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PROLOGUE


Calista


Extremadura, Friday 14 July 1989


THE JULY HEAT IS AN ANVIL. The sky its usual oppressive blue. The landscape of Extremadura trembles and shimmers, retreating where it can from the unforgiving glare of noon.


Calista splashes cold water on her face, pats herself dry with a towel. She makes sure to pat gently: no point in helping to make things worse than they already are. She raises her eyes to the mirror and stops, as though startled by what she sees there. She leans closer. Her unflinching brown eyes look back at her. With one finger, she traces the sudden circles, the newly wrinkled flesh at the corners of her eyes. All those fine lines, she thinks; they will soon be fissures. My face will one day look like some arid Indian riverbed.


Calista is at once reminded of Maroulla, of how she used to look. The woman seemed to age all at once. It was as though she had stepped straight from youthful to elderly with no gracious hinterland in between. Calista sees now on her own cheeks those same faint explosions of red: tiny veins threading their way towards each other. A premature labyrinth of expired blood. Her breath catches for a moment. Calista hates this: the way she looks so much older than she should.


She replaces the towel on the rail, smoothing its folds. Before she turns away, she runs her fingers through the silver bob of her hair, tucking a strand or two back into place. She’s vain about her hair: proud of its thickness and its defiant steely hue. She still wants, still needs this daily reminder, this visual marker of the time when, overnight, her hair had turned from black to grey. The potency of that transformation is not to be forgotten.


And Calista has never wished to forget: dyeing her hair would, in some way, have been a betrayal of Imogen and all that had gone before.


She walks quickly through her bedroom now and out of the double doors onto the upper terrace, where she moves at once to the shadiest spot. The breeze – such as it is – which coils itself round the hills is at its best here; there is, today, the faintest scent of pine. Calista eases herself onto the lounger, which is placed at the perfect angle to catch every current of cooler air. It also allows her an unrestricted view of the gates of the house, while at the same time hiding her from sight. She lies back and rests her arms across her chest, fingers interlaced.


Like a corpse might look once it has been laid out, she thinks. And she smiles.


Tomorrow, perhaps, or the day after, she will drive down to Torre de Santa Juanita and have a glass of rosé with Rosa. Rosé with Rosa: it had made the young woman laugh, the first time they’d met. The way that she, Calista, rolled her Spanish ‘r’s. Just like a native, Rosa grinned.


But I am not a native, Calista thinks. I do not come from here. Sometimes, it feels that she is from very far away, centuries away, and she has merely dropped in to finish some ancient story before disappearing again. She feels sad for a moment, sad for how Rosa and her family will feel when all of this blows wide open, as it surely must. Calista has a stab of something that feels like fear. She begins to breathe deeply, slowly, calming herself.


Calista knows that she needs to hold her nerve: this is no time for confidences. She glances at her watch. She’ll rest now, just for a little while.


Somewhere in the distance, the phone rings. Calista sits up at once. She looks around her, alert, poised to spring. It is as though she is searching for answers in the bright air that surrounds her. It’s too soon, surely, much too soon. Can it be over already?


Calista leaves the terrace and walks carefully down the stairs. She will not rush. She knows that the answering machine has already kicked in; she will take as much time as she needs. Calista makes her way along the hallway, drawn by the machine’s winking red light. She hesitates for a moment and rests one hand at the base of her throat. She can feel the rapid, steady thump of her heart, its beat pulsing through her fingers. With her free hand, she presses ‘play’. Then she stands back and waits. In that still, single moment between silence and speech Calista savours the feel of the cool sandstone tiles under her bare feet.


There is just the one message, as she’d expected. Very few people have this number. ‘Aphrodite,’ a man’s voice says. ‘It is done. The transaction is completed.’


Calista plays the message again. And again. Then she deletes it. She has a fleeting, vivid memory of a man’s face in a mirror – a face she would prefer to forget. She presses ‘play’ one more time to make sure that no trace of this, or of any other message, remains. Then she turns away. Each step she takes now feels new and significant.


So, Calista thinks, as she climbs the stairs. She makes sure to hold fast to the curved handrail as she ascends: it wouldn’t do to lose her footing now, not after all this time. She finds that her hands are trembling, that her legs seem to have lost some of their usual strength. I am so tired, she thinks suddenly, surprised by the realization. But at least this new certainty is good.


Every day for four years, Calista has imagined this moment. She has wondered how she’ll feel, how she’ll begin to shape a new life, how she will fill the years around it: this absence she has craved for so long.


For an instant, the air around her seems to pause. The house holds its breath. Calista stops, allows the evening to enfold her. She will sit for a while on the small chair that nestles in the corner of the half-landing. It invites repose. She can look out over the countryside from here.


Just for a few moments. Just until what has happened begins to become clearer. Until she and the house can breathe together once more.




Pilar


Madrid, Friday 14 July 1989


PILAR STARTLES AS THE DOOR to the street swings shut behind her. She reaches out, tries to grab one of the handles, but the three bags of vegetables she’s carrying make her clumsy, slower than usual. The early morning silence ruptures as the door slams; metal clangs against metal. Pilar winces as she feels the sudden vibration under her slippered feet. It is as though the whole building shudders. She takes one anxious moment to watch and wait, in case a pane of glass shatters. But nothing happens.


She shrugs to herself and turns away. So what if the residents complain? What more can she do? She has already called Juan Pablo to fix the closing mechanism: that door has been acting up again since last Thursday. One of those intermittent faults that started up several weeks back. The kind that Juan Pablo keeps grumbling about because they are so difficult to repair. The kind that frustrate Pilar more than anything else in the building.


The sound of the telephone in the portería is shrapnel in the morning air. Pilar hurries across the foyer to answer it, struggling to keep the plastic bags under control. ‘Sí, señora,’ she says. ‘En seguida.’ Immediately. At once. Now.


Sometimes Pilar wonders whether the residents of her building know any other words. Most of them don’t even see her, of course – this is what Pilar has come to believe. She is an unseen presence: someone who takes in the post, runs errands, keeps the building secure. She makes sure that the residents are spared those unpleasant daily reminders of all that she does for them. Rufina comes every morning only when everyone has already left: no one sees her mops and buckets. No one stumbles into the silent, moving shadow that cleans the dog-shit off their floors and polishes the chrome handles of their apartment doors.


Pilar makes her way back across the marble floor, heading towards the lift. The cool, air-conditioned atmosphere is welcoming after the furnace that rages outside. Even at six in the morning, the heat at the market had been oppressive. Pilar had felt a slow stickiness crawl between her breasts and underneath the heaviness of her hair. Stallholders fanned themselves; damp half-moons bloomed under the sagging armpits of their T-shirts. There was a musky, animal scent everywhere: sweat trapped by the awnings that had been placed there to defeat the sun.


All the women were complaining, most of them loudly: about prices; about the corruption of their elected officials; about all that public money about to be wasted on the forthcoming elections – who needed politicians and their fancy suits! You couldn’t open a newspaper these days without finding out about some scandal or other. Water, planning permissions, taxpayers’ money used to fund junkets abroad. The intense heat added a bitter edge to the women’s complaints, more fuel to the fire of their satisfied indignation. Pilar had the feeling that even the most stoical of these elderly, black-garbed shoppers had begun to lose their patience. Never mind mid-July, they were all agreed, these temperatures were still not right, still not normal.


There are afternoons when Pilar feels that all the oxygen has been sucked out of the air: that it has been replaced by the gritty red dust that is slowly exhaled by long, clammy daylight hours. It settles everywhere around the building, this red dust: above the doors, on the tops of skirting boards. It lurks on the treads of the stairs, too: no matter how often Pilar has Rufina dust and mop and brush all the horizontal surfaces she can find, she cannot defeat its constant rusty presence.


She steps inside the lift now and presses the button to the second floor. Señor and Señora de Molinos live in the apartment on the right-hand side. She is a little haughty, that one, and Pilar believes that her surname suits her. When agitated, the woman waves her arms around, reminding Pilar of a squat, fat windmill. Her husband is quiet, balding, polite. He raises his hat as he passes the portería, morning and evening. It is a small courtesy, but a constant one, something that Pilar has come to rely upon. She dumps the vegetables at her feet now, prepares herself to press the doorbell. Her fingers are white and pinched from the stretched, painful handles of the plastic bags. Her right hand tingles uncomfortably.


Señora de Molinos is waiting. She wrenches the door open even before Pilar rings. ‘Gracias,’ she says, her dimpled hands already reaching down for the bags at Pilar’s feet. Her ‘gracias’ is overly sibilant. No matter how hard she tries, Señora de Molinos cannot hide her origins. Somewhere around Almería, Pilar reckons; somewhere in the dirt-poor Andalusian countryside. Pilar has learned how to smell poverty, to winkle it out from wherever it lurks, underneath all of her residents’ ruses: she is not that easily fooled. And the woman makes Pilar’s point for her this morning: she is dressed – overdressed – ready for the street, at this hour! Her too-black hair is piled high on top of her head, glistening stiffly. The scent of the lacquer mixes unpleasantly with whatever heavy perfume she’s wearing: Opium, Pilar thinks. A perfume for dark nights and cold days. A perfume for a much younger woman.


Pilar looks at the señora’s summer dress, straining lumpily across her belly. She sees the red nails, the none-too-subtle eyeliner, the smudged line of shadow. She sees the spiky, unsightly clumps of mascara and Pilar cannot but wonder what sort of youth the señora is so valiantly trying to recapture.


‘Gracias,’ the señora says once again, nodding and smiling. But all the while, her eyes have been darting above the portera’s head, across the landing to her neighbours’ door, watching, always watching, as though she is about to be caught in some indecent act.


‘You’re welcome,’ Pilar says, inclining her head to one side, giving the woman her practised smile. She doesn’t linger: the señora never likes her to linger. Pilar doesn’t waste her energy, not any longer, in trying to understand the oddities of her residents.


She reaches down and hands the two remaining bags of onions and aubergines to the señora. She’ll collect the money at the end of the week, as usual. And she has to be fair: the señora does at least say ‘thank you’, and adds a little something extra on Fridays. It’s not much, mind you, but at least it’s a token.


Pilar has always graded her residents carefully. At the top of her chart, there are those who are generous, sometimes more than generous. Señor Alexandros, for example – or Mr Alexander, as he prefers to be called – and his elegant wife, Madam Sandra. Mr Alexander can be arrogant and bad-tempered, for sure, but he is never tight-fisted.


He can afford to be generous, as can all of Pilar’s residents: this is not a building, or a neighbourhood, for the financially faint-hearted.


A few years back, Pilar developed a stoop. Not a real one, of course. She is not yet that old. Almost fifty, she has already outlived her mother. Her father is still alive, in his native village of Torre de Santa Juanita, deep in the Extremaduran countryside – or at least he was, three months ago. Pilar still sends money home from time to time, although she has long since stopped trying to influence how her father spends it. Her brothers were supposed to take care of him, once he was too old to work the land. But the older and the more infirm he got, the angrier her father became. He is a man who does not like to be looked after.


Pilar feels sorry for her eldest brother, Paco, who lives in the home place. She has little time, though, for the other two, Javier and Carlos, who still live, resentfully, in that same small village that they’ve known all their lives. Paco never married: it is he who will inherit the olive groves. The wives of Javier and Carlos are as bitter about this as the olive flesh they help to harvest. Pilar has seen it on too many occasions: the contempt in their eyes, their thinly veiled aggression towards gentle Paco, their endless squabbling over money.


And in the midst of it all, her father, Miguel, who sits like some feudal lord, surrounded by his vassals. Truculent; overbearing; unwilling to hand over the reins. Pilar often wonders how Paco stands it.


As well as her father’s rage, it seems to Pilar that the more competent her three brothers became, the more their father envied them. When his sons became adults, it was as though he saw in their burgeoning lives a mockery of his own diminishing one. He refused to leave the farm after Pilar’s mother died. He stayed; he still stays. He lashes out, again and again. Once she’d left home, Pilar rarely returned to visit. And if it weren’t for the promise she’d made to Señor Gómez all those years ago, she would have stopped going back altogether.


There are days even still when Pilar feels guilty for leaving. Over the years, she often felt that she was living on undeserved time in Madrid. Time granted to her in exchange for escaping her father, her brothers, her village, her mother’s fate.


Pilar always knew that her real life had been wrenched away from her more than twenty years ago: she knew it even at the time. Whenever she came close to reclaiming it, it slipped away from her again. On those occasions, she blamed herself bitterly for her own lack of courage. She came to know the ashy taste of regret.


But now, everything is different. Life has given Pilar a second chance. All the years ahead are full of luminous promise.


Pilar has learned how to be patient, how to behave, how not to rock the boat. Her greying hair, her hesitancies and her stoop are part of the suit of armour she gathers around her while she deals with all those lives that inhabit her building. Pilar has learned to keep her gaze just below theirs: most of the residents prefer not to have eye contact. She has learned that they like to come and go unnoticed. She lets them believe that they are, indeed, unnoticed.


But, from the small rectangular window in the door of her portería, Pilar watches them. Waits until they leave to fulfil whatever purpose they have, to travel to whatever daily destination they have.


In the mornings, she ticks them off her list, one by one. In the same notebook, she keeps a tally of the money that each one owes her. She has learned, in the past, how it is often convenient for people to forget.


She watches and waits, waits and watches.


And she has also learned that with most of them, what she sees is merely surface. Underneath, she is sure, they are all hiding something.




Calista


Extremadura, 1989


IT IS NOW LATE EVENING and the air is glowing. Calista doesn’t know how long she has been sitting here, gazing out of the large circular window that captures the landscape below.


This is her favourite time of day. She has always loved the way there is no dusk here. The way the day plunges bravely into night, with no wishy-washy hour of grainy light in between. The crickets continue their nightly racket, the smell of jasmine intensifies, and the great red ball of the sun disappears with predictable efficiency behind the horizon.


Calista knows that if she keeps on looking, she can postpone the moment that awaits her in the room at the top of the stairs, a room now shaded by the dying embers of evening.


From here, Calista can see the lights of the nearby villages, the silvery gleam of painted houses, the serried groves of olive trees. Occasionally, a motorbike stammers along the road below her, punctuating the quiet air. She watches the way night settles across the countryside, the way shapes shift and alter in the rapid darkness. Hills become folded predators; farmers’ shacks menace the crouching fields. It is possible to see for miles: in the distance, a butter-coloured moon spills stillness onto the darkness below.


Here, at this vantage point, right at the top of the hill, no approach, no retreat goes unnoticed. Calista had chosen this site so that nothing could ever again take her by surprise.


She leaves the landing now and makes her way up the final steps of the stairs. She switches on all the lamps, illuminating the vast upper storey – an open-plan living room surrounded by glass on all four sides. The soothing sea-green shades bathe this room in a wavery light during the hot afternoons. Then, it is like being underwater, in a different element, where life ripples along at a different pace. Sometimes, when there is no air on either the upper or the lower terrace, Calista sits here for an hour or two, reading, dozing.


She designed this house herself, along with Fernando, a young, local architect who was keen to embrace her ambitious plans. Above all, he shared Calista’s enthusiasm for the work of Frank Lloyd Wright. ‘This will be my tribute to him,’ Fernando had said, his eyes alight. ‘He is my hero.’ The curving staircase, the light-filled rooms, the local stone, which made the house seem to emerge, fully formed, out of the landscape: all had been talking points in the neighbouring villages during the year of its construction.


The mad, solitary Irishwoman: Calista had heard the whispers, the rumours, the speculation that animated the night-time conversations in José and Inmaculada’s bar. She’d been amused by all of it at the time.


These days, once night falls, one of Calista’s more constant routines is to watch with the darkness, and to remember. Once, Rosa asked her if being so visible made her feel vulnerable. ‘Don’t you mind?’ she’d said. ‘The way that people can see when you’re alone?’ The question had surprised Calista. She’d never thought about that, not here. Here, her house was her sanctuary. Within it, life was safe, orderly. Contained. That was why she had chosen the location in the first place. Besides, she was surrounded by so much rugged beauty.


Calista has always wanted to believe that beauty is a protection in itself.


She reaches into a cupboard and takes out a bottle of whiskey. She pours herself a generous measure and sits, facing the fireplace. No water, no ice in the whiskey. Her father had taught her that, a long time ago. He disdained such frivolous fashions and Calista has followed his example. She allows herself to smoke only in the evenings, and she lights a cigarette now, drawing the smoke deeply, pleasurably, into her lungs. Her head feels instantly light. She sips at the whiskey. Soon, she will feel tired enough to sleep.


As she smokes, she lets her eyes drift towards the gallery of black-and-white portraits that make up the one, startling wall of the chimney breast. They are as familiar to her as her own face. In a way, they are her own face. Her gaze alights on the central photograph: a man, young, dark-haired, handsome, but not in any conventional way. He has a strong, commanding face; clear, brilliant eyes.


Calista has kept this portrait of Alexandros, no longer out of love, but out of the desire never to forget. On either side of this man, satellites orbiting the moon, are the bright faces of two young children. Smiling faces, unknowing faces, gazing off into the future.


Tonight, Calista welcomes the unravelling of emotion that comes as she looks at him, at all of them.


All that I’ve loved, she thinks. All that I have ever loved.


She cannot put it off any longer. Calista sits back, nurses her glass and allows herself, finally, to remember.




Pilar


Madrid, 1989


PILAR CUTS THE STRING ON the bundles of letters that Jorge, the postman, has just delivered. Juan Pablo is not here yet and Pilar has begun to feel irritated. There is a lot to do today. Above all, Juan Pablo needs to see to the front door, which has once again begun creeping open of its own accord.


Pilar begins to sort the envelopes into piles according to each floor. There are a few thick, creamy envelopes for Madam Sandra: invitations, Pilar presumes, to the cocktail parties that she seems to attend endlessly, and never in the same outfit twice. There are several for Mr Alexander, too, who has numberless social occasions of his own.


One of nature’s gentlemen, Juan Pablo likes to call him. Pilar isn’t so sure about that: there is a steel to Mr Alexander, a central core of selfishness. Nobody becomes that kind of rich by being nice to other people. Pilar has no doubt that Mr Alexander’s world revolves entirely round Mr Alexander.


Just like his father, Pilar thinks, the thought assaulting her out of nowhere. Stop right there, she tells herself sternly. Stop it at once. This is neither the time nor the place.


It is almost ten o’clock now and Pilar is agitated. Juan Pablo has telephoned to say that he has been delayed, that there is a traffic accident. He has stopped off for a coffee: the police say that the junction will take at least another hour to clear. He will be there as soon as he can. Pilar hates these sudden changes to her routine. She also hates it that Juan Pablo is lounging in a cafe somewhere chatting and smoking cigarettes while she is anxious to get on with the day’s tasks. But at least he rang: at least that.


It feels that events this morning are lining up to conspire against her. There is no sign of Mr Alexander, and neither is there a phone call to the portería from Madam Sandra.


Pilar suddenly realizes that she hasn’t seen the owners of the top floor all weekend. In itself, that’s not all that unusual: Madam Sandra and Mr Alexander often stay home for days on end, but they usually call on Pilar for something. They have visitors who arrive and leave loudly, their Mercedes-Benzes and their chauffeurs waiting patiently outside until well after midnight. The couple have always entertained lavishly. Their terrace, which wraps round the entire front of the building, is large enough to accommodate a table for twenty. The terrace itself is like a lush garden. Madam Sandra has filled it with exotic plants and shrubs, and Pilar has often admired the way the sound of cool, trickling water seems to come from every direction.


Madam Sandra is an excellent cook. Pilar knows this because Mr Alexander once told her so: told her the whole story of how he had stormed his now wife’s restaurant in the centre of London and carried her off with him, the very first time he had dined there. Madam Sandra was listening to this tale, one eyebrow arched at her husband’s effusiveness.


‘Don’t exaggerate, darling,’ she said, but she was smiling. ‘You had to storm the citadel a little longer than you like to admit.’


Mr Alexander had shrugged good-humouredly, but turned to Pilar, as though asking her to choose between his wife’s narrative and his. ‘Mine’s the better story, though, Pilar, isn’t it?’


And she’d smiled, rightly guessing that no real answer was required.


Pilar has often earned a quiet few thousand pesetas herself before the contract cleaners arrive to clear up after one of Madam Sandra’s posh dinner parties – either those that take place in the vaulted dining room or outside on the terrace. Pilar has never been asked to serve, though. Madam Sandra employs young, slim, handsome waiters for that. Never women, and Pilar has always found that interesting. She wonders whether Mr Alexander’s wife needs to keep her husband’s wandering eye under control.


Like father like son.


On party nights, the young waiters arrive in the late afternoon, are gone by eleven. They are all silent, dark-eyed, watchful; they look like brothers. Pilar is convinced that they, too, are Cypriots, although she has never heard them speak.


All at once, Pilar realizes that not only has she not seen or heard from Madam Sandra and Mr Alexander over the last three or four days, neither have there been any deliveries of food, or wine, or flowers.


Pilar is becoming more and more uneasy. Perhaps they have been suddenly taken ill. Perhaps they are suffering from food poisoning – so much food goes off so quickly in this heat. Perhaps – and here Pilar begins to perspire – perhaps they already made an arrangement with her to look after things while they took a long weekend away and Pilar has somehow forgotten. Mr Alexander and Madam Sandra have always travelled a lot – sometimes at a moment’s notice, but they’ve never failed to let her know when they will be back.


Pilar is sure that she would never forget something as important as that. But she feels a chill flicker of doubt nonetheless and, just in case, she riffles through the pages of her notebook, in a fever of anxiety. Nothing. She gets up from her chair and begins to pace. The golden rule is that Mr Alexander and Madam Sandra must never be disturbed. That has always been clear. That is one of the reasons they live on the top floor.


Pilar can feel her anxiety grow. This Tuesday is also the day for the window cleaners. Madam Sandra never forgets: she is very methodical in her domestic arrangements. She likes to be present when the men arrive, but she never stays. She returns as soon as they have finished, inspects the work and dismisses them when she is satisfied.


Pilar glances at her watch. She will have to call Madam Sandra, if only to enquire whether there is to be any change to the day’s arrangements. The window cleaners will be here in half an hour. It’s most annoying that Juan Pablo is late. Pilar makes her way back to the phone in the portería, easing herself into the old armchair, positioned as usual for optimum viewing of the foyer. She hesitates, then lifts the receiver and dials the number of the top floor. There is no response. She tries again. Still no answer.


Pilar replaces the receiver and sits for a moment, thoughtful. She has no need to consult her notebook to inform herself of what she must do in such extraordinary circumstances. She knows all of the residents’ preferences by heart. She will try a third time to call them and if there is still no response, then she will take the lift to the top floor. If the door is unanswered, she has permission to use her key and enter the apartment, to supervise whatever work needs to be done. But this has never happened: Madam Sandra has never yet forgotten.


Their phone rings out.


Five minutes later, Pilar is at the heavy oak door that leads to the top-floor apartment. She hesitates before she knocks, pressing her ear to the warm wooden surface. She can hear nothing. She looks down the door’s glass eye, imagining herself being seen from the inside: foreshortened, fish-eyed, rigid with anxiety. Then she knocks, twice, waiting a couple of minutes each time for a response. One of them might be in the shower, or still asleep, or they might be . . . When there is no answer, Pilar inserts her key in the lock and pushes the door open.


As she does so, the smell assaults her. She cannot avoid it: the force of its onslaught makes her stagger. For a strange moment, Pilar remembers the mouse, caught in a trap in the corner of her bedroom downstairs. She’d forgotten that she’d set it and the sweet, sickly scent of decay had driven her mad for days until she found the small, weeping, blackening corpse, tracking it down by making her way around the apartment on her hands and knees.


This here, she thinks suddenly, this must be some mouse.


‘Mr Alexander,’ she calls, standing with one foot just over the threshold, ready, always ready to retreat. ‘Madam Sandra?’ She can hear the appeal in her voice. There is a stillness to the room that is unnerving. As though nothing has moved here for days. She can hear the low hum of the air conditioning; but despite its coolness, the air is thick with something that Pilar does not have the words to name. She feels her knees begin to tremble. Her palms are damp, the key sticky in her grasp.


She opens the door to the vast living room. Nothing. Frightened now, compelled to move forward yet dreading what she might be about to discover, Pilar puts her hand on the bedroom door.


‘Señor?’ she calls. ‘Señora?’


When she pushes her way in, the overpowering foetid air makes her gag. Her eyes water. The angry, insistent buzzing of a million glassy flies, their bodies fat, their wings blue-veined and translucent, tries to drive her back. Our territory, they say, swooping around her head in a cloud of rage. Ours.


Pilar puts one hand to her mouth – she cannot be sick, not here. With the other, she tries to wave away the flies. But what she sees has made her throat close over. She is unable to speak. Around and around inside her head, the words of her mother’s prayer keep pulsating. The holy words seem to mimic the furious rhythm of the bluebottles’ buzzing. Almighty God, have pity on us, help us in our hour of need. Almighty God, have pity on us, help us in our hour of need. Over and over again it goes.


But Pilar knows that the woman on the bed before her is beyond pity, beyond help. She is naked, her body marble-like against the blood-soaked satin sheets. Her arms are by her sides, her palms facing upwards, as though in supplication. Underneath her breast, there is a single, scarlet wound. Pilar begins to shake, but something drives her forwards.


She moves away from Madam Sandra, trying not to look back. She calls out Alexander’s name: ‘Mr Alexander, are you here? Mr Alexander?’ But there is no reply. Pilar pushes open the bathroom door. At first, she cannot make out what she is seeing. There are signs of struggle everywhere: towels are strewn across the floor, toiletries scattered; shards of glass crunch underfoot. Everywhere there is a buzzing blue cloud of flies: drunken-crawling, sated. A great mound of white stuff in the bath, slumped to one side, looks for all the world like a wash-day bundle, just like in the launderette where Pilar once worked during her early days in the capital. She comes closer, still calling Mr Alexander’s name.


And then she sees. Mr Alexander’s head, just visible beneath the taps. The smoothness of the skin, the now delicate contours of his familiarity fill Pilar with an agonized tenderness. For one crazed moment, she longs to reach out and touch that forehead in all its vulnerability. She recoils at once, her hands flying to the base of her throat, guarding herself against attack. Mr Alexander is dressed in his white bathrobe, one foot protruding palely at an odd angle. Underneath this foot, the bath is filled with an opaque red-black substance, one that looks both thick and sticky, its surface dotted with the bloated bodies of bluebottles.


‘Oh God, oh God, oh God. Jesus help me.’ Pilar stands there, rocking back and forth to the heartbeat of her whispered words of prayer. She cannot think of what else to do. The rocking is silent, comforting. Perhaps she’ll do nothing at all, just stand here and wait until . . .


Finally, Pilar jerks into awareness: What am I doing? She finds sudden strength in her legs, just enough to flee. And then she runs, weeping, out of the bathroom, through the bedroom, out of the door towards the lift, keeping one hand clapped over her mouth, just in case. She knows that she shouldn’t touch anything: something she has learned from all those cop shows she watches on late-night TV. She covers one hand with her apron and pulls the apartment door closed behind her. She cannot shake off what she has just seen. Wave after wave of nausea fills her mouth with a sickly, watery substance. She clings to the metal bars of the lift door. What is she going to do?


The police. She must call the police.


Pilar pulls open the door of the lift, hardly hearing the metal shriek. She tries to push the button for the ground floor, but her fingers won’t work properly: they feel like someone else’s, someone without strength or endurance. She tries to breathe deeply, to still the trembling of her hands. Suddenly, the lift jerks into life, begins its slow, almost rocking descent. She fumbles in the pocket of her apron, grips the single key to the portería, prays that she will not meet any of the residents when she reaches the entrance foyer. All she wants is to get to her telephone: that solid, black Bakelite instrument that will allow her to relinquish responsibility for the horror she has just witnessed.


The lift door opens. The face of the marble hallway is blank, expressionless. Pilar turns with relief towards her door, opens it quickly despite the trembling of her hands, and closes it firmly behind her. She stays standing and calls the emergency number. She watches as the spinning chrome dial of the phone takes a long time to wheel back to where it started. And then a woman answers, with a kind woman’s voice.


Hearing her, Pilar is undone all over again. She starts to cry, great hiccupping sobs that make speech impossible.


‘It’s OK. You’re OK,’ the woman’s voice says. ‘I’m here to help you. Can you tell me your name?’


Such a practical request makes Pilar feel more stable. She can, finally, feel her feet upon her own solid floor. She can even see her swelling ankles. Yes, yes, she can do that: she can give this nice woman her name. And as an afterthought she says: ‘I’m the portera here.’


‘Good. That’s good,’ the woman says. ‘Now, can you tell me where you are calling from, Pilar?’


Pilar blurts out the address, overcome again by the fresh horrors of the sixth-floor apartment. She cannot get Madam Sandra’s marbled flesh out of her mind, or Mr Alexander’s slumped and bloody form in the bathtub. And the flies; everywhere the fat, triumphant flies.


‘You’re doing fine, Pilar. Really fine. Now, just one more question: can you tell me the nature of the emergency?’


The nature of the emergency. Pilar wants to laugh. Is that what this is? An emergency? Do two dead bodies constitute an emergency? There is hardly any hurry about them now. Pilar stops herself, appalled at her reaction.


She stumbles out an answer: ‘I’ve just found them. And they’re dead; they’re definitely dead. The smell . . .’


‘How many are dead, Pilar? Can you tell me how many?’ The woman’s voice has changed. Now it is filled with urgency – a calm urgency, but an urgency nonetheless. In the background, Pilar hears other voices – nothing clear, just murmurations.


‘Both of them. Madam Sandra is on the bed, and Mr Alexander is in the bath. They wouldn’t answer the phone or the door of their apartment, so I had to go in, and there’s blood in—’


‘Where are you now, Pilar?’ the woman interrupts her, but her voice is kind again.


‘Back downstairs in my portería.’


‘Good. That’s very good, Pilar. The police are on their way. They will be with you in less than ten minutes. Can you make sure that nobody goes into that apartment? Can you do that, Pilar?’


‘Yes, of course,’ Pilar says. She feels the first faint stirrings of indignation. She is beginning to be irritated by this stranger’s overuse of her Christian name. And she wants to tell this woman that she, Pilar, she too, knows a thing or two about police procedures. ‘I’m the only one with a spare key. And I didn’t touch anything,’ she says.


‘That’s very good. The police should be arriving at any moment. You’ve done very well.’


Suddenly, Pilar wants to be off the phone. She needs to be outside in the hall; she needs to meet any of her residents who might arrive back unexpectedly; she needs to reassert whatever control she can. This is her territory, after all. Abruptly, she ends the call and pulls open the door of the portería.


Now Pilar is worried about what she will say to Juan Pablo and how she can explain to the window men that they are no longer needed. They are sure to be pissed off: cash jobs are rarer than hen’s teeth these days.


What is she supposed to say now to the men with buckets, stepladders and pockets filled with chamois leather?


She walks out of the portería, locking the door carefully behind her, as though the words she has spoken on the telephone might somehow leak out and upset her residents. Pilar has the sensation that she has left all feeling behind her, up there on the top floor. It’s almost as though the scene she has just witnessed has become unreal. The more she distances herself from it, the less probable it is that it has really happened. She already doubts herself, her own eyes. Then she has another thought, one that annoys her hugely on her own account. Never mind the window men: who’s going to pay her for all that cleaning she did a couple of weeks back? Who is going to do that now?


Somehow, the question, the annoyance, the sense of the floor beneath her feet, all make Pilar inhabit the space around her again. She hopes that some strength will soon come back to her legs, which are now numb. Slowly, she walks towards the front door, where she stands and waits. In her head, she practises what she is going to say to the police.


They are here, right here, right now: two large, uniformed policemen loom up at her from the street outside. They press the portería bell repeatedly, peering in through the wrought-iron decorations on the door, their hands cupped around their eyes, their caps askew.


Resolutely, Pilar makes her way towards them.


She needs to gather together all the densely patterned fabrics that make up her story: she needs to make the seams straight and tidy inside her head. Pilar must make sure that in the telling of some carefully selected truths, she holds back those words that never should be spoken.


Pilar is ready now: she knows what she is going to tell them.




Calista


Extremadura, 1989


CALISTA SIPS AT HER WHISKEY. Her hand, she notices, has become a little less steady. Outside her window, the darkness of Extremadura is now total. The moon has disappeared, bruised by cloud.


Alexandros.


His face, that first time Calista saw him. Glowing, filled with an energy that thrummed beneath the surface of his skin. The smile that creased the corners of his olive-green eyes. Hair so dark it sheened blue in the light. How could she ever forget?


It is a Saturday in April 1966.


The early arrival of summer is made visible by the carpet of cherry blossom on the lawn: a delicate covering of warm, pink snow. Calista’s mother, María-Luisa, busies herself in the dining room, folding the white linen napkins, moving the crystal a fraction to the right or a fraction to the left. She straightens the cutlery.


When María-Luisa speaks, the irritation in her voice is razor-edged; it makes her accent stronger, her words more clipped than usual. And when she’s like this, she can never remember the difference between ‘say’ and ‘tell’.


‘Maggie, please, I say you two sets: one for the fish course, one for the meat.’ Except that she makes it sound like ‘feesh’ and ‘meat-ah’, with that upswing at the end of the sentence that shows how close she is to exasperation.


Maggie emerges from the kitchen, wiping her anxious hands on a not-very-clean apron. ‘Yes, madam,’ she says, but Calista can see how bewildered she is. She is just two years older than Calista’s seventeen, but the real gap between them has nothing at all to do with age. Maggie is a domestic, una criada, a servant: she hails from Longford, somewhere. Calista is able to find Longford on a map. It’s hours away from Dublin and she cannot think of anything that might interest her there.


Behind her mother’s back, Calista lifts one of the fish-knives, points to its flat blade, mouths the word ‘feesh’ and sees Maggie bite back a smile with difficulty.


‘I’ll do it right away, madam,’ the girl says. She moves towards the table, suppressed laughter brightening her cheeks.


‘Are you sure you know the difference?’ Calista’s mother asks her. Her tone is weary now.


Maggie’s eyes flare with injured innocence. ‘Of course,’ she says with some dignity. She lifts the knife that Calista has been waving at her and holds it out to Madam. ‘This one, this is for the fish –’ except that she makes the word hover somewhere between ‘fish’ and ‘feesh’ ‘– and this other one is for the meat.’


María-Luisa sighs. ‘Yes, now please try to remember for the next time. Have you started to make the hollandaise?’


Maggie looks at her employer for one terrified moment and flees. María-Luisa shakes her head, pulls at the cuffs of her beige cashmere cardigan.


Calista says: ‘Do you always have to be so hard on her?’


María-Luisa looks at her daughter, her eyes sharp as cut stone. ‘We have standards in this house.’ She matches the tip of her middle finger to the tip of her thumb in that classic gesture of Spanish emphasis that always makes Calista flinch. It makes her think back to a teacher’s nails dragging against the blackboard, or the flinty sound of sudden grit in a stick of classroom chalk. María-Luisa moves her hand up and down, up and down, stressing every other word so that her sentences acquire an unpleasant, hypnotic rhythm. ‘It is one of the ways we show our class,’ she says. ‘That we are people to be respected.’ Now she spreads her palms wide, a gesture of helplessness. ‘How else can your father do business?’


Calista couldn’t care less about how her father does business. She doesn’t even know what business he does: ‘import and export’ sounds dull and vague to her, as dull and vague as Longford, and she doesn’t care to know more.


‘Who’s coming today?’ she asks.


As an answer, her mother looks at her watch. ‘A young colleague of your father’s. A Mr Alexandros Demitriades, from Cyprus. His family are important people in shipping, I believe. Your father thinks it right that we at least invite him for lunch.’ She shrugs. ‘I have no idea what he is like: I must do as your father asks.’


Calista hears the words that have remained unspoken: even if I don’t like it. María-Luisa is good at this. She excels at the subtle putdowns, the sly removal of the self from anything uncomfortable or unsuccessful. ‘Now,’ she says, her tone rising a notch. ‘Go and let Felipe know. Make sure both of you are down here in twenty minutes. Mr Demitriades will be here at one o’clock sharp.’


Calista doesn’t ask her mother how she is so certain of her guest’s punctuality. Instead, she turns on her heel, glad that her tasks of polishing the glasses and the silverware have passed her mother’s severe, appraising eye.


She takes the stairs two at a time and knocks on the door of the bedroom that leads off the first landing. ‘Philip?’ she says. Philip is her twin, so like her in so many ways that he could be her other self. Except in this one thing: Philip is as studious as Calista is indifferent to learning. She does not understand her brother’s passion: all those dry facts and figures, stories about long-dead people, the baffling grammar of languages no longer spoken. Calista never addresses her brother as ‘Felipe’. He made it clear, even as a seven-year-old, that he hated the strangeness of his foreign name, hated the way it set him apart from others.


Calista, on the other hand, quite likes hers. It is an ancient family name of her mother’s, stretching back into Spain’s past centuries of knights and warriors and all their chivalrous pedigrees. Calista believes that her name links her to the myths and legends of The Lady of the Highlands. Her Spanish grandparents used to regale her with exciting stories about this powerful woman who lived in the mountains of Extremadura. A woman who abandoned her homeland in search of adventure. Calista loved these tales: they were so much better than dull, insipid stories about queens and fairies and frogs turning into princes.


But Philip hates his foreignness. He struggles at school to be the same as everyone else: his Spanish name is an imposition that he resents, bitterly. María-Luisa has, however, insisted: at school, within the family, around the neighbourhood, her son is to be called ‘Felipe’. Calista is the only one who defies her. Maggie has told her yet again recently that in this, she’s on her own. Maggie refuses to risk the certainty of Madam’s steely wrath.


Philip opens the door a fraction. ‘What?’


Calista can see open books and notepads, a large dictionary and an even larger atlas strewn about the room. Her brother is buried deep in his studies even on his weekends at home. The school has great hopes for Felipe. He is their rising star, and his teachers can only be illuminated by the trail that he blazes.


‘Lunch,’ Calista says. ‘In twenty minutes. Mamá says to be sure that you’re ready.’


Philip frowns. ‘Why?’ he demands. ‘I’m studying. Exams begin in seven weeks’ time.’


Calista doesn’t rise to the bait of the looming examinations. If she does, it will give her twin the opportunity, again, to give her grief over her poor study habits.


‘We’re having a guest to lunch,’ she says quickly, ‘Alexandros somebody or other.’ And then it strikes her and she laughs out loud: ‘Alexandros the Greek! Or is it Alexandros the Great?’ She makes a face, unsure. ‘Anyway, doesn’t matter – whoever he is, I think his family does business with Dad.’


‘Why do I have to be there?’


Calista shrugs. This is a well-worn conversation between them. She touches the tip of her middle finger against her thumb, moves her hand up and down for emphasis and says: ‘Because we have stand-ards in this fam-ily –’ She breaks off as soon as she sees Philip’s grin. She knows how closely she resembles her mother – everyone who meets them says so. She has María-Luisa’s height and elegance, her mother’s fine-boned hands, her flashing dark eyes. Calista knows, too, that she is skilled at mimicry. And she likes to make her younger brother laugh. Younger by only fifteen minutes, but still.


Philip mutters, ‘All right, then, yeah,’ and closes his bedroom door.


Calista leaps up the final three steps to the second landing and pushes her way into her room. The light is dim, despite the bright spring bloom outside her window. She believes that her mother has furnished this house as though it belonged in a wealthy Madrid suburb: just like the one in Calle de Alcalá, where Calista’s grandparents still live. They’d moved there sometime in the early 1940s, abandoning their home and their land in Extremadura in the wake of the terrors of the Civil War.


María-Luisa had taken Calista and Felipe to Madrid to visit their grandparents, once, when they’d made their First Holy Communion. Calista still remembers the sombre atmosphere. Like here, that apartment was stuffed with heavy furniture: dark, brooding wardrobes; sagging drapes at the windows. Perhaps it’s the effect of the sun, shining on the rosewood chest in the corner, but Calista is sure that she can catch the faint scent of mothballs even now, coming from the curved, gleaming drawers.


Calista was about nine when she first began to understand how different her family was from all the other families she knew in Dublin. A Spanish mother, when such foreignness was rare, truly exotic. A father who travelled, who brought gifts back from abroad. A large house, one that stood in its own grounds. High-ceilinged rooms filled with treasures; treasures that made Calista imagine the echoing vastness of Africa, of Europe and of India. Carved wood; silk rugs; the tribal masks that used to terrify and fascinate her when she was a child. It was as though Calista’s family was a shimmer of hot colour, a glow of shot silk across the grey and shadowy Irish landscape.


Shortly after Calista’s ninth birthday, she was invited in return to Mary Peters’s party. She didn’t even like Mary Peters all that much, even though they sat close to each other in school. Calista didn’t want to go. She was missing her twin, missing his constant, spiky presence: her other half. She didn’t want to be with girls; she wanted to be with Philip. He had recently been taken away from her and packed off to some boarding school down the country. Calista went to the local primary, just two or three meandering streets away from home. When she’d asked why Philip had had to go so far away, her mother murmured something about the importance of a good education for boys.


On the day of Mary’s party, Calista’s mother insisted on driving her there in her smart new Ford, saying that she would like to meet the birthday girl and her mother. ‘It is important, always,’ María-Luisa told her daughter, as she indicated and pulled out carefully from the driveway, although there was no traffic: there never was in those days, ‘to have manners, to show that you have breeding.’


Calista shifted uncomfortably on the back seat. Awareness had begun to wash over her, each new wave bringing with it a sense of alarm and foreboding. None of the other mothers drove; none of the other families had cars. This Calista knew for a fact: a fact that she had absorbed, along with many others, such as the darned elbows of so many children’s jumpers, the schoolbooks shared between sisters, the break-time sandwiches that came wrapped in waxy paper, the sort of paper that enfolded what her mother called ‘shop bread’.


And then there was the milk that the other girls kept in their schoolbags until it was time for big break. It came in jam jars with screw-top lids that when opened, released a warm, animal sigh into the classroom air. She remembered all these warning signs now as her mother pulled up at the kerb. Three girls, with large pink bows in their hair and hand-knitted Fair Isle cardigans, were standing at Mary’s door, waiting to go inside. They turned when they heard the car, turned and gaped.


María-Luisa unfolded herself elegantly from the front seat, her mint-green costume and white gloves a beacon of strangeness in the Dublin housing estate – all grey walls and brown front doors. As Calista followed her mother up the path, she felt mortification prickle across the back of her neck, the stiff fabric of her dress making her hot and angry. Go home, she said to her mother silently, her head vibrating with a new and unfamiliar fury. Why don’t you just go home?


She saw Mary’s mother appear suddenly on the step, saw the way she hurriedly whipped off her apron, then ran her hands through her hair. Calista saw how hard she tried to look welcoming, rather than whatever else it was that she was feeling. But then María-Luisa extended her hand, smiled her most winning smile and said: ‘Mrs Peters, I am very glad to meet you. Thank you so much for inviting Calista: you are very kind.’


And suddenly, it was all right. Everyone relaxed. The other girls looked at Calista with a new respect.


‘Won’t you come in?’ Calista could hear the uncertainty in Mrs Peters’s voice.


‘Thank you. But I won’t disturb. I will come back for Calista around five, and perhaps I can drive all of you girls home, too, no?’ María-Luisa was smiling at the other girls and, miraculously, the girls were smiling back. ‘Would you like that?’ María-Luisa asked.


Three heads nodded; three pink bows dipped and rose again in unison.


‘Good.’ The crispness had returned to María-Luisa’s tone. ‘Then I will see you all later. Thank you again, Mrs Peters. And, Calista, don’t forget to give Mary her gift.’


All eyes followed her down the path. Everyone waved as the car pulled away. Calista felt that she could breathe again.


Mrs Peters said brightly, ‘Let’s go inside, girls. Let’s have our party!’


Calista remembers the ice cream and jelly, the fizzy red lemonade, the Rice Krispie buns, solid and sticky with chocolate. All the food that María-Luisa frowned upon at home. The five girls played pass-the-parcel, pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey and musical chairs, although Calista noticed that one or other of the pink bows cheated at musical chairs, every time. She wanted to cry out each time it happened; but instead, she heard her mother’s voice inside her head, warning her about breeding, and so she said nothing.


Over birthday cake and more lemonade, Mary’s four small guests oohed and aahed over Mary’s birthday presents – Calista had given her books, The Turf-Cutter’s Donkey and The Bookshop on the Quay by Patricia Lynch, which María-Luisa had said were appropriate. The others had brought a jigsaw, a Judy annual for 1958 – although the year was already half over – and a pencil case stuffed full of colouring pencils. And then it was time to go home.


When María-Luisa returned, smiling, she handed Mrs Peters a bunch of long-stemmed lilies. ‘Thank you so much, Mrs Peters – I do hope Calista was well behaved?’


Mrs Peters appeared flustered, unsure what to do with the flowers. She held them at arm’s length, clutching at their stems through the damp brown paper. She looked as if she feared they might somehow take her by surprise. ‘Oh! Yes, perfectly. Such a lovely girl. Calista’s welcome anytime. We loved having her, didn’t we, Mary?’


Mary nodded, her thin, eager face still smeared with chocolate.


‘May I?’ María-Luisa took a Polaroid camera out of her bag. ‘I should like very much to give each of the girls a souvenir of this lovely day. Is that all right?’


There were squeals and giggles as all five girls posed for the photographs. There was some pushing and shoving as they watched the photos ghosting into life; the pink bows jumped up and down, beside themselves. Calista was fascinated, watching as each of the girls’ faces emerged, one after the other. She saw the way the camera captured their expressions, freezing their sense of mischief, their shyness, their uncertainty forever under the glossy coating of memory. The other girls were awestruck and Calista felt her stock rise on that day. Like it or not, she knew that she owed that to her mother.


She glances now at her bedroom mirror where several photos congregate, their corners tucked into the wooden frame. Each one jostles the other for space, just like the pink-bowed girls on the day the pictures were taken. In there, somewhere, is the fading Mary Peters of eight years ago, with her soft eyes and her sticky face. Calista wonders where she is now, where all those girls are. It is as though they disappeared into some shadowy underworld of hairdressing and shop-assisting and sewing factories. Calista was the only one of her classmates to receive what María-Luisa called a proper secondary education, an education suitable for a young lady.


Calista now drags the brush through the tangle of her dark hair, smooths the front of her dress and gets ready to go back downstairs. Her watch tells her it’s almost time. She daren’t be even a moment late. She hesitates for a second, but then decides against the lipstick that she’s tempted to wear: just a faint pink frosting – she’s seventeen, after all – but she judges that given the mood her mother is in, it might be wiser to avoid a row.


Calista makes her way down the stairs to the hallway, just as the clock is chiming one. At the turn, she hears voices, laughter, the sound of animated introductions, her father’s booming voice. ‘And this is my son, Felipe.’ She sees all the heads below her: Philip’s, her father Timothy’s, her mother’s and, way taller than all of them, what must be Alexandros’s.


Her mother looks up, sees Calista and smiles. It is as though that one small movement breaks the thread of whatever binds together all of those standing in the hall. Almost at once, Alexandros moves away from the others, turns and watches as Calista comes down the stairs. She sees his eyebrow lift, something in his gaze makes her begin to blush, and she wishes she’d risked the lipstick.


‘My daughter, Calista.’ Timothy waves his hand in her direction. He sounds satisfied about something. His movements are jaunty, almost arrogant, as though he’s showing off his spoils.


Alexandros steps forward, gives the smallest of bows and brings his lips close to the back of Calista’s hand, although he does not kiss it. Calista starts. A jolt courses through her, a tingle not unlike the shock she’d got once from a badly wired lamp. As Alexandros raises his head, his clear green eyes look right through her, as though he can see something beyond what she now is, standing there in front of him. He seems reluctant to let go of her hand. When he finally does so, Calista can feel the warmth and the strength of his fingers, pressed into her palm like a memory.
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