edge and onto the rocks below. Here was a place to lose a life to the elements. It was like being on the prow of a ship in a violent storm. Despite the wind, she would have liked to have lingered, although here was no place for a picnic. She glanced behind her at the bus and saw Francois waving and the others walking back. She joined them, noticing the women already sitting in the bus. She doubted they’d got off.

      As she resumed her seat, she caught the gaze of the stubble-bearded man seated behind her, and he quickly looked away without so much as a smile. Rude, then. Probably viewed her as a boring old woman, nondescript and utterly dull with her short grey hair and her wrinkles. She considered herself anything but.

      The engine started first time, and they headed back the way they had come, first the five kilometres of corrugations and then the road back to the mountains, taking the turn-off to Cofete after about a dozen hairpins. Francois drove the whole way to the western cliff as though he had a ten-ton lorry on his tail, throwing the minibus into the first few bends of the initial rise and fishtailing out. Even Clarissa felt rising alarm. Richard’s knuckles on the hand that gripped his seat had turned white. One of the lads in the back said, ‘Hey, ho,’ and laughed without humour. It was Fred who did everyone a favour when he insisted Francois slow down.

      ‘Margaret will have a heart attack if you keep this up,’ he shouted.

      There was some laughter from the back, humorous, this time.

      ‘Vale, vale. I go slow for you.’ Francois lifted his hands off the steering wheel and laughed. The van veered to the left, the direction of the precipitous fall. What was his game?

      The larger of the matrons cried out, ‘For pity’s sake, Francois, pack it in!’

      There was an air of familiarity in her choice of phrase. Did they know each other?

      Francois braked and braked again, causing everyone to lurch forwards. If he wanted to instil terror in his passengers, he was doing a good job, especially in those with window seats overlooking the plummet. For a reason known only to himself, he took things steady from then on. Even so, Richard gripped his seat. Yet Clarissa thought she had more right to feel terrified since she was on the side of the bus facing the sharp fall and had she been Catholic, she’d have crossed herself and sought the lord’s intervention.

      As they crested the mountain range, a lookout appeared on the left, and beyond it there was a walk to an even higher peak to the south. There were cars in the small parking area and people standing around, gazing, one or two close to the edge, defying their own ability to remain on their feet with the blustery easterly wind pressing against their backs. It appeared too dangerous even for Clarissa and besides, what was the point of taking in the panorama when this wretched calima grew stronger by the minute, reducing visibility and making even things close up appear hazy.

      Francois cornered the next bend and announced, ‘We are now late for the restaurant and cannot stop at the lookout. Sorry. Maybe on the way back.’

      He was clearly a man who did not take kindly to being told what to do.

      The descent was more confronting than the ascent and anyone without a head for heights would have been absolutely petrified, especially with Francois behind the wheel, there being nothing to avert catastrophe should the minivan veer off the edge of the road, a road that was little more than a wide goat track, a scratch in the mountainside. Despite being flung from side to side as the bus cornered tight bend after tight bend in endless succession, Clarissa managed to ignore her fear and her discomfort and admire the vastness of the landscape, what she could see of it, taking in the coastline below the cliff, and the cliff itself that rose up beside them to between five and seven hundred metres or thereabouts, and stretched on ahead and disappeared into the haze to the north, a cliff of vertiginous falls, the declivity lessening towards the base and levelling somewhat near the long beach of creamy sand. Nowhere could appear more secluded, more remote, more bereft of life in any form. There was just the rock, the sand and the ocean.

      Yet this was where some intrepid locals had established the tiny farming village of Cofete, a place with no running water, no electricity and no mainline telephone. On an island where everywhere beyond the main towns was isolated, remote, and in varying degrees inaccessible, locating a farm or even a village at the bottom of a cliff on the windward side of the island seemed relatively understandable. They were locals, after all. But this was also where in the 1930s, General Gustav Winter of the German military chose to build a farmhouse. Why, in heaven’s name, did he decide to build a house here? It was a question that bounced around inside Clarissa’s mind as the minibus traversed the sloping plain to the village.
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