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Jörg Fauser, born in Germany in 1944, was a novelist, essayist and journalist. Having broken his dependency on heroin at the age of thirty, he produced three successful novels, including The Snowman, and highly praised essays of literary criticism. On 16 July 1987 he had been out celebrating his forty-third birthday. At dawn, instead of going back to his home, he wandered on to a stretch of motorway, by chance or by choice, and was struck down by a heavy goods lorry. He died instantly.
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Blum looked at his watch. High time to make a move. He drained his coffee cup, took a toothpick out of its plastic container and signalled to the waiter. The bill wasn’t enormous – convert it to German currency and it came to no more than five marks – but he’d definitely have to do a deal soon if he was going to afford hot lunches next week. He hated breaking into his emergency funds. He put a couple of cents in his saucer as a tip, and as he left he waved his rolled-up Times of Malta to the manager, who was sitting playing cards with the proprietor’s daughter. Bright lad. Could be a customer some time soon.


The light was so strong that it momentarily blinded him. He felt for his sunglasses, and just as he realized that he must have left them in the hotel he saw the car that had been constantly in his vicinity for some days, parked beside the carriage pulled by the feeble old white horse. One of the two men in the car now got out and came towards him, a short man with black hair and a suede jacket. The kind of person who never forgets his sunglasses.


“Mr Blum?”


Although he had just had something to drink, his throat felt dry. He took the toothpick out of his mouth.


“Yes?”


“This won’t take a moment, sir.”


The man opened a wallet and showed his ID, the sort of ID that looks the same all over the world. Blum felt himself breaking out in a sweat. He heard the voice of the retired English major in the newsagent’s. Yet again the Daily Mail had failed to arrive.


“What’s it all about?”


“Inspector Cassar will explain. A mere formality.”


“Inspector Cassar? I don’t understand. I’m a tourist . . .”


But Blum understood very well, and it was clear that the policeman knew he did. As usual, the major let himself be persuaded to buy the Daily Telegraph instead, and Blum threw his toothpick away and followed the police officer to the car. There didn’t seem to be anything he could do, not this early in the day.
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It was a small, stuffy room, but they mostly were. There was a fan in the ceiling, but it was not switched on. Power shortage. The inspector had pushed his chair right back to the wall. His face was in shadow, but Blum had seen enough to know it was not the kind of face you’d want to remember. Neatly parted brown hair, a permanent twitch around the fish-like mouth. His dark suit was faultlessly ironed, and the fingers leafing through Blum’s passport were muscular and perfectly manicured. They put the passport aside, looked through a file, and returned to the passport. Maybe they liked its paper better.


“You have a tourist visa valid for one month, Mr Blum.”


Inspector Cassar spoke impeccable bureaucrat’s English. The bastard, thought Blum. He nodded.


“It expires in three days’ time.”


“I could have it extended.”


“Why would you want to do that?”


“Well, for instance, because I like it so much here on Malta.”


“You’ve already spent a considerable amount of time in these parts, Mr Blum. Rather unusual for a tourist, wouldn’t you agree?”


“I know tourists who’ve been on their travels for years.”


“You mean the long-haired sort with their backpacks and guitars? Young people? Oh, come on, Mr Blum, really! If your passport isn’t a fake you were born on 29 March 1940. I don’t think you can still be regarded as one of the younger generation.”


Blum stared at the wall. A fly was inspecting the picture of the President. The man looked more likely to inspire confidence than Inspector Cassar. Maybe that was one reason why he got to be President.


“May I ask what your profession is, Mr Blum?” The inspector’s voice still sounded officially distanced and civil, but Blum could hear a harder note in it.


“I’m a businessman, sir.”


The inspector moved his chair closer and picked up the file again. “Oh yes. And what kind of business are you in?”


“Most recently I was with an import–export company in Berlin.”


“Most recently?”


“Well, the firm wasn’t doing too well, so I got my partners to buy me out and then I thought I’d go on vacation for a while. A creative break, you understand.”


Inspector Cassar was very close to the desk now, and a strip of sunlight fell over his face. His eyes were yellow. The eyes of a beast of prey. Blum felt his heart thud. He stubbed out his cigarette. His fingers were damp with perspiration.


“For someone in the import–export business you have an unusual vocabulary, Mr Blum. Creative break – garbage! Would you like me to tell you why you fancied this ‘creative break’? Because you’re a member of an international art theft gang, and you plan to start operating in Morocco and Spain and Tunisia and here in Malta, the way you did back in Istanbul!”


The hard edge that Cassar’s tone had assumed reminded Blum of certain particularly self-opinionated schoolteachers he’d known. The inspector lit a Benson & Hedges and blew the smoke over the desk in the direction of Blum’s blazer.


“Istanbul? I don’t quite understand . . .”


Cassar tapped the file.


“You understand perfectly, Mr Blum. In 1969, according to Interpol, you were part of the organization stealing antique artworks to the tune of over two million dollars from the Izmir Archaeological Museum, including the diadem depicting the twelve labours of Hercules . . .”


Blum cleared his throat.


“Inspector, please allow me to interrupt you, sir. You’re bringing up all those slanders that I was able to disprove to the Istanbul police at the time. If Interpol is still making such accusations then they’re nothing but totally outlandish rumours and suspicions, and I’d sue if it wouldn’t be just a waste of my time.”


Cassar forced a smile. “You’d sue Interpol? I must say, Mr Blum, you have quite a nerve!”


“I had nothing to do with it at all! Do you think the Turks would have let me go if they could have shown that I had the slightest connection with the case?”


“Right now I’m not interested in what the Turks did or didn’t do.” The tone of Cassar’s voice was cutting. “If you’ve been hatching any plans for here, Blum, forget it. Art theft on Malta wouldn’t just be against the law of our democratic republic, it would be a direct offence to the Catholic faith of the population, and you couldn’t atone for that in a single lifetime.”


He threw the file dismissively into the filing cabinet. The fly on the picture crapped on the President’s ear. Blum stood up.


“I’m not an art thief, Inspector Cassar.”


“Well, whatever your line is, Mr Blum, you won’t have much chance to pursue it here. As I said before, your visa runs out in three days’ time, and if I were you I wouldn’t be too hopeful about getting another. Maybe you can continue your ‘creative break’ in Italy. The door’s over there.”


“I shall complain to my ambassador.”


“Go ahead, Mr Blum, and good luck. But don’t forget, if you’re still on Malta an hour after your visa runs out, your ambassador can visit you in Kordin.”


“Kordin?”


“Our civil prison, Mr Blum.”
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When the mosquito entered the beam of light from the bedside lamp and began zooming about right in front of the wall, Blum picked up one of the porn magazines and killed it. The wallpaper of the hotel bedroom was spattered with squashed mosquitoes. Blum wiped the magazine on the bedpost and handed it to the Pakistani, who was sitting on the coverlet watching him with eyes older than Pakistan, as old as all that goes on between man, woman and mosquito in the dusk.


“That’s life,” said Blum. “Hard but fair.”


“An interesting thought,” said the Pakistani.


Blum took the packet of HB out of his blazer pocket, lit a cigarette and offered the packet to the Pakistani.


“I don’t smoke, thanks,” he said, smiling, and tipped his head to one side. His skin looked even darker in the dim light. He was wearing a green artificial silk suit and linen shoes, no socks. His long, greasy hair, already touched with grey here and there, lay around his smooth-skinned face like a wreath.


“You’re right,” said Blum. “Sex is healthier.” He looked at his watch. “However, I’m afraid I don’t have all day for you, Mr Waq . . .”


“Haq,” the Pakistani corrected him. “Hassan Abdul Haq.”


“Of course. Mr Haq. Well, what do you think? I’m not sure how much you know about these things, but there’s absolutely nothing to equal this old Danish porn.”


The Pakistani leafed through the magazines while Blum looked round the room. Category D, he thought, spartan but clean. In summer the old palazzo would probably be quite comfortable, but now, in March, a chill still lingered. And there were mosquitoes all the year round. The Pakistani was travelling light – a small plastic suitcase under the wash-stand, two shirts drying on wire hangers, and magazines and paperbacks which didn’t look as if they came from Pakistan on the rickety bedside table. However, Mr Haq had a Remington, and he used expensive aftershave. Blum had travelled lighter himself, and he too couldn’t always afford category C.


Mr Haq put the magazine down, looked at Blum with some disappointment, and said, “American products strike me as – how shall I put it? – more realistic.”


Blum stubbed out his half-smoked cigarette. The tourists were beginning to sing in the inner courtyard, and he was in a hurry.


“You mean brutal. The Americans are more brutal. Now these are from a time when people still knew how to enjoy each other, if you see what I mean.”


Why was he bothering with this? The man probably buggered three sacred cows before breakfast every day. It was crazy anyway, trying to flog porn to Asians.


“What’s more, there’s nothing else in this line on Malta. So if you want any you’ll have to buy mine, Mr Faq. And let me tell you one thing – the Americans will leave your lot in the shit when the Russians come over the Khyber Pass.”


“Haq,” said the Pakistani, unmoved. “Hassan Abdul Haq. Have you ever been to my country, then?”


No, Mr Blum never had, nor did he intend to go there, not right now. What he saw about it in the newspapers was enough for him.


“Afghanis might get some satisfaction from these products, but in my view they have no artistic merit.”


Quite possibly Blum agreed, but no Pakistani was going to tell him so. He picked up a magazine and showed him the best bits.


“These are classics, my dear fellow. Denmark 1968, it’s kind of like a vintage wine, know what I mean about vintage wines? Well, no, your sort don’t drink, of course. But I can get any price I care to name in Cairo, any price.”


However, Mr Haq was not Egyptian, he disapproved of Egyptians on both personal and political grounds, and 1968 meant nothing to him either. He said he thought the magazines were boring. “Always the same woman, always the same man.”


“Well, it’s always the same game,” said Blum. “Maybe the Chinese know a few extra tricks – or the Amazonian Indians, but in itself, as such, it’s always the same old thing. Anyway, what do you mean, artistic merit? Who wants artistic merit?”


“American magazines are more interesting.”


The Pakistani was staring at a point somewhere over Blum’s shoulder. Blum heard a mosquito whining. He’s waiting for me to kill that one too, he thought. He likes to have me kill mosquitoes for him. The Paki sits on the bed running down the porn magazines while the white man chases around the room squashing mosquitoes. Some people might think that funny. Not me.


“Maybe you want pictures of two men fisting each other? Or does watching a blonde do it with a pig bring you off? Perhaps you fancy little kids being screwed, Mr Haq?”


Mr Haq looked at Blum as if he were giving this idea profound consideration, and then said, “I could use a man like you, Mr Blum.”


For a brief, intriguing moment Blum thought the other man was making him a sexual proposition, but then Mr Haq began talking about Saudi Arabia. The people singing in the courtyard struck up “Guantanamera” – three hoarse male and two shrill female voices. Blum was starting to feel he needed a drink.


“I don’t want anything to do with Saudi Arabia, Mr Haq. They jail you there for a bottle of whisky. Or give you 100 lashes on the soles of your feet. No thanks!”


“No, no, you can earn good money with whisky. They don’t lash you unless you get caught, Mr Blum. And just think of the problem of available sex . . .” The Pakistani seemed to have taken it into his head to enlist this German to help him make his fortune in Saudi Arabia. He told him about the airport built in the middle of the desert sand by German specialists and Pakistani immigrant workers – 15,000 men living in huts, no women and no alcohol, or nothing like enough of either, now wasn’t that the kind of golden opportunity that might never come his way again?


“Possibly,” said Blum. He stacked the magazines together again. “But I can do okay in Cairo too. Don’t you at least want these few? I can give you a good price.”


The Pakistani seemed to be waiting for something. Blum did him the favour of killing another mosquito, but Mr Haq clearly had something else in mind. He sat on the bed with his hands folded and stared into the last of the daylight.


“I have good contacts in Jeddah,” he said quietly. “One American made a fortune in three months there with watered whisky.”


“Maybe he needed it,” said Blum.


“And you don’t, Mr Blum?”


“Not enough to get mixed up with the Saudis.”


“I always knew the Germans were prosperous.”


“I must go, Mr Haq.”


“Do forgive me for not having offered you anything . . .”


“I’m here to offer you something.”


“Here, have some of this chocolate. Maltese, but it doesn’t taste bad.”


Finally Mr Haq deigned to buy two magazines, but he haggled over fifty cents so long that when Blum closed the door he had a bitter taste in his mouth, and not just because he was thirsty.
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Even when business was bad or deportation threatened, Blum allowed himself a good dinner in an agreeable bar at least once a week, and in Malta he had chosen Thursdays for this purpose. On Thursdays they had a curry night in the Pegasus Bar of the Phoenicia Hotel. Blum liked the place – a hotel in the colonial British style, a bar decorated with fake medieval weapons, a sarong-clad waitress on duty specially for the curry night, Englishmen in the textiles industry who sighed and had second helpings of everything, and American tourists tearing their President to shreds after the third bourbon. The dollar was at rock bottom again.


Mr Hackensack did not hold forth about the President. Nor was he a tourist.


“I’m a loyal American citizen,” he said, having lit his Davidoff. “A patriot. Just so long as no one catches him selling the White House silver spoons to the Russians, the President’s above suspicion, that’s the way I see it.”


Hackensack was a corpulent man of around sixty who squeezed his bulky body into check suits much too small for him, and planted excessively colourful hats on his massive head. The rolls of flesh on his chin and cheeks compressed his mouth so that its pursed lips made it look curiously small and delicate. There were flashy rubies set in solid gold on the middle and ring fingers of his left hand, and a matching tie-pin glittered in his spotted tie. Blum had often had a drink with Hackensack before, but only this evening did the American let slip that he himself had worked for the government.


“You were with the CIA?”


Hackensack’s face assumed an affected smile.


“I’d once have felt flattered to be asked if I was with the Firm, but nowadays . . .”


“I hope I didn’t insult you. I don’t know a lot about these secret service affairs. What you don’t know won’t make trouble for you, that’s my philosophy.”


Hackensack laughed, but it was only his rolls of fat creasing up. His eyes were not laughing. Blum felt he was being sized up, but that was Americans for you, and Hackensack seemed to need someone to talk to. He ordered another two drinks. The textiles trade mingled with the tourist trade in the Pegasus Bar, and the Maltese godfathers sat in the corner in their black suits, watching the boxing on TV. Blum’s policemen friends couldn’t find him here. Inspector Cassar’s expense account probably didn’t stretch to more than a lemonade at the kiosk over by the bus station. The curry was being cleared away. While Hackensack explained to him why power was not just the salt of life but its very essence, Blum looked the women tourists over, but there was no one here today who seemed a hopeful prospect for him, and as she took the dishes away the beauty in the sarong was billing and cooing with the chef, a man weighing two hundredweight from the Weser Mountains who had cooked for the specialist supply troops in Saigon. Hackensack raised his glass and cleared his throat.


“Why so thoughtful, Blum? Business in a bad way, or has someone gone off with your girl?”


The American’s nose was beginning to glow, and his cauliflower ears had a rosy tinge. But the bourbon left his eyes cold. He had said he came from Tennessee, but Blum didn’t think he was really a southerner.


“In a bad way is about right, Mr Hackensack.”


“What, and you a German?”


Blum was tired of this. Did the whole world think all Germans were winners because Hitler had lost the war?


“Not every German is a millionaire just because the mark is strong, Mr Hackensack.”


“Call me Harry. Yes, I know, Blum. My firm has a branch in Frankfurt. Drop in when you have business there.”


Blum took the card and put it in his wallet.


“I don’t expect to be in Frankfurt in the near future, but thanks all the same. What line of business are you in, if I may ask, or does that come under the heading of state secrets?”


Hackensack spluttered, swallowed the wrong way, and went purple. In his tight suit with his sweaty little hat on his head, he now looked like a boxing manager who hasn’t had a winner on his books for ten years. Probably just a poor sap like the rest of us, thought Blum.


“I’m a company adviser,” said Hackensack, when he had got his breath back. “And if I were to advise you some day you’d get a discount – after all, both of us here on Malta, that counts for something.”


“I’m only a one-man firm, but if I do need advice I’ll be happy to get in touch. Another drink? The next round’s on me.”


Naturally Hackensack would like another drink. He tipped bourbon down his throat like water with no obvious effect, except that the broken veins of his nose took on a darker hue.


“What lines of business would you say are on the up now?” asked Blum.


“Anything to do with power,” said Hackensack, wiping the sweat from his neck with a red flowered handkerchief, which deprived his words of much of their force. “Naked, profitable power with no regard for human feelings, Herr Blum. Of course that’s nothing new, as you must know yourself. You Germans have thought a good deal about it too, but you always see the problem in an abstract light, too metaphysically. Power is something concrete, like the whiskey in this glass and its effects.”


What nonsense, thought Blum – I could be with a woman somewhere, or trying to flog those porn magazines, and instead I sit here listening to what this jerk has to say about power, which is nothing very new. But what was new? His own story, his dreams and failures were nothing new either. Perhaps he might yet find out whether the old fellow was simply feeding him sugar lumps like a monkey for no good reason, or whether there was any point to all this talk.


“So right now I’d say information is big business. And anything that alters the structure of the little grey cells, of course. Chemicals, Mr Blum. Yessir, chemicals are really big business. Combine information with chemicals and the world’s your oyster.”


“I don’t see much chance for me to get a foot in the door,” replied Blum. “I mean, it’s rather too late in the day to start in that line . . .”


Hackensack looked hard at Blum, and said, before raising the cigar to his delicate lips, “It’s never too late. You just need the right attitude, my dear fellow, then you’ll always fall on your feet. Take me – I’ve come a cropper many a time, from the Korean War to Berlin and south-east Asia, and I’ve always fallen on my feet. You have to in my line of business.”


“I thought you were a company adviser.”


“An adviser, man, let’s just say an adviser.”


Blum wasn’t about to insist on knowing the difference, nor did he want to spend any more time with this sweating colossus, who was beginning to strike him as bogus. He was getting on Blum’s nerves. Information, chemicals, south-east Asia – all very well, but what would Hackensack say if Blum told him about Inspector Cassar? He’d better get moving. He was just wondering how to shake Hackensack off when he saw a woman tourist who had come into the Pegasus alone, and was now standing at the bar looking rather helpless. She was tall and thin and short-sighted, and wore a flowered dress and a knitted jacket. She was no beauty queen but she might save the day. He waved to the barkeeper, and showed his remarkably good teeth when he smiled at her.


“I think you must be from Germany too,” he said, turning away from Hackensack.
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A male cockroach grabbed a female of the species with its forelegs and mounted her. When they had slid over to the title of the “Don’t Go Breaking My Heart” track, Blum put a coin in the slot of the jukebox, pressed the button and watched the cockroaches mating. The jukebox was full of cockroaches dead and alive. Rock freaks, thought Blum. Dancing on the machine’s hot electric belly, rocking and screwing themselves to death. Have fun, you two. The cockroach let go of the female. She slid over “Sailing” and “La Barca” and lay motionless on “Please Don’t Go”. Her lover had killed her. With scorpions it’s the female, with cockroaches the male. That’s life, girlie. Blum picked up his beer and looked out at the street again where, to the roar of the music, young girls on the make were lying in wait for tourists who were just wondering whether to allow themselves a half-bottle of wine at lunch, or buy their wives the T-shirt saying “I lost my heart in Malta”.


Finally Larry turned up. Larry was an Australian who had lost a lung in Vietnam. Since then he had been drawing a monthly pension from the Australian government and drinking it away in the cheaper seaports of southern Europe. The number of cheaper seaports was reduced by one every year. He was a thin fellow with a leathery face and a beard sprinkled with grey, and he wore the same faded windcheater every day. He knew his way around boats, and his papers described his profession as soldier.


“Come on, Blum,” he said, having overcome his coughing fit with a Scotch. “The wop’s waiting for you.”


“Is he going to buy them?”


“He wants to see a sample.”


They took one of the green buses where the drivers’ cabs are decked out like household altars with pink-cheeked Virgins, soulful Sons of God, garlands of plastic flowers and biblical quotations in Latin. They sat wedged between farmers and schoolgirls and English married couples. These last smelled of vermouth and were chewing beans or sucking sweets. The husbands were telling each other old jokes – “Heard the one about the Sikh who wanted to emigrate to Canada?” – and their wives were casting moist-eyed glances at the young Maltese men from behind their colourful travel brochures. Blum envied them. It was a few years yet before he’d be their age, but here he was already among them, and he didn’t know any jokes, nor did he have moist eyes, only an old porn magazine in his bag. And if he wasn’t gone in a couple of days the cops would be down on him. What kept him going? The same as kept the bus going: fuel and faith, the fuel in his case being spirits. Verbum dei caro factum est, said the motto on the cab in front, which as far as he could remember meant: God’s word was made flesh.


Well, there must be a soup pan somewhere, then, to help feed the desperados among us.


The tourists got out in Mosta. The men already had damp patches on their polo shirts, and the women’s armpit hair was shining wetly.


“Plenty of gold here,” said Blum, glancing at the church, which was showy in the Maltese neo-Baroque style.


“Only a fool would try it,” replied Larry. “Rob a church on Malta? Something like nicking Lenin’s corpse from its mausoleum in Red Square. That’s where they keep it, right?”


Blum jumped. “Ever tangled with the police here, Larry?”


“What would make you think that?”


The bus rattled on, and Blum leaned back and pretended not to have heard the question. Just coincidence, he thought. Beyond Mosta the farming country began – dry soil from which the farmers conjured fruit and vegetables with the water that fell in the rainy season. Now the almond trees were in blossom, there was a scent of fruit and flowers, wind and the sea and women. Blum leaned his head against the window and closed his eyes, and for a moment abandoned himself to the illusion of something that would never really be – peace, happiness, magic . . . Then he opened his eyes again, saw the Australian coughing up the mucus from his lungs, and a squinting girl in a blue school uniform who had been watching him all this time and now blushed and looked ahead of her again. He took the Moroccan shades with the gold-rimmed lilac lenses out of his jacket pocket and put them on. These things were worth their price. Sometimes they reduced even the Med to tolerable dimensions.


They got out at the harbour in St Paul’s Bay. The little place lay quiet in the sun. A yapping dog chased the bus. Two German tourists shouldered their gigantic backpacks outside a café with a curtain of plastic strips over its doorway. Somewhere an electric lawn-mower was stuttering, and a farmer was driving a donkey out into the fields. The windows of the houses did not look out on the street. They walked slowly along the quay. Larry pointed out a motor-boat tied up a little way from the others.


“That’s Rossi’s boat. A Bertram 32-footer with twin V8 diesel engines, all tuned up like a high-class tart. You could shake any coastguard off in that boat.”


“Why would he want to do that?”


“Why do you think, mate?”


Larry lit his twentieth Rothman King Size of the day and spat a mouthful of mucus out into the water of the harbour without getting his cigarette wet.


“What would he smuggle around here? Church altars?”


“Not dried vegetables, that’s for sure. Come on, he’ll be in his palazzo now blow-drying his perm.”


The Villa Aurora was the last house in a cul-de-sac. Judging by its exterior, Rossi’s smuggling business couldn’t be in a very flourishing state. A palm tree was decaying among empty petrol cans in the front garden, it was a long time since the pink colourwash of the walls had been freshened up, and the plaster over the door was crumbling. When Larry pressed the bell Blum saw a curtain briefly drawn aside in the house next door. The bell rang faintly. Somewhere inside a dog began barking. When the door opened the curtain in the window of the house next door fell back into place again. An old woman in black said something in Maltese, and Blum was surprised to hear Larry answering her in the same language. That made him suspicious. The woman disappeared, and was replaced by a Great Dane that stood staring at the strangers with bloodshot eyes. Then Rossi appeared, whistled the dog to him, and showed them in.


The room into which the Italian led them looked out on the garden and was pleasantly cool. Here too the walls needed a new coat of plaster, but the furnishings were comfortable, and pictures of Maltese and Arab scenes gave the dimly lit place a touch of luxury. In the garden Blum saw a blonde beauty, a real pin-up, sun-bathing stark naked on a lounger. He had some difficulty in taking his eyes off her. Blondes did that to him. Finally he took the glass the Italian was offering him.


“I take it you drink tequila.”


“Mm. Viva Zapata.”


Rossi had a soft, hoarse voice, and after the first sip of his margarita Blum saw that Larry had not been exaggerating about the perm. The Italian’s long black hair tumbled in elaborate ringlets over his shoulders and his close-fitting silk shirt, which was open to the navel to reveal a bronzed chest. The man’s face, however, was anything but softly undulating. It was a brown crag with two hard eyes and a brutal chin. Blum put him in his early thirties. After the third sip he wondered what this man needed porn magazines for. But Rossi was already coming to the point. His English was as fluent as Blum’s own, and he spoke with a slight American accent.


“Got one of your mags with you? Let’s have a look.”


He leafed through it with the air of an expert, his gold bracelets clinking.


“Yup, just as lousy as I expected. But tell you what, I have a customer with a liking for this kind of thing.”


“An Arab?”


Rossi’s glance suggested that he had considerable stocks of malice in reserve. “Could be he’s a German, Blum.”


“Why not?” said Blum, shrugging his shoulders.


“How many of these do you have?”


“There’s a couple of hundred left.”


“Sold some here already?”


“A man’s got to live.”


“And you really make a living from these – these magazines?”


“I take what comes. I don’t see it as any more immoral than selling Coca-Cola. Or tequila.”


“I meant can you live on it? After all, these magazines are rather – well, shall we say outdated?”


“There’s always a customer to be found somewhere, right?”


The Italian laughed. When he laughed he didn’t look so uncongenial, perhaps because his teeth were rather bad. In other circumstances Blum might have laughed too. But his situation was both too ridiculous and too desperate for him to laugh it off. He drank his margarita instead. Larry pretended to be looking at the pictures. The pin-up girl was now lying on her stomach, and the Great Dane sat beside her, ears pricked, staring at the house.


“Right, now about the price. Here, have another. Margarita, the dealers’ drink, okay? Because you’re a dealer too, my dear fellow, am I right? We’re all dealers, even Larry here’s a dealer, isn’t that so, Larry?”


The Australian coughed, wiped his mouth, stared at the backs of his hands and then said, “It’s your party, Rossi.”


Rossi laughed and poured something into his own glass. Blum suspected it was pure lemonade.


“Of course,” said Rossi. “I’m always throwing parties. I love parties. Like to come to my next party, Blum? But come on, tell me your price, avanti. I’m in a hurry.”


He made an obscene gesture in the direction of the garden. Blum named his price. Rossi looked horrified.


“That’s crazy! Six hundred dollars – why, that’s three dollars a copy! Mamma mia, I guess you don’t know your market . . .”


But Blum wasn’t going to be beaten down. There was Cairo, there was a Pakistani bulk purchaser who supplied to Saudi Arabia. No, $600 was a fair price.


“And don’t forget, these things are classics in their way. Like a vintage wine. Copenhagen 1968 – well, there’s not many of those left. Look at this, Björn Söderbaum’s ‘Spring Awakening’ series, what d’you think that would fetch in Hong Kong? Söderbaum, a genius in his field. Here, this is where he used the camera’s-eye technique for the first time – the three-dimensional perspective – I’ll have all China standing in line for these if I take them there.”


Rossi stepped back and narrowed his eyes, but not in order to appreciate Söderbaum’s artistry better.


“I thought I had your measure, Blum. Three-dimensional perspective, porca Madonna. Okay, 500 dollars, and perhaps we’ll do business again some time.”


“Five hundred and fifty, Rossi, and that’s my last word. And I’ll need a deposit of 100 dollars, or I’ll do the deal with the Pakistani after all.”


But Rossi had no dollars around the place, and after much haggling they agreed on forty Maltese pounds. Rossi counted the money out.


“Bring me the magazines to the Phoenicia at eleven this evening. Room 523. Then there’s something else we might discuss.”


He winked at Blum and jerked his chin in the direction of Larry, who had now finished with the pictures and was inspecting the bottles in the home bar. Blum nodded and put the money away. As they left, he took a final look at the garden. Rossi’s girl was already immersed in the porn magazine, and even the Great Dane was showing an interest in Söderbaum’s brilliant technique in “Spring Awakening”.


As they stood by the juke box again in the Playgirl later, Blum said, “Do you think he’s really buying the magazines for a customer?”


The jungle of Da Nang could already be seen in Larry’s eyes, and he simply shrugged his shoulders.


“Of course you get the extra fifty dollars I wangled out of him, mate. Now I just have to pay the hotel bill.”


“Did I ever tell you how they dropped us off by mistake in the area they’d saturated with poison gas the day before?”


As Larry tried to exorcize the horrors that he could never drive out of his mind, Blum watched the cockroaches copulating and sliding all over the titles of the discs. The music droned out its horror songs, and Blum had difficulty keeping everything straight in his mind, horror on one side, lust on the other, his own memories. But in the end those memories of his always won out against other people’s horror or lust: his own memories, the nastiest on earth.
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But never mind, thought Blum that evening in his room by the harbour, you have to make it – you’re not Larry, you’re not an Australian, you didn’t breathe poison gas in Vietnam, you’re Blum and you have to make it, all you need is a chance, just one real chance, the big fish, the jackpot, no more cheap tricks then, just to be rolling in the dough, oh Lord, bringing in the real loot, get your head up out of the dirt, see the real hot sun, Madonna mia, and when they bring the bill you can sign it in style.


He leafed through the book he had bought in November from an American in Algeciras. It was the Bahamas Handbook and Businessman’s Annual, Nassau 1978, with a foreword by the governor-general. A photograph showed him: Sir John Cash with the Queen. A handsome black man with mischief in his face. Fair enough, a joke was a joke, and there was a quirkiness about the Bahamas anyway – but a country where the man in charge was actually called Cash, well, that was something else. The American had asked Blum what his line of business was, and Blum had smiled vaguely and said the construction industry. That always sounded good. So what did he himself do, he had asked the American. Oh, he worked for the government, the man had replied with an equally vague smile, looking at Blum as if expecting an insult. But Blum nodded understandingly and looked to see how big a tip the Yank would give. None, of course. Blum looked at the photographs of members of the Bahamian parliament. Most of them were black, belonged to the Progressive Liberal Party, and were either businessmen or trade unionists or both. If he was in the construction industry, the American had said as they parted, the Bahamas would suit him nicely, the place was in the middle of the biggest building boom in the Western hemisphere. That was another odd thing, a man who worked for the government offering a book that was probably handed out to every tourist, selling it to him for two dollars. Well, the Yanks probably needed it now. Even Hackensack with his Havanas and his bourbon and the rubies on his sausage fingers needed something or other, you could tell. Blum, who had seen many booms come and go, almost declined to buy the book, but now he was glad he had. There were days when even the import–export statistics and the estate agents’ ads, not to mention the chapter on the flora of the Bahamas (it was nice to know they grew cauliflowers there too), acted on him like a pain-killer, lulling him, carrying him away to eternally sunny beaches where there were palm trees and flying fish, and women with garlands of flowers welcomed visitors. But Blum was never one of those visitors. Blum did not feature in these dreams at all, and that was the best thing about them – he was in no danger of any disappointments.

OEBPS/images/9781904738961.jpg
THE

SNOWMAN

JORG FAUSER






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
(3)






