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         Perhaps it was the colour of her nails, or perhaps because she made the room complete, like gold on an icon. Perhaps it was the high heels or just her light brown eyes and the small lines surrounding them. But from the time she sat in the chair in front of me until it was over I was never able to understand just what it was that got into me whenever she was there.

         She came out of the skies over Argentina and disappeared in the darkness of New York. Emerged from the crowds of men milling around, chatting over the government’s wine and snacks in the congress hotel and practically dragged her friend to the round table in the corner where we had given up and sought refuge. Two shattered Norsemen with nearly empty glasses and completely empty eyes.

         The conference had been long and heavy going. Now nearly everything was in place and the morrow would see the agreed consensus brought to fruition. The room was borne up by this hidden treasure, the secret that everybody present knew and therefore shared with each other like some closed brotherhood. I never did find out how she got there.

         They arrived at our table and we immediately straightened up in our seats. Martin wore very strong glasses, so he already looked as if he didn’t believe his eyes. I stretched my heavy body, dressed in equally heavy cords, and both saw and sensed. When they asked if the seats were free we were politeness itself.

         They immediately began talking about themselves. Her friend drank white wine. She drank gin and tonic. As I lit her cigarette her lips coloured the tip dark red. She no longer noticed Martin.

         Soon she asked if I would like to step out into the dark Argentinian night.

         Naturally, she wore fur. It looked like jaguar. Her friend wore mink. Martin had disappeared and I fetched my sealskin jacket. She stroked the back with a smile.

         “Animals you eat,” she said, her eyes growing darker.

         They took me by the arm and marched along the burgundy Persian runner towards the lights of the double door. The doorman smiled and bowed as her hand fluttered over his.

         She waved her hand dismissively at any mention of a limousine and drew us over to a square in front of the sloping boulevard park. A dark stone figure stood at the centre of the circular opening. Elderly women sat around it with their small, flickering candles in front of them, observing us as we continued into the town with its wide boulevards, white houses and the light pouring from the many bars.

         “First, we eat,” she said and slowed down as we turned in to a new square filled with lights and people.

         She led us into one of the steaming buildings where the door opened to an intense aroma of fire and meat. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling over embroidered chairs and white tablecloths. The waiters gave her a warm greeting and guided us round a corner to an open barbecue where a butchered animal rotated on a gleaming spit. She ordered in Spanish and he came with champagne.

         “Look at the animal,” she said, gently tugging my forearm.

         I looked at the butchered carcass, headless, with its short, amputated legs. The meat was reddish brown, glistening. It was reflected in the large pane of glass behind the fire. The muscles resembled snakes along the spine as the spit slowly turned the split belly towards us.

         She squeezed my forearm and released it again. A cook came towards us, rolling a table with two huge knives, a meat fork and a steel. She followed him intensely with her eyes and I could see her shoulders clench, making a small valley between her breasts, as he put the knife against the animal’s side and, in one smooth movement, sliced a piece of meat from the body.

         Her hand returned to my arm. Champagne bubbled against my gums.

         “The animal,” I said, “what is it?”

         “Kid,” she said, and turned towards me as the cook arranged the plates, “it’s this evening’s sacrifice. For you.”

         Her eyes turned dark again.

          
   

         She sent her friend home before the coffee. Went to the door with her and got her a taxi to the hotel. I could hear her heels on the parquet floor as she returned behind my back.

         She put her hands on my shoulders, bent her perfumed face to my ear and said: “…..and now, we drink.”

         Her hand slid along my neck as she tugged her chair in place. We toasted in cognac. She had opened her jacket to reveal a white silk blouse with round, gold buttons. She followed my eyes and smiled to herself. My cord suit became tighter and sweat ran down my neck. I started to loosen my tie but her hand came up and stopped my hand.

         “Don’t,” she whispered and gave a quick glance round the room of elegantly clad guests. It seemed as if they were all looking at us. I felt my beard scratching my face. So I tightened my tie and swallowed the rest of my cognac.

         When I asked her if the restaurant took travellers cheques she laughed quietly and said that would be really stupid. Didn’t I know where we were? If I paid with dollars they would take the official course.

         “Today, I pay,” she said, “tomorrow, I help you change your money.”

         She called the waiter and asked for the bill. Before he returned she dived into her black, crocodile-skin bag and fished out a bundle of notes, which she passed to me under the table. It was more than enough but she stopped me with her eyes when I tried to give her some back.

         The waiter helped her into her jacket as I struggled out of my chair and started to make my way to the exit. She grabbed my arm and held me back so that she could come in front. I remembered to help her into her fur coat. She patted my arm.

         We grabbed a taxi.

         The town was huge and, apart from in the centre, poorly-lit. She had taken out her compact and fixed her face in a few rapid movements as she chatted to the driver in Spanish. The car stopped outside the illuminated façade of a warehouse. She poked me discretely in the side with her elbow. I took some of her money out of my pocket.

         Then she pulled me through the old iron entrance.

         The room behind was filled with tobacco smoke and buzzing voices. There were tables along the walls and a bar in the middle. In the corner I could see a stage where a violin, an accordion and a double base rested on the floor beside an old, painted piano.

         The waiter led us through the crowd to a table by the stage. She ordered a gin and tonic. I asked for a beer and saw a slight frown appear in the powdered forehead.

         “Cheers, Viking,” she said, “I can call you that, can’t I”

         I laughed.

         She found a packet of Dunhill in her crocodile bag. “Soon,” she said, “you will meet the soul of my people.”

         I didn’t understand her. I was quite happy to just drink my beer again. Her knee rested against mine as she stroked my fingers with her nail. I took off my jacket and removed my tie, turned my hand over and caught her fingers. She looked down and I moved it again.

         The musicians came in. One of them wore a large, broad-brimmed hat over his bandana. He stepped forward and let his bow slide over the strings of his violin.

         In a moment everything was changed. The tables emptied, people swarmed over the stage, casting themselves into the world of the tango. The men danced, backs as straight as any soldier, while the women writhed around them like snakes, winding black-stockinged legs around their thighs. Then they suddenly stopped, one hesitating second, before stamping the floor with their heels, arching backwards with the men hovering over them. There they froze, as if lost in their own space, before they once again were up and swinging round as one, faster and faster, until they were lost under the wings of the tango.

         Under the table her leg glided up towards my thigh. I felt the heel of her shoe against my ankle as I stared at the whirling bodies in front of me. I could sense her perfume and feel the pressure of her breast against my elbow.

         The music stopped and, as one, the dancers were back at their tables, sitting as before drinking, smiling and laughing.

         I leaned forward to kiss her but she sharply turned her head away. I felt a rush of blood to my face and withdrew my leg. She threaded her fingers through the hair on my neck, shook it lightly and I lowered my glance under her brown eyes. “Not yet, Viking,” she said, “not yet.”

          
   

         During the break in the music I asked her if the Argentineans had really believed that they could win the war with England. She looked at me a while without answering. Then she shrugged her shoulders. “Politics,” she said and looked away as she blew smoke from the corner of her mouth.
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