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      Chapter One

      
      

      
      12 June 1984, Alfama quarter of Lisbon

      
      Blood changes everything.

      
      It’s cool in the house after the heat of the street, but nothing is the same as before. Father’s linen jacket falls away from me when he sets me down on the green-edged tiles I learned to crawl on, birds and vines at their centre. Flying from one of the rooms with her happy step, Aunt Marina sees the red all over me, soaking through my white shirt, sticky on my skin. Her eyes turn huge and shocked.

      
      ‘Carlos!’ she cries, rushing towards me. ‘You are hurt …’

     Father’s bellow stops her. ‘Get back, Marina. Get back and forget what you see.’

      
      She stands for a moment more and the pink of her blouse is too bright, like a flower in the wrong place.

      
      ‘Get away!’ shouts Father, and she backs away, her eyes flashing wet.

      
      It isn’t my blood.

      
      He pushes me into his study. It’s all brown leather and old cigar smoke, and everything here is serious: the books, the hard wooden ruler on the desk, even the picture of Mãe when she was a girl. All I can see in my head is the gap in the black plastic wall around the building site down the road from our house, feel the squeeze of it against my body as I climb through.

      
      When Father kneels, he’s as tall as me. He’s stripping off my wet clothes, warm with blood and sweat, and dropping them onto the lining of his jacket, which he has laid out on the floor. His fingers are hurting my arm but the pain is far away and everything looks whiter than usual. When I’m naked, he shakes me so I have to look at him. The black points in his eyes are tiny and hard, his beard and eyebrows spiking out towards me.

      
      ‘You have done a terrible, terrible thing,’ he says, and his big hand crashes into my ear. I think I might fall and smash into the floor, but he’s still holding me so I only stagger, noise ringing through my head.

      
      Father takes something from his trouser pocket – the amulet. The gold chain is broken and he loops it around his fingers. Mãe never wears it, she’s too sick to dress up all shiny the way she used to. The shaking of Father’s fingers makes the amulet shiver and I see its blue sparkle, the colour of the Tejo, Lisbon’s wide river that I can see from my bedroom window.

      
      ‘You will never speak of what happened,’ says Father. His breath is hot in my face. The amulet slides out of his fingers and onto his desk. ‘This will all have to be burned,’ he says through his teeth, tying the arms of the jacket together so it looks as if all the blood is being hugged in the centre of it like a horrible secret.

      
      The light from the building site, that strange sunlight, the brightness, it’s all over the study now. I’m squeezing through the gap in the wall …

      
      ‘Stop that!’ Father has turned back to me, and his voice makes my skin hurt. ‘You must never think of it. I’ll know if you do, Carlos. I’ll know.’

      
      His face is very close to mine now, bigger and darker and smellier than my own, and I know he’s telling the truth – he can see into my thoughts. ‘Tens que esquecer isso. You must forget,’ he says, ‘or even worse things will happen. You’re going to get in the bath now and scrub that blood off you, boy. No one must know what you have done today. Not your aunt, not your sister, and especially not your poor mother. You understand?’ He waits for my nod. His hands are still shaking as he straightens up.

      
      ‘If the police come,’ he says, and his voice is low now, as if he thinks someone could be listening at the door, ‘you must not speak of it.’

      
      I nod again.

      
      ‘You must forget,’ he says.

      

   
      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      

      
      Twenty-six years later: 8 May 2010

      
      Leo is happy. His parents promised him weeks ago that on his seventh birthday they would all go to the park to play his favourite art game, which is like a happiness spell, full of colour and messy beauty. This morning, his mother gave him an acrylic painting she’d done herself in the workshop she’s set up in the garden of their yellow-and-blue-tiled house in the old Alfama district of Lisbon, a stone’s throw from the castle. The painting is abstract; an energetic swirl of purples and blues, Leo’s favourite colours. A scattering of small marbles are pressed into the paint, staring out like cat’s eyes, because Olivia knows Leo likes texture, likes things to be different. Carlos gave his son a sturdy, sky-blue mountain bike that Leo has wobbled joyfully all the way through the park on, his father loping beside him gripping the saddle tightly, his expression oscillating between pride in his son and alarm that he might fall and hurt himself – he is a fearful father, although he tries not to be.

      
      Above them, the sky stretches high and still, reaching in slivers through the knotted branches of the dragon tree. Olivia unfolds the bulky rectangle of plastic sheeting. Shaking it out so that it crackles and leaps in the sunshine, she allows it to settle onto the rough spikes of grass as if she were spreading a picnic sheet. Leo’s eyes – blackest brown, impish – follow the rise and fall of her arms and, as soon as the sheeting touches the ground, he rushes onto it to stamp the creases flat with his bare feet. Jardim da Estrela is Lisbon’s prettiest park, a fifteen-minute car ride from the house where they have lived since Leo’s birth. Rolled up tightly under one muscular arm, Carlos has three sheets of 60 cm by 45 cm paper. These are almost as thick as cardboard, with a matt white surface. He tosses them onto the sheeting and Leo, on all fours now, flattens these out too, laughing at their tendency to spring up at the edges.

      
      ‘They’re alive,’ he exclaims, slapping at them with his hands. ‘They’ll lie still if you flip them over,’ advises Carlos, watching him with a smile.

      
      As they stand for a moment waiting for Leo to sort out the paper, Olivia sees Carlos glance at a blond hair, sparkling like a gold filament, caught on the front of his black vest top. She watches as he picks it off and lays it across his hand, a lone wave following the curve of his lifeline and floating off, beyond his supple fingers, to touch the air. He coils it around and around his two fingers and pushes it carefully into his pocket. His green eyes meet hers. This gesture – keeping her hair as if it were too precious to lose, rather than tossing it away – goes back to their first kiss under the giant fig tree on Príncipe Real Square in Lisbon. It’s one of Carlos’ many ways of telling his wife he loves her. Olivia thinks of last night: the way that Carlos, home in the early hours after photographing a wedding, had hugged her sleeping form until she awoke, and when she wriggled around to face him they were both suddenly so aroused that he didn’t have time to pull off his evening clothes. He flicked his silk tie back over one shoulder, and this for some reason made her laugh. Then they made love and she succumbed to a firestorm of orgasms so wild that she had to bite down on a pillow for fear of waking Leo.

      
      She knows by the look in his eyes that Carlos is remembering, too. He steps forwards and folds her into his arms and the smell of the sea mixed with his summer sweat reaches her. As they pull apart, Olivia laughs out loud, shaking her head, and after a moment he laughs too, lowering his head so that his nose touches hers.

      
      ‘Come on,’ calls Leo impatiently.

      
      The two of them turn, smiling. ‘Have you got the containers?’ Olivia asks Carlos.

      
      Carlos pulls the bulging hemp bag off his shoulder and empties its contents onto the grass. Half a dozen plastic food containers slide out, along with a selection of vegetable-based paints which always remind Olivia of the squeezy bottles of tomato sauce and mayonnaise found in fast-food cafés. There’s a bag of white flour, a random scattering of encrusted paintbrushes, and a two-litre bottle of water. Olivia sits down cross-legged in the middle of it all in her cornflower-blue sundress and begins to sort out the containers. Leo scoots over to help her with the paint-mixing; she knows that this is his favourite part, like cooking an inedible cake, heaping spoonfuls of flour onto squirts of red paint, green paint, yellow. Tipping in water and pounding it all together with a gummy brush until each container is glistening with colour.

      
      Leo mixes purple in super-fast circles. ‘Dad?’

      
      ‘Hmm?’ Carlos splashes more water into a doughy yellow mix.

      
      ‘Why is seven a dangerous age?’

      
      Under his year-round tan, Carlos blanches. He glances rapidly at Olivia. Leo must have heard his comment this morning.

      
      ‘It isn’t really,’ he says, screwing the cap back onto the water. ‘So don’t worry, Leo. But it’s true that seven-year-olds sometimes have adventures with tree-climbing anacondas or speckle-backed crocodiles,’ he adds beguilingly.

      
      Leo sits very still, his paintbrush dangling from his left hand, eyes raised to his father’s face. Olivia looks at her son’s bony knees which already have smudges of dirt on them. She looks at Leo’s spiky black hair and his bold, friendly eyebrows. He’s a replica of Carlos, except for his eyes, which have skipped both her English blue and the unusual green of his father’s, and are the liquid black of generations of Portuguese.

      
      Watching them both, Olivia can read the foreboding in Carlos’ face, although he’s trying to hide it. She knows he’s struggling with the familiar feeling of love mingled with terror and the desire to protect Leo – he’s spoken to her of this paternal emotion many times, and it’s always seemed normal, even inevitable, to her. But in recent weeks his protective instinct has been growing stronger and is now verging on the paranoid, in her opinion: Carlos has started insisting on walking Leo to and from school whenever he can, even though it’s only a five-minute walk through friendly neighbourhood streets that Leo has been doing alone since he turned six. He’s also started checking on him at night to make sure he’s safe and breathing, as though he were a newborn. That morning in the kitchen, when they’d thought themselves to be out of earshot, Carlos had paused in the act of slicing pineapple and melon for Leo’s birthday breakfast and turned to her with a disturbed look.

      
      ‘I know it’s irrational,’ he’d said, ‘but I can’t stop thinking that seven is a dangerous age, the sort of age when death is close.’

      
      Olivia had stared at him, her fingers tightening on the pile of plates she was holding. ‘Don’t say things like that,’ she said. ‘Why say something like that on his seventh birthday? If you voice that sort of superstitious fear, it’ll only give it more power. Just stop worrying about him, Carlos, OK?’

      
      Leo is looking up at the trees, his eyes filled with possibilities: Carlos has effectively distracted him with the thought of a magnificent anaconda coiled slitty-eyed on a branch somewhere close by.

      
      ‘In fact,’ says Carlos, ‘I wonder if it’s worth checking whether there’s a full-sized adult anaconda up the dragon tree.’

      
      Leo looks at him in amazement. Olivia suppresses a smile. Leo’s face is so expressive he can be read like a book: his father has guessed his thoughts, and this can only mean one thing – that there is indeed an anaconda draped in deadly spirals along one of the branches above his head. He swivels his head up and scans the tree.

      
      ‘Oh, Carlos, you’ve got him all wishful now,’ Olivia laughs. ‘Leo, there is no snake, but there’s plenty of treasure right here.’ She pats the bag beside her. ‘Come on – I need you to open up the booty bag.’

      
      ‘But my back’s prickling,’ protests Leo. ‘That means there’s an anaconda with a hundred sharp teeth, watching me!’

      
      ‘No, it just means the booty bag’s waiting for you to see what’s inside it,’ says Olivia, and she squeezes the bag so that it crackles like an extra birthday present. The bag is full of things Leo collected a week ago with his aunt Rosa. From the booty bag, Leo pulls seashells from the beach by Rosa’s place in Cascais, along with strips of eucalyptus bark, fallen rose petals, sand, moss ripped from one of the boulders at the duck pond, peat from the garden and handfuls of dried flowers. Leo heaps these treasures onto the middle of the plastic sheeting. Then Carlos holds his finger poised over the play button on the portable stereo, which he has placed by the trunk of the dragon tree, and says, ‘Ready to start?’

      
      They all know Carlos won’t press the button until Leo shouts, ‘Ready!’ Leo savours the moment. Olivia meets his eye as she hunches over her sheet of paper, holding her paintbrush as if she can’t wait to begin, her eyes fixed on his. When he looks at her, she widens her eyes and jiggles her slim body, conveying enormous impatience. Leo is grinning, trying to keep his mouth closed so that he won’t shout just yet. He looks at his father, strong and graceful in his vest top and cut-off jeans, his broad feet tanned and bare. Carlos is watching Leo’s face with a look of love and waiting, waiting. A burst of joy races through Olivia, from her stomach up to her heart.

      
      ‘Ready!’ yells Leo, and Carlos presses the switch.

      
      Today’s music is ‘The Can-Can’. They have the length of the song – maybe three minutes – to create their artwork. Carlos leaps into position by his blank sheet and they start flinging loops of liquid paint onto their canvases, mixing the colours indiscriminately, using both hands at once to grab handfuls of anything they fancy – peat, petals, bark – and add these to the collage. There is no glue to hold it all together, no wind to blow it all away. Leo’s paper rapidly turns purple and yellow. When he sees that Carlos is building a pyramid of peat in the centre of a mass of scarlet paint, he sends a stream of yellow streaking over the top of it all. Carlos retaliates by throwing dried flowers onto Leo’s paper, then flour all over Olivia’s, which is already a heap of bark, moss and green paint. By the time the music stops, they are all frantically adding to each other’s collages, their faces covered in splashes of paint, their fingernails clogged.

      
      Olivia throws her paintbrush onto Carlos’ pyramid as a final touch and sits back, laughing breathlessly. ‘We haven’t done that for months, and it does me so much good,’ she says.

      
      Carlos nods to Leo. ‘You have a fan club, birthday boy.’

      
      Twisting around, Leo sees a scattering of children standing on the path, staring along with their parents. One little girl of about three is open-mouthed with wonder, her hair tied back in a scarlet bow. Leo grins at them all, full of pride and mischief. Olivia reaches across to brush flour from Carlos’ jaw and, as she does so, she murmurs: ‘I don’t want to hear any more talk about danger, please, Carlos. He’s got his own destiny, like all of us. Just relax and let him enjoy being a kid.’

      
      When Carlos nods, Olivia moves in closer and kisses him on the mouth.

      

   
      
       
      Chapter Three

      
      

      
      It’s as if an electric shock runs through Carlos’ body in an intense spasm.

      
      Olivia judders awake, and in the half-light she sees him leap from the bed with astonishing speed and height, as if he has the power of flight. He’s yelling something incoherent at full volume, and the desperation in his voice cuts straight to her heart. She sits up, groping for the lamp switch with one hand, the other stretched out towards Carlos as if this will calm him. He’s standing at the foot of the bed in his boxer shorts and, as the light clicks on, Olivia sees his eyes, wide and fearful, unseeing. Sweat shines off his bare torso and he is hyperventilating, his breath hoarse and panicky.

      
      ‘Oh, God, what’s wrong?’ she cries, struggling from the bed half blinded by her hair, her nightie tangling in the sheets. There must be some disaster. Is it Leo, a snake in the bed, an earthquake?

      
      Carlos doesn’t register Olivia’s voice or even seem to notice the sudden light. His muscles are bunched as if he’s about to fight and, before she can say another word, he runs from the room with a prolonged groan, crashing heavily into the corner of the wardrobe as he goes but not reacting to the pain, his staring green eyes focusing on nothing. He’s asleep, she realises, and the eeriness of it makes a shiver run through her because he seems like a stranger. She rushes after him, calling for him to stop.

      
      
      Out on the landing, Leo has woken up and stumbled out of his bedroom. He’s standing uncertainly against the wall in his pyjama bottoms, streetlight from the window gleaming on his silken chest. He is open-mouthed at this impossible scene: his gentle father beside himself, hurling broken words into the strangeness of three in the morning. When Carlos sees him, something seems to break inside him. He howls and rushes towards his son, sliding onto his knees as he does so, and grabs him roughly by the shoulders, effectively barricading him against the wall. Leo and Olivia both yell in protest – Carlos is never rough with him, but clearly he has no idea what he’s doing.

      
      ‘Stop, please – it’s a dream, Carlos, not real!’ Olivia shouts, pulling on his arm. They say you should never wake a sleepwalker, she thinks frantically, but what if they’re being violent like this? ‘Wake up, please stop, you’re hurting him …’ He’s a wall of muscle that she cannot move, even to protect her son. Leo’s eyes are round with fright. ‘It’s all right, Leo my sweet,’ she tells him rapidly as she tightens her grip on Carlos, ‘Dad’s just having a bad dream.’ Leo’s face compresses as he tries not to cry, attempting to twist away in his pain, but unable to move. Carlos, absolutely heedless of Leo’s distress, is shouting something that Olivia can just make out through the slur of his dream-speech.

      
      ‘My luck!’ he yells, clutching Leo’s shoulders even harder. Abruptly, Olivia’s fear turns into anger. ‘Don’t you hurt him!’ she shouts, wrenching Carlos’ shoulder back with both hands.

      
      He barely notices; the strength of him is like nothing she’s ever known. She can see his powerful fingers biting into Leo’s shoulders, hurting him. Kneeling, she shifts her grip to his forearm. Without warning, Carlos’ arm jerks out to the side to shake her off and she is a rag doll, flung aside, her head hitting the wall or the floor, she doesn’t even know which because she’s up in a flash, the red in her head throbbing as she pulls at him again.

      
      
      ‘Wake up, Carlos!’ Olivia’s shriek doesn’t seem to enter Carlos’ consciousness. It’s like dealing with a madman; he doesn’t see them for who they really are. Olivia wonders what crazed scenario he’s acting out, what nightmare? Whatever it is, it’s making him cry, and she’s never seen Carlos cry before. Tears of compassion fill his eyes as easily as the warmth that radiates from his heart, but not tears like this: she has never seen such anguish.

      
      As Leo and Olivia both struggle to no effect, Leo crying now under the brutal strength of his father’s fingers, for the first time it hits Olivia how powerful Carlos is. She’d never realised those beautiful muscles could swing like steel ropes; the two of them have no chance against him. Pulling and pulling on his arm, she realises she’s never thought how helpless they’d be if he turned on them, only he never would, she thinks, he’s normally a lamb of a man, full of tender love. Where has her husband vanished to?

      
      Faintly, beyond the blood booming in her head, Olivia hears the doorbell ringing urgently: they must have woken the neighbours. She can’t do anything but ignore it and hope they’ll give up and go away.

      
      ‘You’re dreaming, my love!’ she shouts, right in Carlos’ ear. He turns to look at her, and in his tear-soaked eyes she sees deep confusion and terror, and below this, the faintest glimmer of recognition. ‘Yes,’ she tells him more gently. ‘It’s me, Olivia. This is a dream, and you need to wake up now.’

      
      Just as suddenly as it started, the nightmare ends.

      
      Carlos’ tears stop, his hands slip from Leo and he gets to his feet looking dazed, while Leo cowers on the floor. As soon as Carlos is up, Olivia positions herself in front of Leo, facing Carlos full on. His knees are bleeding from where he skinned them sliding full tilt across the rough wooden floorboards, but he is calm at last. She studies his face. He seems almost awake, almost compos mentis again, apart from the slight filminess in his eyes. Still shielding Leo with her body, she tells him, ‘Go back to bed.’

      
      
      With unquestioning obedience, he goes. Her heart pounding, Olivia watches him disappear across the hall. This may turn out to be a one-off bout of sleepwalking, but part of her suspects it’s something altogether nastier: it’s like witnessing a slice of madness. I’ve just seen my gentle husband transform into a desperate version of himself, she thinks in shock; a man who doesn’t even recognise his wife of eight years and his son, the jewel of his life. If this happens again …

      
      She turns to help Leo, who is crouched white-faced and silent on the floorboards, his face streaked with tears. If Carlos gets violent again, she thinks, if he has another nightmare and mistakes Leo for a threat that he needs to destroy, then what might happen?

      
      She doesn’t want to think the words, but, as she gathers her trembling son into her arms and leads him back to his bed, they come anyway.

      
      Accidental murder.
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