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The horror
would come some hours later. But right now, Helena, twenty-two
years old, was exhilarated.

“My ears always go
funny on board,” she told Enrique, settling back in her seat in the
jet. They had just had the proverbial “shower after” in the small
bathroom. “My first flight was somewhat illegal. It was in an RAF
plane and I was scared stiff. Then Grandpa, an RAF commander, told
me to hold my nose and gulp. Always works especially at
takeoff.”

“I prefer the
sweets.” He leaned back on his seat, eyes closed and hands cradling
the back of his head. Enrique was thirty-three. Unlike her he had
not got back into his clothes. A towel was wrapped around his
hips.

Helena was very excited about the
coming prospects. She was going to meet her future parents-in-law
and the extended Spanish family. She had just left her lifelong
family in Cyprus worried about this future of hers. They
were not as confident in her relationship with Enrique as she
herself was. He was her first lover. They had known each other for
over two months. And she planned to tell him all about herself
before this night was over. The vile knowledge wedged between them
was an imperfection that had to be removed by surgical words. This
was the only unpleasant prospect ahead of her, to deal with tonight
when they finally arrived in Barcelona. Tomorrow could be too late.
Be honest with him, darling, before you meet his family,
Mummy had said – for the umpteenth time.

From her porthole, Helena watched
Paphos diminish in the widening blue mouth of the Mediterranean
Sea. Cyprus, the golden, like an autumn leaf tossed onto the sea by
a careless Divinity, rocking on a glittering endless blue
hammock.

Earlier today in Limassol, she
had called Ramón and asked him to meet them at the airport but
Ramón had rejected her request. She couldn’t blame him. There was
only so much selflessness a man could afford, especially for the
love who had chosen his cousin over him. Still, if Ramón had met
them, she had planned to tell him her story first and ask him how
he thought Enrique would react to it. It was ever so easy to talk
to Ramón about anything and everything. On the other hand something
about Enrique made her want to really be nothing other than
perfect. His Star of Cyprus. No warts on the cheeks, no growths in
the heart. She shared in Enrique’s idolized “sexiest star advocate
in the international business community” image, and revelled in
having bulbs flashing and cameras whirring wherever and whenever
they were part of the public life, as he called it. Helenrique!
Helenrique! Had it really been the media who had coined that
one or was it Enrique himself? Mummy and Daddy termed the coinage
“a vulgar imitation.” No matter. Her new world was intoxicating. On
the screen, Enrique became so present, so crackling with energy,
the perpetually stray black strand of hair hugging his eyebrow
making its own statement, his forget-me-not blue eyes so intense –
everything about him was so three dimensional that he almost
blasted into the room straight through the TV screen.

“A penny for your
thoughts, corazón?”

“Enrique.” She pealed
her eyes away from the porthole and sent her current thoughts into
temporary exile. She blushed furiously, startled, and felt as if
Enrique had caught her thinking about Ramón through an aria in the
Matthew Passion, although Ramón had been but a backdrop in her
ruminations. “Are you sure you should be walking around like that?”
The towel revealed more than it concealed.

“Nobody’s complaining
but you. Awhile ago you didn’t mind my complete nakedness,
corazón.” With a suggestive tone of voice.

“You’re impossible.
But anybody could walk in now, perhaps. The crew and your media
people, I mean. When will we be in Barcelona?” Zero hour
approaching.

“Eight,
eight-thirty.Depends on the wind. Don’t mind supper on board,
d’you?”

She shook her head. “More reason
you should put something on.”

“The crew may burst
in here after a discreet knock or throat-clearing, corazón. The
media – never, unless invited to, okay?” She nodded.

 


Three hours later, they were
under the shower again, having sweated rivulets on the drive from
Barcelona airport. This time they were in a bathroom that was large
enough to be an executive office. The whole duplex apartment made
her too enthralled to find the right words for it. When they had
come in she simply let him take her hand, like a trusting child,
and show her the rooms and the several remote control and safety
gadgets. Even in the shower where they were now, all one had to do
was to press buttons for “shower”, “temperature” and “start”. She
personally thought it all a bit too much, unless one was an invalid
or something, but she was determined to enjoy the pleasures he
enjoyed, be proud of the same things he took pride in.

They trailed from the bathroom
past the dressing room, wrapped in towels, into the huge bedroom
dominated by an enormous bed. He lowered her onto the bed and then
touched switches and there were soft lights and music and an
electric fireplace. There was a bottle of chilled champagne in a
bucket and two crystal goblets. He poured the champagne and they
drank the first sips from each other’s mouths. He poured some on
her navel and sucked on it, making her tingle.

“I have to learn
Spanish,” she murmured. “The music sounds so erotic, but the
words!”

“I’ll translate…
sort… of… in… between… corazón…”

Then much later, sipping
champagne and listening to endless music from some invisible
central source, she felt relaxed and confident enough to tell him.
She had gone over the HOW many times in her mind and had long
decided that the best way to do it was the way Mummy had told it to
her. From the beginning. The same way Daddy, too, had confessed to
Mummy. Straight.Don’t try to garnish it with flowers and
ribbons, darling.

“Darling…” she raised
her shoulders off the bed, supporting herself on her elbows, and
looked at him in the eyes. With the soft lighting, his eyes were
ink blue and glistening in their deep sockets.

“Corazón…?”

“There’s a family
story I have to tell you. I want you to know it before we meet your
family tomorrow and…”

“Today, beautiful.
It’s already past midnight.” He put an arm around her and pulled
her down closer to him, punching the pillows on the headboard for
comfort. “What is it, then?”

Her heartbeats accelerated. She
reached out for and drained her glass and placed it on the bedside
table next to the bucket with the champagne bottle. She was shaking
badly.

“Corazón?”

She pushed her long loose hair to
one side of her using both hands. “I’m all right. But, err, … oh
God…! It’s about Daddy. About me and Daddy…” Because Mummy had
nothing to do with this, in all fairness. Why, oh why, hadn’t Daddy
just been normal and been her Daddy?

“What?”

“Please don’t
interrupt me or my courage will fail me, Enrique,” she said with
renewed determination.

Then she told him. Everything
from the days in Timberlake Priory in Yorkshire to moving over to
Cyprus. She quickly ploughed on and on and on, leaving nothing out.
She didn’t look at him anymore. But she felt his reactions as she
told him the story. His arm slid away from under her. His body
continuously inched away from her. Was it shock? Was it empathy?
Was it pity? Or did he feel disgust?

She didn’t look at him until the
end of her story. Then she did.

He jumped out of bed and paced up
and down making strange noises. He came back to her and stood
close, a little bent from the waist. On her side of the bed. At
first it was shock that she saw etched in his handsome features.
His mouth kept opening and closing before whatever he wanted to say
could be said. But slowly, disgust replaced the shock. He said
perdón rapidly several times, giving the word no time to
breath between the repetitions, the word an ugly protrusion
prodding his tongue and consciousness.

Then the rest of the words
thundered out of him.

He screamed them at her. She had
never seen him so sentient.

She closed her eyes in order not
to see his face, so contorted with disgust at her.

He kept on screaming at her. As if it was all her fault. As if she
had had any say, any choice in the whole thing. As if she had
happily rolled herself around in the mud like a baby elephant. As
if she had been the evil architect who had planned and constructed
it all.

She curled up and hoped to
disappear from the face of the earth, too hurt to even
cry.

“Wait a minute;” he
said and walked to one of his gadgets and rolled the light on from
soft to a stark white, to illuminate her better. He turned off the
music as well. She felt all skinned raw. Her golden skin refused to
own up, remaining innocent, perfect and beautiful. As innocent as
an infant’s, untouched by anything but a mother’s loving hands. He
pulled the sheets off her. She made herself into a ball and the
humiliation began to set in. What did he expect to discover, that
she grew horns at night or turned into a vampire? That she had a
supple long tail whipping on the bed sheet? She began to tremble
like a leaf and did her best not to sob. She endeavoured to marshal
her whirling thoughts and senses, willing herself to remain as calm
as she could.

But his words crashed on her skin
like savage whips, then inside her head like electrical torture,
over and over again. They sliced her flesh into strips. Plunged
deep in her vital organs like a dagger handled by vengeful demonic
hands. Over and over again.

Nasty and cheap words she never
expected from him were streamers in her brightly lighted ears. They
broke her bones to splinters, dismembered her. Precisely what she
had carefully skirted around all her life, in self
protection.Self-preservation.

She began to sob relentlessly.
Thinking about her father, she sobbed even harder.

Enrique’s mind spun out of its
natural revolutions. His disgust acquired other tinges. For himself
– being the rakish bounder, the self-centred trailblazer that he
was. Deep black tinges. An abyss.Losses instead of gains in
prestige.The media, all these several weeks. How was he going to
undo all that? And how was he going to explain all this to the
family? Well, the family will understand. That he nearly made her
his wife! The mother of his children, for God’s sake!

His rage and vexation soared and
roared to an inferno, like a building on fire whose windows shatter
to let in the oxygen. He turned to her. On her.

“You bitch! How could
you have done this to me, huh?”

If she had told him the truth
from the very beginning, everything would have been slotted in
their correct compartments. He would have enjoyed being with her,
sleeping with her, buying her expensive presents. But not going so
far as to get engaged to her.

“All right, Helena.
Now we can fuck.” The voice solid like reinforced
concrete.

She saw the madness in his eyes,
began crying in pleas. She was no longer on a silk-gilded bed with
a man who could take her to heaven and back. This was the beast
Daddy had warned her against, not the noble savage of her fantasies
with Mummy. But even Mummy had warned her against this particular
beast, warned her that she might find herself out on a limb with
Enrique. Her mind was running marathons but in a circle. The pain,
the fear, the disgust and revulsion as he tried to pin her down. He
pried her thighs apart with his strong legs as his hands pinned her
wrists to the headboard. She screamed and fought him.

“Shut up! You’ll love
it rough, won’t you?”

He was too strong for her but
still she combined pleas with fighting back. “Enrique, please! I’m
sorry I didn’t tell you before… I was scared of your… Please don’t
do this to me! Don’t…! It’s still me, Enrique, your Star of
Cyp…!”

They had been making love for
half the day and night. He penetrated her painfully but
effortlessly. Only her wild struggles disconnected them, throwing
him off before he would thrust into her anew. He decided to do
something in order to achieve his intentions. He released her right
hand in order to use his own hand to guide himself into her and
hold her to him.

It was her chance.

She used her released hand to
whip the champagne bottle out, knocking the bucket almost
noiselessly to the fluffy floor. He was so busy in his mad
endeavours that he didn’t notice her grab the bottle. She raised it
in the air and brought it down, with all her might, on the side of
his head. The bottle broke, shooting off a stream of champagne. A
noise caught in his throat and he slumped. She pushed him off her
and made for the dressing room.

But he was so still that she
stopped to look at him. He lay lifeless across the bed.

“Enrique?” What to
do… what to do… what…to…do? Was he dead? The police…

Too many things bowling around
her head. “Enrique?”

She rushed back to him, holding
the top half of the broken bottle as a weapon. She tilted her
rumbling head to one side like an intelligent dog. Enrique said
nothing and the room was full of it. Before she could think she
prodded him with the broken bottle on his naked side. He remained
still. His head was lying in a pool of blood, the pool widening.
More fresh blood welled out from his side where she had prodded
him. She stiffened.

Think! Call an ambulance! The
mobile! Where’s the mobile… my handbag… the dressing… no – the
bathroom!

She ran into the office-sized
bathroom and found her bag on a dressing table. With one hand she
opened it and shook the contents out as she ran back to the
bedroom. The mobile thudded to the floor in the dressing room and
she picked it up, dropping the handbag. She had only one free hand.
The hand with her weapon, she poised ready for any eventualities.
Her head was spinning and droning. She reached the
bedroom.

Enrique was gone.

God almighty, he’s not dead! He
had moved! Where to? “Enrique?”

There was a weak groan from the
other side of the bed, then bloodied fingers clawed on the bed
sheets. The dark half dome of his head matted with blood,
glistening as it caught the light, appeared. She screamed
involuntarily before worrying about her safety.

He’s dangerous! Call the police!
Bring yourself to safety! Explain to the police! You didn’t mean to
kill him! Bring yourself to safety and call the police!

“BUT HOW!” she
screamed out aloud. “HELP! HELP! HELP ME!”

His naked shoulders, tattoos of
fresh blood on them, appeared from the opposite side of the
bed.

THINK!

“You
b-b-bi—tch!”

The gadgets. What had he said,
showing off his gadgets to her? When you don’t want the servants to
surprise you in the bedroom, dressing room or bathroom, this button
makes it impossible for anyone to come in from the
outside…

The bathroom!

He was clawing halfway across the
huge bed towards her. She bolted to the bathroom, locking up the
dressing room. Oh shit! Simply a sliding glass screen between the
bedroom and the dressing room. No lockable door. Oh God!

But there was one between the
dressing room and the bathroom. She had dropped the remote control
and bent to recover it, mobile phone in the same hand. Through the
glass door to the bedroom she saw him still creeping across the
bloodied bed sheets towards the dressing room, calling her dreadful
names. She bolted out of the dressing room, collecting her dropped
things and the half empty handbag. She ran into the bathroom and,
feverishly reading and deciding on the codes on the display, she
locked all the doors leading to the bathroom, grateful for the
English language. Stop. Start. On. Off. Lock. Unlock. She heard him
pounding on the dressing room door to the bathroom. What if there
was another reserve gadget? She wanted to cry but told herself she
had to think. She had put herself in this situation. She had to get
herself out of it.

The police. He wasn’t dead after
all. They would understand a foreign girl panicking. She had acted
in self defence. But how did one dial the Spanish
police…?

Enrique was getting louder both
in voice and the pounding. Was he nearer? Outside the bathroom door
perhaps? Which one of the doors? How long before he worked that or
any other door open? Flinching with each pounding outside, she
punched the speed-dial for Mummy. Then she remembered she was in
Spain and it was in the middle of the night anyway. Mummy and Daddy
would more likely die of a heart attack than arrive in time to
rescue her. Uncle Alex! Maybe he knew at least the Spanish police
or fire brigade number. But what time was it in Tokyo? Was he on
stage? Tokyo code?

“You fucking bitch,
open the door! Open up…!”

For a moment she broke down
crying. That was Enrique out there calling her names. She had loved
him. He had loved her. What happened to it all? She wept bitterly
but the banging and abuses and insults propped up her mental spine.
She had NOT loved him, she had loved a fake. Just as he had never
loved her, Helena. He had loved his own dreams.

“I’ll kill you if you
don’t open this door at once!”

He couldn’t get in. That threat
says he can’t get in!

She felt much better. Her head
cleared. Well, fuck you too, mate. She rummaged in the cupboards. A
boiler?Anything where some kind of telephone number was written
even if it belonged to a plumber or the electricity company. But
everything was high tech to a fault. It was like being in a luxury
clinical ward of a spaceship.

And then his name hit her memory
with a force that made her stop searching and sit on the floor in
her nakedness. Her hands were shaking as she punched his
speed-dial. Her tears began to flow again – with relief. The number
started ringing.

The banging and insults outside
the bathroom door jarred her nerves.

Please, Ramón! Have the phone on!
Wake up! I need you desperately!

Oh God, he was a Ruíz de Alarcón
too! Would he want to have anything to do with rescuing her after
this? After knowing she had nearly killed his cousin? She had
chosen Enrique over Ramón and therefore hurt Ramón in the worst way
possible. Would his large heart be able to deal with this? In
panic, she disconnected the number. Her fear mingled with a sudden
sense of doom. Both hovered above her like a dark starless sky
about to drop and squash her on her last leg to hell. But the
banging from the door was getting incessant.

“I need the fucking
first aid kit, you bitch!”

Dear God. Her brain was doing
everything to detach itself from her body and she had to summon
something to assist her in not reinforcing such a situation. She
crept as far away from the doors as possible and crouched in a
corner, bitterly sobbing. Twenty-two years, a first lover eleven
years older, out in a foreign country, and now this.

But maybe Enrique was bleeding to
death! For him Ramón would surely come. And if he came for his
cousin she would also get out of here. She punched Ramón’s
speed-dial again and was determined to wait. If it was the inbox,
she was ready to leave a mess…

“Mi vida? Is
anything wrong?”

And all else broke in her anew,
slithering into her like the moment of birth but in reverse.
Between bitter sobs she managed, “Ramón, please come and help me…
Please come and help me, Ramón… Enrique…hates me… Help me… or send…
the police… to… help me… Ramón… Please… please… Ramón… help…
me…”

On the other end of the line,
Ramón shook himself wide awake. He could hear her desperation.
“Helena? Please calm down, mi amor… what’s…?”

“Send me…. some…
help… Ramón…”

“Hey, calm down. I’m
on my way. Tell me what happened, Helena.” She could hear him
already frantically stepping into his clothes, almost hear him ask
himself: What on earth has Enrique done? “Helena?”

“Help me… please…
Ramón… I’ll never… ask you… for anything… again…”

“Why should I send
the police?” Then he heard the banging and gabbled voice in the
background. Jesus! What was going on?

“WHO THE FUCK ARE YOU
TALKING TO, YOU BITCH? OPEN UP NOW!

Enrique’s words sent her into
fresh paroxysms. “Please, Ramón… get…me… out of… here…!” Dear God,
please make him come to me. Or send the police.

“Helena, don’t
disconnect the line, okay? Where’s Enrique? Are you
hurt?”

“He’s outside the
door… I’m… in the…bath… roooom…!”

“Okay, I’ll be there
in a moment, mi vida. Stay where you are and don’t
disconnect.”

Relieved and much stronger
inside, she curled up on the floor under the sink, her mobile
pressed to her ears, listening to Ramón’s encouraging as well as
soothing words until they were more like a lulling mantra repeated
again and again.

As if Ramón had miraculously
arrived and slain him, Enrique had gone quiet. Had he fainted or
had he bled to death? Well, he could go to hell!

While listening to Ramón, her
mind drifted back to the day she had first met the cousins and made
the biggest mistake in her life.
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Helena












 Chapter 1

Limassol Palace Hotel, Cyprus, Friday
28th May 2004



 


 


 


It all began
on this day.

Of course she knew them remotely,
they worked with her parents. She knew about them. They were
always in all the media. Yachts, marina, architecture, hotels and
glossy magazines for women and men’s muscle toning – the gossip
columns reserved exclusively for the older cousin, Enrique, and his
latest conquest. The younger cousin was more prominent in
Financial Times and management glossies.

But she had never met either of
the cousins in person.

Helena was the Assistant
Marketing Director of the Limassol Palace Hotel.

Enrique curiously made her heart
beat faster when she talked to him over the phone several weeks ago
about booking Uncle Alex for the planned Ruíz de Alarcón gala
dinner. His voice imparted some hidden intimacy, indirectly
caressed or promised tons of them in the right places. She had
agreed to book Uncle Alex on condition that they too book their
stay and gala dinner at the Limassol Palace instead of the Dasoudhi
Beach which had been their regular hotel ever since they started
stalking Cyprus. Her parents had told the cousins about Uncle Alex
and of course the whole world knew the famous Maestro concert
pianist. Enrique Ruíz de Alarcón and his cousin Ramón were no
exceptions.

And today was the day of their
arrival and the gala.

Helena and her assistant went
about doing their personal round, checking up the Aphrodite and
Cleopatra Suites. For their VIPs today, even a speck of dust
floating in a shaft of sunlight would be worse than first degree
murder.

As Assistant Marketing Director,
who was also doing her MBA online with a Swiss university, Helena
made it a priority to personally check the hotel’s luxury suites
shortly before the occupying guests arrived. The two cousins were
arriving at the airport in Paphos today. They also happened to be
in the hospitality business and would soon be competitors. Might as
well let them know that there would be no smooth
sailing.

The flowers and fruit trays were
perfectly arranged in handmade imitation antique Mycenaean vases
and bowls. Huge potted palms and other plants were luscious and
glistening, champagne chilled and the hors-d’oeuvres were
titillating sculptures. The fireplaces were ready to be lit by the
touch of a button, the silk bed sheets and covers creaseless and
crisp. For a world in whose consumerism the word decadence had been
incinerated.

The two suites had been interior
designed and decorated by Valentino, who had found a way to
organize the marriage of Greek antique with modern
state-of-the-art. The entire hotel itself was the work of Savvides
& Savvides Architects & Engineers, Helena’s parents’
company. She herself could have been anything she wanted, and that
had turned out to be doing things with her hands and applying her
creativity. Ever since childhood she loved arranging flowers,
decorating tables for grand dinners in the miniature dollhouse
worlds of her toys, arranging culinary delights that pleased both
the eye and the palate. The hospitality industry seemed to her the
perfect one for her inclinations. Even her father had soon given up
teasing her that she was a disgrace to her namesake.

“Goddesses don’t
serve and play hawkers, they are served and worshipped!”

But both her parents had allowed
her to fulfil her dreams and enjoy what made her happy. She studied
marketing and psychology especially as related to the hospitality
industry. She now finished her tour of inspection.

“Perfect, Lara. At
least I wouldn’t complain about a thing if I walked into
suites like these two.”

The personal assistant, at
twenty-seven, was five years older than Helena. She gave a
delighted and familiar laugh. “As your father would say, you’re
Paris’ very heart and soul. If you find it perfect then the whole
world would find it perfect too.” Lara tossed her shoulder-length
hair, her features confirming some ancient Persian ancestry. But
through the years she had inherited a large dosage of Cypriot
blood. A wonderful boost to her looks.

As they walked around the
Aphrodite Suite still laughing, the door opened. They both stopped
in their tracks and the laughing died in their throats. They
immediately recovered their composure with professional
savoir-faire.

“Mr Ruíz de Alarcón!”
smiled Helena, all embarrassment gone from her voice but written
all over her. This was the younger of the two cousins running the
European chain of the Ruíz de Alarcón International Hotels &
Resorts. “I’m afraid you’ve caught us red-handed in the act of
breaking and entering. This is Lara Nicholaides, my colleague.” She
would never demarcate ranks. “I’m Helena
Savvides.” She offered her hand.

Oh God, yes! trilled in
Ramón’s mind like the clearest music while blitz heavyweight
champions competed in his heart. With, in his turn, all the
savoir-faire of a European prince, Mr Ruíz de Alarcón took it and
breathed a courteous kiss on its back, without letting his lips
touch her skin. He tilted his head in a gesture of respect. “My
pleasure, Ms Savvides. Miss or …” reading the little golden nametag
across her left lapel, “… just Helena?”

Helena cursed the Palace’s
insistence that all junior managers wear a uniform and the damned
nametag. Most of the employees were happy with the situation – it
offered them a savings department stacked with three smart suits
and seven shirts or blouses, shoes and the ties. Senior managers
earned enough to compete with each other at Armani
outlets.

The Miss or… offered Lara
her escape. “Welcome to Cyprus and to the Limassol Palace, Mr Ruíz
de Alarcón. We are at your service, and please feel at
home.”

The man smiled at her, letting go
of Helena’s hand. “May I know what you two broke and entered
for?”

“To tamper with the
family’s antique collection.” And Lara was gone.

He turned back to Helena. His
cheeks dimpled in an innocent smile, but his rutted forehead had a
question it wanted answered. “Everything was tampered with, Mr Ruíz
de Alarcón. Exclusively for your comfort and satisfaction. And now,
duty calls.”

Helena made for the door. Things
she had learnt to ignore crowded her mind. Superimposed themselves
on the slate she had wiped out clean and rewritten with a different
history, painted with new colours, given new contours to. But this
man was making some cancellations in her head resurface, quivering
loosely like blue electric charges. He was torching the invisible
ink into words and diagrams. Striding to the no-go area.

“Leaving me all alone
before you become an obsession with me, Helena Savvides?” his
eyebrows were still raised, but in amusement. Thick black
Mediterranean eyebrows.

What was that all about, in God’s
name? These Mediterranean blokes…

There was a knock on the door
just as Helena was about to open it, and there stood the bellboy
with the guest’s luggage. Turning to the guest, she smiled, “Now
you’re not all alone, Mr Ruíz de Alarcón. Have a pleasant stay.”
Then she too was gone.

Mr Ruíz de Alarcón gave the young
bellboy his tip, inattentive of what banknote he pulled out of his
wallet as he stepped to the open door. All his attention was on
Helena’s retreating svelte hips and the intricacies of the long
thick black French plait, starting from the crown of her head. It
swayed below her hips. In his mind’s eye he still saw the typical
Cypriot golden hue of her face and neck. Her huge light brown eyes
that changed colours to light green shot through with
mother-of-pearl grey bolts like splintered crystal glass, were full
of excitement while at the same time seeming sullen and melancholy.
The cheeks of her heart-shaped face were hugged by a few stray
curls that had come loose, giving her the look of a tempestuous
gypsy dancer. Slim, fabulously shaped legs like golden columns
emanating from the navy blue elegant pumps. He wondered what her
feet looked like.

Even after she had disappeared
around the corner, he still stared at the empty corridor for a
while before stepping back into the suite. So this was Helena
Lovat Savvides. No wonder her parents had the look of treasure
keepers when they mentioned her.

Back in her office on the first
floor, Helena realised that although she knew him by name from the
bookings as the younger cousin, she had not taken any notice of
what the man looked like. Apart from his Mediterranean eyebrows.
All she remembered about him was that his voice had been gentle but
resonant and educated. And that dimples populated his cheeks when
he smiled. She hoped she would recognize him this evening at the
piano concert in the hotel’s Grand Ballroom. Or at the buffet that
would follow it.

In order to avoid him.

 


The Ruíz de Alarcóns loved doing
things in huge dimensions and style as befitted their pedigree and
balance sheets. They had requested the Limassol Palace management
to organize the reception for them because the cousins were out to
woo the whole of Cyprus’ media moguls, officialdom, professionals
in the tourism and travel business, and celebrities they needed for
their on-going Cyprus project. A project that was actually
competition for the Limassol Palace: a resort hotel right on the
eastern beach of Limassol and the adjoining county. They had bought
the plot of land over a year ago for twenty-one million Cypriot
pounds, the whole of the island knew as usual. Such news had
supersonic characters in Cyprus. The plot was located in the
historical Amathus area of the most valuable stretches of coastline
on the island. The most exclusive and sought after property in
Limassol Bay. The resort hotel itself was scheduled to open in
eight months’ time.

The guests began to arrive at six
o’clock in the evening. Three security guards in uniform
scrutinized the invitations at the entrance before admitting them
into the Grand Ballroom. Nobody wanted to be left out of the event,
and Cyprus would not be Cyprus if many invited guests did not turn
up with an uninvited “brother” or “sister” or some other “relative”
for whom an exception should or must be made.
Helena’s father always joked about this with Western Europeans whom
he worked with: We are Cypriots, not Germans. Among those
invited were the government and civil service people, who always
had a commendable number of hangers-on and freeloaders. Some of
these came from as far away as Greece and Lebanon. But Cypriot
hospitality was grandly flexible. Buffets were as a rule planned to
feed an extra one third of the number of invited guests.

The Grand Ballroom of the
Limassol Palace was crowded to standing room at the back and sides.
Heavy velvet drapes from ceiling to floor, cloaking the
partitioning wall, divided the room into two, the larger section
being where the buffet was arranged for after the piano concert.
The ladies vied with each other for the most beautiful evening
gowns, bought, borrowed or begged. The men in their dinner jackets
received the complimentary programmes from the ushers with the one
hand while gallantly letting the ladies hold on to their other
arm.

Territory claimants, Helena
termed the women.

She finally settled on a chair in
the first row next to her parents. Unlike the other ladies, she,
like the rest of the junior management personnel, had her uniform
on – a navy blue costume with a white shirt-blouse and a scarf for
the women and tie for the men, boasting the emblem of the Limassol
Palace. A few paces away from her, right in the middle of the first
row, were the hosts. Enrique and Ramón Ruíz de Alarcón. The Young
Cousins, her parents often referred to them. When the two had
walked in to take their seats, she noticed that Enrique was a
little taller than Ramón while Ramón was more muscular. Yes, now
that her head was clear again, she recognized the man who had
gallantly kissed her hand. Both cousins had lithe athletic bodies
and dark handsome looks. Out of duty and courtesy, she went over to
them to convey the managements’ welcome especially to Enrique Ruíz
de Alarcón, who had arrived at the hotel a couple of hours later,
missing breakers and enterers. This time Helena had took discreet
notice of their appearances.

The Ruíz de Alarcón blood seemed
to have not remained homogeneous Mediterranean. The Moors, Celts
and Visigoths had all traversed it at some stage or other. Both men
had thick jet-black shining hair, deep-set eyes and generous mouths
with lips no Visigoth genes were dominant in. The lips were
Al-Andalus. But the pairs of eyes were as far apart as chirpy
robins are to predatory eagles. Ramón’s were golden and warm, with
verdigris flecks sprinkled on them, like copper that had not been
properly polished for some time. In fact, everything about Ramón
Ruíz de Alarcón was warm and exuded kind affection. It wasn’t just
the handsome face, the rather forthright humour or even the obvious
intelligence. There was something refreshing about him, which
Helena allotted to his openness. He seemed to retain his own
character despite the celebrity image, a belief in himself rather
than the racy trends of the rich and famous.

Enrique on the other hand was
quite the flashy, modern, financial prince. He was lively and
exciting as he stood before Helena, still clinging to her hand with
both of his after the gallant hand kiss. Showering her with
compliments – not moaning the state of his imminent abandonment –
that made her blush profusely despite her attempts to compose
herself. Tall, elegantly dressed in a tuxedo and white tie, his
deep-set forget-me-not blue eyes were accentuated by his jet-black
hair, a wisp of which fell over his defined eyebrows. Helena was
hypnotised for a moment. Standing next to them with his hands
folded behind him was Ramón, emanating his discreet
gentility.

“Enrique, you’re
making me jealous.” The seated woman in a glorious gown, who was
obviously Enrique’s companion, broke Helena’s hypnotised state. She
looked at the woman and recognized her immediately. Adriana
Adriano. The youngest rising star in Italy’s super thin model
cadre.A territory claimant here.

“But she is,”
insisted Enrique. “The Star of Cyprus. Do you know she managed to
book this famous pianist, Alexander Malcolm Lovat, for us this
evening, Adriana? The man is booked years ahead. But if I was a
pianist and had the Star of Cyprus for a niece, I wouldn’t have the
heart not to fulfil her every wish.”

Helena resurfaced then. “Thank
you, Mr Ruíz de Alarcón. But I must return back to my seat. The
Maestro will be on stage any second now.”

She hurried back to her parents,
hardly noticing the bowing cousins.

“Darling, you’re
about the colour of beetroot.”

“Oh Mummy,
honestly!”

Brianna and Timotheou Savvides
exchanged looks both amused and anxious.

The Cyprus Philharmonic Orchestra
took their places and readied their instruments. The lights dimmed
except on stage. The conductor appeared and the audience applauded
with typical Cypriot wholehearted enthusiasm. Then Uncle Alex came
on stage, in tails and a white tie, bowed for nearly a minute, as
the applause got thunderous. Finally he took his seat at the piano.
The conductor gave a downbeat and the music began. The orchestra
was playing a Beethoven Sonata. Alexander Malcolm Lovat’s fingers
fluttered across the keys with the lightness of a butterfly on
delicate flowers.

A man several rows behind Daddy
could not contain his enthusiasm and kept on a stream of quiet
remarks to his female companion. “Just listen to his
brilliance!”

When the drum roll from the
orchestra came, Alexander played four bars alone, oscillating
between heavy action that injected colour into the sound as well as
a colourful manipulation of light action.

Quiet Remarks couldn’t hold his
tongue. “Intellectual and emotional. He’s superb in both, my dear.
Maestro Lovat is the best. Brilliant sonatas, just
brilliant!”

“What’s a sonata,
really, Michaelis.” A touch of irritation in the female companion’s
voice. Most women preferred watching the breathtaking Maestro, not
analysing his music. “You’re confusing me instead of letting us
enjoy the music.”

Helena was concentrating more on
the vision of Enrique in her mind than on Uncle Alex and his
Beethoven sonata. To get this Spanish bloke out of her mind, she
mentally answered the woman with the words she had learnt since
childhood – from the Maestro himself. A sonata is a piece
of music with a certain basic musical form, usually in several
movements. When one uses the form in a piece for a solo instrument
like the violin or piano, you call the piece a sonata. For the
orchestra a sonata becomes a symphony…

She was jolted back to reality
when the audience was on its feet shouting bravo!and wildly
clapping and cheering. Uncle Alex was graciously taking bows. It
was time for Helena to organize her buffet team with her
housekeeping colleagues.

“Duty calls,” she
kissed her parents and left.

 


Enrique had insisted on choosing
who should sit at the hosts’ table. He had the famous pianist, and
his chosen friends and family at the high table with him. He soon
regretted his choice. The Maestro and his music friends spoke one
language, the media tsars, zoning commissioners, politicians,
bankers, investors¸ building constructors, city administrators, the
architects and developers – an equal number of other languages. He
almost regretted that the high table was the only one being served
from a chosen menu, rather than choosing and filling their plates
individually from the buffet tables. Enrique was by nature a social
male dominatrix. Mr Alpha. He chose his clothes, women, friends –
everything in his social and business world – to draw attention to
himself.

Alexander Malcolm Lovat stole
Enrique’s show because Enrique spoke no Mozart.

A contractor said, “There was a
time, almost another era, when the Sears Towers in Chicago was the
tallest building in the world – with but a hundred and ten storeys.
Today the Asiatics have long topped that. And on their shaky
earthquake-prone countries…”

Another voice encroached on
Enrique’s ears. His cousin’s. “Set up a venture. If the bank can’t
handle the loan, pull in the insurance companies…”

“Utter madness!
Stravinsky is all too structured…”

“I’m a corporate
lawyer,” a slot for Enrique. “I don’t deal with trade
unions…”

“Unlike Stravinsky,
Bartok doesn’t hold back feelings…”

“Tell me about junk
bonds. We’ve never had anything to do with them.”

“…Bartok lets the
emotional dam break…”

“Well, they’re
layered. At the top is Triple A, lower are the rungs of Double A,
Single A, BAA. The bottom line are the junk bonds – Double B. At
the moment it’s twelve percent for junk bonds and nearly fifteen
percent for investment bonds.”

Ramón was architecture,
construction and finances to the marrow. And spoke
Mozart.

“We’re going to
rehabilitate these apartments…”

“The problem is not
so much the board, it’s their chairperson holding things
up…”

“… last I heard of
Sergei Vasilyevich Rachmaninoff’s piano concerto No. 3 D minor,
Opus 30 with the London Philharmonic Orchestra…”

“Sir, I can’t for the
life of me get enough of your recording of the Hammerklavier.
..”

“…the vitality is
irresistible! You really understand that Beethoven
sonata!”

“The billets haven’t
arrived…”

“Taxes would be about
ten free rent concessions which would amount to four…”

“You’re going to put
up high density areas. More traffic, more vehicles,
more…”

“Really! I’ve
followed your improvement in the presentation of the Beethoven
piano concerto No. 5 in E flat, with the Boston Symphony Orchestra.
And here I am sitting at the same table with the great
Alexander Malcolm Lovat, future Earl of…”

“Oh my God, you’re
right. Mr Ruíz de Alarcón, you simply have to listen to
Maestro’s…”

Joder. This was no evening
for articles, clauses, paragraphs and sections.

“I wouldn’t touch a
casino in northern Cyprus, Mr Ruíz de Alarcón. First of all the
skimming! And then you really don’t know who lawfully owns
the land.” From a surveyor.

“The whole world owes
you so much, Maestro…”

Enrique couldn’t hold anybody’s
undivided attention for more than a full statement or question.
Even Adriana next to him was into her own super model and filmdom
tribal tongue with the media moguls. He let his eyes sweep across
the room, looking for Helena. He spotted her networking the tables
with her colleagues, giving instructions and stopping for a kind
word here, reciprocating compliments, or even politely apologising
for imagined injustices to the guests, especially as the evening
advanced. As thirst quenching liquids lost uniformity of both
colour and proof, some people got more assertive or attention
seeking.

Enrique rose and excused himself
from the table. He whispered something to Adriana before walking
off confidently to Helena. She was now at some middle table that
seated twenty-four people, describing to the riveted guests the
quality of the Cypriot wines being served them. The centre of the
world anyway, and having had enough of being practically ignored at
his own table, Enrique interrupted Helena without any
preambles.

“Dear guests, I know
she is taking perfect care of you and is hard to share. But may I…
Star of Cyprus.”

“Mr Ruíz de Alarcón,”
said Helena. “If you’d be a little patient, please…”

He was behaving as if Helena was
his private collection.

“Excuse me, Mr Ruíz
de Alarcón, go back to your table and I’ll be at your service as
soon as I’m able to.” The finality in her voice and resolution in
her bearing sent him away.

Cannes. Even an Oscar. Enrique
was the first person who ever made Helena feel rather
self-conscious and a little insecure. But she triumphed for having
pulled it off.

When she at last approached the
head table three minutes later, Enrique was halfway off his seat.
He met her before she quite reached the table. Ramón, who had stood
up too, resumed his seat as Enrique gently steered Helena to the
French doors leading to the wide balcony that practically hovered
over the dark and calm sea below. The waves sighed like dying
dragons and the frothing was immediately gulped down sandy
throats.

“Helena, that’s the
most confused group of people I’ve ever shared a table
with!”

His voice was as dark as the sea
he was staring at. The balcony was large enough to host a barbeque
party.

“Mr Ruíz de
Alarcón…”

“Please,” he put a
hand on her shoulder for a second. “Enrique.”

“All right. Enrique,
we sent you our recommendation lists. Whoever they are, the
confused person or persons sitting at your table was or were chosen
by you.” It took her some considerable effort to tell him this
truth. It was not, she knew already, the sort of truth Enrique Ruíz
de Alarcón would take gracefully. But she had uttered it and she
only hoped that he was sensible enough to accept facts.

The evening breeze blowing over
the sea this last Friday of May brought the familiar scent of salt
mixed with the spicy smells of Cypriot cooking. The sun had long
set, smothering the fragrant scents of the tree barks and other
Cypriot flora and fauna.

“You’re right. It’s
crazy all the same. I talk to a banker about investment and junk
bonds, and the developer interjects with remarks on environmental
pollution. I talk to the developer about rehabilitating apartments
and casinos in the north, and the zoning commissioner and the
banker warn me of















































































cover.jpg
;5
§

Secret had





