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   ‘A sorcerer walks through these pages weaving time past and time present into a Scheherazadean swirl. This is a mesmerising feat of imagination and a masterful debut.’ 

   Paul Lynch, author of Irish Novel of the Year winner, Grace

   ‘Captivating and epic in scale, sumptuously imagined, with a wry and generous vision of human frailty, Lickorish Quinn’s magnificent debut enchants from first page to last. It is a work of astonishing empathy and expansiveness, a story that bends spacetime to take us on a journey towards a place and an hour where redemption might prove possible. Lickorish Quinn is a breath-taking writer of singular voice.’

   Patrick Flanery, author of Absolution

   ‘Karina Lickorish Quinn is the new face of magic realism. She has given it, through Anaïs, a female body and soul… She makes it sing, she makes it work and she has built a world that stands on its own three feet. Like its title, The Dust Never Settles will stay floating inside the reader, impossible to forget or unsee.’ 

   Laia Jufresa, author of Umami

   ‘An innovative and precisely imagined exploration of identity, family, ghosts, and the intersection between personal and national history. It swept me away.’ 

   Clare Fisher, author of All the Good Things

   ‘The Dust Never Settles is ambitious, fascinating and endlessly inventive – a time-bending, kaleidoscopic fever dream in which the living coexist with the dead, and the past with present.’

   Luiza Sauma, author of Everything You Ever Wanted

   ‘Karina Lickorish Quinn has rendered on the page a person and a place in all their conflicted histories so convincingly and dizzyingly and singularly that the very ink haunts. It leaves a shadow text on the reader’s psyche. The Dust Never Settles is a marvelous, vertiginous work that mercilessly conveys the post-colonial state.’ 

   Caoilinn Hughes, author of The Wild Laughter

   ‘Rarely has a haunting been so eloquent and arresting, so painterly and polyphonic, demanding urgently to be read.’

   Chloe Aridjis, author of Sea Monsters
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And for Athena.

  

 
  
   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

   It was the custom of the dead to visit one another, and they hosted great dances and revelries. Sometimes the dead came to the houses of the living, and sometimes the living went to the houses of the dead.

   Pedro Pizarro, 1571
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   They say that there was a mountain. Its name was Tampu T’uqu because it had three windows. Some say inside it and some say on top of it there was a Paqariq Tampu. It was a cave or maybe a house, a kind of lodge in which things came to life.

   In this birthplace, out of the three windows, three peoples were born. From the window named Maras T’uqu, the Maras people were born. From the window of Sut’i T’uqu, the Tampus people were born. But out of the middle window, the one called Qhapaq T’uqu, came eight siblings: the four Ayar brothers and their four sisters.

   The Ayar brothers and their sisters were not like any other people who lived in the world. They emerged from the mountain wearing fine clothes, woven with gold given by Father Sun. Around their necks they carried bags inside which were catapults, and sister Huaco and brother Ayar Manco (whom the sun also named Manco Cápac) brought with them golden staffs.

   The eight siblings left the mountain and set out in search of land to cultivate. Ayar Manco and Mama Ocllo would throw their golden staffs and see if they would penetrate the soil, but time and again the golden staffs could not sink into the earth because the ground was too hard. Then Ayar Cachi, who was the strongest of the brothers, became frustrated and, from a very high peak, cast four pebbles into the distance with his catapult. He was so strong that his pebbles levelled mountains, crumbling them utterly and leaving valleys in their place.

   Then the other Ayar brothers became afraid of Ayar Cachi because he was so strong, and they plotted to get rid of him. They told him they had forgotten some golden vases back at Paqariq Tampu and sent him back to fetch them. Ayar Cachi did not know that his other siblings had followed him and, when he re-entered the mountain, they rolled huge stones over the windows so that he could not get out again. They waited until they heard him hammering on the insides of the mountain, screaming out for help, and then they knew that Ayar Cachi could not escape and they left him there.

   The siblings believed Ayar Cachi had died and, with time, they felt guilty about what they had done, but by then they had forgotten where the Tampu T’uqu was and could not find their way back. So they journeyed on and founded Cusco and the Inka Empire with its Four Realms, the Tawantinsuyu.

   When generations to come told the story of the siblings, some would say that Tampu T’uqu was near the shores of Lake Titicaca. Others said it was further north, deep in the Cordillera or even as far inland as the jungle. But there was one who knew the exact location of Tampu T’uqu because she had seen it during her time ascended into janaj pacha, where she sojourned with the saints and the stars. There she had also seen that Ayar Cachi had not died but had simply been interred inside the mountain, waiting to be released.
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   One

   Last night the ice-cream pedlars haunted me. They came to my hotel room and danced around my bed. I knew them from my childhood, when I had stood in the window of Mama and Abue’s house and watched them sell their wares to the children from the houses at the bottom of the hill. They never made the strenuous journey up to la Casa Echeverría to sell anything to us. Even when Abue tried to appease me by buying a hand-cranked ice-cream maker and when Carmen made the empleadas churn milk in the kitchen all day, my cravings could not be satisfied. No matter how much ice cream they made, no matter how many hours they worked, turning over the milk, folding in home-grown lúcuma or Mama’s manjar blanco, what I wanted more than anything was to be like the children who I watched from the upstairs windows, playing barefoot games of football down in the Avenida or laying out glass bottles as skittles in the sand of Los Polvos and eating their neon-coloured ice pops.

   My primos and I were not allowed to go out and play with those children. It was not only because the armed conflict that had begun in the highlands had by then reached the city, though the adults did worry that there might be Reds out there among the shacks of Los Polvos – ‘resentidos’ who would seek to evict us. I did not understand the conflict then, did not understand the meaning of land or how history piles and piles upon itself until it cannot bear its own weight, but I overheard some of the younger staff say the war was a pachacuti, that space and time were turning over and the world would be left upside down and inside out. The high would be made low, they said, and the low lifted high. Others said this was nonsense and that they had better watch their tongues.

   But it was not only because of the war that we were not allowed to go down to Los Polvos. It was also because, Reds or not, they were not our kind of people. That is what the adults said. Not our kind. Then the adults would try to distract us with new toys and pretty songs or, when we became petulant and said that we would run away to live in the other town at the bottom of the hill, the aunts and uncles would scoff and say, Really? You want to live without food or clean water? Without a pretty house and a garden or a roof over your head? Still, what I wanted was to befriend those other children whose games I watched in secret but never joined. And I longed for the men in the canary-yellow outfits to pedal their carts up the hill and sell us their cellophane-wrapped, half-melted, branded ice-cream sandwiches. But they never did.

   And so, after the many years in which I had forgotten all about them, last night the ice-cream vendors came to me. I sat awake for hours while they pedalled their yellow cart-bikes around my room, blaring their kazoos and peddling their goods to illusory customers. They sold rancour-flavoured cones and bittersweet neon ice pops. They pelted me with ice cubes that melted around me until my sheets were soaked and my body was clammy and shivering. They filled my dreams with painful memories and screamed in my face with gaping mouths and hollow eyes in which I saw only a gaping darkness.

   Around my hotel bed they rioted, tearing through the cushions with their teeth and swinging from the curtains like demented monkeys. They were furious with me, and I cannot blame them, because today I will hand over the keys for Mama and Abue’s house to the developers who will begin tearing it down tomorrow. For my treachery, for betraying Mamabue’s house, the ice-cream men came to punish me with havoc, breaking into every last one of my suitcases and strewing my belongings across the floor.

   I left them to their insanity and wandered the halls of the sleeping hotel – the empty corridors, the desolate lobby, the dining hall plunged into darkness. To know one Hotel Vivaldi is to know them all. This one, El Hotel Vivaldi Miraflores, is identical to all its brothers scattered across the world, with its ceilings glittering like hammered gold and its neoclassical statues in white resin or bronze plate that stand sentry along the hallways and around the circular lobby. It was at the Hotel Vivaldi Park Lane that Rupert asked me to marry him in the gilded dining room where mirrors upon mirrors replicated us a thousand times over until I had seen myself from every angle and wasn’t sure whether the trembling in my fingers was from the enormity of being proposed to or from the fear of not knowing which me was flesh and which reflection. I was everywhere, refracted – in the glass windows, in the polished marble floors, in the lacquered furniture: nowhere could I escape myself.

   It was the same last night. Even with the hotel unlighted and unpeopled, the slivers of light found me and cast my shape on the mirrored walls. She fascinated me, the woman in the glass, this midnight fugitive, a racing figure draped in a white robe, borrowed and far too large, hurrying from a carnival of tiny ice-cream men disembowelling her luggage. As she ran, the Vivaldi statuary seemed to come to life. The semi-naked women draped in falling linens gathered into gossiping huddles, the muscular soldiers turned their heads in judgement, while the horses and cloven-footed creatures flared their nostrils in disdain. Under these watchful eyes, she did strange things in the night-time – kissed the open mouths of the clean white orchids in the stairwell and stuffed her pockets with the silver-wrapped candies in the lobby. In the empty dining hall, where the pianola played on alone and the tables were all set identically, row on row, waiting for diners who were now all sleeping, she climbed onto the bar, spread her arms, and began to spin, slowly at first, then faster and faster until the reflections all blurred together into a haze of white.

   ‘¿Señorita Gest?’

   I did not remember immediately who she was – Miss Gest – in this place where I had booked a room under my father’s surname to avoid the inquisitive looks, the enquiries about my health from people who knew someone who knew someone who knew my Titi’s ex-husband’s best friend’s grandfather’s psychologist’s parrot… In Lima, the Echeverría name is known to everyone, but Gest has, except in academic circles, retained some anonymity. For archaeologists, historians, anthropologists, Professor Leonard Gest has some middling consequence; to the rest of the world, as to me, he is an unknown. So I used my father’s name here to render myself invisible.

   ‘¿Señorita Gest?’

   I came to an abrupt stop and waited for the dizziness to subside and the three misty and floating valets to merge into one with his feet pressed firmly, shoulder width apart, on the marble floor.

   ‘Are you all right, señorita? Is there something you need?’

   ‘Nothing, thank you. I am quite well.’

   ‘Breakfast is not served until six…’

   ‘Yes, I know. I was just taking some air.’

   Finding my way back to my suite, drawing my robe closer around me against the night’s chill as I crept along corridor after identical corridor, I realised I had forgotten my way. On which floor was I staying? And on which side of the hotel – north or south? Facing the sea or inland? Into the pockets of my robe I stuffed my hands, rifling anxiously with my fingers, but there was no door key, only hoards of Hotel Vivaldi candies whose wrappers seemed to rustle and hiss at me as I searched.

   Back at the front desk, the gold-suited concierge stood rigidly, like a tin soldier, eyes wide but glazed, staring far off into the distance, or into the past. I waited for him to acknowledge me, my hands folded on the desk in an attempt to convey calm and self-assurance. If I touched my surroundings – the desk, the tiled floor, the backs of the black velvet-covered chairs – I could anchor myself here, make myself familiar, seem as though I belonged. But as I waited, touching things, running my fingers over the lacquered desktop, fiddling with the pen, smoothing the pages of the visitor book, the concierge continued immobile and distant, his eyes unseeing behind the cataracts of sleep.

   I thought of waking him – of rousing him by his name, Javier, embroidered in gold on his jacket. What would he say if I explained myself, if I told him how I was locked out of my room in the middle of the night, lost and wandering the empty, darkened corridors in my bedclothes like a restless spirit? No, I couldn’t wake him for that. The alternative, though, was to wait until the morning for the elegant guests to descend and find me curled up in one of the high-backed armchairs of the lobby hugging my nightdress around my knees like an insomniac child.

   The tremors in my fingers returned – tremors I have endured since childhood, which descend suddenly and often, for no apparent reason, taking possession of my hands as if they were not mine but a stranger’s, clumsily grafted onto my wrists without sympathy for my instructions or wishes. To still their trembling, or at least to hide them from my sight, I plunged my hands into my pockets again and with such force that I sliced my right forefinger on something thin and sharp – the door key, which had been in my pocket the whole time. I had not found it because my hands had been searching for metal, not a plastic magnetised oblong, without character or feeling. I had forgotten: humanity is phasing out the old. The metal key, the written letter, the landline telephone. Already in Rupert’s London apartment block the metal key is obsolete: every resident has a sleek black electronic key card to unlock their home.

   With a thin stream of blood trickling down my finger, I held the key card up to my eyes and examined it closely. On one of its corners a tiny nick in the plastic had created a sort of sharp little mouth with fangs, now stained red.

   I have trouble with new things. I injure myself with them – or they attack me. Gadgets give me electric shocks and the appliances I use always break. It’s your energy, the Tías used to tell me. Tu energía – it interferes with the current. Rupert has tried to train me into carrying a mobile phone so he doesn’t have to worry when I leave for my walks. He made me promise to switch it on and contact him as soon as I arrived in Lima. Where is that telephone now, I wonder. Buried, I imagine, somewhere in my luggage.

   Returning to my room, I found the ice-cream vendors had melted away leaving only one man behind, faded now and shrunken, reduced to the size of a doll, slumped, exhausted, on my suitcase in the corner of the room. Only his eyes were lively, sticking to me wherever I moved.

   I know what you think of me. There is nothing to be done.

   If you wanted it enough, you would find a way.

   I grabbed the vendor around the waist and shook him violently. He did not resist but hung limply in my hands, his limbs flailing loosely, neck folding backwards and jerking precariously as if, at any moment, his head might snap off and roll away. I wanted to shake him to pieces, to dust, and sweep him out of the window and away towards the sea, but he would not disintegrate, so I threw him inside my suitcase and shut the case quickly, snapping closed the padlock.

   Now, here on the floor in the dark, sucking on my bleeding finger, surrounded by my dispersed clothes and the disorder of the devastated room, the eviscerated pillows, the scattered papers, I cannot ignore that the tiny vendor is right – I will have to face the ghosts. I thought that I would face them yesterday at the Iglesia Santa María Reina during the Mass for the repose of the Echeverría dead: all day I waited for them as the priest read name after name of departed relatives, with the living Echeverrías gathered around me muttering interminable prayers, but the familiar dead did not attend.

   It is a necessary pain of having a large family that someone is always dying. It is a merciful relief of having a large family across the waters that it is impossible to attend all of their funerals. For years I have been losing Titis and Tíos almost every month and, every time, my mother would call to inform me of their passing and, every time, I ignored the phone, listening from across the room to her voice reciting a message. I never called her back. What was there to say? Another relative had retired from life but between her and me nothing had changed.

   Each time she called, I marvelled that it was not to announce the funeral of my Tía Consuelo, the great-aunt who has been dying for fifty years, confined all this time to her room at the rear of la Casa Echeverría by countless ailments – or, perhaps, by just one all-encompassing and devastating disease no doctor could ever name – accompanied constantly by her ancient doll, Conchita la Freak, with the mismatched body parts. But it appears that, though everyone else has succumbed at their allotted hour to the inevitable; though her brother, Ignacio Segundo, shot himself in the face while polishing his revolver; though her nephew, Tío Lucho, plummeted from the peak of Huayna Picchu; though her cousin, Almendra la Amarga, yielded at last, at the age of ninety-six, to a particularly strong dose of ayawasca that stopped her heart in the village of Tamshiyacu to which she had travelled to discover what the purpose of her life had been, Tía Consuelo lives on.

   Yesterday, during Mass, while the priest took a rest break from the punishing labours of reading through the list of the countless Echeverría dead, with my aunts and uncles embracing and kissing and pulling me this way and that, laying their hands on my stomach in prayer, laying their palms on my forehead in concern – You look pale, hija, are you ill? – Of course the girl is ill: she’s pregnant! – I asked them if they knew what had become of la Tía Consuelo. But nobody knew. Childless and unmarried, Tía Consuelo has for decades been nobody’s concern. But I assumed she had died ya, Tía Mimi said. Oye, Pulpo, do you know anything of la Tía Consuelo? And that was the message that was passed from person to person through the church as we waited for the priest to return: What has happened to Tía Consuelo? Does anyone know anything about Tía Consuelo?

   As the priest droned on, I listened for Consuelo’s name but did not hear it, perhaps because it was not read or perhaps because I was distracted by the little pink fish that torments me. It is with me still, bobbing irritatingly against my right cornea, refusing to be ignored since the day three months ago when I sat in a toilet cubicle in my graduation cap and gown, knickers round my ankles, a pregnancy test between my fingers, waiting for pink lines to materialise, which they did – both of them. And with those two pink lines appeared the little pink fish, only a speck then, a minuscule spot on my vision, a particle of dust, I thought, easily blinked away.

   But the little fish has not faded: it has grown and become more insistent for my attention – attention divided evenly between it and the incessant waves of nausea that radiate from my guts. It hovers on the waterline of my right eye, tiny but resolute, eyeballing me with a gaping mouth in which I can see my past stretched out and mapped like a star chart. It can only be the size of a poppy seed, no bigger, but when it opens its mouth, it seems to have swallowed the whole universe.

   Before I began my journey back to Lima for the first time after all these years, I stayed with the Napiers, Rupert’s family, at their country home. We were celebrating our engagement – mine and Rupert’s (though I had not yet said yes). There, I prayed a novena regarding this torturous little fish. It was not easy explaining to the Napiers why I had insisted on locating the nearest Catholic church nor why I traipsed there through the countryside every morning after breakfast for nine consecutive days in order to pray. Seven years they have known me and been my surrogate family, ever since I appeared on my father’s doorstep, soaking from the rain, fleeing Perú and the ghosts and too many memories and he, unable or unwilling to father me, thrust me upon them. In all that time, I have not often gone to Mass, not once gone to confession. In truth, it was not easy explaining to myself, a lapsed Catholic, why I felt so compelled towards divine supplication. Perhaps the little pink fish made me feel my need for God. Or perhaps it was the Bible verse Titi María Dolores embroidered on the handkerchief she sent me from Lima two weeks ago:

   Herencia de Jehová son los hijos;
cosa de estima el fruto del vientre.

   The fruit of the womb is an inheritance from the Lord, and every child is a blessing, the Tías wrote in the card that they had all signed and enclosed in the box along with the handkerchief, a gold medallion engraved with the icon of Saint Gerard Majella (patron saint of expectant mothers), a litre bottle of orange-flower water (distilled by Tía Gring’s own hands), and a book of prayers for pregnancy. I don’t know how they knew I was pregnant: I suppose Titis always know.

   On the ninth and final day of my prayers, with an early transatlantic flight and an intense bout of morning sickness, I lifted my petitions to God and completed my novena in the multi-faith prayer room at Terminal 5 of Heathrow Airport. I knelt at the front of the room, without a cushion, on the grey-blue standard-issue geometric airport carpet, underneath the rotating carousel of religious icons, all of them chained down to safeguard against theft. Inserting a pound into the slot, I turned the wheel through the options (a stainless-steel menorah; a resin Buddha; a flaking painted statuette of Pushan, the Hindu god of marriages, journeys and the feeding of cattle), found the figure of the Blessed Virgin, and made her face me.

   Hail Mary, llena de gracia, the little pink fish is with me still, getting entangled in my eyelashes and making my eyes water.

   Dios te salve, María, perhaps you remember the business with the spirits. I have evaded them, now, for many years and have no desire to return to the days of the visions and conversations with those that others cannot see.

   I leave it in your hands, this trouble with the little pink fish. Si es la voluntad de Dios, I ask you to make it leave me.

   As I clicked my rosary beads clumsily between my fingers, out of practice, the Virgin Mary looked down at me with benevolent eyes of azure blue, her alabaster palms held out, robes quivering slightly in the flickering light of the fluorescent tube above us.

   Santa María, Mother of God, I asked you yesterday – I am sure you remember – about my pregnancy. The nausea is espantoso. I ask you to take it away or give me the patience to bear it. The nausea, that is. And the pregnancy. Because you know – of course you know, Holy Mary, madre de Dios – that I don’t really want this baby. Blessed art thou amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.

   And again, I lift Rupert up to you – he has asked me to marry him, and I have not said yes, nor have I said no. I have said to wait. So we are waiting, he for my answer and I for no sé qué. A sign, I suppose. From you or from God…

   In my pocket, the Napier engagement ring pulsed against my hip bone. Rupert wanted me to wear it, despite my lack of conviction. He said he knew, just knew, that we were destined for each other, as if the future were written, as if nothing was left to the vagaries of choice in this world. To save on awkwardness, and to save hurting his mother, his sisters, I wore it in the Napier house. How could I tell them that I felt suffocated by it? That I felt they were trying to absorb me, dissolve me, swallow me into their clan when they already thought of me as daughter, sister? But when I left their house I always removed it and put it somewhere out of sight. And even then, through the thick fabric of my jacket, it bothered me – the weight of the gold, the sharp angles of the diamond, the bulk of its presence.

   Kneeling in the airport chapel, as I reflected on my potential engagement, on the imminent sale of my childhood home, and on my own demons, la Vírgen María contemplated me sorrowfully from her place on the pay-as-you-go carousel of divinities. A single tear of blood seeped from the caruncle of her right eye and trickled, painting a track of red, down her cheek to her chin, where the drop hung tenuously.

   Behind me a family of worshippers had gathered to watch and wait for their turn at the altar. I did not want them to notice that I had made the mother of God cry. As I reached up with Titi María’s handkerchief to wipe away the scarlet tear from the Virgin Mary’s face, staining the white cotton with a crimson bloom, the Holy Mother reached down to me and pulled me by the wrist with a cold, stiff alabaster hand. With my head next to hers, she whispered:

   Aunque vengas disfraza’o, te conozco, bacalao.

   Even when you come in costume, codfish, I will always know you.

   Reflected from behind me in the telescreens of flight information, I could see the waiting family, absorbed in their chaos: the woman – the mother, I supposed – weighed down by bags and surrounded by restless, impatient children, looked weary and desperately in need of her deity.

   Holy Mary, Mother of God, ruega por nosotros, sinners, ahora and at the hour of our death. Amén.

   Hurriedly, breaking free from the Virgin’s grip, I let the young family take my place. The mother inserted a pound coin into the slot and turned the wheel to the resin statue of Buddha.

   As I wandered the terminal and waited, I turned the Virgin’s words over and over: Aunque vengas disfraza’o, te conozco, bacalao. Te conozco, bacalao, aunque vengas disfraza’o.

   These are the words that Mami always used when Leandro and I tried to blame the ants for breaking the pottery or the ghost of Francisco Pizarro for drawing on the walls. Aunque vengas disfraza’o, te conozco, bacalao, she would say: Even if you come in disguise, I know you, codfish, and she would wag her finger and shake her head with a knowing smile. It made me laugh and imagine a codfish in a trench coat and fedora, shuffling around on its tail fin, trying to fit in, going about its daily business, driving a car, buying groceries, trying to conceal its fishy smell.

   After she came to work for us, Q’orianka learned the phrase too, but over the years she shortened it, first to te conozco, bacalao and then, at last, to bacalao, so that when we lied she would cry Codfish! Codfish! and chase us around the house until we confessed, collapsing in a giggling heap, sweaty and breathless.

   Leandro, my brother, namesake of our father, should be with me on this journey, but he is too busy. He posted me his signed documents, appointing me as his legal agent, in an envelope with an EC1A postmark and a scribbled note on headed paper from the bank where he works:

   Soz can’t come. Work MANIC. Waiting to exchange on Pan Peninsula apt. Bad timing.

   Then his signature and, squashed into a corner, an afterthought, Besos a todos.

   So Leandro has not come. And Rupert, too, has more important things to do. If he knew about the two pink lines he might have found time. But I have travelled to Lima alone. No, not alone: I have the little fish. Though perhaps the little fish will not join me today when I go to meet the developers at la Casa Echeverría – when I go to sign the papers for the sale of Mamabue’s house. Perhaps little fish do not like to witness ancestral casas being sold and razed.

   Aunque vengas disfraza’o, te conozco, bacalao, said the mother of God.

   These same words were on the lips of my relatives at la Iglesia Santa María Reina yesterday as they took in my appearance. Strange transformation she has made, this girl, they seemed to say. But still the same, underneath. Still an Echeverría inside. Although not quite. I never was completely one of them either. Here or there, London or Lima, it doesn’t matter. Even with my mother no longer living to tell me, I cannot escape those words reminding me that wherever I go, I have always been a codfish in disguise.

   My homecoming journey took me into the past. Everything was just as I remembered. On the flight from New York there was the same atmosphere of jubilant homecoming among the passengers that I remember from childhood. A few rows behind me there was a family of four generations – from bisabuelita to newborn – returning to Perú for the first time in decades after making their American fortune. The padre of the family, whom they called el gordo, was a fat señor with laughing eyes and a gold chain bracelet on his fleshy wrist; he kept standing on his seat to rouse the entire plane into enthusiastic renditions of the Peruvian national anthem:

   ¡Somos libres!
¡Seámoslo siempre! ¡Seámoslo siempre!

   Beside me, a young backpacker with blond dreadlocks asked me to translate the words for him.

   ‘We’re free,’ I told him. ‘We’re free. Let us always be.’

   But when the enthusiastic gordo began to sing traditional huaynos, the backpacker could not understand how I was able to sing along but not to translate the words.

   ‘This is in Quechua,’ I explained. ‘I don’t speak Quechua.’

   ‘You don’t speak Quechua, but you can sing it?’

   ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Our maid taught me. But she didn’t teach me what it means.’

   He looked at me with puzzled amusement, as if I were a quaint curio in a glass cabinet. After that I closed my eyes and pretended to sleep to avoid having to speak with the backpacker again.

   Disembarking the plane at Jorge Chávez airport, I was immediately bathed in the Limenian humidity. The air is close here. And tactile. Not aloof and tasteless. It demands to be felt and to feel, like the insistent affection of tías abuelas after years of absence. And with the humidity came the briny, algal smell of sea that stirred in my guts a feeling I had forgotten – a feeling galvanised by years of self-protective distraction from remembering. It was a species of longing and, at the same time, of recuperating – of losing and of finding what was lost. It was a feeling that made me, suddenly, quite seasick and I stumbled, had to reach out my hand to steady myself. My hand fell on the arm of el gordo, the singing padre de familia from the plane. He placed his enormous hand over mine and said, ‘Returning home is felt in the intestines, no es así mija?’

   It felt warm to be called mija: it had been a long time since a stranger had called me their daughter.

   ‘Es así,’ I told him, because he was right – homecoming is felt in the viscera.

   As we walked across the tarmac towards the terminal, already I could see the arrivals concourse was teeming with families clutching bouquets of helium balloons, giant stuffed animals and cardboard signs, all pressing urgently against the steel barricades and craning their necks to catch a first glimpse of their loved ones. I walked behind the maletero I had hired, who pushed a trolley heavily laden with the five pieces of luggage in which – unsure how long it would take to sell Mamabue’s house – I had packed enough of my clothes to see me through at least a year in Lima. I would not learn until later, until after the Mass for the repose of the Echeverría dead, that the buyers were already lined up, that the papers had been prepared, that the signing and completion of the sale would take place the next day.

   Just in front of me, as we headed to the arrivals hall, triumphantly leading his clan, was el gordo, who, when he emerged from the sliding glass doors, was greeted by a rapturous cheer from an enormous crowd of relatives all wearing identical lime-green T-shirts emblazoned with his face and the words ¡Los García Siempre Regresan! – The Garcías Always Return!

   Wailing cries of joy, a stout lady with the same thick wrists and black eyes as el gordo threw herself against the barricade with such force that it collapsed with a crash, and the García relatives surged forward, clambering over the metal, tumbling over each other, weeping and laughing, until el gordo, his wife and their children were swallowed by the crowd. Taking advantage of the breach in the barrier, other families poured out, falling upon the arrivals – not always the ones for whom they were waiting – with kisses and songs, while European tourists looked on with ashen faces, dodging unsolicited affection, calculating the quickest route out of the amorous chaos.

   In the confusion, as the guards tried to contain the crowd, I was separated from my luggage while people whom I will never know filled my hands with candies and flowers and coins. Pushing against the current of bodies, I searched desperately for a face I recognised.

   Then, his head protruding above the horde, I saw him – Tío Pulpo, my mother’s brother, Mamabue’s eldest and the last survivor of his siblings. According to tradition, it should have been Tío Pulpo living in the casona all these years but, after he returned from college in the United States, he had no interest in Mamabue’s house.

   ‘Anaïs!’ Tío called above the roar of the crowd, waving as if from a great distance. He was there with his wife, my Tía Mimi, who wrapped her arms like a straitjacket around me and led me hurriedly from the mayhem out into the twilight morning where my maletero was waiting in the car park with my bags.

   ‘¡Loco, loco, loco!’ Mimi cried, gripping my arms with her hands and surveying me intently as if to check for injuries. Or shortcomings. ‘Certainly these things never happen in England. ¿Estás bien?’

   Without waiting for a response, she kissed me absently on both cheeks and held me in a tight embrace. On her hair I could smell perfume and coffee. Over her shoulder I watched my Tío questioning the maletero. Are the bags all there? Sí, señor. Are they untampered with? Sí, señor. Yes? Sí, señor. Here’s a tip for your honesty. Gracias, señor. My car is this way. Sí, señor.

   It made me anxious, the frankness with which Tío Pulpo distrusted, and the resignation with which the maletero responded to the inquisition. How often was he accused in this way? How had he developed the forbearance with which to accept it? What made him yield so coolly to the presumptions of criminality imposed upon him?

   As Tío led the porter to the car, Mimi walked with me, one arm around my waist, the other planted on my belly, chattering to me about los primos – all the cousins – and what impressive things they were doing and how much they wanted to see me. In the corner of the car park a family were conducting a party of bienvenida out of the boot of their car, blaring tropical love songs from a transistor radio and drinking pisco sours from white plastic cups, the security guards trying, and failing, to move them on.

   While we waited for the maletero to cram my suitcases into Tío’s car, Mimi looked on with pursed lips. We had to hurry, she told me, to get to the church on time.

   ‘For what, Tía?’

   ‘For the Mass!’

   I had not known before now about the Mass planned in my honour to compensate me for being unable to attend the scores of family funerals I had missed over my years of absence. The Mass to allow me to join my petitions to those of my relatives for the Echeverría departed. I was not appropriately dressed for a funeral, I told her, but there was no time – no time, querida – for me to change. Padre Alfonso had been booked and he was very clear that we must start punctually because the Mass would certainly take all day: there were a lot of dead to get through.

   As we drove from the airport along el Circuito de Playas towards Miraflores and the church, I watched the city passing by, and it was just as I remembered. It was early, but the esplanade was already full of people: painters touching up the murals on the dusty walls of El Callao, runners beating the pavement, dog walkers tripping over leashes along el Malecón, lovers trysting under the amorous clay bodies of the lovers of El Beso and along the undulating mosaic walls of el Parque del Amor. Salsas, cumbias, bachatas played out of apartments and car windows and on the beach below.

   Above all, my focus was on the sea where, far from the shore, blocking the horizon, my old friends, the islands of San Lorenzo and El Frontón, had always created the familiar shape of a whale. As a child, sleepy after a day at the beach, salt in my hair and sand between my toes, wedged into the back seat of Abue’s Cadillac between Mami and Leandro and too many of the cousins, I would watch the whale through the window and tell it about my day. It would give me an idle smile and sing me to sleep. But yesterday, I saw no whale – just two large rocks in the water, one now reserved for the exclusive use of the Peruvian navy, the other a graveyard for anti-colonial pirates and inmates of El Frontón penitentiary.

   Now, standing on the balcony of my hotel suite, the drastic curve of the Limenian coastline and the lights of the city stretching out below me, the salt wind playing with my hair and tugging at my robe, I wait for the sunrise. With the sun will come the wake-up call. The valet will inform me that my taxi is booked. I will wash and dress and, after breakfast, let myself be driven to the yellow house on the hill, where I will be expected to sign it away.

   But the little pink fish will not let me rest. In these tiny hours of the morning, before the light has returned, it has been speaking to me, asking me again and again: What happens to the past? Does it fade and fall like leaves in autumn? Does it nest in the highest nooks of our mind, out of sight, like a condor, waiting to swoop? Does it rot like a body underground?

   I cannot answer the little fish because I do not know. I remember what the nuns of Santo Domingo told me – that the dead will not return until the Resurrection. I remember what the psychiatrists told me – that the subconscious mind is artful in wish fulfilment. I remember what my mother screamed at me in desperation – Enough with this obsessive mourning! But the things I have been told have never resonated with my experience of reality.

   ‘Whale!’ I whisper into the night sky. ‘Whale!’

   Out in the sea, she appears, grumbling, and half-opens a big blue eye.

   ‘Were you sleeping?’ I ask.

   Yes.

   ‘I’m sorry.’

   What’s wrong with you?

   ‘I can’t sleep.’

   So you wake me?

   I shrug.

   Pretty inconsiderate.

   ‘I know.’

   Why can’t you sleep?

   ‘I was wondering.’

   Wondering what?

   ‘What happens to the past?’

   The whale groans and rolls over.

   The seawater rushes over her back like a landslide.

   ‘What happens to the past?’ I insist.

   The whale opens her eye again and fixes it on me.

   It passes, the whale replies.

   ‘It passes?’

   It passes through. It passes on. And, sometimes, it passes by.

  

 
  
   Dos

   For decades Mamabue’s house was the grandest of the baroque casonas of Miraflores, a testament to the taste and good fortune of the Echeverría family. It was imagined into being by Tatarabuelo Ignacio – whose father had made his wealth in bird shit – as he took his siesta one sweltering December afternoon in 1893 and, as soon as construction began in the new year, the house became the envy of fashionable Limenian families who decimated their fortunes in trying, and failing, to equal Ignacio’s masterpiece. Across the barren dust plain that then dominated the district, mansions sprang up. Each was more ostentatious than the last, with a rococo stucco here, a Moorish balcony there, until the district was a farrago of opulence, with houses of mismatched styles standing shoulder to shoulder, sprouting colonial balconies, baroque pediments, neoclassical columns. But none came close to the glory of la Casa Echeverría, which glittered like a crown on the brow of the hill known as the Mound of Defeat, though no one by then remembered how the Mound had gained that name.

   The mansion was cool in summer, warm in winter and by some sorcery seemed to repel the stifling Limenian humidity. Even when the darkest fogs rolled in over the city from the Pacific, la Casa Echeverría glowed like a beacon in the gloom with its electric lighting and facade of lúcuma yellow. This colour was the only feature that had not resulted from the meticulous imaginings of Tatarabuelo Ignacio or the assiduous designs of his wife, Ari-ari-mamie Colombe Fantonbleu de Echeverría, the fiercely practical Frenchwoman who had saved her husband’s money from his careless spending by taking control of it and investing it, first in the railroads and later in the rubber boom. Still, she allowed herself one aesthetic indulgence in planning the house her husband had dreamed into being: she had ordered that it be painted primrose yellow, the same shade as her grandparents’ Alsace cottage. But with her halting Spanish she could not communicate with the painters and the house ended up the colour of the lúcuma instead, a shade she quickly realised so far better suited the vibrancy of the New World in which she now lived that neither she nor any of her descendants would countenance painting the house any other shade except, briefly, during a period that became known as the Olive Years. After Bisabuelo Eugenio was killed in an automobile accident on the Avenida Abancay when his Ford convertible coupé collided with a milk cart (killing a donkey, four men and a woman), his wife, Bisabuela Elena, went mad from the heartbreak and the house was turned a shameful and garish green and the shutters painted red. The reputation of the house plunged into ignominy on account of both its olive hue and the drunken lover Elena took to distract herself from mourning. Once Elena had composed herself again, the house was returned to its true colour and, because of the way it glimmered, it was referred to fancifully as Paititi, lost city of the Inkas. Later it became known simply as the yellow house on the hill.

   The doorway of the mansion, modelled on the doors of the cathedral of Cajamarca, was intricately carved by a talented young cajamarquino, so homesick that his melancholy permeated deep into the stone. Forever after, that doorway afflicted all who passed there with a feeling of nostalgia that so gripped the throat they would succumb to bouts of severe retching that could only be cured with spoonfuls of orange-flower water. Many years later, Ignacio Echeverría’s great-great-granddaughter, Anaïs Rose Echeverría Gest, would stand on the threshold of that very doorway and vomit profusely, overpowered by her own gut-wrenching homesickness and the inexorable nausea inflicted by the child in her belly.

   Suspended on the front facade at the west of the house were Moorish balconies of mahogany carved to resemble confessionals with scenes of the martyrdom of the saints – a collection of beheadings, Catherine wheels and crucifixions. When the balcony of Titi Toto’s bedroom fell during the earthquake of 1974, she refused an exact replica because she found the carved executions morbid and instead commissioned a replacement in the shape of a masquerade mask. She was not aware that her builders were admirers of the work of Antoni Gaudí and they drew for inspiration not, as she intended, on the Venetian carnivals of spring, but on Gaudí’s House of Bones. The moment the balcony was unveiled to the family, it was also revealed to a throng of journalists, architecture aficionados and busybodies. As the tarpaulin was pulled away, the crowd gasped in horror because the new installation had the appearance of a skull staring out from the house, keeping sinister watch over passers-by in the street below.

   Occupying the entire eastern stretch of the house was the ballroom, where Ignacio had wanted to install a marble floor of pure white until Colombe had made him see sense, on account of the constant washing that would be needed, and changed his mind to parquet de Versailles instead, which would also be much kinder on the bare feet of the marinera dancers who performed every month at the renowned Echeverría dinner parties. The enormous chandelier, shipped from London, had five tiers of crystal icicles and holders for one hundred candles, despite being wired to the mains, so that the light it cast could be matched to the occasion – electric light for dancing, candlelight for dining. The entire ceiling was painted with a quadratura mural of the animals entering the ark of Noah, although alongside the identifiable species were several creatures produced entirely by the painter’s overenthusiasm for Peruvian cocaine, so that when one looked up the ballroom seemed to extend far into a landscape filled with turtle-skunks and lion-toads marching towards the ark, while in the distance, frolicking on blue hills that sprouted hands and feet, decadent masses engaged in orgies with swarms of scorpions and crabs, limbs mingling until leg was indistinguishable from pincer was indistinguishable from penis. While the mural’s whimsy enchanted Tatarabuelo Ignacio, Ari-ari-mamie Colombe was appalled, not by its obscenity but by its lack of realism, and, many years later, upon finding God, their granddaughter María Dolores would take a decade-long fast from looking upwards indoors so as to protect her eyes from the hellish vulgarity depicted on the ballroom ceiling. But there was never a question of painting over the mural: the ballroom was in constant use and the Echeverría family could not do without it for long enough to allow a new piece to be completed.

   The library, however, was mostly idle. Ari-ari-mamie Colombe had been entirely against building it. She had no patience for reading fiction: she had had quite enough of the high-flung ideals of the Romantics and saw little point in realism either – what use had she for the mimetics of quotidian life when she could simply step out of bed and live it for herself? She explained to her husband that a copy of the tenth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica and subscriptions to the main newspapers from each of the world’s major cities would be sufficient to keep the family educated and could all be housed in a small study. Ignacio did not read fiction either, but he found the idea of reading romantic and his vision of a grand house was incomplete without a library, so it was built on the south-western corner of the house. The library was used for storing an enormous collection of books, for playing card games and hosting cocktail parties, but not for reading, except by Colombe’s elder brother Gustave, an aspiring historian, sent to Lima by his parents to learn from his sister how to be a man of action, a man with sense, instead of burying his head all the time in his books. He arrived by transatlantic liner in the winter of 1907, dropped his bags at the door and headed straight to the History section of the library, from which no one ever saw him emerge. Colombe’s children, grandchildren and even some guests claimed to have seen him there in the shadows, slipping in and out among the rolling stacks of periodicals, but Colombe dismissed these claims as fantasy and always maintained that her brother must have slipped away unnoticed and returned to France.

   Upstairs were bedrooms upon bedrooms, enough for every family member for generations to be housed comfortably, connected to one another through internal doors that never seemed to open onto the same room twice, so that one day Anaïs’s bedroom might open onto the nursery and the next onto Tío Ernesto’s study until she could no longer be sure whether the bedrooms were undertaking a perpetual waltz or if she had forgotten her way. All of the bedrooms opened onto the Sevillian patio and cast kaleidoscopic shadows onto the waters of the central fountain around which, standing guard, were twelve legendary marble creatures – many-headed, long-tailed, sharp-toothed beasts – from whose mouths a stream of water gushed every hour on the hour so that the waters of the font were, whatever the weather, always turbulent. The patio had been modelled, according to Tatarabuelo Ignacio’s precise instructions, on the courtyard of the lions at the Alhambra palace, because it was in that very place that he had been struck by the conviction that he would one day make himself a great man. And he was not mistaken, because ten years later to the day he was arranging for the importation of seven hundred and fifty thousand Andalusian azulejo tiles while Ari-ari-mamie Colombe discussed with her architect how to direct the flow of water from the fountain through subterranean channels to irrigate the seventy orange trees that were being planted in the garden, which was to be constructed in tiers, like a wedding cake, in imitation of the gardens of the Palazzo Borromeo.

   At the rear of the house, the garden terraces had been intended to descend all the way down the hill, but when the inheritance from the guano fund ran dry and the rubber boom deflated because of the rubber trees the British had planted across their Empire from stolen South American seeds, Tatarabuelo Ignacio could no longer afford to extend the garden to the bottom of the hill. Instead a border wall was built and the stretch of desert behind the mansion, still technically Echeverría property, was left empty. This empty plain was Los Polvos de Nadie y Nunca. And though Ari-ari-mamie Colombe had a fence constructed around it to keep out the land-grabbers, and though Bisabuela Elena wanted to turn it into a cemetery so that her husband could be buried nearby, and though Ignacio Segundo warned his brother Julio time and again that, unless they used the land, the Reds in the government would take it and give it to the undeserving, Los Polvos remained empty.

   Until one winter in 1969, after General Velasco had completed his coup and issued Decree Law 17716 declaring land would be given to the tiller, Peruvian soil would be for the Peruvian… Then the people came. The people who would later be known as the Polvorinos. They came with their corrugated metal and straw matting and plywood boards and staked their claim over the dust. Among them would be a baby. A girl. A child with a mark on her cheek in the shape of a lopsided egg. And one day, not very many years later, this child would come to the door of the yellow house on the hill in search of employment and, at that house, from a window on the second floor, she would fall and die and her blood would stain the azulejo tiles. In her death she would become a ray of hope to the Polvorinos and she would return lost souls to their rightful places.

   But that is not yet.

   In the heyday of the Echeverría family at the start of the twentieth century, when Tatarabuelo Ignacio and Ari-ari-mamie Colombe slept in the master bedroom and their children were small, when the grouting between the tiles was still pristine and the majolica was uncracked and unstained by the blood of falling women, the house was immaculate and full of space. The bedrooms upon bedrooms were kept uninhabited but exquisitely furnished and ready for an army of guests, because foreign dignitaries and world-renowned artists had the habit of dropping in on the Echeverría household from across the oceans. During that era the only time the house had felt crowded was during three weeks in 1905 when the entire cast of Lakmé, along with all the orchestral musicians, sojourned at the mansion because – since the municipal theatre had burned down during the Chilean occupation of the city two decades earlier – the most suitable venue for their performance was the Echeverría ballroom and there was evidently nowhere more comfortable for such distinguished performers to rest their heads than the Echeverría bedrooms. Decades later, many of the singers and musicians would return to the casona, drifting disoriented through the bedrooms in search of a place of more permanent rest, drawn back to the house where they had been most comfortable, and their music would be heard faintly, as if from a great distance, by the Echeverría descendants.

   But by the time Anaïs was first laid in her Moses basket in the shade of the orange trees, the house was rather more crowded and unruly. The cats were partly to blame. In Mamabue’s house one was never more than a few feet away from a cat, although most of the time one would not notice it. The cats looked down from the top of cabinets, peered up from under sofas and peeked out from inside cupboards with doors open just a crack. Outside, cats lounged on walls or crawled into bushes. The cat proliferation began with the second generation of Echeverrías, once Bisabuelo Eugenio had taken over the family business with all the practicality and iron will of his mother and then, with all the romanticism and whimsy of his father, had married a touring musical actress with a heart-rending sympathy for stray kittens. Colombe was scandalised: it would have been one thing for her son to marry a singer of the highbrow zarzuelas composed in the nineteenth century, but for him to choose a mere revue actress seemed an affront to good taste and family values. And Colombe would not hear it, though her son told her a thousand times, that the play in which he had watched his beloved perform had been hailed by critics as a return to the glory days of the zarzuela. But Eugenio married the girl – Elena, the soprano from Málaga – and hung above the doorway in the entrance hall the fan he had caught when she threw it into the audience at the end of her flamenco. It still hung there ninety years later when his great-granddaughter returned from Europe, reluctantly pregnant and fearful of the future.

   Bisabuela Elena had a great compassion for strays and brought home all the orphaned kittens she found in the streets of Lima, a habit which to Colombe’s mind simply confirmed the girl’s lack of good judgement. Over the years, Elena’s sympathy grew and she returned with strays of all kinds: three-legged dogs and one-legged pigeons; guinea pigs sold at the market for food and chinchillas as pets; an Amazonian caiman discovered, emaciated and afraid, crouched behind packing crates in a consignment of rubber from Iquitos; and Salvador Dalí, an eight-limbed black-chinned emperor tamarin that had lost his way home, so named on account of his upturned white moustache. When the fad for wild pets reached Perú, Elena took in the misfits: a tigress blinded in transit from India, a koala suffering from alopecia, and a giraffe with vertigo. Bisabuelo Eugenio had a wing added to the rear of the casona to house Elena’s orphans. Once Elena died, the Echeverrías took scant care of the misfit menagerie so, by the end of the twentieth century, all that remained were a few geriatric creatures and generations upon generations of cats – cats that had bred so prolifically no one was sure exactly how many there were. But the cats were unobtrusive, languid and content to coexist with the family at a distance, rarely intervening in human affairs as long as they were fed.

   Even more numerous than the cats were the ants. Unlike the cats, the ants were stubbornly intrusive. No one could say when the epoch of the ants had begun, but everyone agreed that the invasion had been prolonged and insidious. When the new millennium arrived, the occupation of the ants was complete and they were everywhere: they scuttled in and out of cracks in the tiling; they swarmed upon any food left uncovered and carried it entirely away, piece by tiny piece; they huddled around plugholes like witches around a cauldron. The one mercy was that they did not often bite. Still, every successive empleada waged an interminable war on the ants with potions, powders and boiling water, but the ants were persistent and not even Q’orianka, the longest-serving of the maids, had ever conquered them.

   Had it been just for the cats and the ants, Mamabue’s house might not have felt so full, but as well as these rapidly multiplying guests were the multitudes of possessions accumulated by the Echeverrías, of which there were many because, to Ari-ari-mamie Colombe’s horror, her Málagan daughter-in-law proved to be voraciously fertile and gave birth to no fewer than nine living children, each with a penchant for accumulation. For Tía-abuela Consuelo – so named because her birth was a consolation for the tragedy of the stillborn first child – the vice was dolls: German bisque dolls with enormous eyes; English babies in christening gowns of silk and lace; wooden children with articulated limbs; infants that called out ‘mama’ and cried real tears that she would wipe away as she held them tightly so they would not fear the solitude found in the depths of the night. For Tío-abuelo Ignacio Segundo, it was weapons: wooden swords and BB guns, fencing rapiers, poisoned arrows and medieval daggers, miniature cannons that exploded with packets of black powder, firecrackers to simulate the sound of gunfire, and crossbows that shot suction darts so strong they took hours to dislodge. When Ignacio Segundo chose to wage war on a sibling, he was stealthy and unrelenting. He slid up trees to snipe a brother from above. He hung upside down from chandeliers to lasso his sisters, hoist them up and leave the girls swinging from the ceiling. He kidnapped Consuelo’s dolls and positioned them at the mercy of loaded cannons that were packed with gunpowder and rigged up to elaborate mechanisms designed to fire if a careless cat or hobbling pigeon touched a tripwire. Consuelo would sit on the terrace weeping into the ransom note which had arrived with snippets of the doll’s clothing or strands of its hair until one of the servants – all of whom would be rushing about the house – had found the doll and rescued her from slaughter.

   When members of the Echeverría clan died or moved away, their possessions were left in place, lovingly positioned and carefully dusted and polished – the dolls in their cots, the BB gun on its wall stand, flamenco fan above the door, freshly picked oranges, pearl necklace on its velvet pillow, the English china, the peacock feathers, the tablecloths of Spanish lace folded neatly, and the gramophone in the ballroom with the chest of vinyl records lying by ready for a party – everything waiting for its owner to return. Yes, the Echeverría siblings were demanding and expected their rooms to be maintained for visits, which they would inflict upon Mamabue at will, without warning and with much pomp and revelry, bringing their children and, many years later, their grandchildren also.

   As for the dead, they made the overcrowding worse still, for they refused to leave, and though the family could not see the dead, they could sense them as a heaviness in the air. The living moved around beneath an immovable weight thinking it was just grief for the loss of the past, for the days when the casona was filled with operas, elegant balls and stately dinners with outlandish performers. For the days when parents were alive and dancers would waltz across the ballroom. For a time of earlier innocence, before loss – before this sister had died of encephalitis or that uncle had been crushed inside an overturned automobile or, above all, before a daughter had taken her own life, overwhelmed by the hallucinations that tormented her.

   But the heaviness felt by the family was not grief alone. It was Time that crowded into the casona, rising from the mound of earth below its foundations, rolling in from the sea, pressing down from the neblina that shrouded the sky above. Time accumulated, thick and insistent as the Limenian dust, from all directions. The very house seemed to breathe it in, to squeeze moments, lived and not yet lived, into its walls, its floors, into its empty spaces, until the day when it could not withstand the crowding any more and a pachacuti had to come.

  

 
  
   Three

   Standing on the threshold of Mamabue’s house, where for seven years I have both longed to be and resisted being, I am suddenly overcome by a terror of crossing over. From outside the gates they are all watching me with narrowed eyes, thinking I will lose my nerve. They stand at the foot of the hill – Tío Pulpo, Tía Mimi, the notary, the foreman sent by the Edificios Pacífico construction company – in the middle of the Avenida del Guanero around the architect’s car where the drawings, plans and contracts of sale are spread across the bonnet under the shadow of the haulage trucks that will be filled with Echeverría furnishings for distribution to auction houses, orphanages or scrapyards. They expect me to return to them, to take up the pen and sign my name. In truth, I expect the same – that I will sheepishly, resignedly, placing my feet carefully lest I stumble and fall, pick my way back down the stone steps that wind around the hill from Mamabue’s house to the street. That I will rejoin them, apologise – blaming a sudden attack of nostalgia, a resurgence of the childish need for the familiar, an unresolved trauma – and sign the papers. That I will ignore the pull I feel towards the past, tug against it the same way I have tugged against it these past seven years, plodding resolutely onwards, letting a film of numbness wrap around my heart like plaque around a tooth.

   But the past draws me. It is – it pretends to be – a familiar friend with long arms welcoming me back. I can feel it reaching for me, stroking me with the tips of its fingers, its hand poised to snatch at me if I get too close, to drag me backwards, down, and under.

   I had convinced myself I should behave stoically. Rationally. On the way here, as the taxi carried me from the hotel and the driver told me his stories of woe, I persuaded myself of the needfulness to move forward. It’s all about being flexible, the taxista told me. It’s all about being willing to evolve. That is what life asks of us. He, for example, was a qualified doctor, señorita, but there was no work in his field. What else was there to do, señorita? Bills to be paid; money to be earned; adaptations to be made. That is how it is in this country, he said. ¿Me entiendes?

   As he slowed to stop at a crossroads, I was almost soothed into acquiescence by the pretty song on the radio about photographs of old lovers and by the swinging to and fro of a pendant of San Fiacre that moved just out of time with the tick-tick of the car’s indicator – until a klaxon blared out from behind, making us jump, and my driver, uncertain as to who exactly had been the aggressor, wound down his window and cursed at no one in particular.

   ‘Eat shit, son of a whore! May you and all of your vermin children eat shit forever!’

   The car behind us shot past and screeched away.

   ‘Impatience,’ the driver said, shaking his head as he wound up the window. ‘It’s the reason this country never goes anywhere. Impatience! Imprudence! No one cares about experience any more. Just speed and youth. No place for maturity in this godforsaken city. No place for the lessons of the past.’

   I fixed my eyes on the road ahead to soothe my motion sickness.

   With the little fish undulating in my vision, every movement I make induces a nausea so potent it is as though all the fluids of my body have escaped their sacs. My skeleton has disappeared and I am a bubbling pouch of liquids – a cyst waiting to erupt. Waiting here on the step of the casona, as my head continues to swill, all I can do is double over and hope that the maelstrom will subside.

   This morning there is no orange-flower water to still my gut. No one has prepared for me. In the past, when guests were expected for a party or a wake, crystal flutes of agua de azahar – the Echeverría anti-emetic distilled from the blossoms of the naranjos – were left on silver trays all along the stone pathway up to the casona. On this hill, under the shade of the orange trees, the Tías would sit together and sift through basket after basket of orange blossoms, flicking away the bugs and the debris and the browning flowers, keeping only the cleanest and creamiest of the petals. Those evenings the air would be filled with the bittersweet scent of neroli that ascended through the house in a white vapour, curling and winding seductively all night long, lacing our dreams.

   But now, no one is left to prepare for me. The house is desolate.

   No, that is not right. Inside, Q’orianka waits. Of all the staff, only she and Uriel remained when the family vacated the house – Q’orianka to maintain the interior, Uriel to preserve the exterior. What will happen to them if the house is sold? Who will employ them? I did not even think to ask Pulpo and Mimi about this. I was only thinking about myself, my own attachment to the place. But what is their stake in all of this? And what must their lives have been all this time since my mother died, with no other living souls for company, circulating an empty three-floored mansion, sweeping away the dust of absent friends, endlessly cleaning up after no one? What alterations has Q’orianka made inside? Has she removed Mama’s knick-knacks, her cachivaches, and wrapped them in cellophane to make her dusting easier? Has she closed up the twenty-seven bedrooms now that there is no one to sleep in the beds? Has she stopped feeding the cats and let them find new homes elsewhere? And is she bothered much by the sounds of invisible dice games and weeping phantoms in the night?

   What I expected, I do not know. I suppose I thought that the city would wait for me as if it had all been an elaborate piece of performance art for my sole benefit and that it could, the moment I left, be dismantled, the actors dismissed, and all the props – the casonas, the plazas, the roving stray dogs – stored in labelled boxes in the wings, ready for the spectacle’s revival when I returned. Unpack the Plaza de Armas! Re-assemble El Callao! La señorita Anaïs is returning!

   An hour ago, in the taxi, I searched greedily through the window for places I once knew. On La Mar the old cevichería was heaving with diners. Outside the Farmacia San Juan, the same street vendor sold the same candies: fried plantain chifles and strawberry suckers, Frunas chews and Sublime bars. At the gates of the carpenter’s yard on Calle Manuel Tovar, the same leathery old men of my adolescence – reeking of varnish, white spirit and hot wood – leaned against piles of antique furniture and bared their teeth at me.

   But when we turned the corner onto Mamabue’s street, the flame trees were gone. This is what I noticed first: where there were once rows of pichkari trees bursting with orange blossoms like Pentecostal tongues of fire, there are now only patches of dried earth littered with cigarette butts flicked aside by labourers. The flame trees are gone.

   ‘La Avenida del Guanero, señorita,’ the driver said. ‘You should have seen it in its glory. But this, they tell me, is progress.’

   He drove slowly, gesturing with an open palm out of the window. The vibrant Limenian mansions of my childhood were also no more. No longer the lines of fruit-coloured houses with black wrought-iron balconies and terracotta pots of geraniums and the lily of the Inkas. No longer the insectan buzz of hummingbirds’ wings as they dart and glint in the sun. There was only building ground after dusty, abandoned building ground.

   ‘It will be clean and modern when it is finished,’ Tía Mimi explained as she helped me from the taxi and Tío Pulpo paid the driver. Ocho soles, you say? Sí, señor. Come, man, that’s not the usual rate. Not for a flag-me-down cab, señor – but for a pre-ordered taxi, yes. Listen here, I will give you seven.

   Mimi drew me away from the car, wrapping her arm around my shoulders and turning my back to Mamabue’s house. ‘There will be dozens of new apartment buildings just like that one,’ she told me and pointed towards the one building that is almost complete and stands where La Vieja used to live in a mock-Tudor, thatched, half-timbered house known throughout Lima as La Casa Inglesa. She must be dead now, La Vieja, and gone is her fairy-tale cottage, replaced by a silvery glass-paned cuboid with a concierge’s desk, underground parking and a waterfall in the entrance hall.

   ‘We have bought a three-bedroom apartment in a new complex on Generál Córdova,’ she went on. ‘Off-plan, of course, but it will be ready before Easter. It will have a terrace and integrated air conditioning.’

   ‘Qué bien, Tía,’ I said.

   From up here on the doorstep, I can hear her bracelets jangle as she lifts a hand to shield her eyes from the sun. She is assessing my resolve. How long will it take me to abandon these sentimental notions? She has never had patience for my quirks. Without a doubt she expected me to give up some time ago, perhaps as she watched me kicking and furiously shaking the gates, which had grown rusty and stiff, lashed together by vines thick as ropes and interlacing thorny branches at which I tore wildly, cutting my palms and releasing blood under my fingernails. I was aware – painfully aware – of how I must have looked: I was at once within, compelled by emotions I did not care to stem, and without, observing, judging, devising treatments. A clear case of histrionic personality disorder – seeking attention through excessive displays of emotion. Deprive her of the emotional response she craves. She will wear herself out – like a child in a tantrum. That is what they might have said – the white coats – if they were here. In a way, they are always here. Always hovering or, perhaps, inside.

   And so, as I lashed at the brambles and thumped my body against the iron bars, the others did not intervene, neither to help nor to hold me. They just watched.

   ‘That Uriel hasn’t been doing his job,’ Tío Pulpo remarked.

   ‘Have we been paying him?’

   ‘Yes, we’ve been paying him.’

   ‘And with no one to supervise him? 
Of course he’s been shirking!’

   They were wrong. As at last I squeezed between the gates that I barely managed to wrench apart, writhing through the dense greenery away from the condescending gaze of the notary, the foreman, the haulage truck drivers, I could see that, far from shirking his duties, Uriel had been doing his job: quietly, diligently, unseen and without praise or gratitude, nurturing the garden into a resplendence far beyond any it had possessed in my time at the casona. The gallito trees had blossomed riotously, their crimson wattle-shaped blossoms so arrogantly swollen that they seemed to have been plucked from roosters the size of elephants; the naranjos groaned under the weight of their bloated fruit, though Uriel had harvested several kilos and stacked them in crates along the side of the house; the alstroemeria and cantutas that bordered the steps, still bearing trembling drops on their petals from being watered only hours before, were almost blinding in their pigments, their colours unnaturally bright, as if they had been painted, each one, by hand.

   Uriel must be here, somewhere on the grounds, around the corner of the house or just over my shoulder. Uriel, who never insisted that I speak, who accepted my silence as I followed him about the gardens. He spoke to me about pacha and the plants, taught me that space-time was expressed through nature’s fractals – how patterns repeated themselves in the leaves of the fern, in the spirals of the succulent, in the branches of trees and the formations of river deltas. He said time, too, was made of fractals: that all of history was just moments spawning identical moments until infinity.

   In my memories Uriel is always easy to find, for he moves within a cloud of noise – singing, whistling, the assertive thump of work boots on stone or the roar of a mower in the distance. But today he moves in silence, hidden among the trees, hose in hand, a trowel in his tool belt – watching me too, perhaps? Or asking himself, Who is this stranger, landed from overseas, encroaching on my garden? Would he still know me?

   As I climbed the stone stairs towards the casona, it seemed that I clambered for hours, that on either side of my path the earth fell away in steep precipices and the air became thinner as if the house were at the peak of a mountain and I was ascending into the sky, though I know this could not be the case. There is no mountain on the Avenida del Guanero – just a minor hill, not even high enough to be called a cerro – little more than a mound by Peruvian standards.

   Though each step left my spectators further behind and below, I was conscious of their eyes upon me, ojeándome. What would Tía Consuelo say? Beware the mal de ojo, niña! And she would make me strip down to my underwear and rub an egg over my skin – to absorb the evil, niña – and then crack it into a saucer and leave it under my bed. To distract myself from their ojeo, and to give myself an air of confidence, I raised my face towards the house, lifting my chin in defiance, and surveyed the facade.

   It was as if the house had been preserved behind glass, shielded from the salt winds, the winter damp and the desiccating glare of the sun. The yolk-yellow paint was unpeeled, unmarked; the mahogany balconies had been sanded and polished until they gleamed; the lintels and ledges of windows were pure white, unstained by the purple-grey shits of the desert pigeons that plague the city; even the grout between the azulejo tiles had been scrubbed and bleached.

   ‘Leave her.’ Through the wall of vines and weeds, Mimi’s voice penetrates: ‘Just leave her.’

   ‘But querida, how can we leave her? Remember Paloma.’

   There it is. I had forgotten after these seven years about the equation of me with Tía Paloma, my mother’s sister. Poor Paloma. Wretched Paloma. Paloma, in whose tragic footsteps I was doomed to follow. There was an incident when I was an infant, an incident I do not remember, but it terrified the family, made them think that I would follow her path. That I too would become just a memory, alluded to in maudlin tones, spoken of slantwise and cryptically, wept for a little when someone walked past a photograph on the wall or on a side table. So they enlisted doctors to save me.
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