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      Uwe could already see his babe in front of him. He had met the cute chick a fortnight ago during his last visit to the St. Georg district.

      He would arrive soon. He had only seventy-five kilometres to drive to Hamburg, which was only a stone's throw away compared to the distance he had covered since he left Spain.

      He glanced at the display, which showed the time in green digits. The countdown of the tachograph to the next rest break was running relentlessly. If he didn't get to his babe fast enough, he would have to drive to a rest stop and sleep in the truck. These modern tachographs were impossible to trick. Nor was his boss.

      Fortunately, the motorway was empty at this time. The road was dry. He stepped on the gas to go a little faster than allowed; only a few kilometres per hour, still within the permitted limit. Slowly, the four-cylinder truck accelerated.

      His headlights drilled tunnels of light into the darkness. A country song played on the radio and Uwe turned up the volume. He drummed along to the rhythm with his right thumb on the steering wheel. The music kept him awake, along with the amphetamine tablet he had taken. He took the pill shortly after Karlsruhe. Usually, he kept them in the glove compartment, but he found it reassuring to know he could rely on them. Now he didn’t want to stop and rest because he longed for this cute little one with the mouse eyes but he couldn’t fall in love. His job didn't allow it.

      A glimmer of light illuminated the right-hand side of the road.

      He squinted to see better.

      Fire. Not a forest fire, he was too far north for that. An accident. A car had struck the right-hand crash barrier and caught fire.

      Uwe applied his foot to the brake. At the same time, he pressed the button on the hands-free system and spoke "one, one, two" into the microphone. A calm voice from the emergency call centre answered and asked him for facts. While the articulated lorry slowed down, Uwe reported the accident.

      Finally the truck came to a halt. He looked back up the still empty motorway. He jumped out of the cabin and ran across the empty lane.

      The fire had engulfed the car. Flames shot up metres high. The outlines of the car body were only recognisable as a black skeleton.

      Heat hit him in the face. Flakes of ash swirled through the air and landed on his shirt.

      Uwe stopped. There was nothing left to be saved.

      He stared at the wreckage. When the fuel tank went up, he didn't want to be near it.

      He turned around and hurried back to his truck.

      That's when he saw her.

      A woman ran into the field that stretched beside the motorway. Away from the burning car. Her bright hair shone in the glow of the flames. Then the darkness swallowed her up. The wail of sirens approached from the distance. As Uwe reached the cab of his truck, an explosion tore the night apart.
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      Irene lolled in comfort; her eyes still closed. She felt for the warm body next to her to cuddle some more. Only the cold sheet met her fingers. She opened her eyes. She was lying alone in bed.

      With difficulty she tried to remember why. Hubert had called on Thursday when he left Spain. He had promised to be with her bright and early on Saturday. But he had not arrived.

      Irene closed her eyes again and turned onto her left side relieving the pressure on her right shoulder, which ached again.

      Hubert had probably slept on the sofa so as not to disturb her. As he always claimed. In truth ... in truth, what? She didn't want to think about it. She massaged her shoulder. The skin felt dry. She needed to rub some body oil on it again. It had been a long time since her skin could manage without care.

      She was too lazy to go into the living room and greet him. It wouldn't bother him if she dozed a while longer. It had been a long time since Hubert had woken her in the morning with caresses. She pulled the blanket up to her nose.

      She heard a scratching sound in the hallway. A key turned in the lock. Had Hubert finally arrived?

      "You're still in bed," trumpeted Jasmin. "Good morning, late riser!"

      Irene wondered how could a night owl like her have a morning person for a daughter. She rolled out of bed and went into the bathroom. In the mirror she saw a wrinkled face and tousled shoulder-length brown hair. White roots were showing at the crown of her head; she would soon have to go to the hairdresser again. At fifty-one, she needed a few tricks to look reasonably respectable. The smell of coffee made her hurry the morning ritual.

      When she came out of the shower, a glance into the living room confirmed that the sofa was empty. Had Hubert at least called to say he would be late? She looked at the phone. No flashing light on the answering machine. No message on the mobile either.

      Irene shuffled into the kitchen.

      She did not find Hubert there either, but her daughter set the table. Bread rolls and croissants were piled up in the bread basket. Jasmin stood at the cooker, carefully putting eggs into a saucepan.

      "Hey, Mum." She turned and threw her arms around her neck.

      As always, Irene marvelled at how quickly her baby had become a grown woman. In the summer she would have to buy thirty candles for her birthday cake.

      A grey-striped cat mewed on the balcony. She put food in a bowl, opened the door and put it down for the cat. The cat had been watching her carefully. It mewed briefly and pounced on the food.

      Irene watched as the animal devoured the chunks. The stray had appeared one day, jumping over the garage roof onto her balcony. Shaggy, with dull fur. The next time she went shopping, cat food had ended up in her basket. She turned away and went into the living room.

      "Since when do you like cats?" asked Jasmin.

      When she was little, she had always wanted a pet but it would have been too much trouble for Irene. She had assumed that the work of looking after it would fall on her. There was so much going on at their hotel that she sank into bed exhausted in the evening. After all, the mortgage she had bought the hotel with had to be paid off. What had seemed like a bargain turned out to be dilapidated. Cats had been the least of her worries.

      Irene shrugged her shoulders, still too grumpy to answer.

      "Where's Pop?"

      Irene shrugged her shoulders. She couldn’t answer that question. Too often Hubert had announced he would be home, then turned up much later or called to say his project had been delayed and he needed a few more days. But he had always been reliable. The day before yesterday, he had clearly said that he would be here on Saturday night.

      The egg timer rang. Jasmin took three eggs out of the pot, rinsed them under cold water and placed them in colourfully painted ceramic cups. They were from her time as an intern in the five-star hotel on Mallorca, Irene remembered. That was ages ago, too. She forced her memory to be more precise. She had lugged the colourful egg cups around for more than thirty years, from the tiny home under the roof in her first shared flat with Hubert in Sankt Pauli to the long-awaited old building in Harvestehude.

      A smell of waffles percolated through the kitchen. Jasmin piled the hot pastries on a plate and put a small bottle of maple syrup with them. Then she placed three red paper napkins on the plates and sat down at the table.

      "Let's get started."

      She did not say that there was no point in waiting for Hubert.

      Irene took her usual seat overlooking the balcony and reached for the bread knife.

      The telephone rang. Why didn't Hubert call the mobile? Irene rose.

      "Good morning, am I speaking to Mrs Hansen?"

      "Yes, Hansen speaking. I'll tell you right now, I don't order anything over the phone. Save yourself the trouble!"

      Irene intended to hang up, but the serious tone of voice stopped her.

      "Hamburg Criminal Investigation Unit, my name is Mo Davidoglu. I'm afraid I have to give you some sad news."
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      Irene clung to Jasmin's hand. It was just as cold as her own.

      Jasmin wore sunglasses, even though the sky was overcast. You couldn't see her eyes but Irene knew they were red and swollen.

      Her friend Suzie held her up on the other side. Her shock of bright red hair stood out against her black mourning clothes.

      The pastor wore the enormous white collar of the Nordic Protestant Church.

      His words passed her by. For days, a thin veil had hung between her and the world. The only thing she wanted was sleep and dream of times when her little world had still been intact.

      "Ashes to ashes, dust to dust."

      Someone thrust a shovel into her hand. What did they expect? Was she now to shovel cold earth onto this urn? An urn that contained Hubert? A jar full of cold ashes had replace his warm, living body. Her hand moved as if by itself, without her doing anything. With a dull sound, clods of earth hit the urn.

      The red rose slipped from her fingers. She sobbed and turned away. Her daughter gently took the shovel from her. Irene staggered over to one of the tall trees that lined the row of graves. At least the ancient giants would understand her suffering with their centuries of experience. The smell of damp earth and lawn clippings intruded on her grief.

      Suzie had followed her, and they embraced. They paused for a while. Irene sobbed until her throat went dry. Then she felt silly putting on such a show at the funeral. After all, Hubert's accident had been three weeks ago, she should have controlled herself. The prosecutor had ordered a post-mortem, which had delayed the funeral. The remains had been cremated afterwards, thank goodness. She couldn't have borne to see the dissected corpse. Or even the sight of a coffin with the dead body. The idea of a cleansing flame comforted her a little at least. She wiped her eyes and straightened up.

      Suzie held out a chocolate bar to her. As if food would fix everything. She pushed her hand away and re-joined the others. Her relatives lined up to offer their condolences. Mechanically, she shook hands. An aunt, a cousin she hadn't seen in ages. Colleagues of her husband. She hardly heard the embarrassed words of sympathy.

      At the same time, she remained somehow angry with Hubert. All the plans they had still had. Travel, new hobbies. For retirement. And now he had left, out of her life forever. She heaved a sob.

      A woman approached her, took her hand.

      She looked up.

      The woman had very fair hair, individual strands were dyed light blue and pink. She was young, about the age of Jasmin, Irene estimated. A piercing disfigured one eyebrow, another her lower lip.

      The woman leaned forward, whispered in her ear, "You lost him too." Still holding her hand tightly.

      Irene took an involuntarily step back. At that moment Suzie intervened. She took the young woman by the shoulders and pushed her aside. The woman let go of Irene's hand. Suzie resolutely turned the woman around and led her away, down the path that led back to the chapel.

      Irene watched them go.

      Then Manfred van Vreeden approached her. She had last seen her husband's partner at an exhibition the architects had organised in their office. Promoting young artists or something. That was a year ago, she reflected. She felt happy then.

      The slender white-haired man took her hand. "What a terrible misfortune. Hubert died far too young. My deepest condolences."

      He spun around, holding her hand so that she had to follow his movement. Was she mistaken, or did he want to distract her from the encounter with the confused young woman?

      "Please come and see us in the next few days so that we can settle some questions about Hubert's current projects," Manfred asked.

      She nodded absently.

      "As soon as you feel up to it, of course." He seemed to have realised what he was putting her through.

      She wanted nothing more than to curl up on the sofa and sleep if possible. In her dreams, Hubert was always with her.

      "You know he managed that hotel construction in Spain. I'm taking over now, but some things are unclear to me."

      "I'm not familiar with his work."

      "Still, we'll try."

      "He hasn't talked much about what he does in the office," she objected.

      "We'll see about that then. You, as his heiress, have to sign some papers anyway so that it can go on."

      "I'll be happy to." She heard herself agreeing, although nothing was further from her mind than signing any powers of attorney for architects. What she actually longed for was peace and quiet.

      An infinite calm, like the one Hubert enjoyed now.
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      The displays radiated colour. Oranges, persimmons, tomatoes, lush green cucumbers. Irene did not see the beauty.

      She had dragged herself to the Turkish place on the corner. She was sure she wouldn't make it to the supermarket.

      Day and night were still a blur. She dozed off in bed. She had no appetite either. Today she had dragged herself to the bathroom and seen her sunken face in the mirror. As a result, she had forced herself to go shopping.

      Mechanically, she put some oranges in her basket, tomatoes and lettuce. The little shop on the corner didn't have a selection like the discounter, but it had the essentials, plus all sorts of exotic things like okra, stuffed vine leaves and other delicacies. She reached for food that she could eat cold. Irene didn't feel like cooking; she couldn't even get up the energy to do baking, her hobby.

      She had left the running of the hotel to Jasmin for days. She could manage, at least for a few days or weeks. In any case, better than Irene could manage by herself in this state.

      Irene felt better when she had filled her basket and was standing at the checkout.

      The Turkish trader rounded down the sum, letting her off a few cents.

      "Thank you," she murmured.

      As she left the shop, she heard a bright voice behind her, "Hello."

      She turned around.

      A young woman, pierced and tattooed, her light hair coiffed into a tangled bird's nest.

      Irene had seen the woman before, but where? She greeted her with a nod of her head and continued walking.

      "Just don't imagine you'll inherit everything he owned."

      The deranged woman from the cemetery! The one who had clasped her hand and talked nonsense.

      Irene walked faster.

      The young woman kept pace effortlessly. "I loved him!"

      Irene put her bag down and turned to the pushy woman. She took a deep breath. "Leave me alone!" Unintentionally, her voice broke.

      "Don't pretend you don't know anything!"

      Irene snorted. "You have me confused with someone else. We don't know each other."

      "I was Hubert's true love!"

      Irene winced when she heard her husband's name.

      "And the flat in Spain, I'll say it now, it's mine. After all, I have the keys!" At these words, the woman pointed to her own chest with her thumb. "You won't get them."

      She turned abruptly and left.

      Irene needed a moment to collect herself. Then she picked up her bag and lugged the shopping home. As she put the groceries in the fridge, the woman's words echoed inside her. Hubert's true love. Irene's thoughts were racing. The business trips to Spain to supervise the hotel project. All the overtime. Was there something she hadn't noticed?

      She reached for her mobile phone, dialling Suzie's number as she left the kitchen to snuggle into a blanket on the sofa. Suzie's voicemail answered: "You have reached the Sunshine Yoga Studio. If I don't get back to you personally, I'm teaching right now. Please leave a message and I'll call you back."

      Irene released a sob. Quickly she pressed 'hang up'. Hopefully quickly enough so that Suzie wouldn't notice her desperation. Otherwise she would be sure to come and cook for her, and force food on her she could barely choke down.

      As soon as she hung up, her friend called back. "Just been to the toilet, how are you? How can I help you?"

      "Oh, Suzie!" Irene incoherently described what had happened. That a crazed woman was stalking her. The same person who had approached her at the funeral.

      Suzie listened to her for a while. Then Irene heard her take a deep breath.

      "You really knew nothing?"
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      The notary sat enthroned behind a mighty wooden desk. He had either bought it in an antique shop or inherited it. Probably the latter, when she looked at the office. Except for one colourful oil painting, an abstract work, the furnishings looked dignified but unobtrusive. Presumably, many generations of Hanseatic lawyers had amassed money to enable Doctor Wigbert Schwekendonk to run an adequate business.

      Irene remembered the Formica table in the small kitchen where she had done her homework while her mother prepared dinner. Then she pushed the image away and concentrated on the notary's words.

      He read out the will that Hubert had deposited with him, in a worn tone of voice. It mentioned current accounts, share funds, a life insurance policy. All things which could not bring her husband back.

      Her thoughts drifted. Suzie had tried to make her understand as gently as possible that Hubert had indeed had a mistress - and probably for years. It was indeed the pierced one who had turned up at the funeral.

      "She's no older than Jasmin," Irene had interjected, startled.

      She had seen the two of them together in a restaurant, Suzie had said. Canoodling. And a few months later at an art opening.

      "Why didn't you tell me?" What were girlfriends for anyway? Suzie wasn't usually reticent.

      "I thought you knew," Suzie had replied lamely. "Would tolerate it."

      Under no circumstances would Irene have tolerated a rival. She would have kicked Hubert out of the house.

      Would she have? Or would she have remained silent, feigning ignorance?

      The notary's voice came through to her, interrupting her thoughts. His tone had changed somehow.

      "Of everything, your daughter inherits the compulsory portion, i.e. one quarter. However, your husband, who has now passed away, has left one of his assets to you alone; the Spanish company 'Daurada Ltda'. It will become your property in its entirety.

      Irene looked at him uncomprehendingly.

      "Making an inheritance in Spain requires some bureaucratic effort, as we know from other clients. We will of course be happy to assist you with that." The notary looked at her hopefully. "We also have relationships with local partners who are trustworthy."

      Irene was stunned. "What kind of company?" The image of a factory appeared in her mind's eye.

      The notary looked at the documents again. "No statement is made here about the nature of the business. The assets refer to a property in a place called ..." He leafed through. "In Cambrils. A property with sixty square metres of floor space, acquired ten years ago."

      A factory on sixty square metres?

      The notary already spoke further. "It does not have to be an active, producing company. In Spain, there are significant inheritance taxes on residential property. To avoid these taxes, companies are founded and the residential property is transferred to the assets of a company. In the case of inheritance, it is not the property itself that is inherited, but the company. They are no longer subject to inheritance tax. In plain language: The company is probably an auxiliary construction. I assume that you will inherit a flat in the town of Cambrils."

      The flat the tattooed girl had talked about! It really existed.

      "When did he acquire it?" asked Irene wanly.

      The notary flipped back again and gave the year. "In property for ten years, that's good, then there is no concern that the company was set up to avoid inheritance taxes."

      Irene gasped for breath. Hubert had kept the existence of this flat from her for ten years. Ten years of lies?
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      Irene distributed coffee spoons on saucers. The funeral had been a few days ago now, but the pain still lingered. She felt numb. The cheerful voice of the presenter from the morning show reached her as if through a curtain.

      "You really want to go there?" asked Jasmin, taking slices of cheese from a packet and arranging them on a plate for the breakfast buffet.

      The coffee spoons clinked when they touched the saucers. Irene paced around the table, rhythmically continuing to distribute the spoons. Clink, clink, clink.

      "I'm just saying." Jasmin sounded huffy. "The spring dental conference is coming up."

      "Why didn't Olga come?" She had already been absent the other day. "It's ridiculous that we have to prepare breakfast ourselves."

      "She's got the flu or something. Someone has to do it. If you go to Spain, I'll be all alone." Jasmin sounded querulous. "And the spring conference is next week. The house full of dentists."

      The spoons were on the saucers. Irene took the cups out of the dishwasher. Delicate porcelain cups through which the light shimmered. The smooth material felt good. She placed one after the other on the saucers.

      "You know how fussy dentists are." Jasmin did not give up.

      "We are two directors. One can be away for a while."

      Irene was getting fed up with the discussion. She wouldn't be absent forever. The notary had said something about a Spanish tax number that she would need to dissolve the mysterious company. He had also recommended an advisor who would help her with the bureaucracy and then lost himself in a lecture on Spanish inheritance law.

      Meanwhile, the scene at the grave had played over and over again in her mind's eye as the earth slipped from her shovel and hit with a dull sound. How Jasmin clutched her cold hand.

      She had only paid attention to the notary's words again when he said, "I'd like to be by the sea again, too."

      Even at the cost of losing her spouse, Irene asked herself. Then she pulled herself together. The notary had only wanted to make small talk. In any case, she would soon be at the seaside.

      The flat that made up Hubert's company was apparently in a town on the coast. She understood that it could be reached in one or two hours from Barcelona. Not exactly a trip around the world to drop by, get the documents in order and initiate the sale.

      The exuberant voice of the radio presenter announced a raffle. Irene reached for the remote control and turned off the radio.

      "I have some papers to sign and then I'll be back."

      "Surely you can do all that online. The flat ... who knows what it looks like there."

      What would it look like there? Like Hubert's office, Irene thought. He never had a knack for interior design.

      If she hadn't intervened, her flat would be furnished with fancy but uncomfortable steel furniture and strange modern artworks would hang on exposed concrete walls.

      Irene placed more porcelain cups on the saucers. She had reached the tables by the window, which were particularly popular in the morning because the morning sun was shining in. Just make the coffee and everything would be ready for the first early risers.

      "Do you really want to look at Pop's love nest?"

      Irene slumped down on a chair and hid her face in her hands. She was breathing heavily. 'Love nest'. The words echoed through her head. He had not been there alone. Why hadn't this idea occurred to her? It was also why the pierced one had laid claim to the property. A sharp pain ran through her heart.

      Jasmin stepped behind her and stroked her shoulders, massaging the hardened muscles.

      "Do you really think so?" Irene noticed how despondent her voice sounded.

      "Maybe it really is a commercial enterprise. Who knows what Paps had invested there. He was good with money."

      Jasmin was right. Hubert had had a knack for the financial side of things, and in the past few years things had gone steadily upwards. Irene only regretted that he hadn't been more open with her. Why hadn't he told her that he had bought a flat - or a company - in Spain?
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      Irene squinted at the sea. The low spring sun cast a glistening trail on the calm water, rippling over the waves. The light blinded Irene. A grey blanket of clouds had hung over Hamburg for the past few months. It hadn't even occurred to her to take her sunglasses when she packed for the flight to Barcelona.

      The property held by Daurada Ltda had turned out to be a flat in a holiday complex. She had not seen much of it yet. Last night she had arrived in the dark and fallen onto the sofa, dog-tired. A glance into the bedroom had convinced her that a night on the sofa would be more bearable than in the bed. This morning she had immediately fled the flat again.

      Now she was sitting on the terrace of a café, enjoying the light breeze blowing in from the sea. A coffee machine gurgled. A huge, shiny chrome model, as she had noticed with a quick glance at the bar before finding this spot on the terrace.

      The sun's rays caressed her skin. She closed her eyes for a moment and enjoyed the warmth. She became aware of her first moment of peace in weeks.

      "Here you go". The waiter spoke a few words of German, just as she spoke a few words of Spanish. She remembered more than she thought, even though the stay in Mallorca during her training as a hotel manageress was several decades ago. In front of her now sat a seductive smelling cup of latte with plenty of foam, just the way she loved it. She took a sip and tasted the flavours of vanilla and caramel.

      A screech shattered the silence. Irene looked up but couldn't see where the annoying sound came from. From the palm trees that lined the promenade?

      "Parrot," said the waiter, who had noticed her glance.

      Parrots in Spain?

      "Parakeets," said a man sitting at the next table, also drinking coffee, with a newspaper open in front of him. A huge, shaggy dog lay at his feet. "Collared parakeets. They screech unbearably. Pollute everything. They're not from around here."

      She peered over at him. He was quite tall, broad-shouldered, wore casual but quality clothes. 'Casual chick', her friend Suzie would have called it. From the tone of his voice, he was also from northern Germany.

      "You're not from here either. German?"

      Immediately afterwards, Irene regretted her question. She had just heard him speak fluent German. Besides, he had bright blue eyes, his hair was flaxen. Good-looking in a relaxed way. 'I wouldn't push him off the edge of the bed,' would be Suzie's comment. She often only saw a person's appearance. Strange for someone who had immersed herself in yoga and Far Eastern wisdom.

      "Yes, but I live here," the stranger replied, as if he had to justify himself.

      Irene did not answer. She concentrated on her drink and the magnificent view of the sea. She hadn't come here to get angry about xenophobic remarks, even if they only referred to birds. She had other things to do. The task ahead of her demanded all her strength anyway.
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      The waves came in and out.

      Irene could not get enough of the view. She gazed into the blue expanse. The waves were moderately high, not to be compared with the breakers of the North Sea. And yet ... this irregularly even sound ... captivated her. A mild wind blew around her face, carrying scents of rosemary, pine and seaweed.

      Each of the waves seemed to carry away one of her worries. Irene had many worries, but the number of waves was infinite. She followed the individual waves as they approached the beach until they broke and turned into white spray. Shouldn't every fifth wave be bigger than the others? Irene started counting, but soon gave up. Every now and then a bigger wave approached, but it was not always the fifth. She could not find any regularity. Nature could not be calculated.

      She began to shiver. Despite the blazing sun, the wind kept her cool. She pulled the silk scarf tighter around her neck. A valuable shawl of a traditional French brand that Hubert had given her. "The Hermès scarf holds its value," he had said.

      She forbade herself to think about Hubert and continued walking along the beach, enjoying the water on her feet, even more the yielding sand. The movement warmed her up again.

      When she looked towards the sun, the sand glittered golden. No wonder the region had been named Costa Daurada, the gilded coast. She had read in the tourist information brochure that splinters of mica slate, on display at the airport, were responsible for the effect. Whatever the reason for the sparkle, it seemed as if gold particles littered the beach. In between, pearly shells, white pebbles and shards of glass abraded by the water stood out, the colour dull yet fascinating.

      Irene trudged on, although she had not actually intended to take an extended walk. A few hundred metres in front of her, a man walked his dog. The animal pranced around the man, who kept bending down to pick up and throw a piece of driftwood. The dog ran enthusiastically and retrieved the wood. Otherwise, the beach appeared empty.

      In the distance, small chains of hills could be glimpsed, fading towards the horizon. Just then, an aeroplane curved across the sky, leaving a white vapour trail on the blue background. Irene caught herself thinking that she would delay as long as possible before she got back on the plane to Hamburg, despite being urgently needed at the hotel. She pushed the thought away and kept walking. She wanted to look determined.

      Small bubbles got stuck in the sand in a fine line at the seashore. Irene was careful not to step on the bubbles, although they were about to burst anyway. A game played according to its own rules.

      Despite the cloudless sky, the wind continued to pick up. It carried sand particles that whipped uncomfortably against her calves. She bent down and rolled up her trouser legs again, just enough so that she could still walk barefoot without soaking her trousers.

      Her feet were chalky white. No wonder, they hadn't seen the sun all winter. Her nails also needed a pedicure. She straightened up.

      At that moment, a gust of wind tore the scarf from her neck. Before she could react, it fluttered away, out to sea. It fell slowly and met a wave that gently lifted it.

      Irene saw the bright colours swaying in the water. She ran into the surf, but a slightly higher wave of ice-cold water broke over her jeans. She squealed and ran back onto the firm sand. With each surge, her scarf floated further away. Her heart tightened. Never again would she receive a gift from Hubert. Everything that reminded her of him now was so infinitely precious.

      "Porta'l, Fosca!" a dark voice called. The dog she had just seen in the distance plunged into the floods. He was about the size of a sheepdog, but had long, shaggy hair. He paddled with his paws. Soon he seemed to reach the cloth, but whenever he got close, he drifted back again while the waves pulled the cloth out.

      "Get him back! He's being dragged away by the current ..."

      The man turned to look at her. Now that he was standing right in front of her, she recognised him: the man with the sea-blue eyes who had just been reading the newspaper in the café. He looked at the sea again, at the animal that was eagerly fighting the surf. Then he raised two fingers to his mouth and whistled.

      The dog raised its head, turned instantly, and came back to the beach. No sooner had he left the water than he shook himself violently so that drops splashed in all directions. He came running to them, peering guiltily through his forehead fringe with wide eyes. The man bent down, patted and praised the animal. Then he looked up. "I'm sorry."

      "It's not so bad," Irene said. She wondered if that was true or just an expression of politeness. One of the last mementos of Hubert was irretrievably lost. The dog shook his shaggy hair again.

      Drops of water splashed Irene in the face.

      "May I?" The man stepped closer to her, raised his hand, and wiped her chin. Carefully he removed the splashes the dog had shaken in her face. He smiled. As he did so, the lines beside his eyes deepened.

      Irene stared at him. Finally, she tore herself away from the sight of those sea-blue eyes. Because she couldn't think of anything better to say, she said: "There's nothing going on here at all, and yet this is a dream beach."

      "Spaniards don't go to the sea in winter. Much too cold."

      "It's March already."

      They trudged side by side through the sand, back towards the marina.

      "Yes, but the temperatures are still low. By our standards."

      "And you're on the road too, aren't you?"

      Irene didn't really care why the man was on the beach, but she had to say something to keep the conversation going.

      "My mother is German, I'm probably immune to cold. By the way, my name is Pep." Pep laughed and again those lines formed around his eyes. "I've lived here since I was twenty."

      Irene eyed him. How old could he be? The first wrinkles around his eyes, his face tanned - no wonder if he lived here. She could already feel her skin tightening on her nose and cheeks. After the winter she was as pale as cheese. She had to get some sunscreen the next time she went to the supermarket.

      "So a local, as it were."

      They walked side by side, with Pep always dodging and giving way to her when they came across a clump of seaweed or flotsam that they had to go around.

      "It depends on the perspective. The Catalans probably always see me as Aleman, the German, as a foreigner ... I have to live with that." It sounded resigned.

      Irene looked up. Apparently not a parrot racist after all, but someone who sat between all chairs. And had come to terms with it. Or struggled with it? She could not tell from his words.

      "And the dog needs exercise, for that reason alone I have to go to the beach in all weathers."

      The dog seemed to realise that the man was talking about him. He jumped up Irene's leg, seemed to grin at her with his mouth open, his pink tongue hanging out wide.

      "May I introduce: Fosca. A Gos catalan, a Catalan herding dog. Belongs to my sister. Most of the time, although it's me who walks him."

      Irene looked at the animal kindly, but had no desire to pet the filthy, wet dog. They walked on, Pep said nothing and she enjoyed the moment of walking side by side in silence. The man radiated a kind of inner peace that she missed in herself. Even in normal times.
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