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PART 1

1

‘Are you going to be much longer?’ Theo’s sing-song lament echoed behind us. ‘Sophie’s turning positively blue!’

Of the four of us only Sophie reported symptoms of dehydration. Just a mild headache and the beginnings of a sore throat. It wasn’t severe enough to warrant an emergency descent, but it prevented her from climbing any higher.

‘Damn it all,’ Helena said under her breath, trying to buckle the flysheet too tightly.

‘Need a hand?’ I asked.

Theo had taken charge of the cooking and seemed intent on nursing Sophie. I thought it made a pleasant change from flirting with our local guide and couldn’t see the harm in it. In fact relations between them seemed to have cooled quite a bit over the last two days. I might have felt sorry for Wamani had he betrayed the typical signs of a wounded male ego, but if anything he seemed even more full of himself. Perhaps Theo had let him down gently.

‘Do you still think we can make the summit?’ I kept my voice light and focused on the task at hand. Helena scowled.

‘I think we should go for a quick ascent,’ she said. ‘I don’t trust the weather no matter what he says.’ She jerked her head in Wamani’s direction. He was talking to Sophie who frankly looked done in, his arms extended like a proud father showing off his first-born.

I pulled a face. ‘What is he doing?’

‘His usual the spirit of the mountain has blessed us so far routine I expect.’ Her breathing came more sharply between gritted teeth.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Fine. Sorry.’

That took me aback. I couldn’t recall ever having heard her apologise. Not in the three years I had known her. Not even the first time we’d met when she nearly knocked my front teeth out – Goodness that was a silly place for you to stand – during our first week at Cambridge. Now in our final year, having studied and climbed together, I thought I knew everything there was to know about my friend.

I gripped her gloved hands and stilled them.

‘You’re frightening me. What’s the matter?’

‘I don’t know. It’s this place maybe.’ She looked at me, her red curls pushed back behind her ears like a schoolgirl and I swear I felt a chill finger run down my spine when I saw the apprehension in her eyes.

‘We don’t have to go any higher,’ I said. ‘Theo says she’s not bothered about the summit and Sophie’s better off resting where she is.’

Helena fastened the last buckle, her mind made up.

‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘We’ll be fine. Just don’t leave me alone with him. One more crack about me and Sophie and I swear I’ll thump him right between the eyes.’

That was more like it.

‘Well,’ I allowed myself a smile, ‘he did say drinking ayahuasca would show us all our true nature. He’s just rather pleased with himself, that’s all.’

‘Smug bastard,’ she muttered under her breath.

We pitched camp by dark and bedded down. I needed sleep but my mind was still trying to make sense of the night of the San Pedro ritual. It was as if my memory had become a snow globe that got shaken up whenever I closed my eyes. Faces, shapes, sounds, colours all swirled about. The order of events kept shuffling around. There were gaps and smudgy recollections which could have been real or imaginary. It was important that I remember; the trouble was I couldn’t remember why it was important.

Resigned to a sleepless night I listened to the sound of the others slumbering next to me and summoned up images of home instead: England on the cusp of summer, lengthening days, warmer nights. This would be our last term. Finals were just around the corner. I held on to the fact that my life had a schedule: examinations, career, marriage to a tall, dark, faceless chap with good teeth then three children, a boy and two girls because even though my own brother was the best in the world, I had always felt the lack of a sister. I kept my dreams of a starry future close to my heart like a winning hand before the final play because at twenty thousand feet nothing is certain.

***

It had been a good week. We made base camp within five days of leaving town and steady progress thereafter, breaking for much needed rest and an opportunity to adjust to the increasing altitude.

It was, after all, only two weeks since our arrival in the Andean settlement of Cuzco, bustling, dusty and crowded with Quechua traders from all over the region.

For thousands of years Cuzco had been a capital city, the gathering place for prospectors and pilgrims, merchants and shamans. The Spanish conquered and rebuilt in their own image, using stones from nearby ancient sites. They created elegant colonnades and whitewashed buildings with pantiled rooves, bestowing enormous colonial charm in the process.

There was no doubt that to the European eye, superficially at least, Cuzco was seductive.

The trickle of backpackers and trekkers in search of high peaks and mystic adventures had swollen to a deluge by the late 1970s. When we arrived in Peru the year after the Falklands Crisis, we brought hard currency and expectations of hot water and electricity.

We arrived on a blistering afternoon in April, dusty and tired after the long bus journey from Lima. It was market day. Llamas and mules laden with sacks of corn and maize ambled through the paved streets. On every street corner Quero Indian vendors traded tobacco and gossip for alpaca fleece, woven cloths and goat’s milk cheese, indifferent to the civilised architecture around them. Cuzco opened her arms to them all like a Madam with a toothless grin, ready to prostitute her own daughters if necessary, and certainly not for a handful of pesos.

Once settled at our hostel Helena elected to sort through the equipment. Sophie was on laundry detail so that left me and Theo to do the donkey work.

‘Don’t promise anything.’ Helena was speaking to me but looking at Theo.

‘Relax,’ said Theo, trying on her new sun-glasses which still had the label attached.

‘You’re bound to be an obvious target,’ Helena continued. ‘We have our own alpine gear remember. We don’t need half a dozen Indians to carry your luggage. This isn’t San Tropez.’

Genuine Cuzco porters were renowned for their skills and fortitude, able to carry three times their body weight in rugs, canvas and ironware. Local guides were also in demand.

‘I get it,’ Theo pouted.

‘We’re not hippies remember.’ Helena was not going to let up. ‘We’re here to climb. It’s the highest peak in the Cordillera Vilcanota and it’s going to be difficult enough without any . . .’ she searched for the right word, ‘. . . complications.’

‘I know Helena. God.’ Then turning to me, ‘Please can we go now, Miss?’

I raised my eyebrows at Helena. It was no good. It was just one of those cases of the girl can’t help it.

‘Oh, you talk to her.’ Helena pursed her lips together.

Helena’s words were still ringing in my ears as we picked our way through the piles of coloured textiles and hand-woven garments that littered the stone streets. But shopping for a local guide was not on our agenda. It was simply a matter of picking up a few supplies: it would be four or five days at least before we could make a start. Plenty of time to scout for a guide.

‘It’s quite warm isn’t it?’ said Theo, tripping over the leg of an Indian woman sitting with her wares on the pavement.

I pulled Theo upright before she could do more than glare at the woman and linking arms, marched her on to the main square where we were quickly swallowed up in the crowd.

‘Do you think you could have worn something just a little more revealing?’ I said, conscious of the hostile glances and furtive words uttered in our wake.

‘God, I’m desperate for a cigarette. Just hold on will you?’ She wrestled free and clamped a cigarette between her lips whilst ferreting about in her jacket pockets for a lighter.

‘Oh for God’s sake,’ she looked around at the bemused locals. ‘Georgie don’t just stand there. Ask one of them for a light.’

I sighed. Once Theo had decided to down tools for a nicotine fix it might be another fifteen minutes before I could get her moving again. Smoking was a performance art, much like everything in Theo’s life.

My broken Spanish was hilarious enough to persuade a squat Quero woman to volunteer the loan of her thin cheroot. Theo took a drag and coughed, to the delight of the local Indians who clapped her on the back. She gained a light and sucked in her face, exaggerating the cheekbones I envied before breathing out a plume of smoke. She combed her fingers through her long blond hair, establishing her space, enjoying the attention. She would not be rushed.

‘Why don’t you just relax George? Have a puff.’

I shook my head and frowned. Just remember that this is a holiday. The trouble was that in Theo’s company I felt like the maid of all works rather than a partner in crime.

‘Helena can be such a drag. Why do you let her talk to you like that?’

I did a double-take in spite of myself.

‘She was talking to you. I’m not the one who got caught in the toilet with a member of the cabin crew.’

The cheroot woman’s husband proffered a couple of knitted ponchos. Theo gave little nods and a broad smile as they chattered away with their unintelligible sales spiel.

‘Oh but he was rather cute.’ She smiled in her conspiratorial manner. ‘Not that I would expect Helena to understand, her batting for the other side.’ She fingered the tassels on one of the ponchos. ‘Anyway,’ she said with finality. ‘Helena thinks it’s just about sex with me. She’s wrong, but I can see why she might think so. It’s because she’s so frustrated.’

I couldn’t disagree there, but hoped that the situation with Sophie would resolve itself soon for both their sakes.

‘The thing is Georgie – and I really want you to remember this – the thing is that brains in a woman are never enough in this life. If you really want to get on, you have to have men on side, powerful men.’ She saw my look of disbelief and shook her head sternly.

‘I know what I’m talking about.’

‘I daresay you do.’ I looked over the ponchos and smiled wanly at the cheroot woman.

I don’t know why I thought Theo might have behaved herself abroad any better than she did in college. Helena pretty much despaired of her. Sophie, a product of her convent education, was always ready to forgive. I must admit that secretly Theo was everything I would have loved to have been, but dared not even try.

‘Where men are concerned, you have to be fearless and charming and never ever let on that you need them, emotionally that is. Hefting furniture about is fine, or running about on a pitch. It keeps them from thinking too much.’

I wondered, not for the first time, whether the women of Theo’s year group mostly hated her because they envied her freedom or because, politically incorrect as she was, men found her utterly disarming. Not that I hated her. Not then.

‘Grotesque aren’t they?’ She beamed at the couple who evidently took her admiration for encouragement and pulled out more woollen items for Theo’s approval.

‘C’mon,’ I said pulling at her arm.

‘Muchos gracias!’ She blew them a kiss as I led her through the narrow walkways between the stalls in search of bottled water and a pharmacy.




 

2

It was on the evening of the following day that the four of us felt more human. We took a stroll into the quieter districts after dinner and found ourselves in the San Blas district around ten o’clock. We happened upon an archway between two stone buildings, above which a brightly coloured hand-painted sign boasted the best maca tea in town and cool-cool beer.

‘I’m parched. Let’s stop,’ said Theo, pulling me and Sophie along with Helena trailing behind.

Through the open wooden doors, the cafe courtyard was whitewashed and spotless. The bare red earth had been compacted into a hard level surface that was dotted with dark wooden tables and benches. Overhead the proprietor had constructed a makeshift pergola, a lattice work of plastic vine leaves garlanded with strings of fairy lights to provide local colour. It was not, however, a place for locals. The obligatory soundtrack of panpipe music echoed from a battered cassette player on top of the deserted bar. We strolled over to an empty table, grateful for once to be left to ourselves.

Theo spotted him first, a tall darkly featured man of about thirty wearing aviator shades sitting in a corner sipping an espresso. At first glance he seemed to exude the quiet authority of a man used to getting his own way. His profile was handsome. He turned his head in our direction and there was a moment’s hesitation. His expression was unreadable and I wondered if he might be a famous actor trying not to draw attention to himself. I lowered my gaze. He uncoiled his long limbs, before standing to remove his sunglasses, and crossed the courtyard with a leisurely stride, making directly for our table with a dazzling smile, his hand outstretched in welcome.

‘Forgive me, ladies.’ It was a cultured Spanish voice, sonorous, authoritative. He was of the mestizo or misti, the upper social class in the Andes. He wore chinos and a dark blue linen shirt, an alpaca scarf or chalina draped casually around his neck and a matching chuspa, the small ubiquitous woven pouch used to carry supplies of coca leaves.

Helena and I exchanged glances, but Theo was, as ever, quick to size up the situation and held out her hand to grasp his in welcome.

He sat down without waiting for an invitation, leaned forward confidentially and gave us his most winning smile.

‘I am delighted to make your acquaintance, my name is Wamani José Fernandez.’ He produced business cards which he handed around to each of us as he spoke. ‘And I am at your service.’

Theo giggled. ‘Well, that’s a lovely thought,’ she said, winking at the rest of us. ‘Is this your café?’

‘It belongs to a cousin of mine,’ he said as if to suggest that the cousin in question was lucky to be entrusted with such a venture, but that his own interests ran to far more important matters.

‘Before we talk business,’ he continued, ‘I think we should have some drinks.’ He called out and within a matter of seconds a stocky figure appeared from the back room behind the bar, bearing a laminated menu.

Our new found compadre gave him short shrift, firing a volley of instructions in Quechua to the poor man who looked nervously over his shoulder and responded meekly. Wamani waved his hand dismissively, called him cholo, and the waiter disappeared, red in the face.

‘These indio are a stupid, lazy people,’ he added as if for our benefit, though I felt a twinge of embarrassment. ‘It is my pleasure to make you welcome in my country.’

My first thought had been that he merely wished to practise his English but his confidence in his surroundings and his command of the language suggested that this was not the case. His gaze alighted on each of us in turn and I felt myself blushing. His eyes were deep brown with large black pupils and the skin around them crinkled into tiny laughter lines when he smiled, which he did, often. He was smiling at me now with undisguised appreciation. It was so totally unexpected that I suddenly wondered if Theo had somehow put him up to it – just to see my reaction. I fumed inwardly before realising how insane that was. She couldn’t possibly have known he would be here, and besides, why pass on the opportunity to have him herself? Much taller and lighter skinned that the waiter, more European in his bearing, he was a world apart from the other Quechua speakers we had so far encountered. I felt a knotted warmth in the pit of my stomach and the telltale slip of arousal between my legs.

The waiter reappeared carrying a huge tray with bottled water and maca, nuts, tamales, a bottle of pisco and five glasses.

Wamani ignored the waiter as he placed the tray on the table with hands that quivered slightly. Our host then peeled a single dollar bill from an inch thick wad in his wallet and handed it over to the waiter who kept his head down the whole time, nodding in a way that might have denoted gratitude or embarrassment. It was impossible to tell.

‘Please, take a drink with me. That is what you say in your country, isn’t it? “Take a drink”?’ He poured five shots of clear liquid and held them out.

I tried not to look at Helena, but Theo had already grasped a glass and was sniffing the liquor like a connoisseur.

‘Thank you.’ Sophie hesitated slightly then smiled politely and held her glass against her chest like a holy relic.

I took a glass and felt his fingers brush against mine. I avoided his eye.

‘It’s have a drink actually,’ Helena said, accepting a glass and staring back at him.

He nodded his head to one side and shrugged. ‘Of course. You are English. Very precise. A toast.’ He raised his glass. ‘What shall we drink to?’ I had a feeling that this was a rhetorical question, one that he had prepared and delivered many times over with young women from faraway places.

‘To Friendship and Life and all that She can throw at us,’ said Theo gaily. I scowled at her. That was our mantra – just the four of us. Nobody else.

Wamani’s eyes widened. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘To Friendship and Life and all that She can throw at us.’

We clinked glasses awkwardly. Theo giggled and threw back her head exposing a long neck and pearly teeth. She swallowed and flashed a beautiful smile which had the desired effect. He raised his eyebrows in admiration. Helena sniffed her glass and belted it back, not to be outdone. Sophie sipped her drink tentatively. I took a gulp, felt the fumes hit the back of my throat, scorching my tonsils as I swallowed it down, and started coughing inelegantly, ruining the moment.

Wamani leapt to his feet and stepped around the chairs to kneel beside me. He curved his arm across my back, the other hand holding my shoulder. Theo made little ahhh noises like I was a pet lamb. ‘Georgie’s not used to strong drink,’ she said firmly, taking the opportunity of Wamani’s change of viewpoint to slowly uncross and re-cross her legs.

‘I’m fine,’ I said, sounding hoarse like an old man.

‘George?’ He did a double-take. ‘You are called by a man’s name?’

I shook my head. ‘My full name is Georgina. In English it gets shortened to George or Georgie.’

‘Or Gina,’ said Sophie helpfully.

He let his hand slide against the small of my back. The sensation was delicious and all the more frightening for being unseen by the others.

‘George-gina.’ He rolled my name around his mouth. ‘You are sure that you are ok now?’ he said, and his voice was soft and grave.

‘Yes.’ I arched myself forward away from his fingers. ‘Yes, I’m fine.’

He stood again and returned to his seat.

‘Mister Fernandez.’ I was grateful that Helena was now assuming control of the conversation. Goodness, how formidable she could be. No wonder she and Sophie’s mother clashed so. Her grey-green eyes saw everything. ‘Are you from Cuzco originally?’

Wamani’s eyes flickered slightly at the formality of her tone. He seemed to give due weight to her question and acquiesced with the ghost of a smile. Of course. She wanted to know if his intentions were honourable.

‘This is my birthplace. I have travelled in the States, Europe, Asia, but I always return to this place.’ He tapped his chest. ‘My home. My first love. My country.’

‘What do you do when you travel?’ Sophie put down her glass and folded her hands in her lap, composing herself as if she were stuck on a long train journey with a tiresome companion and determined to make the best of it.

‘I am an adventurer, Señorita. Though some would say I am nothing but a rogue and a villain.’ He winked at her and I was amazed to see Sophie’s cheeks colour; she dipped her chin slightly.

Theo leaned in, stretching her perfect legs out in front of her. ‘How wonderful,’ she breathed, holding out her empty glass and giving it a little shake.

Wamani obligingly refilled her glass and topped up his own. Though I did not fully understand at the time, he was savvy enough not to offer more where it would have been refused. It was psychology of the highest order. Generous and divisive at the same time. He played us all: weighing us up, establishing the hierarchy, isolating the weak link, sensing the fault lines and the handicaps of our class, education and background. He played us like the hustler he was. We knew it, like the casual on-lookers hooked by the antics of a street magician, playing Find the Lady, losing coin after coin, but we were helpless to resist. Quite simply we were no match for him. It was a slow, seductive surrender and we were all equally to blame.

‘May I ask you a question?’ He seemed to consider carefully his next move. ‘You are all friends together. You are perhaps students at one of the universities? Oxford I think, or London?’

‘Cambridge actually.’ Helena again.

‘Ahh. Very beautiful.’

Helena rolled her eyes. ‘I don’t know if you mean the university or me, but I’m afraid I’m definitely not your type.’

‘You are a goddess,’ he said simply. ‘A mountain lion, a beautiful woman. In my culture we admire such women. Such women are not a type – they are magnificent!’

‘Good Lord,’ Helena laughed, but I could see she was not entirely unmoved by the sentiment. ‘You have enormous charm, Mister Fernandez,’

‘Wamani – please.’

‘Very well. Wamani. Tell me, is it your habit to buy drinks for all the customers?’

‘Only the goddesses,’ he smiled.

There was a slight pause. Helena looked non-plussed. Theo let slip a small giggle. I followed suit and before long, Sophie, Theo and I were giggling like half-wits. Helena scowled at the three of us but it was no use. Wamani’s mouth curved into a knowing smile as if the point were immaterial, but he must have sensed a kind of victory in that moment. He waited until we had regained our composure.

‘This country,’ he began, his voice warm and serious. ‘This part of the Andes is very special. Cuzco is the heart of my people’s traditions. This is a land of magic and mystery.’

Theo raised an eyebrow but something in his tone seemed to reach deep inside me and touch a tiny tingling nerve.

‘Many come to study with the wise shamans,’ he continued. ‘I myself have studied some of the greatest medicine with descendents of the Inca masters.’

‘Where?’ I asked.

‘Here. Cuzco is the centre for curanderos – healers, wise ones who know the secret of San Pedro.’ He reached casually into his woven chuspa and pulled out a handful of coca leaves. ‘Regular tourists tend to stay in Lima. Of course Lima is a beautiful city, with many wonderful things but it is only when you go about with the people, when you talk and share with the ones who have lived here all their lives,’ he looked at each of us in turn, ‘then you start to feel the soul of my country; then you start to feel alive. Please,’ he gestured for each of us to take a coca leaf to chew.

Theo looked a little unsure but to my surprise Sophie popped hers straight in her mouth and started to chew. Helena and I did likewise. It tasted like tea leaves. After a couple of minutes my mouth felt a little numb.

‘This is a spiritual place,’ he said, placing his hand over his heart, his brown eyes searching and humble. ‘You understand?’

He disarmed me utterly. There was something undeniably thrilling about this man. He seemed to combine the two essentials most lacking in the English male undergraduate species: machismo and passion.

Wamani grinned at Theo. ‘You smoke cigarettes?’ he asked. She nodded. He shrugged his shoulders. ‘This is better for you. Please – try. You English drink tea for a pick-me-up; here we chew the leaf of the coca plant. It is medicine for the body and soul.’

She took a leaf and started to chew.

For a few minutes we chewed the coca. I felt my edges softening. I looked at Helena who had a slightly glazed look on her face. Then Sophie broke the spell. She smiled warmly at Wamani and helped herself to a glass of maca tea.

‘Were you expecting us?’ she asked.

‘There does seem to be some confusion,’ said Helena, although I could see that she too had dropped her guard somewhat.

‘I am here to meet you,’ he said, hands wide in a gesture of welcome.

‘Oh dear,’ said Sophie. ‘I think we must be talking at cross-purposes. I think you must have us confused with another group entirely.’

Wamani looked at each of us expectantly. ‘You are not the Forrester party?’

‘No, indeed, we should have introduced ourselves properly.’ I felt somewhat embarrassed.

‘How very strange,’ he exclaimed, his smile extending from cheekbone to cheekbone. He raised his eyes heavenward and muttered what looked like a prayer. Then he looked penitent and took us further into his confidence. ‘I saw the four of you come in while I was waiting for this group – the Forresters. I arranged to meet them in this very cafe. I wondered where they could possibly be. The cafe directions are very clear. This is a good road. But,’ he sighed, ‘it happens all the time.’

‘What does?’ This was quite a performance, but Sophie was always polite to strangers.

‘Tourists coming from the United States or from England make a booking and then they do not honour the agreement. I have made arrangements, paid for excursions on their behalf but,’ he gestured with his hands, ‘it sometimes happens that they do not turn up, and then . . .’ he shrugged his shoulders and left the rest unsaid. ‘But now it seems my prayers have been answered. It was my dream that guided you to come here to meet me instead. The money does not matter,’ he said and stood up. ‘This has been very special for me.’

‘Oh no, wait,’ said Theo, not about to let this attractive stranger get away in a hurry. ‘Whatever do you mean about your dream?’

‘San Pedro appeared to me last night.’ He put his hands together in a gesture of prayer. ‘He showed me four beautiful women, two were golden-haired like the sun, one was dark as the night and the other had fiery red hair and flashing green eyes. These are the Goddesses of my Faith. I have waited all my life to have such a dream. For such a dream I would gladly lose all my money!’

We all looked at each other. Theo and Sophie were fair-haired, I was dark and Helena, a redhead. It was such a blatant come-on that we might have all fallen about laughing, but for the sheer boldness of his approach. Besides which, we were four and he was only one. There was nothing to fear. It was one of those moments where good old-fashioned English common sense flies out of the window. I think it was probably also the case of female hormones clouding intellectual judgement.

‘Look, it’s awfully decent of you but shouldn’t we at least pay for all this?’ I indicated the tray in front of us.

‘No, it’s my pleasure.’ He shook his head. ‘I will pay at the bar, and I wish you all a good day.’

He had barely gone four steps when Theo spoke up on our behalf.

‘Look here, what exactly had you planned for the other party?’ she asked.

Helena shot a glance at me then at Theo, but it was too late.

He turned on his heel and shrugged his shoulders.

‘They were engaging me for the length of their stay. Interpreter, guide, companion. I have arranged a tour for them to meet a local Shaman – very secret, very magical.’

‘Well fancy that,’ Theo nudged me with her elbow.

Helena tried to wind up the conversation. ‘You’ve been awfully kind but I think we ought to settle this bill.’

He spread his hands. ‘As you wish.’ He sat down once more, which I could see was not what Helena had in mind at all.

‘The thing is,’ Sophie’s voice was suddenly very clear and distinct and took all us by surprise. ‘What we really need is a reliable guide.’

Theo grinned as Helena bit her tongue.

‘I am here to do your bidding,’ he said. ‘What is the purpose of your visit?’

‘We plan to climb Ausangate,’ said Sophie.

‘Are you serious?’ He seemed quite shocked, and uttered a little laugh. ‘Ausangate is the home of the Apu. It is the most sacred peak of all. You understand that to climb Ausangate is a sacred pilgrimage? In fact this is the meaning of my name.’ He smiled broadly. ‘Wa-man-i. It means sacred mountain. Who better than myself to guide you? This is surely Fate!’ He slapped his thighs with both hands. ‘San Pedro has sent me here to find and protect you. It is not safe to climb the mountain alone. You must prepare. You must ask the spirit of the mountain for permission to climb. Not all are successful. It is dangerous. Many strangers perish because they do not make the right ceremony.’

Sophie’s eyes were shining. My own heartbeat had quickened at the mention of the Apu. Even Theo was stilled in a moment of quiet reflection. ‘Oh Helena,’ I prayed silently. ‘Please say yes.’

Helena’s steadfast gaze was unwavering and she seemed about to speak, but then Sophie put out her hand to gently touch her shoulder. No further persuasion was necessary. We all knew she wouldn’t deny Sophie.

‘So, it is settled!’ Wamani clapped his hands together. ‘It is destiny that we should meet here. I know of a delightful hacienda in Chincheros where you can stay. Not expensive. The owner is a cousin of mine. He will make you a very good deal.’ We protested feebly at such generosity. ‘No, I insist,’ he continued. ‘There are many bandits around. It will be no trouble, no trouble at all. I will treat you as my own sisters. You will be much more comfortable and safe with me.’

And that is how we met Wamani in the Spring of 1983. I dare say the Forresters never existed. Of course we insisted on paying for the drinks and after an appropriate show of declining, he graciously permitted us to settle the entire bill.




 

PART 2

1

Nearly thirty years later I found myself on the road to Helena’s farmhouse in Cambridgeshire. Fenland stretched in every direction. Driving the last five or six miles through flat arable country seemed to spell out the whole truth for any lone visitor to see: here shall ye come and no further.

I wound down the window and breathed in the fresh peaty tang of autumn as if it alone could cleanse my blood of the grey fumes of North London.

Helena cut a tall figure striding along with gun cocked, a brace of pheasant over her shoulder and Ralph, her sleek chocolate Labrador, trotting to heel. Dressed in her customary grey cords and green waxed jacket, with her russet hair and high cheek bones she embodied the very essence of Hesiod’s Gaia, steadfast goddess of the Earth. This was her land, passed down through generations of her father’s family.

I couldn’t imagine keeping sane this far from the city. But Helena’s home with Sophie, born of the long acquaintance they shared first as undergraduates, then as lovers, had yielded a warmth and comfort that even now, driving towards the dark, I felt as palpable as a beacon guiding me home.

I slowed the car down to a crawl to keep up with her.

‘Good timing,’ she said. ‘Sophie’s taking a bath. God knows why – she’s only been here half an hour. Says she needs to get rid of the stench of small boys.’ Sophie had found her niche teaching mathematics to junior public school boys in King’s Lynn.

‘No sign of Theo yet?’

‘Nope. Phoned to say she’d be a bit late. Traffic must be bad.’

Our weekends together had an established routine: just the four of us, no work, no make-up, no men.

Lots of alcohol, laughter and good food. Some walking, a bit of wildfowl shooting and plenty of hot baths.

In short, it wasn’t lemon.

***

My induction into Sophie’s private language had begun on the occasion of our first meeting during Fresher’s Weekend at Clare. The college was in the habit of hosting a Parents’ Buffet which I had been silently dreading.

My mother and father were trying not to feel out-classed. The only remedy for their discomfort seemed to be a rehearsal of the domestic mini-opera for three voices that had dominated the household ever since I had received my letter of confirmation.

My mother commenced with the overture, Why on earth couldn’t you have applied to Oxford, it’s barely an hour up the M40? This was succeeded by her aria, You will promise to eat properly, swiftly followed by my father’s deep baritone, Don’t forget to write to your mother or she’ll drive me mad with wondering. My response to these entreaties and demands usually involved a lot of eye-rolling and caustic whispering. There were other variations of course. But on this particular occasion I could have happily knifed them in the guts.

My father was a self-made man, determined that I should have the opportunities never dreamt of by him or my mother when they were my age. But my grammar school education had not prepared me for mixing with the élite classes of my own generation.

I was eaten up with vicarious embarrassment. Why couldn’t I be the progeny of the glamorous couple with ski tans conversing on first name terms with the Master, or the fabled younger sister of one of the Junior Fellows? I didn’t really appreciate what it cost my parents either. As far as I was concerned my father was blustering and foolish, my mother simpering and weak. I hated them both in that selfish, vicious, naive way that only children at an immature stage of development can, and I couldn’t wait for them to leave and let me make my own way, without them.

I was about to settle for a salmon vol au vent when I observed a slender reed of a girl with a jaw line that could cut through butter, standing by the canapés. She was wearing a knee-length yellow silk dress with a little cashmere cardigan. Her angel hair was tucked neatly behind ears that my mother would have described as ‘unfortunate’. This exaggerated her rather pointed features. And yet there was a soft, sad look about her. A female Bambi. No question. I looked around for Bambi’s mother, but the girl seemed entirely detached and completely unselfconscious.

She leaned forward and whispered, ‘Awful isn’t it? Absolutely lemon.’

‘Is it?’ I asked, tentatively, unsure whether I had heard her correctly.

‘Frightful. I’m Sophie.’

‘Georgina. How do you do.’

‘Lovely, thank you. Let’s find something jammy.’

Sophie’s whole world fell neatly into nursery categories of lemon and jam. Lemon was boring and conventional. Lemon talk was small, mediocre or boorish. Lemon could be a person as in ‘oh he’s an absolute lemon’ or a place, a thing or an action. Helena, same staircase, my fellow student of Classics, and by nature more given to analysis than either of us, sought to introduce degrees of lemon-ness and so our language evolved to include juicy, a much used adjective to denote boring, citrus for deadly dull and of course curd for the most interminable and excruciating circumstances such as luncheon with tutors, phone calls from parents or tea with the Monsignor.

Jam, at the other end of the scale, was tops. Jammy covered much of our extra-curricular pursuits and proved a more than satisfactory descriptor until early one morning in Lent term, fagged from dinner and dancing and feeling utterly replete, Sophie declared her night to have been tarts all round. Thereafter our vocabulary exploded on the jam front with jam-fest meaning holidays, jam-pot for someone bohemian and mad but utterly gorgeous and irresistible and jam sandwich which only Theo, first violin of our little quartet, ever claimed to have experienced, drawing snorts of derision from Helena (definitely cello). I suppose I thought of myself as second fiddle in those days, and never more so than when the conversation turned to sex and boys.

Cambridge had been pretty jammy for Helena and Sophie (unmistakably flute), but mostly juicy for Theo with her succession of jam-pots who quickly lost their allure and were down-graded to citrus. Age had not withered her in that department.

***

Now, nearly thirty years on, we were middle-aged and although Theo never stopped talking about sex, it was something of a foreign country to me. I had long since given up the very idea of finding either passion or romance, in or out of marriage. The tall, dark lover with good teeth had never materialised. I had long since settled for an older, separated, rakish companion; children had never been an option.

I parked my car on the edge of the road in a passing place, letting the engine idle for a moment or two while Helena caught up.

Ralph got up on his hind legs and poked his head in through the open car window for his regular greeting. I stroked his soft, warm head and tickled his ears.

‘Sophie’s on chilli duty. I’ll be along in a tick.’

Ralph’s breath was fogging up the side mirror. ‘I have pisco as requested.’

‘Weather’s set fair for tomorrow.’ She grinned broadly. ‘I hope you’re up for some serious sport. There’s a definite drop in greylag this winter so it’s every woman for herself.’

‘Must be global warming,’ I teased.

‘My money’s on this bloody coalition,’ she half-joked. ‘Just another EU quota gone up the spout.’

And then before she could really get into her political stride I revved the engine and slid the clutch into first gear.

‘See you at the homestead.’

She waved. I drove off, following the road and then making a turn into the last twist of dirt track half a mile up to the farm where lights were already blazing against the darkening sky.

***

Black Farm consisted of an imposing grey flint and stone farmhouse with a huddle of outbuildings to match.

The large, north-facing kitchen was as ever the most welcoming room while the upper floors of the old house with its gables and wainscoting, yawned and creaked like an old lady’s corset. Helena’s three great uncles had grown beet at Black Farm for fifty years. Helena, an only child, inherited the farm after the last of the male line succumbed to pneumonia.

She was brought up in Hampshire by doting grandparents on her mother’s side, never having met her father’s extended family until a letter postmarked Ely arrived on her sixteenth birthday. She’d never received a letter like it before. The paper was faded but of a fine grade and smelt of soil and old cupboards. The handwriting was cursive and childlike as if the writer had taken special pains to make a good impression. She thought carefully about her reply. She drafted her response several times in the back of her school rough book before committing herself to the final wording in a note-let printed with a seasonal floral arrangement that she sealed with red wax and an embossed ‘H’.

She had no desire to hurt anyone.

Helena rarely spoke of her early childhood but I had gleaned a few facts; orphaned as a baby, privately educated, she had received the benefits of an ample, comfortable, middle class life. She was truly grateful. But curiosity about her father’s relations grew and grew. It was as if she had suddenly found a way into the forest and couldn’t resist embarking on a quest of her own. She announced one breakfast her intention to catch a train to go and visit her remaining two uncles. Telephone calls ensued and a plan was made. Helena duly travelled up to London where she met her cousin Christian who was to escort her on the tube as far as King’s Cross.

Helena described that onward journey as the most important of her life. ‘It was an epic venture,’ she confided one night to me as we strolled back to Memorial after dinner.

She had no idea of what her great uncles would look like, or how to recognise them. In her imagination they were knights of the Round Table and she was Guinivere, ready to escape into a new world of adventure. When she dismounted from the train she looked excitedly up and down the platform. When the station had all but cleared she saw two lean stooping men in their sixties standing against the wall sporting newly cut thick white hair and worn shoes polished brightly. They smelled of Old Spice and mothballs. Their suits, though clean and freshly pressed were about two inches too short in the leg and their ties were of a lurid 1950’s style print. They had the same piercing blue eyes and when they spotted Helena they smiled shyly like schoolboys on a first date.

That was the beginning of her adult life. She returned to Winchester in time for the new school term but from then on the majority of her holidays were spent at Black Farm. She cast off stockings and skirts and put on jumpers and jeans. Her great uncles bought her a set of overalls which were always neatly washed and folded ready for her return. She learned to plough and sow seed, to harvest and lay up stores. She slept in her father’s old room, still filled with his toys and books. Like him she excelled in Latin and come the day her housemistress quizzed her on her plans for the future, Helena declared her desire to follow her father’s example and go up to Cambridge.

There was something deeply rooted about Helena. I put it down to her farming background. Being close to the earth. Having a pragmatic philosophy about life and death. I thought it part and parcel of her seasonal routine on the farm. Cycles of growth and natural decay. It seemed a good foundation for someone attuned to the Classical mind. She was always the most stable and reliable of our company. Helena didn’t get flustered or agitated when things weren’t right. It seemed to me that she was truly stoic in temperament. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel deeply, simply that she understood how a surfeit of passion might render a person vulnerable, and idiotic things might result. If something was difficult she just worked harder at it, embodying her old school motto Per Aspera ad Astra. If ever she felt pain or disquiet, she kept it well hidden. At times it felt like she was in locum parentis. Theo was by far the more experienced but carnal knowledge is no substitute for maturity though at eighteen they can seem to be one and the same thing. Helena never seemed to suffer from self-doubt whereas I was riddled with angst of an unspecified but tenacious variety. But of all of us it was Sophie who touched Helena’s heart the deepest.

Sophie was sitting in pyjamas, her bed socks warming on the rail of the battered enamel range. She was curling a strand of still-golden hair around her finger and gave a sudden jump when she spied me coming into the kitchen.

‘Georgie!’ She threw her arms around me and kissed me on the cheek. Her smile was tender and sad as she stroked my arm.

‘What a lemon, eh?’ I smiled back at her but she wasn’t fooled for a moment. She pulled me into an even tighter embrace and held me as if I would sink to the floor.

‘You’ll make me cry,’ I sniffed against her shoulder. She rocked me gently then gave a little snuffle and slipped her hands into mine.

‘Better off without him. Look at me and H, happy as a couple of larks! I tell you Georgie, forget men – find yourself a Yummy-Mummy instead.’

Still so girlish, I thought. Sophie never seemed to get any older and her sunny outlook couldn’t be overshadowed. Loving was Sophie’s great gift to the world. Yet it rankled sometimes just how much Helena had protected her over the years. I chided myself for being jealous when I knew perfectly well that their relationship had cost Sophie dearly. In her family’s eyes she had forsaken God, so they in turn had forsaken her.

‘Let’s make chocolate with marshmallows. You saw H on your way up? Here, you must be done in. Ooo lovely, pisco! Is that from the same little chap in Clerkenwell? Have a brandy. Do you think Ralph’s looking a bit fat?’

She chatted away, busying herself with a pan of milk whilst I let the brandy do its work. A pleasant warmth gently seeped through my limbs and my mind settled itself in recollection of better times. Balmy evenings spent on the Cam. Helena demanding the death of Clytemnestra. Sophie and Theo making impassioned pleas for clemency. Myself caught up in the question of Agamemnon’s guilt.

Did the Gods look down upon us with stony-faced indifference even then?

***

I was glad Theo was late. I wasn’t ready for the onslaught of questions regarding my famously moribund career. It didn’t matter, of course, in terms of the day job. Publishing was riding high on the new wave of Scandinavian crime fiction. Editing manuscripts in translation was a blessing compared to fielding chick-lit offerings. Then out of the blue two poems from one of my early collections had been selected for a new anthology. Suddenly there were rumours of an imminent comeback. There was every danger that a Sunday supplement might start taking an interest. Daniel had wanted to celebrate with champagne and sex. He just seemed a teeny bit too pleased and surprised and when pushed, he admitted to having called in a few favours. There was no harm in asking for a bit of help. Writer’s block affected just about everyone. All I needed just now was a bit of a push, a couple of interviews. He’d line someone up for me, find me a new agent. I had instead hit the roof and told him to fuck off back to his wife.

The flat suddenly seemed unbearably empty, the silence mocking me as if to say, well I hope you’re satisfied. I soldiered on steadfastly for a couple of weeks, refusing to call or text him. The trouble was I missed the silly bugger like hell. But I didn’t want to be forever on the reserve list, wheeled out whenever a sub-editor wanted to run a ‘whatever happened to?’ feature because they were a bit short of real scandal. What exactly was the statute of limitations for ‘promising’? At what point could it safely be assumed that whatever promise had been spotted in a ‘rising talent’ was not going to actually manifest? That my potential had indeed left the building? Remedy to feeling like a complete failure: Girls’ Weekend. No work, no make-up, no men. At the first whiff of success I had, as usual, run away.

The back door opened suddenly and Helena and Ralph breezed in trailing mud. The smell of wet dog in a warm kitchen arrested me. Sophie pounced on him with a large, mud-stained towel and rubbed his fur briskly, uttering little affectionate noises that Ralph clearly recognised whilst Helena deposited her firearm in the gun cupboard under the stairs and slumped in an arm chair to take off her boots.

‘Righty-ho, I’m off for a hot bath. Sophe – give the chilli a stir will you? She’s been making corn bread and tamales too, for tomorrow. I’ll take a brandy up.’

It was about an hour later that we
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