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For Eley











The sky is turquoise, the sea is azure, the mountains are emerald, the air is heaven. Sunny, hot days; everyone in summer clothes. Guitars and singing all through the night . . . Briefly, a delicious life.


Frédéric Chopin


Who amongst us has not, at some time, selfishly dreamed of forsaking his affairs, his habits, his acquaintances, and even his friends, to settle in some enchanted island and live without worries?


George Sand


Knowing them, I am sure that within a month of being together, they will not be able to stand the sight of one another.


Marie d’Agoult












NOVEMBER









Two Men Kissing


Of course, it wasn’t the first time I’d seen two men kissing. It was 1838 and I had been at the Charterhouse in Valldemossa for over three centuries by then. I had seen hundreds of monks arrive, kiss each other, and die, but still, the sight of these two stopped me in my tracks.


The men – slight bodies, bony, both very short, standing amongst rotting pomegranates and flies in the overgrown garden of one of the abandoned cells – were gripping each other’s faces, hands like masks. There was a smell of fermentation rising from the ground, and it gave the scene – the lovers, the kiss – a fizzy, too-hot quality. Sweat had worked its way through the shirt and jacket of the smaller one, spreading darkly between his shoulder-blades. (It was November but still warm; the weather had yet to turn.)


The taller man trailed his fingers along the other’s neck, and let them drape over his shoulder. The hand was very pale, as though it rarely saw the sun, and surprisingly broad below a narrow, snappable wrist. Fine bones pressed against the skin, splayed like a wing; thick muscle curved around the base of the thumb. The fingers looked heavy, the way they hung, faintly blue, from rounded knuckles.


A bird startled in the tree above them and flew off, dislodging a little flurry of feathers and leaves, and both men looked up as though expecting bad news.


Three hundred years earlier, I’d seen Brother Tomás with Brother Mateo in that very same garden, beard crushing against beard and the clatter of rosary beads hitting the paving stones. A decade or so after that, there was the boy from the village who sold bad oranges with the boy in the kitchens who made bad preserves. Around the turn of the sixteenth century there was a complex triangulation amongst Brothers Augustin, Miguel, and Simón. And so on, over the years: countless combinations, differing ages, differing levels of urgency and tenderness, but always more or less the same, the kissing and gripping and so often the very same skittishness, the entirely justified fear of being found out, the creeping sensation that they were being watched.


The point is: I was used to seeing habits fall from shoulders, formations of body hair on chests, backs, buttocks, et cetera. I enjoyed it. It was comforting. These, after all, were not the sort of men I worried about. It was the others, the ones who had fewer secrets, that kept me on my toes.


What surprised me was the presence of these lovers in the garden at all. There had been no monks at the Charterhouse since the government seized it from the Church three years before and sent them all away. The eviction happened quickly: the news, the tears, the goodbye kisses. There was a scramble for possessions they were not strictly supposed to have, and certainly not supposed to care about. Candlesticks stuffed into sacks. Gold crucifixes protruding from the folds of skirts. And then they clinked and clattered off down the hill, and I was left alone. Even the priest, Father Guillem, found the dead atmosphere oppressive. He moved to a house on the opposite side of the square.


I had thought – so funny with hindsight – that perhaps I wasn’t needed there any more. I began to think of moving on, started to fantasize about taking some rooms in the centre of Palma, nothing too elaborate, just a vantage point from which I could watch the city happen. I hadn’t spent much time away from Valldemossa, the small hillside village where I was born, and the idea of trying my luck in the city was alluring. New smells, new people to worry about and dodge and look out for. But then a sacristan was hired to take care of the Charterhouse in the absence of the monks, and as he swaggered around the place swinging his keys, as he napped in the monks’ deserted cots, snoring and smacking his lips in his sleep, as he sold off all the silverware, and then all the gold, as his hands grabbed more and more things that were not his to grab, it became apparent I would have to stay on a little longer to keep an eye on him. In the quiet of the early mornings, I waited for the sound of his heavy footsteps on the tiles. Over time it came less frequently, as the novelty of the job wore off for the Sacristan. Still, I stayed. I was quiet and watchful, became invested in the comings and goings of lizards. I took up bird-watching. Sometimes I threw things. I waited, just in case.


That morning, I had gone into the garden to try my hand at swatting fruit from the branches of one of the taller trees, and after that to sneak up on the starlings and howl, which would send them into the air together like a single giant bird. I had it all planned out and was not prepared, not prepared at all, to come across unfamiliar, uninvited lovers.


Eventually, they stepped back from one another. The smaller one readjusted his jacket and turned his head to the side. My first view of his face: plump lips, dark eyes, long lashes, and glossy black curls pinned back. Cheeks pink in the heat. Sweat on the temples.


Which was when I realized that it was not a man after all. It was a woman dressed as a man.


Which was the second great surprise of my morning.









I Fall in Love


My name is Blanca. I died in 1473, when I was fourteen years old, and had been at the Charterhouse ever since. Over the centuries, I suppose, I came to think of it as solely my domain. I knew more about it than anyone else, that was for sure. I knew the generations of monks, and after they left, the great silence of the place. I knew about all sorts: buried treasure, dead-end tunnels, which doors swelled shut in summer with the heat and which in winter with the damp. I knew where the roof leaked, where the rats nested. And still, for all my expertise, there was no sign whatsoever of where these two people had sprung from: the same old corridors, same echoes, same spiders crawling from beam to beam across the ceiling. I was wrong-footed.


The man-who-was-in-fact-a-woman reached out to brush away a leaf that had caught in the hair of the man-who-was-a-man.


He was pallid, red-eyed, looked exhausted. She was shorter than him but seemed, now I had a sense of her, the larger of the two. They clambered over the low wall at the end of the garden and sat on it with their backs to me, looking out at the tiered fields of almond trees descending the mountain. She dug in her pocket, fumbled with something I couldn’t see. When she shifted her head a little I realized she was smoking, which was a tiny thing, the smallest thing, but you have to understand that in all my centuries on earth I had never seen anything like it: this woman – I had taken in the shape of her, collarbones, breasts, hips that swelled below her waist – who dressed like a man, kissed like a man, smoked like a man. She swung a leg back over the wall, straddling it as though it were a horse.


That was it. The bracket of her bent leg against the stones. The way her mouth angled around the cigar in a grimace that was almost a smile. The sight of a woman in a well-tailored jacket and trousers. Unexpected, unimagined. A prickling sensation. A stomach-dropping, blood-fizzing, breath-stopping, knotted lurch-and-swoop that I recognized, by then, as the first faltering step towards falling in love.


And then, behind me, everything started happening. Faint rumbling noises growing louder: grunting, heavy objects being dragged across cobbles, the wheezing and occasional shrieks of a donkey. A child laughed. A man shouted. I darted back to see the Charterhouse doors jerk open, a slab of sunlight fall across the tiles, and chaos tumble over the threshold.


A young woman, very red-faced and sweaty from the climb, attempted to control a girl of around ten years old, who was spinning on the worn-down steps so that her skirts blew out. A young man, or perhaps he was still a boy, was attempting to direct the porter leading a donkey laden with cases.


‘It’s Cell Three,’ the boy was saying. ‘We’re to stay in Cell Three.’


On the threshold of Cell Three, the strangers stood and surveyed it, panting: its expanse of dust, dust sheets, dust twisting like snow through the columns of light slanting in from the windows. It was a small apartment of three conjoined rooms with high ceilings and thick walls, a smell of damp and firewood. The floor stayed cool in hot weather, its cracked tiles plugged with the dead skin of all the monks who had paced them. There was a small fissure in the plaster above the main doorway where, in 1712, Brother Federico had drunkenly hurled a plate. Each of the three rooms had a doorway that opened out onto the overgrown, half-rotten garden where the lovers were. Tendrils reached inside through the windows and doors as though the plants, like these strangers, were trying to move in.


Cell Three had, in recent years, been the busiest part of the Charterhouse, a place that was, admittedly, not known to be busy at all. The Sacristan, having moved into town and sold what few treasures the monks had left behind, turned his mind to landlording; first, he rented out Cell Three to a political refugee from Spain, who arrived looking harried with a highly melancholic wife and their fourteen-year-old daughter in tow. They were pathetically grateful to the Sacristan, who smirked and lifted his hands in protest and said it was his pleasure. He wasted no time in pursuing that pleasure, leaving little presents for the teenage girl to find under the cloisters’ arches, then murmuring sweet things in her ear, then brushing his fingers against her cheek, his lips against hers, and so on. I hated watching it. I screeched after him as he did his rounds; I screwed up pages from Bibles to hurl at his head. He never seemed to care: simply picked up the balls of paper and looked around, bemused, before dropping them and kicking them into corners.


I knew the daughter was pregnant before she did. I snuck inside her body and felt the doubleness, the second heart beating at the bottom of her belly. It was fresh and alarming, the cramping and clenching, the nausea. She started throwing up. I found a bucket in the attic and dragged it to the corner of her room. When she was done, I’d haul it off and dump it out. It took enormous effort for me to make such impact on the world, to move an object from place to place – I am weak, my ability to exert pressure is erratic – but the girl never seemed to wonder what happened to the bucket, how it was that it came back clean every morning; she simply gripped the sides in her shaky, thin fingers and replenished it.


She was almost spherical, mountainous, by the time her parents realized what had happened. They, with their daughter, confronted the Sacristan. (He had barely looked at the girl since she started to show and had not bothered to explain to her that what was happening to her was his fault entirely.) He feigned confusion at first, and then, under pressure from the parents and from me, too – I pummelled his head; he called it a migraine – he shrugged and said, well, yes, it was him, but what of it?


He pointed at the portraits of the Madonna that lined the walls of the Charterhouse corridors: canvas after canvas of broad white foreheads, beatific smiles, occasional exposed breasts proffered to babies with the faces of old men. Those virgins, he said, were the only ones he was duty bound to protect.


I howled and howled, and the daughter looked up, eyes wide, suddenly afraid. She seemed at last to sense the danger she was in, to understand that the thing she was growing beneath her skin might one day burst out of her so violently and bloodily that she or it or something might die.


The next day the family packed up and left, and I never got to find out what happened.


Over time, the Sacristan became less interested in sex and more interested in food. He moved an old lady called María Antonia into Cell Two. She paid no rent in return for cooking him meals. He told her not to give him bread, and I noticed that whenever he had any, he was overcome with pains and gas. I took to sneaking crumbs into his soup. The bucket the Spanish girl had used was still in Cell Three, and whenever I saw it I liked to imagine her and her baby, wherever they were, together and alive and unmolested.


Now, the newly arrived little girl skidded to the corner, sending up a plume of dust behind her, and peered inside the bucket as though looking for her fortune at the bottom. She tipped it upside down, dislodging a beetle.


‘What took you all so long?’ The lovers, drawn by the commotion, were standing at the window, the woman leaning into the room with her forearms draped on the sill. Her voice: clear, low.


There was a long silence and then the young man said, somewhat pointedly, ‘We were carrying things, Mama.’


‘Amélie,’ the woman said. ‘Go and make up Chopin’s bed at once. He is exhausted from the climb.’ The older girl patted sweat from her face and stared blankly as though she were going to refuse. ‘Now,’ said the woman, and Amélie hauled herself to her feet.


I ordered the family in my mind: Mama, Chopin, son, daughter, and reluctant domestic, Amélie. The children and servant looked astonished to find themselves there – kept looking around at the walls and ceiling, at their feet on the floor – as though this was as unexpected by them as it was by me. The adults seemed oblivious. They wandered inside.


Mama crouched down beside a suitcase, unfastened and opened it. Inside was a rubble of oddities that smelled damp and foreign. As she removed a handkerchief, a single moth fluttered up from the case so it looked, for a second, as though the cloth itself was taking off. A magnifying glass, which she held to her face, turning a giant augmented eye upon the room, owlish and black. When she blinked, her lashes brushed the lens. She placed the glass on the floor beside her left foot, as though that was where she intended to keep it, but as soon as she did so the little girl leapt forwards and carried it off to examine dust in a crevice by the window. Mama withdrew a pair of compasses, walking them idly along her forearm. The points dug into her skin, leaving white spots that shrank and turned pink.


‘What are you doing?’ said the boy.


Mama dug the point of the compass under her thumbnail, scraping out a crescent of dirt. She looked up. ‘Unpacking, Maurice.’


And so the foreign family filled the familiar rooms with their unfamiliar things. Mama produced trinket after trinket, clue after clue, from her case, setting them beside her on the floor. Sheet music, scrawled hastily as though it were a lovers’ note. Tobacco. Neckties. A sheaf of papers clasped in a worn-out leather folder, embossed with faded letters that read: From the pen of George Sand.


‘We’re really going to stay here?’ Maurice, hovering in the doorway from the garden, looked uncertain.


She turned her attention back to her hands and said, wearily I thought, ‘We really are.’


My heart – the place where my heart had been when I was alive – soared.









Beautiful Women


I should explain: when I was alive, I lived in a time of beautiful men. They were everywhere: big and broad and manly, managing everything mannishly, manifesting whatever they wanted and manhandling what they didn’t. I ogled them, it’s true. Everyone did. It was normal. They were so beautiful. As my mother used to say: we had two religions; there was the Church, and then there were the men.


After I died, I found myself in a time of beautiful women.


It was a shock, of course, when I noticed this. It was not something I’d considered in my life. Women had represented only safety to me, comforting boredom. My mother, for instance, single-handedly managing the family pig business. My sister. Girls in the village who understood me completely and had their own worries and secrets and fears that were just like mine. I had never seen anything remotely alluring in them. The idea! Like being attracted to a glass of milk.


But then there I was, transported. In the early days of my death, the women of the village struck me as godlike. They moved through the world as though they were distinct from it – crisp-edged, wrapped in their skins – while the men seemed to fade into the earth, revealing themselves to be muddy, boggish, unreliable. I’d had enough of men by then to last a lifetime and longer. I learned too late to be wary, suspicious, to comb through their thoughts for nefarious intent, but I took it up after death for the sake of the women that survived me.


The women that survived me! They stepped out of their houses into the daylight and if I’d had any breath I would have been breathless at the sight of them. The hands of women. The ankles of women. The voices of women as they called to each other across the square. I could have kicked myself for not realizing it before.


I wanted to know everything, wanted to know what a woman smelled like, not just from a distance, but right up close – nose to armpit, nose to foot, nose to crotch. What a woman tasted like. What a woman’s mouth felt like when it kissed you. I could only imagine approximations, insufficient and overly poetic. It would be like the wing of a pigeon brushing against your lips. It would be like someone crushing the head of a rose against your tongue. In those early dead days, I was still a teenager after all. I thought like a teenager, concocted similes like a teenager.


What a waste of a body, I thought, not to have found out all these things when I had time to feel them.


Eventually I fell in love. It took me a couple of decades, but when the time came, I couldn’t help it. It was with a girl called Constanza, who was always alone, and for whom I would have died a second time. Constanza, Constanza, I used to whisper, as she meandered down to the river to wash clothes. She would kick stones out of her path as she walked. She would chew hangnails. She would hum. When the pads of her fingers turned wrinkly in the water, she would rub them together until skin peeled off in little grey rolls. After stringing laundry out on bushes in the sun, she would settle, cross-legged, knees splayed. She always had something in her hands to fiddle with – sticks, food, the loose hem of her skirt – never still. Watching her twist a sprig of rosemary between her fingers: the height of entertainment. Watching her roll an olive between forefinger and thumb, the bright trail of oil it left on her skin: all-consuming sport.


I imagined how it would be to press myself against her, in between her toes, into the crook of her elbow, the crease between her nostril and her cheek, though I never quite dared try. Instead, I placed myself under the drip-drip-drip of the wet clothes on the branches and thought of all that could be done between two women in possession of bodies, what effects could be achieved with fingers and tongues.


She was sixteen when I fell in love with her, and unmarried. Her future weighed heavily on us both. We both knew that she could not spend for ever alone in the valley, expertly twirling a feather between the fingers of one hand while clean undershirts and dresses stiffened in the heat. She turned seventeen, and then eighteen, and it felt, sometimes, that I would glance aside at some momentary diversion – a passing bird, a lightning strike cracking open a storm – and she would be a year older.


At twenty, she married a second cousin. At first he was gentle, then less so. She had a baby, and another, and another, and another. Constanza at twenty-five, Constanza at thirty. Her husband drank, became belligerent, raised his voice, and swung his fists around. I was astonished, flabbergasted, offended that he didn’t realize how beautiful his wife was, how lovely, how fleeting his chance for happiness.


I stayed close. I did what I could. Tipped over his cup, poured the last of his drink onto the floor, watered down the wine. When he lunged for her in a drunken rage, I would try to trip him up before he could get to her, which sometimes worked and sometimes didn’t. He woke up, bruised and bleary. I hissed in his ear, You will never do this again, you monstrous brute, you will never do this again, until he found himself repeating it out loud to Constanza: I will never do this again. I’m a monstrous brute. He always did it again.


Constanza was stoical. She did not overthink. She understood her husband’s nature as well as she knew her own. She knew that he held no interest for her, not him nor any man, and she knew there was nothing to be done about it. I lay next to her at night, trying to drown out his snoring with pillow talk. I imagined closing my lips around the tip of her little finger, running my tongue along the edge of the nail. She imagined the unclothed bodies of women. I imagined gripping her forearm tight enough to feel the crisscrossed bones beneath, muscle under the skin, soft hairs prickling. She imagined that the person kissing her was not her husband but the baker’s wife, or one of the travelling women who passed through the village from time to time. When he clambered atop her, I would sing as loud as I could and she would close her eyes.


Constanza at forty, forty-five, fifty, and I felt dread settling over me at the breakneck passage of time. Her flesh loosened from her bones. Her eyes grew paler, hair wiry. Her babies had babies, who had babies of their own. She was a great-grandmother before she turned sixty and she died like this: when her husband came home one night, he pushed her – not much force but just enough – and she toppled backwards; the wall was behind her, uneven stone; her skull was in that moment as fragile as eggshell; head to rock; a crack. She didn’t whimper. Slumped to the floor. Time was fast but this all seemed to happen gradually, a small lifetime in that splitting second, the arc of her body through the space between her husband and the wall, the single clap on impact like aborted applause. The next morning, when her husband woke to find her where he had thrown her, he had no memory of how she got there. If it had been in my power to kill him I would have snuffed him out in an instant.


I loved other women after that, though not many. It happened infrequently and they always died.


All of which is to say that by the time the foreigners arrived at the Charterhouse that winter, by the time I had started to fall for the foreign woman, with her boots and her smoking and her thick, low voice, I knew all about everything. I knew about men, about women, and I knew exactly what I wanted.









Not a Piano


Many things had already arrived at Cell Three, one after the other: the lovers, the children, sunlight, luggage.


The next was María Antonia, who came limping in uninvited.


María Antonia, the Sacristan’s personal tenant-cum-chef, was usually found crouched by her stove in Cell Two, cooking enthusiastically and horribly. She made big stews of past-their-best vegetables and fish that was surely too pungent to be healthy. The Sacristan didn’t seem to mind, and María Antonia seemed to think she had earned the right to be a permanent fixture of the Charterhouse. No matter how many times I told her she didn’t even know what permanent meant, that she was as temporary as a moth, that she had no idea – she couldn’t hear me.


‘Señor,’ María Antonia said now, as she approached the foreign family. ‘Señora?’ Her voice sounded croakier than usual.


Mama looked up from her case and stood. The children turned to look at the old lady. Chopin didn’t move.


‘Señor,’ María Antonia said again. ‘Señora.’ She seemed to sense, as I had, that Mama was the one in charge, and hunched towards her, eyes lifted no higher than her knees. The overall effect was of a woman on the verge of death.


‘I hang my head in shame,’ she started, without even introducing herself, ‘because I am your servant and do not speak French.’ She straightened enough to produce a pot of coffee from amongst the heavy folds of cloth draped around her. ‘But my dear friend the Sacristan advised me of your arrival today. I bring you some refreshment after your journey, and seek to reassure you that your every need will be met here by me, your housekeeper.’


The family’s faces were blank. Mama looked panicked, then seized on a small leather purse, from which she withdrew some coins. She offered them vaguely to María Antonia.


‘For the coffee,’ Mama said, in what I supposed was French. It had not, until that moment, struck me that the family was speaking a language that was not Mallorquín or Spanish, something entirely new to me but which I had no difficulty understanding. The insights and abilities bestowed on me by death continued to surprise me.


‘Coffee!’ María Antonia said, nodding and beaming. The word was the same in both languages.


‘Coffee,’ Mama repeated, and held out the money.


‘Oh!’ said María Antonia, as though only just understanding that the coins were for her. ‘No, no payment, no payment at all.’ She placed the pot on one of the boxes to free up her hands, then covered her face as though the money offended her. ‘I will serve you for the love of God,’ she said. ‘For God!’ She pointed upwards and crossed herself. ‘And for friendship.’


What are you playing at, María Antonia? I wondered. I watched her eyes dart between piles of unpacked luggage, calculating what was inside, what it might be worth to her. Not on my watch, I said, and I would have commenced driving her out at once had something else not happened: the thud of a man’s staff against the cell’s open door. It was a day when things would not stop happening.


‘Excuse me?’ A local man poked his head into the room. ‘Excuse me, but where do you want this?’ He looked vaguely from Chopin to Mama to María Antonia.


None of them reacted because none of them could see what ‘this’ was. I went at once to find out. In the corridor, I still wasn’t sure what I was looking at: some large item of furniture covered with cloth. The man shuffled backwards, got behind it, and began to push it into the room. It made a confused humming sound as it moved.


‘What’s that?’ said Mama.


Panting, the local man stopped to remove the cloth: a narrow wooden box with rivets and hinges in odd places.


‘A piano,’ he said. ‘We were told you wanted a piano.’


Chopin, who had yet to say a word, stepped forwards. He peered at the box, stroking its top and sides before folding back a wooden panel to reveal yellowed keys like bad teeth. He extended a deliberate finger and depressed one. The sound it emitted was jangling: a bird’s disturbed shriek. He stepped back as though burned.


‘You think this a piano?’ he said. The first time I heard his voice. It was reedy, higher-pitched than I’d imagined. He coughed after he spoke.


The local man, speaking Mallorquín determinedly in the face of Chopin’s French, repeated himself. ‘We were told you wanted a piano,’ he said.


‘How wonderful,’ said María Antonia, stepping forwards to take control, and in her excitement forgetting to limp. ‘A piano! We’ll have music and dancing with our new foreign friends.’ She patted the instrument as though it were a prize pig. ‘Bring it further in. Bring it in.’ Chopin stayed by its side but did not help manoeuvre it. He seemed uncomfortable with other people touching it, wincing when a drop of the man’s sweat hit its lid, but scared too of touching it again himself. His fingers twitched at the sight of the keys, hands hovering like hummingbirds.


María Antonia reached for Mama’s palm, which was still holding the coins she had offered for the coffee, and slid two away. She passed the payment to the man for delivering the piano – one coin – and sent him off. The little girl’s eyes followed the passage of the second coin into María Antonia’s sleeve; she opened her mouth to say something but Maurice shook his head and whispered, ‘Don’t, Solange.’


María gestured at the piano, at the children, and at the coffee she had brought, as though all were untold and equal joys to her. Then, at last, she hobbled off, muttering almost unintelligibly about being back later to serve dinner. When she was gone, Maurice pushed the cell door shut, leant back against it, and slid all the way down to the floor.


‘Who on earth was that?’ he said. His voice, not yet fully broken, started low and ended in a squeak.


Solange set about pouring coffee, sniffing it suspiciously, dipping a finger into the liquid. ‘A spider,’ she said, hunching her shoulders, making claws of her hands.


‘A spider,’ Chopin agreed, imitating the girl’s pose and then compressing the piano keys with his braced fingers: a shock of sound.


They all seemed looser in their bodies now that they thought they were alone, lighter on their feet as they clustered around the coffee cups. The son and daughter padded out into the garden, where they sat cross-legged in the shade, lowering their lips to drink and squinting at the sun. Mama took Chopin’s hand, tugging him gently, then more firmly away from the piano, and followed the others into the bright outside.


The day’s heat had subsided, though the goats on the hillside below the Charterhouse were still lethargic, bells clanging when they lifted their heads. Birds overhead sagged a little in the air. In one of the cottages below, someone began strumming a guitar and the sound rippled its way into the garden. Chopin took a deep breath as he settled himself near the boy and girl, tilting his face towards the sun, eyes closed. His fingers flickered in time with the music, but the rest of him was completely still. Mama sprawled on the ground with her head in his lap and I sat beside her. Nobody spoke.


After a while, Chopin’s breathing turned deep and heavy, his fingers slowed. The little girl put her cup down and fell asleep with her mouth wide open. Maurice blinked and said nothing, and neither did Mama, who was looking up at the sky through the cross-hatched branches of the tree. It was as though none of them was waiting for anything; none of them was going to go anywhere.


I looked from Chopin to Mama to Maurice to Solange and saw a tableau of possibility. Pianos to be played! Jokes to be made at María Antonia’s expense! Kisses to be kissed beneath the pomegranate tree! And Mama herself, whose name perhaps was George Sand, who kept papers wrapped up in leather and who looked at everything – her children, Chopin, strangers, walls, the places where I was standing (where she did not know I was standing) – with the same lovely black-eyed curiosity. I thought, This is going to be fun.









What I Could Do


It took me a long time to realize I didn’t have to be alone. For years after I died, I stalked around the Charterhouse as though I were still in a body, stuck inside myself, cut off from other people’s minds as I had been before.


I searched for others like me, people who had washed up on the wrong side of their deaths. I imagined that soon enough I’d turn a corner and find the gathered hordes of the dead, keeping each other company, consoling each other, telling the kinds of jokes that might offend the living, ready to dispense advice to newcomers like me. I scrutinized everyone I came across, looking for signs that they too were dead, though I was unsure what exactly would give them away. To the living I was no longer visible, but I had no concept of what the dead looked like to each other. Would I appear to them as I was in life, and if so, at which point during my life? I hoped my eternal form was not my final living one: blood-smeared, vomit-streaked, and utterly, utterly outraged. I hoped I looked better than that. I hoped too that when I finally met the rest of the dead, they looked healthy and robust. I didn’t have the stomach for gore, for mangled limbs and sickened faces.


Sometimes I saw a figure standing alone, far off in a field, or by the ocean, or in the mist, looking as perfectly alone as I felt, and I would rush towards it. But then, in the moment when they should have turned to meet my eye, they always looked beyond me and would have walked right through me if I’d stood my ground.


Was I the only one? Was I unique in not having died when I died? Or was it just that we were invisible to each other? I didn’t know which was worse. I pictured the air thick with ghosts, all restlessly searching for each other. Then I pictured the air thin, vapid, ghostless. Both were worst.


I cried daily – eyelessly, tearlessly – and got so angry that I made the whole place colder. But when I realized that my rage in the hot summer months was improving the lives of the monks – they sweated less and seemed more energetic – I decided to calm down. I learned to lower my expectations about corners when turning them. The dead were never there.


I taught myself to enjoy simple pleasures: making people jump, knocking things over, tripping up passers-by and particularly my enemies. And I began to test the limits of what I could do. I pushed the boundaries of my new self.


The first time, it was almost an accident. It happened while the man I was stalking, the man I loathed, the man who I held responsible for my death, was sleeping. His name was Brother Ramón, although to begin with he wasn’t a brother, just a novice. He was breathing deeply. With each exhale his upper lip swelled into a hillock of splayed hair. I was close to his head, watching him, the glimpse of teeth, the bulging eyelids twitching, and I found myself achingly curious to know what he was dreaming about.


I had done various things to upset him that day. I had tipped wine all over his cot so when he lay down to nap his mattress squelched. I had filched an octopus tentacle from the kitchen and hidden it behind his shelf; the weather was warm and the tentacle was already beginning to smell. When he said his Hail Marys I had shouted as loud as I could: Mary doesn’t like you! Mary doesn’t like you! and hoped that something of the sentiment reached him, just a little bit, enough to make him feel uneasy.


Was he dreaming about me? Did he remember me at all? Did he ever wonder why he felt so much less comfortable than his brethren, why his cell smelled worse than theirs, why he was always so unsteady on his feet, and why, whenever something fell, it always seemed to land on his head and nobody else’s? Did he even notice that his food tasted bitter, his bread dry or soggy? Did he wonder why he had this strange and devastating sense that God and the Virgin and all the saints despised him?


I leant closer and closer to his face, and then—


I found myself inside him.


I could see everything.


He was dreaming about water. He was sitting in the garden adjoining his cell, in the rippling shade of the pomegranate tree, and he was drinking water. It was lukewarm. A dead insect that had been floating on the surface caught on the side of the cup when he tilted it to his mouth.


I still thrill to think of the havoc I wreaked on that dream. How I turned the water to piss and tipped it in his lap. How the tree dropped ton upon ton of rotting pomegranates onto him and finally keeled over and trapped him beneath its weight. How I pushed the tilted trunk against his neck until he spluttered and wheezed and then, finally, woke up.


He gasped for air. His heart was pounding. Settled inside him, even as he awoke, I could feel the thrumming anxiety, the itch of sweat under his arms, and knew he was thirsty. When he reached for the cup at his bedside, I withdrew from his body to nudge it further from his reach.


That was how I learned what I could do, how I learned that the boundary between the living and the dead was as easily manipulable as sand. It was a comfort, to say the least. I was no longer alone; I could be a part of things again. If ever I felt a flicker of sadness, grief at the death of a loved one and the recurrent disappointment that they did not, like me, stick around despite their demise, or frustration when I was not heard or could not stop evil things from happening, I settled into the mind of a nearby happy child, felt the sun on her skin, tasted the sweet, sharp shock of juice in her mouth. I felt better then. Other consoling sensations: the rasping tongue of a dog greeting its owner; tree bark against the palms of a young person climbing; the rippling orgasm of a woman who had discovered how to use her fingers for herself; salt on the lips of someone who has been swimming in the sea. I liked to feel the soft, humming fur of a cat being stroked. I liked the taste of wine.


With the arrival of the new family in the Charterhouse, I thrilled to think of the pleasures they might experience, which I could experience through and with them. It would take time – it always took time, I found, to get inside the heads of newcomers – but I was nothing if not persistent, and everything I had seen suggested that they would be happy, would feel only pleasant things, would love each other easily.


That first day, certainly, all the signs were good.


I waited until nightfall to begin my approach. Chopin had a room to himself: a single bed and the new piano. Maurice, Solange, and Mama had three little cots side by side in the room on the opposite side of the living area. Amélie was to stay next door with María Antonia – news she had received stonily, as though she was being told to spend the night outside with livestock or dogs. As it grew dark, Chopin, who had dozed most of the day, stretched out like a shadow and faded.


‘I’m going to bed,’ he said.


Mama crossed the floor and kissed him. Her jawbone jutted to the side as she leant into him and I felt a little giddy at the sight of it. Their hands clasped each other’s backs and lingered there. Maurice looked down at his feet. Solange fixed her attention directly on her mother. Neither child seemed surprised. It was as though this happened all the time.


‘Good night, my Chopinet,’ the woman said.


He said, ‘Good night, George,’ and so I knew her name was definitely George.


Not long after Chopin retreated out of sight, Maurice yawned and, kissing his mother, announced that he too was going to sleep. George sent Solange off with him, and when the door closed on their bedroom, I waited. I waited for George to stand up, to wash her face, say her prayers, and follow Maurice and Solange to bed. Funny to think, now, how little I understood her on that first night. Certainly, I had no idea how long I would be waiting for George to say her prayers.


Instead, she went to the desk she had positioned at the window, and lit a cigar. Everything was very still; the only movement was smoke trailing upwards from her fingertips. It caught some of the candlelight, orange and thick. There was coffee left over from dinner, lukewarm and oversteeped, which she tipped out into her cup. She used a sleeve to wipe away grainy brown drips from the lip of the pot. Then she withdrew the papers from the leather envelope, dipped her pen, and started to write. Her hand made a whispering sound as it slid across the page, stopping only occasionally to dab wet words with blotting paper.


I listened to the hiss of her skin against the page and to the scratch of the nib. I murmured some of the words she was writing: I smelled the earthiness of her ink and the cigar smoke. Closer: her doughy, coffee-flavoured breath. Closer still: the salty skin on the back of her neck. Surely she would sleep soon, I thought. But George stayed awake and continued to write as though sleep was just something that happened to other people. She burned through three candles in a row and however much, in those early hours, I circled and squirmed and pressed myself against her, I could only get inside her head for snippets, brief seconds before the shock of her alertness, the sharpness of her world and the brightness of the candle and the speed of her thoughts jolted me back out again. She stopped writing only to light cigars and sip cold coffee, and then she was at it again, her hand moving across the page so quickly it looked as though the pen was alive and all George was doing was trying to control it.


What are you doing here? I asked her. She did not look up.


What are you doing here? I wanted to scratch it into the walls, or the windowsill, or spell it out with pebbles in the garden. What are you doing here? written in ornate twists of orange peel.


What are you doing here and how can I persuade you to stay?


Her answer was to smoke and drink and write, as though the question had never been asked. I caught hold of: a tickle in her throat; a tightness at the base of her spine, as though she needed to click her hips into place; a glancing thought about a rabbit; the sensation of her blood moving through the veins and arteries around her throat.


She was writing about a monastery – not the Charterhouse but some other, imagined place that was similarly creaking, windswept, dark, and stony. She was writing about monks, which were, after all, my special subject, though these monks were like none I’d ever encountered: they spent their time worrying about their souls and their spirits and visiting each other’s cells to talk about the truth, whatever that might be, and it seemed a strange contrast between the exterior of George, which was so certain and so solid, and this interior, which, though not yet easily accessible to me, was spilling out onto the page. I wanted to ask her about it. Or rather, I wanted her to ask me about it. I wanted to reach out and lay my hand on her hand and say, You can ask me anything you want about the soul and the spirit and life and death. I have all the answers, if you want them. But she continued to write, to move the monks around in their monastery through stormy nights and windswept days.


The sun rose around seven, but light wouldn’t reach the Charterhouse until noon: the mountain it topped sat between two higher peaks, shading it from direct light for all but a few hours in the middle of the day. By three in the afternoon, everything would be shadow again. George didn’t notice day had broken until near nine, when she looked up dimly, blinked, and pinched out her candle. She pushed back from the desk, which was littered with ash and ink splatters. The chair legs scraped the tiles. She stretched her arms above her head, yawned, flipped over the pages she had written so they were face down, and went to bed. (This process took, at most, around forty seconds: kicking off her boots, shrugging off her jacket, unpinning her hair, and then, at once, catatonic on the mattress.)


At last she was asleep and I nuzzled her, tingling, waiting for the first dream, for a way in, a crack in the wall through which I could crawl and from which I would discover everything else I wanted to know: who she was, who she was going to be, who she had been before. This was a trick I had taught myself over the years. Once I’d found my way inside a person’s head their pasts were right there, under the slop and tide of feelings on the surface, and I could see it all for myself, as though I was translating a language I didn’t know I knew. I dived into George.
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