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			[…]

			back then, when I fetched them,

			like someone without a homeland,

			someone who holds a sail, not his own,

			into the wind, not his own

			on a body of water, not his own…

			Elke Erb

			Thema Verfelht 

		

	
		
			    

			In memory of my father, Mathew Mathai Kalayil
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			It is warm and sunny, mid-June, and four months almost to the day since she first met Armando. That was an evening in February – a bitterly cold evening. Since, they have met nearly every Saturday night at a bar in the centre, in convivial groups. Once for an afternoon barbecue, during which they had half an hour to themselves before being dragged into the mêlée of dancing and drinking – and at which she was introduced to Clara. He had already told her of his daughter, but meeting the small person brimming with personality, with his wide-set eyes but the rest likely inherited from the mother, was a jolt. 

			She had been determined not to let herself fall for him – too complicated, plenty of fish etcetera – knowing even then that it was futile to sustain such resolve. And if she has fallen in love with him, then she loves him without knowing him, not really. How can she? They have only met once on their own: this a fortnight ago, on a Saturday afternoon when he asked her to help him choose a dress for Clara. That entailed a trip to the city’s only department store, on another bright but chillier day, after which they sat in the sun with doughnuts and coffee, talking. He told her of his first post in Berlin when he was so much younger and enthused, starstruck by the big city. She told him of her nomadic childhood, how she had been devastated by her parents’ divorce. She had hoped that the afternoon would extend into a trip to the cinema or even dinner. But he said he had plans, plans involving Clara, and although he walked her back to her residence later, he had then left her to catch a bus to one of the new towns north of the centre.

			Yet he is not aloof. On the contrary, he is warm and interested, gently chivalrous without being overbearing, but always busy, always otherwise engaged with a formidable array of commitments. A former partner and a small child, alongside a job in a factory, makes for a busy life. The shopping trip spanned only an afternoon; she had felt bereft when he dropped her off. But then arrived this invitation. They are going to the beach, they will have lunch in a restaurant, and Armando has said that he will see her home at night. Which implies that he intends to spend up to twelve hours with her. Whether Clara will always be in tow she has not wished to ask, not daring to appear too eager. But she is eager. 

			She waits by the magazine stand, just outside the station. He comes striding towards her, Clara in his arms.

			‘Hello,’ he says and bends to kiss her on each cheek – first the right, then the left – so that briefly she catches the scent of his aftershave, before he turns to his daughter.

			‘Do you remember Lolita?’

			The little girl buries her face in her father’s neck, but Armando proffers her like an ice-cream – an invitation for her to kiss Clara’s cheeks, which are soft, rounded, and scented with peppermint. 

			‘Have you been waiting long?’

			She arrived half an hour early but says: ‘Oh no.’

			‘Thanks for coming.’ 

			His eyes crinkle at the corners as he smiles at her, genuinely, as if there was a real possibility she would have refused. 

			‘Thanks for inviting me.’

			‘Lolita helped me choose this for you, you know,’ he says to his daughter, tugging at the hem of the little girl’s dress: blue and white, with yellow buttons from the neckline to the waist. 

			‘You look lovely, Clara,’ she gushes, and then Armando sets the little girl on her feet and, his eyes sweeping over her, over the red dress it is finally warm enough to wear, says, ‘So do you.’

			Her heart starts thumping in her chest at his gaze, but she ducks her head and fingers the ribbon in Clara’s hair.

			‘Did your mama do this?’

			Clara nods, one hand holding her father’s and the other clutching her doll. 

			‘And who’s this?’ 

			She shakes the doll’s hand, but the little girl only stares back at her, impassively.

			‘Fufu,’ Armando says. Then, ‘Lolita is going to be a doctor. She can help us if we get sick.’

			At this, shyly, Clara holds up her doll: plastic, beige and blue-eyed, with garish, yellow polyester hair. 

			‘Is Fufu not feeling well?’ 

			She bends down and touches the back of her hand to the doll’s forehead.

			‘No fever,’ she says. ‘I’ll just check her pulse,’ and she makes a show of placing her index and middle finger on the plastic wrist and looking at her watch.

			‘All good. She’s probably just a little tired.’

			Clara gives her a solemn nod of approval, her eyes shining. And then they stand, the three of them in the sunshine: Lolita and Armando, suddenly awkward, avoiding each other’s eyes, smiling down at Clara. Armando looks around.

			‘She needs the toilet. I’ll just take her.’

			He says something to Clara, in Portuguese now, and the child pulls at his hand so he stoops down to put his ear next to her mouth, before straightening up.

			‘She wants you to take her,’ he says.

			They look at each other.

			‘Do you mind?’

			‘Not at all.’

			Fufu the doll is passed to Armando for safekeeping. The little girl’s hand in hers is soft and tiny and damp. She has little experience with small children, not having grown up in an extended family of young cousins or nieces and nephews. And she is an only child – like Clara. She holds the door open and the child scampers inside. 

			The restroom is bare but clean, like the city itself, even the country. Bare but clean. The child only needs help climbing up, for then she holds herself upright, gripping the toilet seat without inhibition. A vigorous splashing commences and when she glances at the child, she meets her brown, solemn eyes. She tears off some paper which the child uses, carefully. Then, as she flushes the toilet, Clara runs past her legs and waits expectantly by the sink. Well trained. She lifts the small body, opens the tap and oversees a thorough soaping and rinsing, remembering the clutching hands, and then briefly, instinctively, touches her lips to Clara’s head. There is no towel, so they shake their hands dry, Clara now grinning. She pulls open the door again and Clara rushes out to her father.

			Again, Armando says something to the little girl in Portuguese, but then in German, for her benefit: ‘Did you say thank you to Lolita?’

			The child addresses her for the first time in a surprisingly husky voice.

			‘Danke.’

			There is now some relief in Armando’s expression: the day has got off to an auspicious start. 

			‘I’ll get some tickets.’

			He brushes aside her offer to pay, even though she knows that he earns little from the factory. They occupy such different spheres, they may never have met if four months ago she had not been in the common room of her residence at the exact moment when Max, another medical student, came to the door: ‘Party over in LK, and we’re invited.’ She learned then that the laundries and electrical plants and car manufacturers and printing factories, which dominate the otherwise barren landscape in the northern reaches of the city, were largely run by a workforce comprising Angolans and Mozambicans and Cubans. One of these factories – she knows now it was Joachim’s – was throwing a farewell party for an Angolan workmate. The party in the warehouse was already in full swing when the convoy of students led by Max arrived, but they were welcomed warmly. Afterwards, on their epic trek back to the historic city centre, having missed the last tram, Max confessed that he had been charged with bringing women, who were vastly outnumbered. And indeed, she had been swirled around the makeshift dance floor by a succession of men, until the one she had noticed – very good-looking, the one who watched her while she was on the floor – asked her if she would dance with him. He did not hold her close, like the others did, and he did not give her instructions, like the others did, but only smiled into her eyes occasionally and, at the end of the song, bowed over her hand. He had hardly spoken. She asked him about the type of music that was playing – marrabenta, he replied, the word rolling off his tongue – and she did not dance again with him. When they were leaving, however, he appeared at her side. He told her that he knew of a bar in the centre, where writers and poets gathered to perform their works. It was shabby, but it had a great atmosphere and there was always something new.  Would she like to come one weekend? A few days later, his phone call arrived, along with the invitation to meet the following Saturday evening. 

			They board the train, to sit side by side, Clara on Armando’s lap, and she finds that her arm brushes against his, constantly, with the movement of the train. He asks after her studies as he always does. He is especially interested in her clinical practice, in the patients she has assisted with, but if she asks the same of his work at the printing factory, he always shrugs his shoulders: ‘We put the machines to work, that is all.’ 

			The man opposite, his knee hooked over his arm rest, has closed his eyes, but she can see that he is not asleep: his eyelids flutter open occasionally to regard them. Clara leans back against her father’s chest, her doll on her lap, humming a tune while brushing its long yellow tresses. Outside, the vista quickly becomes bucolic: flat, green fields and open skies.  

			‘It might be warm enough by now to swim,’ he says.

			‘I remember swimming around this time last year.’ 

			And then she stops. For this time last year, she was still going out with Willy, who is now in Leipzig. Their break-up arrived only a few weeks after their visit to the beach. She can feel the colour rise to her cheeks and she can see that he has noticed. 

			‘I might have been at the beach the same time, then,’ he says, smiling. ‘But probably not. I would have remembered you.’

			She wants to parry back, as flirtatiously as is seemly with the child sitting on his lap, but she can only think to say, ‘I wish you had been there,’ and she hears that she sounds not light-hearted nor coy, as she wished, but completely sincere. He smiles more widely, the dimple in his chin making a brief appearance.

			She tries to look nonchalant, glances out of the window at regular intervals, speaks in a low, neutral voice, tucks her hair occasionally behind her ear, but this is hard to maintain, given that Armando is so close, and given that, while his arm is clasped lightly around Clara’s waist, his eyes are mostly on her. As always, when she is near him, she is intensely aware of her body. This is a land where people throw off their clothes at will to worship the sun. She has seen couples on the beach, limbs entwined, half naked, not unlike two snakes mating, and she has seen women walking topless, insouciantly, with sun-burnished breasts bouncing in an abundance of sizes and shapes. The horror she felt at so much flesh on show when she first arrived at age eighteen has evolved, nearly five years on, to an admiration for the abandon, the celebration of the human form with all its varieties and imperfections. Underneath her dress, rather than her usual black one-piece, she is wearing the sky-blue bikini, bought two years ago when she first visited the beach with Willy. She inspected herself in the mirror before leaving her residence this morning and she thought then that she looked well. Now she is not so sure, knowing, at the same time, that she craves to be seen by him. 

			That first Saturday evening, when she pushed open the door to Sonderbar, her heart was in her mouth in anticipation. The bar is tucked away in the cellar of an old building, and decorated in studied opium den chic, dimly lit by no more than six hanging lightbulbs, cloaked in handmade, red-paper lampshades. A windowless, large, square basement room, with bare wood floorboards, several armchairs and sofas sporting cigarette burns lurking along its dark edges. She had expected only Armando to be there, but he introduced her to Joachim, who was propping up the bar and who had given them all a lift in his car. For there were also his three housemates, and she soon learned that the men always arrived together, even if they did not always leave together. 

			He has phoned her every week now, arranging a meeting at Sonderbar. He always insists on buying her drink and, after, they discuss, carefully, the writers and poets and their readings, many of which are impenetrable, pessimistic, several of which are hedonistic, bawdy, even crude. While it was Armando who first invited her, and while she arrives for him, his housemates are keen to monopolise her attention, and she is always placed between Tiago and Ronaldo. At least while the performances are taking place. When these are over, it is always Armando who she finds herself talking with and it is always Armando who accompanies her to the residence, before catching a lift with Joachim back to the factory. 

			Every evening when he bids her goodnight with a kiss, she feels a crushing disappointment that this is on each cheek and not on her lips, and there have been many evenings when she has cried afterwards into her pillow like a teenager, not knowing how much she is imagining, not knowing how to make the first move. But perhaps now he has made the first move, with this day at the beach. 
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			They walk along the path, away from the town. The beach stretches for nine miles, a wide expanse of white sand, edged by the clear blue waters of the Baltic Sea. He grew up by the Indian Ocean with its gigantic waves and churning currents, vast and powerful, fringed by palm trees, yet today the sun here is as gloriously bright, the water is as blue. 

			They walk for at least a mile, absorbing the warm rays. To one side, the path now hugs a wide, flat, grassy area, only two snack-bars in sight. One is still closed; the other, serving kettwurst, has six people crowded around the hatch, four of whom sport the khaki uniforms of border guards. He reminds Lolita that they will have to take Clara back the same distance and so they take off their shoes and drop down from the path onto the soft, deep, sand, warm under their bare feet. Now, away from the path, as if heralding the true nature of today’s outing, he presses one hand to the small of Lolita’s back, as he points the direction. He has not done this before and it is thrillingly sensuous, to feel the complex lattice of muscles around her spine beneath his fingers. 

			There is a quiet spot, a cove, beyond which the coast curves around a cluster of rocks, and here they settle with a view of the open water. He throws down the blanket he packed into his bag and takes out Clara’s assortment of playthings. There is no one in sight: they have the sand and water to themselves. His daughter is hopping in excitement from foot to foot, pulling at his hand, eager to enter the water, even though the parent-and-child swimming classes at the local pool have not been a success. If he could, he would teach Clara himself, but even if the pool timetable intersected with his working hours, his presence would be scandalous and will cause Petra further embarrassment. At least, that is what she believes. Now he does not challenge his daughter’s bravado, only unbuttons Clara’s dress and lifts it over her head. 

			‘I promised Mami if it’s too cold we won’t swim. We’ll try a little bit.’

			He looks up at Lolita. 

			‘Will you come in?’ he asks, before pulling his shirt over his head, then unzipping and stepping out of his jeans. 

			He sees that she looks suddenly self-conscious, unsure of where to look, and he understands. From meeting in short bursts, mostly in the dark, bundled up in wools and denims, they are now flinging off their layers in bright sunlight, and parading their bodies to each other. He scoops Clara up with a whoop and jogs away, away from Lolita and down the sand into the water. 

			The sea is outrageously cold.  He keeps a tight hold of his daughter, marvelling, as always, at the hardness and softness of her tiny, wriggling body. Now, in her excitement, she kicks at his ribs and he exaggerates the pain, pretends he will stumble backwards into the water, and she screeches in fear and delight. He splashes some water onto her chest, and she squeals again, clapping her hands against his ears. He tosses his daughter up in the air before catching her, then trailing her feet in the water, her toes funnelling through the waves. 

			From the corner of his eye, he can see that Lolita has slipped off her jacket, is unbuttoning her dress and he watches as she lets it fall to the sand. He does not watch as she runs towards them and splashes into the water, now swilling around her knees. She gasps and he laughs.

			 ‘Can you believe it’s so warm outside and the water is still so cold?’

			He keeps his gaze trained on her face, but when she bends to dip her hands in the swirling, grey-blue water, he allows his eyes to move swiftly over her body.

			‘Be a horse! Be a horse!’ 

			Clara is now on his shoulders, pulling at his ears, and he obeys immediately. He charges up the sand with a whinny, Clara yelping with delight. 

			The dry sand feels luxuriously warm in comparison to the icy water. A nearby circle of rocks forms a perfect shallow pool for Clara. He takes out the sunhat that Petra has packed for her, ties the straps under her chin, and watches as she runs to the pool.

			‘Wait for me,’ he calls out, but she is immediately intent on a project, squatting on the sand at the water’s edge with her plastic spade and a small red bucket. 

			‘Don’t go in the water alone,’ he calls out again, but she does not respond. 

			‘Filha!’

			She looks up now, and his heart turns over at the sight of her heart-shaped face and the frown between her eyebrows.

			‘Don’t go in the water without Papa.’

			She nods, impatiently, and resumes her task. How long will it occupy her? He is hoping for a half hour at least, to enable a conversation with Lolita, and with this thought he looks around for her. She has pinned her hair up high on her head to avoid it getting wet, and while she is dipping herself in and out of the shallows, she only once swims a few strokes into the wave. Now she looks up and sees him watching her.

			‘I can’t feel my toes anymore,’ she calls out and then wades out of the water.

			He bends over, in a pretence of rummaging in his bag, but when she has covered half the distance between them, he gives into temptation. He straightens up and watches her, frankly, his eyes taking her in. He has imagined her many times without her clothes on, but she is truly a vision: the blue triangles of the bikini are single, vivid brushstrokes on the golden-brown canvas of her skin. She has noticed him watching her, and so, to lighten the mood, he collapses on his knees as if in defeat, then falls forwards clutching an imaginary arrow to his heart. 

			‘Papa, what are you doing?’ 

			Clara’s voice from the rock pool is high-pitched with disapproval, and clutching her spade, her orange sun hat slightly askew, she makes for a furious, tiny adjudicator.

			‘Lolita is trying to kill me, that’s all,’ he says, getting to his feet.

			‘Pardon?’ 

			‘Nada, nada,’ he calls out, and Clara frowns and squats down on the sand again. 

			By now he can see that Lolita has understood his cryptic message even if his daughter hasn’t, for she is blushing furiously. He smiles at her, widely, foolishly widely, to hide the fact that he is abashed, mollified by his daughter, the chaperone. 

			‘Sorry,’ he says under his breath. 

			He picks up her towel and hands it to her, averting his eyes as she dries herself vigorously. But then he cannot help watching her, he hopes discreetly, as she unclasps her hair, so it falls in a shiny black pool over her shoulders, before reaching into her bag to pull out a light cotton shawl. It cascades from her hands like a vivid fountain of magenta and turquoise and, dotted with tiny mirrors, shimmers in the sun. She tucks the shawl around her shoulders, modestly, but the soft diaphanous material clings to her body, and only draws attention to her long bare legs. She looks beautiful. He waits for her to sit down on the blanket, demurely pressing her knees together, before he lowers himself next to her and touches the ends of her shawl.

			‘This is nice.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘It’s from India?’

			She smiles. ‘Yes.’

			The breeze is now stiff. The weather is capricious, clouds are scudding across the blue sky from nowhere, casting a shadow over the sand. They watch Clara.

			‘She notices everything,’ he mutters.

			‘She’s very bright.’ 

			‘Yes, she is.’ He can hear that his voice is full of pride and to avoid sounding boastful, he adds, ‘Of course, she gets her brains from Petra.’

			Clara’s mother, about whom Lolita has received a short biopic – six years Armando’s senior and a journalist.

			She is smiling, mischievously: ‘And her looks.’

			He laughs. ‘Yes, that too,’ he says, even though he knows that Clara bears more resemblance to his second-older sister.

			‘You must be very proud of her.’

			‘I am. I only wish that I could see more of her.’

			At this, he can see her eyes darken, in sympathy or confusion, for he can see also that she does not know how to respond. Only a few minutes ago he was eyeing her up, brazenly, and now he is alluding to his role as a weekend father. 

			So, he grins at her. ‘Tiago wanted to come today.’

			She takes to the topic of Armando’s wayward friend with obvious relief. 

			‘Did he?’

			‘He’s very jealous I’m with you.’

			She laughs. ‘Was he even awake when you left the house?’

			‘He wasn’t back from his night out.’

			‘With whom?’

			‘I’m not sure. He has a lot of success with women.’ He grins. ‘But lucky for me, not with you.’

			He watches her blush again, but she keeps her chin up, defiantly. 

			‘I’m not his type.’

			‘I think you are.’

			‘Well, he’s not mine.’

			‘Again, lucky for me,’ he smiles at her.

			Unforgettable exchanges, he will replay them later that night. But too brief, fleeting, for when his eyes move over her shoulder to find his daughter, he sees that Clara’s two high curly bunches are wobbling in the stiff breeze that is now blowing off the sea and that she is upright, tugging excitedly at something, so intent she has placed one foot against a rock and is using both hands, unaware of the water pooling at her ankles. 

			He gets to his feet.

			‘Clara,’ he is now half-laughing at her singlemindedness, but as he nears his daughter, he can see more clearly what she is doing and he calls back to Lolita.

			‘She’s found something.’

			He tries to prise his daughter’s fingers from a strap, attached to a small bag which is caught under a rock. By now, Clara is incensed that her discovery has been taken away from her. He feels her little hands smack at his legs. 

			‘It’s mine!’

			‘Espera,’ he replies, firmly, and something in his tone stills her.

			Lolita arrives at his side, and he sees her take Clara by the hand. When he finally pulls the bag free, he sees that it is more like a pouch, clipped to a belt. The clip is hanging broken, but the pouch is not misshapen from the water. It is not old; it is nearly new. He opens the zip and glances inside. 

			‘What’s wrong?’ Lolita asks, for the astonishment must show on his face.

			Clara has stopped whining and is staring at her father, as he walks his fingers through the contents. He zips up the pouch and lobs it into the air so that it lands onto their blanket. And then he scans the water around them.

			He hears Lolita behind him: ‘Armando?’

			But he does not answer her, only wades into the waves, towards the cluster of rocks just before the bend, where he can see now that there is something in the water. Something long and dark grey, bumping up and down with the waves, beckoning him and warning him at the same time. 
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			She wants to call him back but her voice is gone, and he is wading in deeper and deeper. She simply stares, paralysed, mirrored by the little girl, who has instinctively drawn closer to her. Even from where she is standing, she can see Armando’s flesh shrinking in protest at the icy water, but he continues to wade towards the object rooted to its location, like a buoy. But it is not a buoy – now they can see that it is a surfboard. And as she watches, Armando dives under the waves and disappears. Something else bobs up, just once, and then goes down again. Bobs up once again, and then submerges. The surfboard moves, released, Armando reappears, and the other shape, a large shape, rises to the surface. It is the body of a man. 

			Armando is still struggling, untangling something in the water, finally succeeding so that his arms are suddenly full, clamped around the body. It is a man, in a navy-blue wetsuit. Now Armando looks up for her, at her, and she understands. She tightens her grip on Clara’s hand. The child starts squirming, trying to pull away – not so malleable now, stiff and resisting.

			‘Come, Clara.’

			She manages to navigate the little girl back to their blanket.

			‘Shall we put our dresses back on? It’s getting colder now, isn’t it?’

			She can barely form her words, her lips are numb, even though she is not in the icy water. All the while, it is as if she has eyes on the back of her head. She can visualise Armando escorting the body on the waves, and then carrying it out of the water and laying it on the sand.

			‘Will you help me with my buttons, and I’ll help you with yours?’

			She shrugs off the dupatta and pulls her dress on, over her head. The child has one arm around her doll and has quietened. Perhaps she is scared by what is happening behind them, for she does not resist, only touches the fingertips of her free hand to Lolita’s dress, ineffectually. 

			‘And now it’s your turn.’

			She extricates Fufu gently from the child’s arms and slips the dress over Clara’s head, then restores the doll to her embrace. As she is fastening and counting the buttons out loud, Armando appears at her side to collect his jacket, and she turns around with Clara in time to see him arrange it over the top of the body, eclipsing what is the face. Then he jogs back to them, and she lets the child go. Clara runs over to her father – who is now towelling himself off, pulling on his shirt, his jeans, his teeth all the while chattering – and grips his legs. When he is dressed, she jumps into Armando’s arms and buries her face in his neck.

			‘What is it, Papa?’ Her voice is barely audible. ‘What did you find in the water?’

			‘A man who couldn’t swim,’ he says quietly.

			‘Can I see him?’ She has shut her eyes tightly, even as she asks the question.

			‘I think it’s better if you don’t, Clara.’

			‘Will we take him to hospital?’

			He looks over at Lolita. ‘Maybe. Let’s think for a minute.’

			Clara suddenly starts to cry – whether because her father is still shivering from the cold or because she has seen something she should not have – while Armando holds her tight, speaking gently now in Portuguese, soothing her, caressing her back. 

			She leaves them, crosses over the patch of sand, and kneels next to the body, which is lean and taut in his wet suit. It is the corpse of a fit young man. Automatically, she checks for his pulse on his wrist, just as she had done with the doll Fufu, and he might as well be a plastic mannequin, for he is stone cold, stone dead. She lifts the jacket and sees mottled indigo skin in places, porcelain white in others, a charcoal bruise on the forehead, and eyelids half-closed over startlingly blue eyes. She passes her fingertips over the eyelids, and she drops the jacket to touch his stiff, cold wrist again. Around it there is a bracelet, like that more commonly seen on a teenage girl, which she unclasps so that it lies in her palm. It is a collection of blank and lettered beads, which spell out a name: Tommy. She is about to lift the jacket from his face again, as if to ascertain that when he was alive he suited his name, when she hears voices approaching. 

			She gets to her feet, slipping the bracelet into the pocket in her dress and then Armando is suddenly behind her, gripping her elbow. He takes her hand and pulls her closer to him, away from the body, just as a small crowd gathers around them. They are four men, dressed in the khaki clothing of border guards, all agitated, sweating as if the day were not turning much cooler than its promising start. One brushes unceremoniously past Armando to bend over the body, and one asks him, brusquely, for his papers. When Armando, still shivering beside her, does not answer immediately, the guard barks his demand. 

			‘Die Papiere!’

			‘In my jacket,’ Armando says, and he points to the figure on the sand.

			The guard squatting by the body removes a plastic wallet from the inside pocket of the jacket, from which he extracts the papers to inspect, and it is obvious that he is giving them more attention than necessary, buying time while thinking what to do. To her side she sees that the surfboard, now untethered, has washed onto the beach a few metres further away and she watches as another guard hurries forward to retrieve it. It looks incongruous in his arms – he is plump, pale-faced, not like the young man stretched out on the sand, the water now lapping at his feet. 

			Now the first guard, the leader of the pack, straightens up, holding the plastic wallet like a menu in a restaurant, before he passes it to the youngest of the quartet, who springs into action, withdraws a notebook from a pocket, then stands alert, pen at the ready. 

			The leader addresses Armando: ‘Why did you bring him here?’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘Why did you bring him here?’ his index finger moving up and down like a drill, pointing at the sand.

			‘Because,’ Armando is speaking slowly, ‘because I didn’t want to leave him in the water.’

			‘You could have called us.’

			‘I didn’t know you were here.’

			A silence follows, as if this were a rebuke. The second guard takes his own jacket off and deftly swaps it with Armando’s. Then he pats and presses, pushing his hands into each pocket, withdrawing the contents, which are not many: a plastic card from the factory passed over to the younger colleague with the notebook, a hair band matching those that are already in Clara’s hair, a box of matches and a packet of cigarettes, and then from the inside pocket, a trail of small square shiny packets. This is held up for everyone to see. A set of unopened condoms, available everywhere, which she knows are distributed monthly at the factory where Armando works, but the guards nod grimly. Beside her she can feel that Armando has stiffened, and then she feels his fingers squeeze her hand, tentatively. She squeezes his hand back. 

			‘When did you get here?’

			‘A couple of hours ago.’

			‘By train?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why did you come here? Isn’t it better with the little girl,’ Das Kleine Mädchen, ‘to be nearer the town?’

			‘We wanted somewhere quiet.’

			The man fingers the packet of condoms, his eyes flickering between them, suggestively.

			‘Somewhere quiet.’

			All the while, the fourth guard is gathering their things – Clara’s bucket and spade, the blanket, Armando’s towel, and making a pile next to the rest of their belongings. Then he calls out. He is holding up the pouch with the broken clasp, which he throws in the air to the leader who catches it, opens the zip and then closes it. 

			The man rotates slowly to face Armando: ‘You found this?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘But you didn’t tell us.’

			‘I forgot it was there.’

			‘You forgot,’ shaking his head. ‘Were you going to keep it?’

			‘No.’

			‘Did you look inside?’

			‘No.’

			The man holds his eyes. ‘Were you waiting for him?’

			‘Who?’

			His foot points to the body. ‘This.’

			‘No.’

			‘You don’t know him?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then how did you know he was there?’

			‘We saw the board,’ Armando says, and now he points at the pair of binoculars hanging off the guard’s belt, ‘And if you were using those you would have seen it too.’

			There is silence, and she finds she is holding her breath. When she glances at him, she sees that Armando is gazing at the guard with an affected innocence, but that his eyes are cool. Clara, in his arms, is staring open-mouthed at proceedings, attuned to the nuances of her father’s tone and hence to the undercurrent of antipathy. Before them all, the guard’s face whitens.

			Then, with a chilling note of warning, ‘Vorsichtig.’

			For the first time, the youngest, the one with the notebook, breaks his silence and addresses Lolita.

			‘Are you the mother?’

			But before she can reply, Armando interrupts, hurriedly, his voice laden with anxiety, ‘No, no she’s not. I invited her today.’ He might as well have said: leave her out of this.

			The youngest guard nods, not unpleasantly, while the second guard makes the same demand to Lolita as he had with Armando, his voice still tart, but not a bark: ‘Identification.’

			‘In my bag,’ she says. 

			The plump, pale guard near their pile of belongings tosses the bag to her and she extracts the plastic wallet and hands it over to the youngest guard. 

			‘Ah,’ his face breaks into a smile. ‘You’re from India?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You speak good German,’ a compliment that has not been extended to Armando, who speaks far better than her.

			‘Thank you.’ 

			‘You know, my cousin designs the posters for many Indian films,’ he continues, while he scribbles in his notebook. Then the card is handed to the second guard, then to the leader, then back to her, like a game of pass the parcel. 

			She tucks it back into her bag and clears her throat. ‘Oh right.’

			‘Yes, yes. Beautiful posters. Beautiful films. Singing and dancing,’ the young guard is laughing. ‘You’re studying medicine?’  

			‘Yes.’

			‘That’s good. Good.’

			Now the first guard, the leader, the one who interrogated Armando, says, tetchily: ‘Enough.’

			Again, silence falls. The inquisition she has been subjected to has been jovial rather than menacing, but she finds her palms are damp. 

			When the leader speaks again, it is to Armando. ‘You must tell no one.’ And then, ‘Do you understand?’

			She watches as Armando nods, slowly, his eyes fixed on the guard. 

			‘Do you understand?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And her?’ He doesn’t look at Lolita, only flicks his fingers at her.

			‘Yes,’ Armando says. ‘She understands.’

			Behind them, the murmur of the waves and the squawk of a seagull can be heard, but only as a background to the silence – even Clara has not uttered a sound. And then the border guard breaks the stare and says, dismissively, ‘You can go.’ 

				Armando takes her elbow, and they move to their pile of belongings, gather them in their arms and climb up the beach to the path. She feels his hand pressing into the small of her back, but more insistently than before. On the path, miraculously, there is still no one. No small crowd, no bystanders, either because they had indeed found a private haven, or the exact opposite: that what has happened has been noted and a blind eye has been turned. Armando wipes the sand off Clara’s feet, before slipping on her socks and shoes. 

			The rest of the day is lost. It is hours earlier than they had envisaged. They have not had lunch; they have barely spoken to each other. They make their way back to the train station along the road, now weaving their way through the shoppers and walkers who are enjoying the warm sunshine, mostly in silence, except when Clara, finally, finds her voice, and whines that she is tired. At this Armando lifts her onto his shoulders, and for this and perhaps for the spectacle they always make, he receives some pointed looks. From the great height, the child starts babbling, pointing out what she can see, before she suddenly cries out, her short legs banging against his collarbones, startling her father.

			‘Fufu! Fufu!’ 

			‘What is it? What is it?’ 

			Armando’s voice is hassled as she has never heard before. She notices that he is holding the doll upside down by the legs, so she takes it from him, smooths its hair and places it on her own shoulder. Clara gives her a small, grateful smile through her tears. 

			They board a train, and Armando takes out a sandwich from his bag, which he gives his daughter. Their earlier, flirtatious mood has dissolved into a mute obedience – they were told to return to the city and that is what they are doing. As well as the tight ball in her stomach when she thinks of the dead body, the men passing their ID cards back and forth, she also feels a weight of disappointment: that a day she has so looked forward to, all the hours she expected to spend with Armando, have been taken away from her. 

			But then Armando speaks to her in a low voice.

			‘I will drop Clara back at Petra’s, and then we can talk.’

			A curtailed day with his daughter is a sacrifice, she knows. 

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘It will be better for Clara, in case they want to talk to me again.’

			‘Do you think they will?’

			‘I’ll call Joachim when we get back.’

			Then he lifts his hand, the one that is not resting on Clara’s back, and she thinks he is about to take hers, but the child looks around suddenly and his hand drops back to his side.  

			*

			She waits in a shadow at the top of the stairwell, and watches as Petra comes to the door, her hair wrapped in a towel. Clara is fast asleep in her father’s arms, her face pressed against his shoulder and with the rubbery neck of a very young child, this is at an awkward angle. Her parents talk at length. They are no longer a couple, but there is something undeniably intimate between them. An evident trace remains of all the moments they have shared, of the type she has never shared with Armando. She shifts on her feet, troubled by her prurient imagining of the coupling between Armando and Petra which has resulted in Clara. 

			She turns her back on the small family, takes a few steps down the stairs, but within seconds, her curiosity gets the better of her and she climbs back up to watch them again. Petra’s lips are moving. Armando reaches out to touch the mother of his child on the shoulder, and then swiftly on her elbow. Up then down, a gentle caress. Petra stretches out her arms and the child is passed from one parent to the other. At this, Clara awakens, her face puffy from sleep, one cheek scarlet. The door closes. 

			But Armando does not turn away immediately. Perhaps he is picturing a different life, one in which he walks through the threshold as a husband and sits at the table with his family. When he finally heads towards the stairwell, she runs lightly down to the bottom and steps outsides. She waits for him where he had left her, in the square outside the block of flats. 

			He draws up to her and smiles, touches her elbow as he had Petra’s. 

			‘So.’

			‘So.’

			‘Shall we find somewhere we can talk?’

			She nods.

			‘Are you hungry?’

			‘Not yet.’

			He insists they take the bus back into the centre, even though he will have a longer return journey to the factory. They sit side-by-side as on the train, and now he holds her hand, but she finds she cannot enjoy the touch or the sentiment, feels too constrained to lean against his shoulder, even though her head is heavy with fatigue. And Armando, too, is tense beside her, quiet, perhaps rehashing the conversation with Petra, lamenting the hours lost with Clara. In the centre, they avoid Sonderbar, where they would be most welcome, and she knows this is because he does not wish for their conversation to be interrupted. Instead, they choose a bland, beige bar, opposite a business hotel around the corner from her residence. On their arrival, he asks the bartender if he can make a call to Joachim, while she takes their drinks to a table. 

			She watches him speaking on the phone. When he hangs up, he talks to the bartender, and hands over some money.

			‘I’ve ordered two macaroni cheese,’ he says as he sits down at the table. ‘Or do you want something else?’

			She shakes her head. They clink their beer glasses together. 

			‘What did you say to Joachim?’

			‘I asked him to call the bar if anyone comes asking for me.’

			They sip their beers in silence. When he puts his glass down, she asks, ‘Will Clara be all right?’

			‘I don’t know how much she understood. I’ll call Petra later.’

			He never refers to Petra as ‘Clara’s mother’, he always uses her name which on his tongue becomes more rhotic, as if he savours the sound and which only cements her suspicions that there is still a residual love, a still-existing bond. But then he reaches forward to brush a strand of hair away from her face. The touch of his fingers against her cheek makes her mouth instantly dry. 

			‘I’m sorry the day changed so much,’ he says.

			‘I’m sorry you don’t have the evening with Clara.’

			He smiles. ‘Well, it’s nice to have the evening with you.’

			Tears suddenly flood into her eyes.

			‘Hey…’

			‘I’m tired, that’s all,’ she says. 

			‘It’s a reaction,’ he says. 

			He means a reaction to finding the body of the young man and perhaps he is right. But she is ashamed, for she knows it is also a reaction to the view she was recently afforded. The child in the father’s arms, the intense look on Petra’s face, the constant conversation between the parents. The plates of food arrive on the bar and he rises to retrieve them. They are two unpretty blobs of yellow. She watches as he generously squirts tomato ketchup over his plate before offering the bottle to her. She shakes her head. 

			‘What was in the pouch, Armando?’

			He takes a few seconds to answer her, digging his fork into the wobbly mass before he speaks.

			‘Money.’

			She stares. ‘You mean?’

			‘Deutschmarks.’

			‘How would he have got them?’ she whispers.

			‘You can buy them if you know where to ask.’

			‘Why did he have money on him?’

			He glances up at her, but then shrugs, saying nothing.

			‘What do you think happened?’ she asks.

			He does not answer immediately. He chews his mouthful slowly before swallowing.

			‘Who knows? Maybe it was too cold in the water?’

			A heart attack, hypothermia. He looked young and fit but an unknown, underlying condition might be tested in the waters of the Baltic Sea.

			‘Didn’t a friend realise he was in trouble?’

			‘Maybe he was alone. Maybe it was night-time and dark.’

			‘He would have been a good swimmer.’

			‘The rope to his board was twisted around something,’ Armando says. ‘And the board was lodged in a rock so holding him down below the surface.’ 

			‘Why would he go out on his own in the dark with all that money?’

			He looks up at her again then lays down his fork.

			‘He was trying to get to Denmark, Lolita,’ he says, quietly. 

			‘He was trying to get to Denmark?’ she repeats, incredulous.

			‘To get to the West,’ he says. ‘It’s only forty kilometres or so. That’s not far for a good swimmer, and he could paddle on his board.’

			She stares at him, and he gives her a brief, grim smile. She has yet to taste her meal and feels her head swim of a sudden. She feels his fingers clasp her wrist. 

			‘Eat, Lolita.’ He might use the same voice with Clara.

			When she scoops a spoonful into her mouth, the sharpness and saltiness rush through her like a blood transfusion. She realises she is ravenous, and she empties her plate in seconds. When she looks up, she sees that he too has pushed his plate aside and that he is watching her, sipping his beer slowly.

			‘Did you tell Petra?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘What did she think?’

			He hesitates. ‘She said it was unfortunate the border guards came, that they make things...’ He says something which she doesn’t understand and seeing this, he searches for another expression, and she wishes, strongly, that they did not need to converse in German. ‘They complicate things.’

			They fall silent, and then she asks, ‘Do many people try to get across to Denmark?’

			‘I don’t know. But I think some do, yes.’

			‘Why?’

			He smiles ruefully, his eyes crinkling at the edges.

			‘For you and me this might be paradise, Lolita. For them no.’

			‘Do you think this is paradise, Armando?’

			‘I know that if I had not come here, I might be dead.’ 

			He grins then, to temper his words. 

			She looks around. There are perhaps twenty people in the bar, and those under thirty are wearing snow-washed denim, the uniform of youth. The women have teased, permed curls, and nearly all sport blue eyeliner. Some of the men have moustaches, none have beards. There are some older men drinking on their own, and at another table, there are three men playing cards. In short, the patrons of the bar in this beige hotel are a fair representation of the local population.

			She looks back at Armando. ‘I think he was called Tommy.’

			She pulls out the bracelet from her pocket and lays it on the table. Armando’s eyes lock into hers.

			‘This was on his wrist.’

			‘Why did you take it?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			He is uncomfortable, perhaps even horrified, but he says nothing. 

			‘Will they tell his family?’ Her voice is soft.

			‘Yes. I’m sure,’ he says.

			‘How can you be sure?’

			He shakes his head. Then, reluctantly, ‘No. No, I can’t be sure.’

			‘Should we try and find them?’ 

			There is a man on the other table watching them, and she picks up the bracelet and slides it back into her pocket. When she glances back at the man, he is watching the television in the corner of the bar.

			Armando’s lips are pressed together, and he is shaking his head, firmly.

			‘No, Lolita. No. We tell no one about this. We leave this now.’

			‘You told Petra.’

			He looks taken aback. ‘Because of Clara.’

			Again, a reminder of that bond. The jealousy which started bubbling as she watched Armando and Petra at the front door bursts its banks and floods her, with as much heat as the desire she was feeling seconds previously. She realises she is shaking, trembling. He stands up suddenly, and swivels himself round to her side, puts his arm around her and pulls her to him. The man at the next table is watching them again, his eyes on them even as he lifts his glass to his lips.

			‘Come.’

			Armando half-lifts her off her feet with one arm and with his other hand he gathers their beers. He leads her past the bar, past the bartender who is watching them blankly, and rather than finding a quieter place as she expected, he places the beers on a table just underneath the television, where they will have to lean into each other, thigh against thigh, press their lips to each other’s ears, to be heard. Whereas previously she would have relished such a tête-à-tête, all the joy has been erased.

			‘He may not be a local,’ he is saying now. She can smell his skin, her face is only inches away from his strong neck and chest, but now she only stares at him, dully. ‘He could be from anywhere.’

			‘But it’s likely that he is?’

			‘No reason, Lolita.’

			‘Why don’t you care?’

			His eyes widen at the harsh tone of her voice.

			‘I do care.’

			She is unsure why the words are dropping from her mouth, but they are: ‘What if his family is waiting and waiting to hear from him?’

			‘They will tell the family, Lolita.’

			‘You don’t know that. You don’t know anything.’

			She is surprised herself at the anger in her voice, but she holds his eyes, stubbornly.

			He says: ‘We can do nothing for him now.’

			‘But for his family?’

			‘We don’t know if he has any family, Lolita. We know nothing about him.’

			‘We know he’s called Tommy.’

			There is a shadow now in his gaze, of compassion perhaps, but when he leans forward to speak in her ear, it is not to relent.

			He says: ‘We have to think as well about ourselves.’

			‘I don’t understand what can happen to us.’

			‘Maybe nothing will happen to you. But I’m not a medical student. They can replace me easily.’

			She feels a flutter of pity, but pushes it aside, tries to scoff. What he is saying, she knows. But she is angry that he is laying it out so baldly, and she is angry that everything he does revolves around the love he has for his daughter.  

			‘We can tell no one about this, what we found.’

			‘You mean who we found.’

			‘Yes, sorry. I meant who.’

			‘If you feel this way, then why didn’t you just leave him in the water?’ Her voice is like a whip. 

			He is staring at her and then he lifts his hands up as if in defeat, but to her surprise he cups her face between his palms. He leans forward and she wonders if he is going to seal their secrecy with a kiss on the mouth. But instead, he kisses her forehead, as if she were a child, even Clara, and this makes her suddenly even more angry. She stiffens and he moves back in surprise.

			‘I must get back,’ she says, without looking at him. 

			‘Lolita.’

			She stands up and picks up her jacket, leaving her unfinished beer on the table. She hears him hurrying after her, and on the street, as she is slipping her arms through her jacket, she feels his hands briefly straighten her collar.  

			They walk in silence for many minutes. When she glances to the side, she sees he has pushed his hands into the pockets of his jeans, but that he does not look relaxed in any way. There is a tension in his shoulders and the set of his mouth, and she feels sorry, suddenly, for her harsh tone. But she hardens her heart against him, just as she realises that they have been speaking to each other with an intimacy they did not have before. They have spent hours alone now, shared a dinner, touched each other: all in wondering what to do about a dead man they do not know. 

			When they turn onto the street on which her residence stands, he speaks: ‘I do care, Lolita. I’m just afraid that if I get involved, I will get in trouble.’

			She stops walking and looks up at him. He looks young under the streetlight, and he is. Even if he is five years older than her, he is only twenty-eight. And now he looks young and confused by her behaviour, which makes her only more irritated.

			‘People aren’t supposed to be afraid in paradise, Armando.’ 

			‘That’s true,’ he tries to smile. 

			A gaggle of students suddenly rounds the corner, and they wait until the group has staggered into the residence.

			‘You think I’m a coward.’ His tone is light but she can see that he is serious.

			‘I didn’t say that,’ she mutters, not looking at him.

			‘No,’ he says, ‘you didn’t say that.’

			She raises her head. His expression breaks her heart and she opens her mouth to take everything back, but before she can speak, he steps forward, into her, and kisses her. His full lips press against hers for many, many beats, and she is lost in the feel of him. His hand is on the small of her back and then it is on her waist and she feels his thumb briefly press through the thin material of her dress against her pelvic bone. But there is sorrow in the kiss, an apology, or even uncertainty that it will ever happen again. And then he breaks off, abruptly, as her eyes are still closed and walks away, down the street. 

			She spins around violently, races up the path to the entrance and launches herself up the stairs at such a speed that in seconds she has reached the top of the flight. And then, just as violently, she reels around and clatters down, throws open the door and charges out onto the street, where she bangs her nose against a dark shape, as hard as a lamppost.

			 Her eyes fill with tears from the pain. She tries to peer around the shape in front of her for any sign of Armando, but a body is blocking her vision, already blurred by the tears.

			‘Are you alright?’ 

			She nods, swipes at her eyes. Armando has disappeared into the night.

			‘Are you sure?’ 

			Through her tears, he swims into her vision, and she can see that he is of her age, and his green eyes are full of concern.

			She pulls away from his grasp.

			‘I’m fine.’

			His hands drop to his sides, and he opens his mouth to speak but she has already turned away. She is being rude – she has not apologised nor thanked the stranger for his kindness. But she cares for nothing, now that she has learned that she is capable of being cruel, and above all, that she is capable of being cruel to Armando. 

		

	
		
			4

			He knocks softly on Joachim’s door and hears the scrape of a chair. His boss’s face appears at the window, then the front door is opened. Joachim is wearing a maroon-coloured dressing-gown over grey pyjamas and with his shaggy black hair and spectacles, looks less like a company director of a printing factory and more like a schoolteacher. 

			‘Armando.’

			‘It’s late. Sorry to disturb you.’

			‘Is everything okay?’

			‘I wonder if I can call Petra.’

			Joachim opens the door wider. ‘Come in.’

			There is classical music playing in the background, not loudly, but Joachim turns it down. The room is not warm, but not cold, and there is a hint of cinnamon in the air, which lends a cosy, old-maidenish feel. The television is not switched on, and he can see that Joachim has been sitting at his dining table, with a stack of books. He is a cultured, curious, knowledgeable man, and unusual. A man who, at his own expense, has repurposed a property so that his workers are not crowded in large dormitories like schoolboys, but in smaller cohorts of four, with their own kitchen and bathroom: an arrangement which allows a semblance of normal life. It was Joachim who introduced them all to Sonderbar. Most of the men never went back, only he did, and then – following his account of the many good-looking women frequenting the readings – his housemates. 

			He has been inside his boss’s house many times; he knows he is Joachim’s favourite. He has read most of the books on Joachim’s shelf, even – after telling him about the girl he danced with – a copy of Nabokov’s Lolita. He met Petra through Joachim, when his boss agreed for the intrepid investigative journalist to interview some of the city’s migrant workers for a report that only made copy after being ruthlessly redacted. Yet in the five years that he has known Joachim, he has never seen him with a woman, aside from the sister visiting from Berlin. The man appears to live a monastic life. 

			Now Joachim discreetly leaves the room, and he dials Petra’s number. She answers after three rings, her voice sleepy.

			‘Did I wake you?’ he asks.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Sorry. I just wanted to know how Clara was.’

			‘She’s sleeping.’

			‘With you?’

			‘No. She wanted Fufu, that’s all.’

			‘Did she say anything?’

			‘Only that you tried to teach someone to swim.’

			He hears her sigh.

			‘How much did she see?’

			He takes a breath. ‘Quite a lot.’ Then, ‘Or maybe not as much as I think.’

			‘I hope she doesn’t have nightmares.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Did anyone ask for you back there?’

			‘Joachim hasn’t mentioned anything.’

			‘Those guards will probably not include you in their report, Armando. It makes them look bad they didn’t find the body themselves.’

			‘It’s true.’

			‘They might have taken your names just to warn you off.’

			‘Yes.’

			Petra sounds calm, and what she is saying makes sense, but she does not know of the argument he has had with Lolita. He hears her shifting, most probably looking at the clock, and sighing again, and then she says: ‘Clara told me that apparently this Lolita helped you buy her dress.’

			‘Uh…’

			‘And that Lolita helped her put it back on.’

			He says nothing.

			‘But the buttons were not done right.’

			He laughs. ‘I didn’t notice.’

			‘Of course you didn’t. And neither did Lolita.’

			Every time she says the name, he feels like a character in a play, standing between the two women in his life, each stationed at opposing ends of a stage. Then he shakes himself. Lolita is not a woman in his life. Not yet.

			‘Is she the medical student you mentioned?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘If Clara asks me about her, what should I say, Armando?’

			‘She’s a friend, that’s all.’

			‘I didn’t know she was coming to the beach.’

			‘No, sorry, it was a last-minute decision,’ he lies.

			‘Are you sleeping with her?’

			‘No.’

			‘But you want to, don’t you?’

			He says nothing. 

			‘You’ve never introduced Clara to any of your other women, Armando.’

			He bristles. ‘You make it sound like I have a harem, Petra.’

			‘You know what I mean. This is different. Now Clara has met her and is talking about her and telling me that this Lolita helped you choose a dress for her.’

			He remains silent. 

			‘And will you go back to India with her? When she finishes her studies?’

			‘Petra…’

			‘Don’t lie to me, Armando. I don’t care who you are sleeping with, but if it’s going to affect my child, then I have a right to know.’

			He feels his face grow warm.

			‘Yes, you’re right. But she’s a friend. Nothing more.’ His stomach contracts, even saying the words. 

			‘I’m going back to sleep.’

			‘Okay, I—’ 

			She has hung up.

			He winces. He should have told her that Lolita was joining them today, but he resents the taunt: ‘your other women.’ He has not led a celibate life since he broke up with Petra, since the unplanned blessing that is Clara. While he has not had, nor wished for, prolific success, he was his most reckless during the months after Clara was born, Petra’s parents building up a barrier and encouraging him to wash his hands of the affair, even of his child. He picked up women to mask the emptiness he was feeling. But when Petra stood up for him, when Clara was six months old, perhaps convinced finally by his persistence of his sincerity, and then when the Saturday visits became a routine, he found that he had grown up, lost his appetite for such liaisons. The packet of condoms, plucked from his jacket pocket and held up between thumb and index finger: he had forgotten they were there, so little use has he had of them of late, which makes Petra’s taunt even more unfair. The last occasion was a full year ago, a moment of weakness, following a hurtful argument with Petra, an evening which he remembers now with another wince. 

			He is still gripping the handset. He depresses the switch and dials the common room of the students’ residence, but only allows it to ring twice. Lolita is not unworldly, but she has an elegance and purity about her which makes him ashamed to remember the other women. And she is braver than many he knows, probably braver than him. It was clear that what she learned of him today displeased her. He should, perhaps, not try to see her again until the dust that they have kicked up has settled. But why, then, would he part from her with a kiss? 

			Joachim re-enters the room, a tray holding a vodka bottle and glasses in his hands. 

			‘Is Clara well?’

			‘She’s fine. We took her to the beach.’

			Joachim knows much about his life, including his delicate relationship with Petra. He knows, as well, of the separate, opposing tug of Lolita Devi. Now, as he watches Joachim set the tray down on a side table, he remembers how she looked earlier in the day, the breeze ruffling her hair, checking for a pulse on the blue-white corpse of the young man. Joachim pours a generous shot into each glass and hands one to him. 

			‘Prost.’

			He downs the vodka in one gulp, but it does not give him the usual rush. When he looks up, he meets Joachim’s concerned gaze, and he has a strong urge to tell him everything. But it would be selfish. This is the man, the friend, who drove him to Petra’s parents’ house after she had given birth to Clara, so he could see his daughter for the first time without the humiliation of arriving on the doorstep, just off the tram like a stranger. Who talked with the parents in the living room, as if he were a relative of Armando’s rather than his boss, while, in Petra’s old bedroom, he held his baby daughter for the first time – a morsel of honey-coloured, sweet-smelling perfection. A miniscule yet fully formed, warm human being. Petra’s face was pink with emotion on seeing his tears of happiness and wonder.  

			‘And how is Lolita?’ his friend asks.

			When he tries and fails to speak, his friend grips his shoulder, then says, humbly: ‘I’m no expert with women. But no problem is insurmountable, Armando. A wall is only there to be climbed over.’

			It is interesting that he uses such a metaphor so glibly. 

			Joachim is watching him, and while he knows his friend will not press, he feels that he needs to reciprocate.

			‘I think it’s hard for Lolita,’ he says, ‘that I have Clara. No girl her age wants to be the wicked stepmother.’

			‘Did Clara make a fuss?’

			‘No, the opposite. She likes Lolita. But it’s not romantic to be invited to spend a day with a small child, is it?’

			Joachim smiles.

			‘No, not very romantic. Not in the conventional sense at least,’ he says. ‘But from what I know of Lolita, a bigger mistake is not to be authentic. She is the type of girl who does not want to be underestimated.’

			He says nothing.

			‘She likes you,’ Joachim is now speaking gently. ‘It’s easy to see that. More than likes, Armando. She is probably in love with you and what man would not like to have a girl such as Lolita to be in love with him?’

			It is sheer conjecture on his friend’s part, but it sparks a flash of hope in his chest. Joachim is lifting the bottle to replenish their glasses, but he holds his hand up.

			‘I must go. Thank you for the phone call.’

			Joachim says, ‘Don’t go yet. Sit for a little bit?’

			He must be lonely, on some level. But Joachim also senses his reluctance, and so places the bottle back down on the table, speaks as solicitously as a woman: ‘Another time. You must be tired.’

			He leaves Joachim’s house and walks across the cobbled esplanade towards the buildings lined up in silhouette, on the right of the giant warehouse. In the dark, the aspect is of a collection of stables set around a courtyard. In the light of day, the impression is swiftly dispelled to show three sides of a square made by brick-built former offices, re-modelled to house the twenty men in six separate flats. Joachim’s office is simply a partitioned area of the factory, while the band of women who deal with orders and accounts work from a separate building, in fact a former stable, a ten-minute walk back towards the town, nestled in the woods to the west.

			The hallway of the flat is dark when he enters, but that is because they are in the kitchen, door closed, with music softly playing. He glances at his watch. It is past midnight. He wishes simply to wash and go to bed, but he pushes open the kitchen door to see bottles of beer on the table, and that they are laying cards: Gilberto, Tiago and Ronaldo.



OEBPS/image/adsf.png





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/Perpetua.TTF


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/9781915789389.jpg





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramond-Bold.otf


