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  1.1




  The trouble starts as soon as they arrive. The flight to Damascus is delayed for an unspecified reason, which means another three hours with Udo.




  Rike thinks they should leave him at the airport but doubts that Henning would approve. It doesn’t help that they are early. Udo wants to know if the trouble with the flight is a regular

  problem, or something more ominous. Damascus, he says, fretting the word. Damascus. He suggests a drive around the salt flats or into Larnaca, when Henning receives a call.




  Henning dips his head to listen, one hand at his hip he strikes a pose of concentrated irritation. The call is bad news, and he looks to Udo. ‘We have identification,’ he says.

  ‘Papers on the train.’




  Henning wants Udo to explain how an intelligent man can somehow disappear from inside a sealed train, moving at, what, sixty, seventy, eighty kilometres an hour, with doors which do not open,

  with windows which do not lower, to be found in pieces on the tracks? How is this possible? How does a man who has evaded capture for so long find himself caught between the Napoli–Roma

  Express and the Milano Eurostar? How?




  In any case, he doesn’t believe that this is Stephen Sutler on the train tracks in Rome, any more than he believes Sutler was sighted in Grenoble, or that the man currently in hospital in

  Damascus is Sutler. Whatever identification they’ve found on the train will prove false.




  Udo isn’t happy to be challenged. He isn’t happy to be talking about this in Rike’s presence. He begins to explain they don’t yet know what happened in Rome, and anyway,

  this isn’t their business. If he’s honest he doesn’t see why they should be responsible for the man in Damascus. He’s serious. ‘This isn’t our concern.’

  Leave it to the Americans. Leave it to the British.




  Henning holds out his hands, insulted.




  ‘This is your best advice?’




  ‘The police. The appropriate British authorities. Let them work this out.’




  They view the salt lake from the car. The land slopes toward the sea then flattens in a perfect line to a field of white. Rike squints to take it in. There are stories of

  resurrections, visions, transpositions. Cities have been seen in the shimmering light, ships traversing or hovering above the plain. The salt is blindingly bright and moisture rises from the bed in

  waves which obliterate the horizon. While they have time, Udo doesn’t want to visit the shrine.




  Henning asks Rike where else she wanted to go. Some mosque, right, a sepulchre or mausoleum? Could Rike explain to Udo about the sepulchre? Udo says he’s heard about it. Umm Haram? Hala

  Tekke? That building across the salt flat surrounded by palms. The only feature in an otherwise blank terrain.




  None of them know for certain.




  There’s some other place she’s thinking of in town.




  ‘I know,’ Udo says. ‘I know. I know what you’re going to say.’




  Henning wants to make a point and won’t be robbed of the opportunity.




  In town Rike visits the tomb on her own. Henning and Udo stay with the car and talk business. It’s exactly what you’d hope for. Something and nothing. Steps down to

  a chamber and an open tomb. A ceiling so low you have to bow. A row of censers. Stone and dust. The absent body of a saint. She isn’t sure how to behave in such a place, even on her own.




  When she returns to the street Henning and Udo are leaning against the car, smoking and sulking.




  ‘Tell him,’ he says, ‘who was buried here.’




  ‘I know.’




  Rike opens the car door, sits inside, winds down the window and tells Udo that this is Lazarus’s tomb, although the lid is shattered and the tomb is empty.




  Udo holds up his hands, it’s the same gesture Henning uses. He rolls his eyes. ‘I know.’




  Henning stands upright and the car adjusts.




  ‘We bring him here.’




  ‘We don’t bring him here.’




  Henning turns to Rike. ‘Tell him why he’s here. Tell him about Lazarus.’




  ‘He isn’t here. It’s empty.’




  ‘But tell him. And tell him why he came here.’




  ‘He had to escape. He fled and came to Cyprus. This is where he died.’




  ‘We bring him here.’




  Udo indulges Henning’s idea, although it’s clear that he doesn’t agree. ‘Why?’




  ‘Because he’s in our care. Because we can keep him safe.’




  Udo straightens his suit jacket. He hates stories, he says, especially stories like this.




  ‘We bring him here,’ Henning turns to Udo, ‘to Cyprus, and we see who comes after him.’




  ‘This isn’t thought through. It’s undigested. It looks like a solution, but it isn’t.’




  ‘We bring him here.’




  ‘We do no such thing.’ This is Udo’s final word.




  On their way home, Henning stops to show Rike the view. Behind him a single peak rises from a flat plain. On top of this peak sits a monastery. She’s seen the image in

  postcards, the blocked walls bridging boulders and outcrops. Without a bare blue summer sky it isn’t as impressive as expected. Henning sucks on an ice-pop. One hand on his hip again, but

  this time he isn’t annoyed. He asks Rike not to tell her sister about the man on the train. Not one word. Isa doesn’t need to know, and she isn’t to mention it. OK? Agreed? He

  tucks his tie into his pocket and leans forward so the lolly won’t drip onto his shirt. His lips are stained red and he laughs. He stands in front of a sign that says no photographs

  – military installation and asks Rike to take a photo. ‘Send it to Isa,’ he says, ‘tell her we’ll be back in an hour.’ They will stop by work first.




  Rike holds the phone to Henning’s ear as he drives because his fingers are sticky, and the headset hasn’t worked since he dropped it. Udo is stuck in the departure

  lounge and there’s a rumour that this will be the last civilian flight into Damascus. He’s thinking they should go back to their original plan. He wants Henning to join him, not

  immediately, but in a couple of days. There will be military flights from the British base at Akrotiri.




  Henning disagrees with almost everything he’s hearing. He shakes his head.




  ‘How? Why? It makes no sense. Train doors do not open. They just don’t. Not while it’s moving. Even in Italy.’ Pause. ‘No. Why would he?’ Pause. ‘I

  don’t know. I don’t see how that’s possible.’ Henning will soon become a father. His imminent fatherhood has made him particular, exact. He’s a little

  insufferable.




  He begins to drive faster, indicates that Rike needs to keep the phone to his ear. ‘These aren’t the questions I’d be asking. I’d question how he got from inside a sealed

  train to outside.’ Then, finally, more emphatically. ‘It isn’t Sutler. It can’t be. It has to be someone else. Sutler doesn’t exist . . . And Grenoble,’ he asks,

  ‘before you go. What’s the news from Grenoble?’ Henning listens then agrees to make the call himself.




  The problem, he explains to Rike, is that we have three Sutlers and a level of unimaginable incompetence, in Iraq, in Turkey, in Malta, in Italy. At every turn. The first, in Rome, was caught

  between two trains and ripped to pieces. This Sutler, to demonstrate the confusion, doesn’t match any earlier description of Sutler. The second was a man sighted in Grenoble who has since

  disappeared. The third is a man found wandering in the Syrian desert, currently in hospital in Damascus.




  ‘The thing is,’ he says. ‘We have three Sutlers, when we shouldn’t have one.’ Sutler, he is convinced, does not exist.




  ‘I’ll have to go to Damascus,’ he says. ‘I can see this happening. It could be for a while.’




  Henning seldom talks about his work, and today, while speaking with Udo about Sutler, she sensed something she couldn’t place. Regret?




  ‘Make sure Isa doesn’t get into trouble. Keep an eye on her? Make sure she doesn’t do too much. Make sure she keeps her appointments. Keep her out of trouble, and above all,

  keep her calm. If I go,’ he says. ‘If. I’ll be back before the birth.’




  This, Rike guesses, was the point of today’s trip. Not to deliver his superior to the airport, not to help choose a gift, but to gain an assurance. Isa needs to take things easy.




  





  1.2




  The first report – that Stephen Sutler has been killed in Italy, struck by a train – sounds implausible. Gibson struggles to confirm the information. He calls Parson

  but gets no reply. He calls two journalists at the IP, then a friend at the Home Office. Finally he calls Paul Geezler, former Advisor to a Division Chief at HOSCO, now Director of CONPORT,

  thinking this is good news, which makes discussing what he needs to discuss a little easier.




  ‘This is what we know,’ he says. ‘It isn’t much. I suppose there’s some way to identify him, otherwise, why would this be announced?’




  While it’s frustrating not to have Parson’s word on this, Gibson feels some vindication. Parson wasn’t wrong: Sutler is in southern Italy, and has been, more than likely, for

  all this time.




  Geezler isn’t so sure. Why is this man believed to be Sutler? It seems a spurious attribution? What are the facts?




  Gibson repeats what he’s heard. Nothing is confirmed. It’s still a rumour. As soon as he has details, he’ll let him know. He looks at the river as he speaks, at the long span

  of Blackfriars Bridge. He asks about the reconstruction, the dissolution of HOSCO and its re-emergence as CONPORT. He asks if Geezler has seen the Financial Times. ‘There’s

  nothing but admiration,’ he says, ‘everyone is sounding confident.’




  Geezler confides that he would like the whole thing over. He’s taken a company which is now the byword for corruption, divided its business into separate zones, and parsed out the

  responsibilities. He isn’t saying there shouldn’t be some accounting, someone held responsible, especially the authors of this disaster, Sutler, Howell, the men at Camp Liberty, but it

  needs to end. As soon as the hearing is done, they can all move on.




  ‘Look, Paul . . .’ Gibson is grateful that Geezler has introduced the subject. On the river a barge works against the current. ‘They’ve called me in. They want me at the

  hearing.’ Gibson shifts his weight and balance to keep the barge in the centre of vision. ‘I’ve already spoken with them. I’m guessing they want me to repeat everything at

  the actual hearing. I have nothing new.’ Gibson refers to his notes laid across his desk. ‘April. Twentieth. I don’t quite know what they’re after.’




  Geezler says this is anyone’s guess. He wonders why Gibson has been asked to appear in person, when others have submitted testimonies and are not being called, and others will appear in

  prepared video statements. He sounds impatient. ‘HOSCO is over. It’s history. What’s left of the military contracts are now handled by CONPORT. They should be happy that this, at

  least, has been salvaged. Everybody is tired of all the bad news. We need to be moving forward,’ he says. ‘I have to be honest. If the man in Rome turns out to be Sutler, it won’t

  be a bad thing.’




  Gibson agrees.




  The windows are dusty. He shuts his right eye and the barge loses distinction. He wonders if this is new or something he hasn’t noticed before. His left eye has always been weaker. At some

  point the body offers only disappointment.




  





  1.3




  Rike finds the cat flopped over the kerb, impossibly soft with a long black tail tracing the edge of the paving. A hard sun cooks a vegetable stink off the road. The cat has

  been shot and much of its head is lost to the dust, the blood can’t be distinguished at a distance from the fur (an oily black) so the animal’s shape shifts from something familiar and

  toy-like – tail, legs, a handsome skinny body, a luxuriant pelt – to something approximate, a spill or a smattering. The cat, in contradiction to its pose and silky fur, isn’t

  soft at all but stiff, and this is what makes her feel sorry – how she knows something is wrong, because even from a distance the head doesn’t make sense.




  Rike can’t remember the name her sister gave it, but is certain that this is the one Isa singled out because of his skinny grace and how he seemed simultaneously wild but familiar enough

  with people. These cats are distinctive: thin and long and built for speed and stealth with small and narrow heads.




  She crouches beside the animal, doesn’t want to touch it but finds it hard not to reach out, at least to run a finger over its paw. The previous night she’d felt the same urge, as

  the cat, startlingly black, materialized from the night and crept toward the food. People round here, would they kill a domestic animal for sport? Superstition? Fun? Henning talks about rivalries

  and vendettas between the families who fled the north and were assigned houses, decades ago, in town or in the villages, and the families who still live in the small row-on-row blockhouses of what

  was once a simple refugee camp but is now referred to as a settlement, a township. Even now, the people in the settlement don’t properly belong in town or out of town, and

  there are second, third, and fourth generations who have no direct memory of their exodus, who insist that Famagusta, Kyrenia, North Nicosia are home when those houses have accepted new owners,

  long-since established. Killing a cat would be a way to keep trouble bubbling, to remind someone that this is not their home.




  Rike also feels displaced, albeit in a lesser, trivial, way. They were supposed to be in Damascus (they being Rike, her sister, her sister’s husband, and soon-to-arrive baby). Her

  sister’s child was to be born in Syria, they dearly wanted this, but no, the majority of the German consulate and their families have been evacuated. Most have been sent home, some to Turkey:

  a few, who need to monitor the remaining interests of German nationals in Syria, have been relocated to Cyprus. While Henning works in Nicosia, Isa has chosen accommodation in Limassol, a good

  forty-five minutes away and closer to a hospital. So the child’s birthplace will be Cyprus, and Cyprus feels like nowhere. A holiday island, a place to play – and Rike pines for the

  break she isn’t going to have, the one the two sisters planned, their time, before everything changes with the baby.




  Rike speaks with Henning about the cat when he calls in the morning. She makes sure she’s the first to answer, because it’s possible he’s arranged to have the

  cats removed as he doesn’t like his wife’s habit of feeding the strays and can’t understand her sentimentality.




  ‘I’m pretty sure it’s one of her favourites. Black. A little wild. She’s given them names.’ Arabic names, names of districts, streets, and markets.




  Between them they agree not to tell Isa. The move, their own exodus, has been disruptive enough.




  Too lazy to pick up, Isa takes her calls on speakerphone. Rike shouts, It’s Henning, and leaves for her room because she doesn’t like to hear their arguments, every detail

  cutting through the apartment, which is much too large, hollow and temporary. Today Henning holds his ground.




  ‘You’re not doing them any favours. You’re prolonging the inevitable.’ Henning makes no secret of the fact that he doesn’t want Isa feeding these creatures.

  ‘You shouldn’t be near them. They have scabies, this is why they are bald, fleas, and ticks, and god-knows-what. You should think about what you’re doing.’ He hopes to be

  home soon. Udo is coming round to his idea.




  Rike can hear Henning’s exasperation. Doubt roils in his classic pauses (Henning is known for his pauses). He can make you feel stupid, he can posit doubt – all with the briefest

  pause. When Isa hangs up she ambles back to Rike’s room, hand on her belly, a slow wading walk. ‘They give them training: How to Manipulate People.’ She makes bunny-ear quotations

  with her fingers, then, walking away, casually drops the complaint. ‘You know where he’s staying? He’s staying in the Hyatt. Where we were engaged. The Hyatt. Some covert

  operation.’ While Henning is not a spy, there is, nevertheless, some truth to the fact that the intelligence community prefer the Hyatt, Henning would confirm this. The Hyatt, it’s

  a standing joke among the staffers, is always the last refuge in a coup.




  Rike has to agree about the cats. It might not sound rational, but who knows if there’s rabies on the island, or if a cat scratch could open some improbable complication in the last

  trimester. She knows you can get lockjaw, or that allergy where you grow hard buboes in your neck or armpits. Jesus. Cats aren’t as friendly as they appear: fur, teeth, instinct, selfishness

  and cunning. Essentially they’re just big rats. Unlike Henning, Rike can’t speak about her fears without sounding ridiculous. Henning is always certain. Not one gram of doubt or

  self-consciousness. Everything about the man announces confidence, the silences and withdrawals, his assured authority. And he is back in Syria, secretly, to help identify a man found in the

  desert. A man in a coma. A man hooked to drips and machines. A man they are pumping back to life so they can transport him to Cyprus. A man everyone has been looking for: Stephen Lawrence

  Sutler. Sutler Number Three.




  Rike follows the news about Rome on the internet. The man who died was seen running along the tracks before he was hit. There are rumours, and rumours about rumours. There are

  photographs of men standing on railway sidings, an aqueduct beside them, captions explaining that the evidence was spread over two hundred metres. The men are wearing sunglasses and they look down,

  about, concentrated on their task.




  Isa spoons cat food into one of five bowls, her face set in a grimace. The sisters play a game: how did the man get to the desert? Sutler Number Three.




  ‘Dumped.’




  ‘Bad business . . .’




  ‘Drugs.’




  ‘. . . ran out of fuel. Walked in the wrong direction.’




  ‘Asked a Russian for directions.’




  ‘Punishment. A quarrel. Bad love.’




  ‘Stag night.’




  ‘Outcast. Because people hate him.’




  Three books sit in a line across the counter, Isa is undecided on which thriller she wants to read. She tells Rike that she can’t work out her mood this morning, and Rike knows well enough

  not to pester her. It’s important to match the right book to the right mood. Isa is wearing one of her brother’s T-shirts: ‘Show Me Your Junk’, which she claims not to

  understand. Her favourite reads ‘It Isn’t Going to Suck Itself’. Henning dislikes the T-shirt almost as much as he despises her brother. ‘It’s a point of fact,’

  Isa likes to say, which only makes him shake his head. She’s not to be seen within a hundred kilometres of anyone from the embassy wearing those T-shirts. ‘I’ll take it

  off,’ she agrees, ‘before I answer the door.’ Isa studied psychology before switching to the diplomatic service (two reasons why she will always finish an argument). She reminds

  Henning that there are more present worries, for example: the apartment is owned by a Russian company. Russian. She found this out today. Karnezis Property is owned by Palakov

  International. Andrei Palakov is a self-styled community investor and biznizman. What percentage of their rent, she wonders, is going to fund the trouble they’ve so recently

  fled?




  On Rike’s first evening Henning had warned her that there were bars she shouldn’t frequent, a casino, a good number of the nightclubs and hotels, all owned by a Russian consortium,

  little more than a mini-Mafia, and she should avoid them – not because they are corrupt, and not because of the known drug-trafficking, but because of the ‘current tension’.

  The situation. She should do nothing to embarrass him. Does she understand? It’s just about OK to shop in the Russian market, and maybe, if she has to, there’s the hair salon

  and nail bar, but where possible she shouldn’t patronize Russian businesses. Just to be sure. Isa spoke with Rike afterward and said that she should do whatever she likes, within

  reason, and isn’t it amazing how seriously Henning takes himself. Mini-Mafia? Situation? Seriously? ‘Just don’t bring a Russian home, OK?’




  Isa has her own reservations about Russians, since, in their first week, a cargo ship loaded with arms for the Syrian government weathered a storm in Cypriot waters. Customs wouldn’t check

  it, she said. Wouldn’t go near. Imagine that happening anywhere else. Isa has a theory about Cyprus. How everything is falling apart because it benefits Europe and Russia to allow the country

  to ruin itself. It’s all about minerals. It’s all about untapped off-shore gas. She has other ideas about Syria, about situations which involve direct conflict.




  Isa retrieves another can of cat food from the cupboard and asks Rike if she can guess what they’re calling the man they found in the desert. She pauses, a beat. ‘Mr Crispy.’




  She holds up the can to read the label, ‘What do you think is in this?’ Reads Greek then English. ‘It says chicken. I don’t think it’s chicken. I think they mean

  pony. Or dog. That’s why they like it so much.’ She sets the bowls side by side on the patio and waves her arm for balance. She hasn’t forgiven Henning for the Hyatt.

  ‘He’ll be swimming laps. Like he needs to.’ She reaches out for her sister to help her up. ‘Still, I’m glad you’re here.’ She strains on the words as she

  rises. ‘If people knew half the stuff about pregnancy that I know now, nobody would bother.’ Isa collects bad birthing stories. Not stories where sad and terrible events occur, but

  stories of indignity, people fouling themselves, assaulting husbands and partners, slapping midwives. Women addled by sedatives, convinced they’re giving birth to a monkey or a piece of

  fruit. Not stories, so much, as tools to mortify Henning. Given the circumstances, Rike finds this a little distasteful.




  Once upright Isa tells Rike that they need to talk, her voice becoming darker. The older sister about to set her right.




  ‘I’ve been thinking. I know Henning wants you to look after me. I know. But you can’t spend the whole time stuck in the house with me. It will drive you crazy and it will drive

  me crazy. You can’t do nothing.’ And then the news. ‘I think I’ve found you a job.’




  Rike watches her sister pick one of the books from the counter. On the cover a graphic of a man in a coffin buried alive. Black and red and angular. Two weeks, that’s as long as Isa could

  manage before changing the terms of Rike’s stay.




  In the garden the cats stir from their hiding places, little divots scratched in the dust beneath the fig trees. Their paths avoid the lemons fallen either side which mould and soften and send

  out a sharp soapy tang. A familiar movement of cats emerging then stretching, one leg, two legs, a yawn, and tails, if they have them, curling back and shivering. They each do this and the women

  watch with pleasure. Among them a black cat moves silkily along the wall. Wary, but loose. There must have been two, Rike tells herself, unless, of course, it’s the same cat claiming its

  other lives.




  





  1.4




  The news about Parson comes directly from the police.




  Gibson doesn’t understand why it’s taken so long to inform them. He asks: when did this become clear? When was this certain? Sutler’s death has caused a frenzy of calls, work,

  and bother, and in one short statement the news is refigured into an uncomprehendable shape. It was Parson.




  He asks the question again. Are they certain?




  The answer is simple. The material they found on the train, the papers found in a bag, mentioned Sutler. These were Parson’s notes.




  It doesn’t make sense. Parson running along a train track? He can’t imagine the man running. A man like Parson doesn’t run. He tells this to the police. He asks if they are absolutely certain.




  They need to know more about Parson. Was he working for Gibson & Baker or HOSCO?




  ‘He was working for us. We assess claims for HOSCO – we used to. Parson was in Iraq when Stephen Sutler disappeared. HOSCO wanted someone immediately on the job and Parson was

  available.’ Gibson closes his eyes when he speaks. Partly to think, but also because he doesn’t want to look at either of the policemen. He explains: Stephen Lawrence Sutler stole a

  great deal of money. He was managing a project for HOSCO in Iraq, and he disappeared. The investigation has exposed a good amount of, let’s not call it illegal, exactly, but

  non-standard activity in HOSCO’s dealings with the military and with US funding sources. As a result the company has collapsed, or rather, it has been dissolved, and there’s a great

  deal of interest in finding the man responsible.




  The men know this. They want to see Parson’s reports. He did make reports?




  Gibson asks for his secretary, Margaret. He apologizes first and asks that she join him. Poised in the door, arm extended, he waits for her to set aside her work. In the outer office the staff

  stop working, the room quietens, and attention focuses on Gibson’s door as Margaret approaches.




  Margaret is asked to sit. The door is closed, and the information is repeated. She struggles to understand. This must be, she says, a terrible mistake. Surely? He was here before Christmas.

  After his wife came out of hospital. We were talking last week.




  She turns to Gibson and asks, almost in a whisper, if someone has contacted Laura. His wife, she says. Wasn’t she also with him? She’s only recently out of hospital.




  Gibson waits until the afternoon to call Geezler, and still does not understand the news as he repeats it.




  Geezler, who has been aggravated by Parson’s comings and goings, is respectful, perhaps contrite. Like everyone else he is confused by the circumstances.




  ‘He was on the tracks?’




  Gibson says he doesn’t understand it either.




  ‘Tracks?’




  He has no further information.




  Geezler wants to extend condolences to Parson’s wife, but he doesn’t want to intrude. If there’s anything he can do Gibson should let him know. Any expense. Any way in which he

  might be able to help. Perhaps he doesn’t need to mention his involvement, in which case Gibson could act as mediator. Gibson agrees. This isn’t the time to be talking about HOSCO.

  Geezler’s offer is sensitive to the situation.




  ‘Do they have any idea why he was on the tracks?’




  Gibson is at a loss. There is only one idea. Parson was in Europe to find a man called Sutler. It isn’t unreasonable to imagine that Sutler is involved, perhaps responsible.




  ‘But they have no information?’




  ‘There’s nothing.’




  Geezler asks Parson to keep him informed. If anything happens, any news, or development. For the newspapers this is a sensational turnaround. Sutler dead. Sutler alive. Neither Gibson nor

  Geezler are prepared for the complications this causes.




  Geezler closes repeating his offer of assistance.




  Gibson thinks of his office as a lung. It faces the river, and he recognizes the traffic, the barges, tugs, tour boats, riverboats and ferries. At night, as the South Bank lights up, the room,

  he thinks, seems poised in expectation, as if holding its breath. He has thought this for many years, and in the evenings he seldom fails to appreciate the view: the shift in colour as the day

  falls, and how the quality of this light changes through the year. He’s sure he would have mentioned this to Parson. Was it Parson who’d said you can’t look at the river without

  thinking of fires and spitfires, pageants, floods, but what you actually see, dressed in industrial greys, are the mounting blocks in which hundreds and thousands of people labour, eat, sleep,

  live. When you look at the river you think of events, he’d said. Not people.




  There was a whale once which swam right outside his office.




  Margaret, inconsolable, had hidden in the office, blind with tears, hands to her face as if ashamed of her distress.




  





  1.5




  The job will last for seven weeks. Rike can teach English because there isn’t any call for German or Italian. The pay is good enough for her to accept without thinking it

  over, but she wants to pass the idea by her sister and give the matter a little discussion anyway. You don’t want to appear too grateful. Teaching English isn’t much fun, she finds the

  language practical, bare, obvious. English is the language of bureaucrats and pedants. Rike had expected a negotiation, something more like an interview, but the woman faces her with the decision

  made and an expression that won’t broker refusal. They talk through the noise of jets taking off, thundering over them – the British base is less than a kilometre away, and these jets

  come howling over the salt lake with a splintering sound, low enough to vibrate the paper on the table, to shake glasses. Rike smiles through the noise. The woman smiles back. The jets are heading

  to the Lebanon, to Syria. There is talk of bombing government compounds, ports, barracks, signal stations, power stations, installations, of going to town on the place just like they did with

  Libya, but there’s no real commitment yet. Rike keeps the smile but feels the weight of these fighters over her, and wonders if this time they have the right permissions. Locally, everybody

  understands the threat: if the British take action in Syria and on the Russian ports, the Russians will take action in Cyprus and on the British bases. Tit-for-tat. They

  haven’t said as much, no one is that explicit, but the security level is high, and there are soldiers in bunkers with green smudged on their faces, and these bunkers line the orchards and the

  roads from Akrotiri to Limassol (east), from Akrotiri to Episkopi (west), from Episkopi to the signals base in the foothills of the Troodos mountains (north). She tells herself that she

  shouldn’t be here, that none of this should be happening, and having grown up in the wake of the cold war this feels, anyway, like a punch on an old bruise. Instead she smiles, promises to

  bring in her passport, guarantees that the recommendations from the German consulate will come through by the end of the day, and that she’ll be happy to teach Intermediate English to Cypriot

  nationals who have been cleared to work at a British military base. Perfect, isn’t it? She’s still smiling when she leaves.




  Rike returns through the old city, follows a wall which curves alongside the road, no pavement here, a dangerous corner crowned with jasmine in full flower. The scent –

  one of her favourites – dry and sweet, isn’t so much a scent as a sensation of space opening in the back of her head. This corner isn’t a place to pause. The jasmine is a bad

  distraction. Supposing a car came round that curve – you wouldn’t see it. You wouldn’t stand a chance. There wouldn’t be anything you could do. You couldn’t step aside

  because there isn’t a pavement. She thinks like this all of the time. Things that might go wrong. Like Henning, she worries about her sister’s pregnancy, and conjures up scenarios for a

  miscarriage in order to dispel the possibility. Falls, faints, dizzy spells, bumpy car rides, blood disorders, food poisoning, organ failure, a stroke, some kind of a prolapse, sepsis, various or

  multiple and synchronous allergic reactions, cat-scratch lock-jaw, some kind of massive muscle spasm, heat exhaustion; and lately more extreme situations which might once have seemed impossible: a

  bullet, a bomb, an assassin – one of those British or Russian missiles, a shot in the head when she’s feeding the cats. In addition she imagines scenarios in which her sister might be

  crushed: stampeding crowds, falling masonry, some kind of large rogue animal, a tsunami, a blast, an avalanche, the ground opening up to a sink hole or a lava flow – because you never know.




  Since seeing the black cat she hasn’t given one thought to the shooting, convinced that it was the result of some local unpleasantness. In the news there are more important items: patchy

  home footage of the uprising in Homs. Chaotic and sketchy. Mobile footage of civilians skittering in terror, running in a crouch, people taking a stand, one at a time. Long grey roads stippled with

  chunks of concrete. People lined on sidewalks watching tiny acts of defiance and courage, as if receiving instruction. Isa weeps every time: covers her face and sobs. As soon as the TV is switched

  on she seeks out the news and has to watch, then cries because it makes her wretched.




  The road behind the complex is too narrow for cars, so narrow that when the company come to clean the communal pool the van must be parked on the main road and the hoses extended all the way to

  the compound and heaved over the wall. It’s a job the men accomplish with great effort. They lug, they haul, they brace like men in a tug-of-war. They slowly take off their shirts to make the

  job easier. A thin and empty street, nothing more than a rat’s tail, with the compound wall running on one side and the chain-link fence of a new development on the other. The development

  behind the fence is vacant, in the afternoons small powdery dust devils whip through the site and raise twists of sand and dry grass. This, a sign announces, will be a world-class hotel, The

  Meridian Hiat. She wonders if there is a lawsuit over the name: Hyatt, Hiat. It’s a little close. Perhaps this is why building work appears to have stopped? All that stands so far is a

  shell, poured floor and pillars, the Hiroshima-like framework of a cupola. Midday and the sun falls directly down: in the street another dead cat, ginger, fur faintly striped, shot in the head. In

  the centre of the street, dry now from the sun, lies a sack of dry cat food slit open.




  Rike kneels beside the cat. Appalled. A fresh kill, the head pulpy, wet and repugnant. It doesn’t bear thinking about that someone would lay out food, then wait. She reports these

  shootings to the number Henning left with her. Because this is starting to look like a warning.




  In the evening Rike prepares her lessons in the garden. Isa sits half in, half out of the apartment, her feet aligned to a rutted edge of sunlight. Already halfway through her

  book her thumbs stroke the unread pages.




  Feet up, Rike stretches under the fragrant lemon tree with Isa’s computer on her lap, a certain pleasure at how familiar this is: holidays camping in Bavaria or at Punta Sabbione on the

  Venetian lagoon were always alike. Isa, book in hand, lounged across a chair, slack and happy, reading with a kind of fury. Sometimes a book a day. Rike, on the other hand, even now, takes her time

  and prefers to become immersed, her chair set in the same place, a coffee and iced water to hand, early to mid-morning, so orderly that her sister calls her autistic. Isa and Mattaus read

  thrillers. Rike reads subjects, as if revising for an exam, ideas tested first through fiction.




  This is almost the holiday they planned, and two weeks into a ten-week stay, Rike already feels time melting, just going. It’s hard to stick in the moment, to fix at one point. Seven

  weeks’ teaching, one final week to recoup, then on to Hamburg to her brother’s apartment, everything already sent ahead, luggage and bedding.




  Done with her preparation Rike checks her email and finds a message from the language school withdrawing the offer of employment. For one day she has enjoyed the idea that she will be a teacher,

  even if the job is temporary, even if she has to teach English. She has decided on the exercises she will use for her first lesson, and the examples she will show in case the class are too timid

  – and now there’s an email taking the job away. Surprised at her disappointment Rike calls to her sister.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘It’s from the school. I don’t have permission. The British won’t let me onto their base. Security.’




  ‘Wouldn’t they know that before they hired you?’




  ‘You’d think so.’




  ‘You have a contract, don’t you?’ Isa reads as she talks. ‘You did sign a contract?’ Isa looks up, a finger marking her place. ‘Seriously? You didn’t

  sign anything?’




  ‘It’s all word of mouth.’




  ‘Anyway, why do you have to teach on the base? They wouldn’t hold language classes on a military base. They have offices, don’t they? Get them to change venues? Surely none of

  the students will have clearance?’




  Isa’s clarity on this, on any issue, is irritating.




  ‘I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. Now they want me to teach one-on-one.’ Rike reads from the screen. ‘Private lessons.’




  ‘Private?’




  ‘Conversation.’




  ‘That’s good?’




  ‘Apparently.’




  ‘And the money?’




  ‘More for an advanced class.’




  ‘There you go, then.’ Isa closes her book and awkwardly draws herself upright. ‘I don’t know why you complain so much.’




  Easily stung, Rike resents having to explain herself. ‘They want me to go to his apartment. It says that he wants to practise his conversation. There won’t be any exams. I get more

  money for exams.’




  ‘For how long?’




  ‘One month.’




  ‘Why don’t you have Henning look into it? I’m sure he can arrange whatever you need to get onto the British base. Then you can do both. Classes and private one-on-one.’




  Rike’s frown remains fixed. ‘This was supposed to be a holiday.’




  ‘You don’t need to be looking after me. And anyway it’s money.’ Isa leans into the garden, serious now, touching a subject Rike doesn’t want to discuss. ‘And

  money is a good thing. Remember?’ She turns as the doorbell chimes, first puzzled, then remembering.




  Isa is in a bad mood. Her day started with a broken washing-machine. One month in the apartment and already equipment is beginning to fail. The owner / owner’s son / first or second cousin

  (nobody can quite figure out the dynamic) is a handsome boy who studied in New York. Isa doesn’t trust him the way she would trust an ugly boy. Rike watches him walk about the kitchen. Cocky.

  Self-assured. He’s comfortable with women asking him to check out things which actually don’t need checking out. Sadly the washing machine is legitimate, and the boy, who misuses

  American phrases all the time, stands back from the machine and mumbles, ‘Shit the bed.’




  Isa, enraged, hands on hips, belly round and protruding, asks him what, exactly, does he mean by this?




  Rike sucks in her breath. ‘It’s a phrase,’ she explains. ‘He means it’s broken.’




  ‘Even so.’




  Shade from the lemon tree sheds a map across the patio. Rike looks up at the canopy, picks out the angled pockets of blue sky and wonders if the boy is responsible for shooting the cats.




  





  1.6




  Three Sutlers: one walking into the path of a train, another into a desert. It’s hard to fathom. How is it possible that a man is found walking through a desert, alone,

  with no water and no food, ninety-two kilometres from where he was last seen (by a witness at a gas station), and thirty-seven kilometres from the most rudimentary habitation? For Rike the answer

  is pragmatic. It’s best not to think of how, as in, How would you manage such a thing, but, why. Why would anyone do that?




  She thinks of this event as an unfortunate coincidence, a collision of bad choice and bad luck. Imagine this: you hire or buy a car which is barely serviceable. You plan to drive it a long

  distance trusting that as it’s managed to convey you so far already, there’s no reason to worry, and anyway, you’re driving at night when it’s not so hot, and however remote

  the route you’re assured that the vehicle will double as shelter if something should happen. She can see this, it isn’t hard to imagine – so the first splutter, that hint of

  failure, isn’t exactly a surprise, but neither is it such a terrible moment. It might test your patience, and you might start to wonder what the problem is, pause and ask yourself if you

  should continue, or if you should make some attempt to return.




  There have been other people travelling this route, not so many in recent hours, true. In fact, the only vehicle you’ve noticed recently is one of those black sedans the Arabs are fond of,

  with black windows, impenetrable, which drive at a speed, and while they overtake with plenty of room, your vehicle still shudders as they pass – a reminder, as if you need it, of your

  vehicle’s inferiority.




  You marvel at the night sky. How clear it is and how those stars are so much more complex out here, and there are times when this spangled black makes you feel part of something, connected,

  dot-to-dot. There are times, looking up, when you feel infinitely insignificant, the sheer number of stars obliterates your uniqueness.
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