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      A few words defined

      Alfombra de salsalt carpet

      Barrachoa drunkard

      Barrancocreek or small stream, typically dry

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

      Guanchea native of the Canary Islands

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          JAMEOS DEL AGUA

        

      

    

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘You can have the table.’

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

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

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

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

      ‘Here?’ he said, looking around.

      ‘I meant the island.’

      ‘Oh.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘A geologist?!’

      ‘Well, a hydrologist.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘What do you do?’

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

      ‘Ann Salter.’ She proffered her hand.

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

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

      ‘Are you holidaying with friends?’ he said.

      ‘I’m renting a villa.’

      ‘Not a time-share?’

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

      ‘Haría?’

      ‘Yes. And you?’

      ‘I’m in Haría too.’

      ‘On holiday?’

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

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

      ‘You’re not staying for the music?’

      ‘It isn’t my scene.’

      ‘You haven’t heard them yet.’

      ‘I don’t need to.’

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

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

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

      ‘I haven’t been out much.’

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

      ‘When?’

      ‘Tonight.’

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

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

      ‘It isn’t all that prickly.’

      ‘Better than prickly as a cactus.’

      ‘Avoid clichés like the plague.’

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

      ‘Sure.’

      

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Thank you very much.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          LA CORONA

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

      The sleepers all looked the same.

      The lizard made pretence of its own absence.

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

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

      Ann wanted to kick her.

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

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

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

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

      Ann was only four when they arrived.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Good onya,’ the woman said.

      ‘No worries.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘I hate it.’

      ‘Nothing wrong with corned beef,’ said Frank.

      ‘They call it silverside here,’ Marjorie said.

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

      There was a heavy silence.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Marjorie nodded passively.

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

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

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

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

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

      Frank patted her hand.

      

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

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

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

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

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

      Her mother sighed. ‘At a factory.’

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

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