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PART ONE




Katherine Proctor


24 October 1950, Barcelona


Night is coming down and there is a hum of noise from the street. I have been here for several weeks. I am grateful that the fat woman who runs this hotel and her little mouse of a husband do not speak English. I remain a mystery to them; they cannot get through to me. The man in the next room – as far as I can understand a word he says – goes to the opera every night and listens to opera on his radio all the time.


They want to know about my husband. They found a man who would act as interpreter for them and he asked me: ‘Where is your husband?’ The fat woman was there looking at me and the opera man. I told them he was coming soon and I was waiting for him. ‘Where is he now?’ the man asked me and I told him that my husband was in Paris.


It is difficult for me being on my own and it has been since I left. In the street sometimes I think I am being followed. I try not to move too far away from the hotel. The journey here, however, has been the worst so far. There are men everywhere watching you. I came in from France to San Sebastian and stayed there in a small hotel looking over the beach and the calm sea.


I was lonely there. I felt bad. In the greyness of the city everything was closed. The streets were deserted every afternoon. The last few holidaymakers were trying at the end of September to wring some satisfaction from the fading sun.


I took the night train to Barcelona. I found what I was looking for in a phrase book: a coche cama single, for one person, no sharing. We started at seven in the evening and by eleven I felt tired enough to make up my bed and close the curtains on the small lights which the train flew past.


Barcelona. I did not know what to expect. Bigger than San Sebastian certainly and seedier with a different light coming in from the sea. The Mediterranean. The wide streets bright in the morning. The side streets offering shade. I imagined, but I did not know what to expect. Maybe the sound of the word Bar-ce-lo-na, the sense of pleasure which I caught from the sound of the words, maybe it was the sounds which exerted themselves and held me.


The moment I awoke I knew someone was in the compartment. The train was moving fast. It was still dark so I could see nothing. I stayed still and tried to keep breathing as though I were asleep. There was no question of this being a dream. I knew I was awake; I knew what was happening. This was the night train to Barcelona, some hours before the dawn. This was 1950, late September. I had left my husband. I had left my home. I was not clear about where I was going. I did not wish to be disturbed.


There was a figure standing close to me beside the bed and the door was closed behind him. I had locked the door before I went to bed.


First the hand settled on my wrist for a moment, holding it softly, then harder, then pinning it down. When I stirred and tried to sit up he held my shoulder. He whispered something I didn’t understand. I scratched his hands with my nails. I could smell beer on his breath when he put his mouth near mine.


It was a while before I began to shout, I don’t know why I waited. He moved back for a moment as though startled but it did not put him off. He was almost on top of me. I tried to scratch his ears and his face. I shouted ‘Go away’ as loudly as I could, over and over.


I was almost free of him and standing on the floor in my nightdress but he still had a firm grip on my wrist. From his voice I could tell that he was thirty, maybe forty, but no more than that. I was still shouting ‘Go away’ and I could sense that he was becoming afraid, and that scared me even more because I was worried about what he would do to me before he left – that he would try to hit me or hurt me.


I managed to open the door with my free hand. He tried to pull me back in but I shouted out into the corridor. He let me go and I ran down the corridor. I don’t know how but I was still calm enough and clear enough in my mind to remember where the toilet was and I went in and locked the door.


He did not take anything from the compartment. I must have been calm and clear-headed because I checked that immediately; everything was there. He had hurt my wrist and later I would find a bruise on my shoulder which would take a week or two to disappear. I locked the door again by turning the dangling clasp around into its metal holder. It was easy to see how a piece of cardboard or wood or even a nail file held from outside could have pushed the little clasp right around again and unlocked the door. Still, I locked it and I left it locked.


For a week I felt as though I had jumped through glass, as though every bit of me had been cut or broken or beaten. I walked in a daze through Barcelona in the early morning: the shops pulling up their steel shutters to start the day, children going to school. I noticed the grey blue light softening the stone. I came to a corner, this corner, the corner I am looking out on to now, and I saw a fat woman with tightly permed black hair looking down at me from a balcony. The sign said pensión and I shouted up at her and pointed to my luggage. She made a sign with her hands that I was to wait and soon the little mouse, her husband, scuttled down and carried my suitcase up to the first floor. When I gave her my passport she showed me into this room.


For days I stayed in bed marking the time by the sound of the steel shutters of the shops in the street being pulled up and down. First at eight, half eight, nine. That was the morning. Then at one, half one, two, then a few hours later when the siesta was over when it was time for me to get up and even then I was wrecked, pummelled. Even then I only wanted to lie there.


I found a bar just down the street and as the light began to give, at six o’clock or so, I would go there and have a huge milky coffee and a sandwich made of rough bread and ham or tuna fish. I have to point my finger at what I want. For those early days I wanted nothing but this walk from here to the café and back.


On my first Sunday there were no shutters opening or closing so I was guided only by the cathedral bells. I got up and walked down to the square for my coffee. The sky was warm blue and the sun gave off a surprising heat for late September in Barcelona.


I was careful not to move too far away from my pensión. I knew I would have to steel myself. I had bought a map so I knew that I lived close to the cathedral, in the small cluster of streets just up from the port.


I knew that I would have to push myself. I had bought a white cotton dress and a white cotton jacket and a red hat. I was wearing them for the first time. I would have to stop being afraid. I would have to make a decision to go into bars, cafés, restaurants. I would have to be brave. I would have to do as I pleased.


I knew too that there was nothing seriously wrong with me and that I would be all right. I knew that the panic caused by a man I didn’t know coming into my compartment in the middle of the night had left a small mark like the bruise on my shoulder which was fading.


The bar was busy this Sunday morning and the square outside was bright, as though specially Ht for Sunday. There were paintings on display all around the centre of the square. I was curious. I had been thinking for days about paint; I had avoided letting anything form in my mind. I just knew that I wanted to use paint here. I had known this feeling before and it had always led to intense disappointment and bitter regret. I was having dreams of paint.


I am absorbed in myself most of the time. Sometimes I don’t see things around me. I think about myself all the time. What I’m going to do now; how in God’s name I’m going to survive.


Plans and fantasies take up most of my waking time. I have all day to think about the future, to plot it out, to dream it, to imagine everything.


The past has happened: it is grey and empty like the narrow streets of San Sebastian at four in the afternoon with the shops all closed and their shutters pulled down. The future is wide open.


I did not go to look at the paintings in the square that day. I felt too well-dressed, too conspicuous. I turned instead into the bar and ordered a coffee. The waiter brought it over to me and I asked for a croissant, but he didn’t understand and I had to go up to the bar and point at what I wanted. I had already noticed the man who was standing at the bar. He was wearing a red pullover and brown corduroy trousers; his shirt was open at the neck.


I noticed that every so often he would glance over at me. There was a manic look about him. His dark eyes were close together and his mouth was wide. His teeth were perfect. I noticed he was clean shaven. I looked away. I was not wary of him or afraid. He did not seem like the sort who would follow you in the street. When I looked again he was leaving. He turned and glanced back for a moment and smiled when he found that I was watching.


I walked out into the Plaza del Pino, into the mild heat of midday, and looked at the paintings. The man who had been watching me in the bar was sitting on the ground but when he saw me coming he stood up and put his hands in his pockets. There was a woman, a small dark woman with long hair who was standing behind the easel; she was also selling jewellery. He seemed to be with her. I wasn’t sure about this. I nodded my head and smiled at her as I passed by. She said something, it sounded like a greeting, but I didn’t understand.


That night I found the real Barcelona for the first time. I had dinner in the Hotel Colon opposite the cathedral and afterwards it was dark and I walked up by the church. I had not been this way before. I had not seen this before. The streets were deserted and there were shadows everywhere cast by the lamps which shone from the walls. The stone of these buildings – the churches, the libraries and museums – was solid and thick. There was hardly anything modern: even the electric light from the walls resembled light from a torch. I found it overwhelming.


Eventually, I walked down a narrow passage which I had thought was a cul-de-sac. The air was still warm and when I touched the stone I was shocked at how cold it was. I remember I stood there and I shivered. I was going to turn back but around the corner I could see an archway leading into a square so I kept on.


There was a small fountain in the middle with two trees on either side. The trees had been pruned down to their essentials: gnarled branches which seemed deformed and grotesque like arms and legs with bits chopped off. It was impossible to imagine how they could grow again.


The square was irregular and dimly lit; there seemed to be another narrow passageway at the other side and I made a note that I would go out that way, although I did not know where it would lead. There was a small church on one side, its walls all damaged by what looked like bullet marks or shrapnel marks. I went over to the opposite side and sat on a ledge. I had been in Barcelona for about a week and suddenly I felt as though I had found the place I had been looking for: the sacred core of the world, a deserted square reached by two narrow alleyways, dimly lit, with a fountain, two trees, a church and some church buildings.


I thought of Enniscorthy. I thought of Tom sitting in the draughty house thinking about me, trying to come to some conclusion about me. I thought of what it would be like to be there. I thought of what it would be like to settle down for the night there with the crows and the jackdaws chattering in the bare oak trees near the river.


I thought of the desolation of the place and I stared at this desolation, this desolation of stone, this stunning, broken-down square behind the cathedral of Barcelona and I knew that I was right to be here. I knew I had to be here.


I thought of my mother’s garden in London in late August before I left, when I could not make up my mind what to do. The soothing garden with the huge cherry tree and the run-down sheds, the distant light in late afternoon, the grey flagstones of the garden path, the rickety bird-table, the faint sound of London traffic, the shadows.


My mother told me I was preoccupied. It sounded like an accusation.


‘Yes, I am preoccupied,’ I told her.


‘Are you sure you are right to be preoccupied?’ Her tone was mocking and annoyed.


‘Did you ever regret leaving my father?’


‘No, I did not.’


‘Did you never feel guilty?’


‘I felt nothing except relief.’


‘Even when he died, did you not feel bad?’


‘Your father was a nice man.’


‘What do you think I should do?’


‘Go, go.’


‘What about Richard? He’s only ten.’


‘His father can look after him. He’ll be all right.’


‘What will I do?’


‘Go away somewhere. Spain. I told you, I’ll get you the visa. I know someone in the embassy. I’ll give you money.’


‘Go away somewhere? What do you mean, go away somewhere?’


‘Abandon ship.’


‘I’m thinking of leaving my husband,’ I suddenly said to her. She looked at me sharply.


‘Yes, I know. I understand that that is what we are talking about.’


I was thinking. I did not notice the figure at the other side of the square that night. When I saw him I was startled for a moment and considered which way I should run if it should happen that I would need to run. I had thought I was on my own. When he moved from the doorway where he had been sitting and walked towards the fountain I knew who he was. I recognised him by the red pullover. He did not look over until I stood up to leave.


It is late now and I must soon go to eat before the restaurants close. I spend all day doing nothing. I have taken the armchair from the corner of the room and moved it up to the window. I spend hours looking on to the house opposite, looking down on to the street. Nothing happens. After my dinner I drink a brandy with coffee and I am always slightly drunk when I wander back into the Barrio Gótico. And always I light a cigarette in Plaza San Felipe Neri and sit down on the same ledge as I sat on that first night, look around at the square and think about how I am going to manage this.


I have tried to write to Tom. I have tried to say that I want to get away for a while and maybe I will see him soon. That is not what I want to say. I want to say that I am starting my life now. This is not my second chance; this is my first chance. I want to say that I did not choose what I did before, I am not responsible for what I did before. I want to tell him that I have left him. My son is withdrawn from me, my son will look after himself. There is nothing more I can do for him. No matter how guilty I feel I must look after myself.


I am in Barcelona now. I sleep late in the mornings. If I want to sleep in the afternoon I will take some wine at lunch and I will descend into a heavy sleep with vivid dreams which mix up where I am with where I have come from, the stream at Newtownbarry with the fountain in Plaza San Felipe Neri with the Market Square in Enniscorthy. I wake after an hour, maybe two hours, and I feel numbed by the sleep. I sit and brood. I sit and imagine until the light starts to go and then I make my way down the corridor and I shower in cold water. I go and eat and I come back here. Through the walls I have the opera man and his operas in the next room.


I wrote to my mother and gave the address of the pensión; this was where money was to be sent. I need more money soon. I did not explain why I am here, what I am doing here, how long I am going to stay; I told my mother nothing. Her reply, when it came, was as brief as her original letter. The money would come through a local bank. Your husband is frantic, he has no idea what you are doing. All my love. There was no mention of Richard; she knew that I had put him out of my mind.


A few weeks ago I tried to take a different route to the Hotel Colon where I was going to have my dinner. I was not in a hurry so when I saw a restaurant and heard a loud murmur of voices inside I stopped and looked. The place looked dingy, perhaps even dirty, but it was full of people drinking at the bar and waiters trying to get by them to the restaurant which was at the back. I ventured in. I suppose I was attracted by the people. I indicated to the waiter and he took it that I wanted a table for one. We both looked around and there seemed to be no free table so I was just going to leave and come back later, or maybe come back some other night, when a couple stood up having paid the bill and the waiter took me to their table. The menu was written in chalk on a blackboard and it was unclear. I had a phrase book which listed items on a menu. I was checking through the book to see if I could find any words on the blackboard when I spotted him.


He was with a number of people at a long table opposite mine; most of them were men but there were also a few young women. He was wearing a light grey suit and an open-necked white shirt. He had his back to me, but at intervals he glanced around. His companions were young, though some were not young enough to be students; they were young enough to laugh at most of what was said. I looked for the woman who had been selling jewellery in the square but she was not there.


At first, I remember, Tom was afraid to let me see him naked. He undressed by sitting on the bed and slipping on his pyjamas. When he turned out the light he would lean away from me in the bed and we made love only when the heat of each other in the same bed brought us together. But even then he was nervous when I touched him. He wanted to He beside me for a long time holding me with his head buried in my shoulder and neck. He would lie still. Sometimes I thought that he was asleep and I would reach down and touch his penis and it would be hard and waiting. He would gasp for a moment and move his hands along my body. Almost as soon as he was inside me he would ejaculate, crying to himself, whining almost and then he would want to turn and sleep.


It is October in Barcelona. I continue to explore and find new places; days fill up. I change habits. I now have breakfast in Calle Petritxol which winds out of Plaza del Pino. There are several little cafés that specialise in coffee, chocolate, little sandwiches and pastries. I go to the same one every day at the same time; they know me now and smile at me when I come in.


At first I did not know if they were open on Sundays. As I walked down to find out I passed through Plaza del Pino and found once more the paintings on sale in the middle of the square. I was thinking of him. The crowds were coming out of mass in the church of Santa María del Pino as I walked by. The café was open but all the places near the door were taken so I had to go and sit at the back. As the waiter led me down to a vacant table, I saw him fix his eyes on me. I had not expected to see him here. He was paler than I remembered, but his eyes were the same and his lips. He looked at me as though I were coming to join them at the table. When I sat down he did not look away. His companion was older, more sallow than he, almost unhealthy looking. His face was thin. He was wearing a bow-tie. They continued talking and when they stood up to leave they both smiled at me. He did not look behind as he left.


I went out onto the Ramblas and walked up to Plaza Cataluña and then back down towards the cathedral. I stopped and tried to think for a moment. I tried to work out what I was doing as I walked back towards the paintings in Plaza del Pino. The small woman was there again and he was standing behind her. I walked around looking at the paintings until I came to them. I stopped and the woman spoke to me.


‘English? American?’ she said.


‘English,’ I said. He was watching me.


‘Tourist?’ she asked. I smiled and shrugged.


‘You like Barcelona?’


I nodded. The man spoke to her for a while and then they both turned and looked at me.


‘You live here in the Barrio Gótico?’ she asked.


‘I live in Calle del Pino,’ I replied.


‘You live in pensión?’


‘Yes.’


‘You have family here?’


‘No.’


‘Work?’


‘No.’


‘What is your name?’


‘Katherine.’


‘I am Rosa. Do you like paintings?’


‘Yes,’ I hesitated, ‘yes, sometimes.’


They spoke among themselves and I wondered if I should leave. I wondered if I should walk away.


‘He want to paint you, this man,’ she said.


I smiled and shook my head.


‘No, I don’t want to.’ She translated for him. ‘Is he your husband?’ I asked her.


‘No.’ He looked at me and made a sign as though he had a brush in his hand and painted at his face. He began to nod in assent. I shook my head.


‘Why not?’ the woman asked. I didn’t reply. I pointed to a painting of boats on a beach on the easel beside us.


‘Is that his?’


‘No,’ she said. When she told him what I had asked he laughed.


‘He is good painter,’ she said and he nodded in agreement.


‘I must go,’ I said.


In the week that followed I thought I saw him several times on the street. Yet when I did see the painter one day as I was walking towards the market I was startled. He was coming out of a doorway on Puertaferrisa. His lip curled up as though he were amused to meet me by accident in such a way.


‘Bonjour,’ he said.


‘Good morning.’


He said something I did not understand. He laughed for a moment and then he pointed at my face and waved an imaginary brush in the air. He kept saying ‘si’ and nodding his head. He held my hand for a second in the street.


‘I must go. Je dois aller,’ I said.


‘Non, non,’ he said.


He was insistent, and I wanted to get away. He wanted to know where I lived. I pointed to the pensión on the corner. If he called there or disturbed me I could move. There was a pensión on every corner.


Yet I became worried that he would call and create a fuss and was relieved when he did not. He simply arrived one day with Rosa and they asked me to come and see their studio. They were eager and friendly. The landlady’s face darkened when Rosa spoke in English. I said I would go with them some other day.


‘Tomorrow?’ she said.


‘Yes, that’s fine.’


They come again the next day and I went with them around the corner to Calle Puertaferrisa. It sounds funny but I did not feel nervous about going up the stairs of a house I had never been in before, the same house from which I had seen him coming the other day. After a few flights of stairs he pushed open a door and we went into a huge, long room with large windows at either end and a glass roof. There were easels and paints everywhere. A few people, mostly young women, were sitting on stools, painting from a photograph of a street. The man I had noticed in the café on Sunday was standing behind the easels demonstrating something to one of the students. He looked at us for a minute and then continued what he was doing. The other man looked at me and pointed to himself.


‘Yo, Miguel,’ he said. ‘Miguel,’ he repeated it.


‘Y tú?’ he asked, pointing at me.


‘Katherine,’ I said.


‘Katherine,’ he tried to repeat it.


‘Me Tarzan,’ I said and he wanted me to say it again but I did not feel able to explain.


‘Is this a school?’ I asked Rosa.


‘Yes, it is a college for painters.’


‘I paint,’ I said. ‘Can I join the college?’


‘You must ask Ramon,’ she said. She pointed at the sallow man who had been in the café.


‘You ask him for me,’ I said.


I watched her walk up to where he was standing. The man who had introduced himself as Miguel approached me and when the sallow man glanced down again he could see us both standing together. Eventually, Rosa came over to me.


‘Can you come back in a week? He will talk to you then.’


‘Will he take me then?’ I asked. ‘Tell him I can draw.’


‘I am not sure,’ she said. ‘He does not know. You must return next week.’


The cathedral has just rung midnight and there are no more shutters to be pulled down. The day is over. Tomorrow I will go back to the grammar book I bought. Tomorrow I will learn more verbs. But tonight there is no place for me in this city except here in this dingy bedroom in this small hotel. Until the morning no grammar will be of any use to me. Sleep my husband, sleep easy. I will not be back. My son is asleep in Ireland and I will not be back. I will settle into bed. I will sleep. I will not be back. I will think about the future until I fall asleep.




Barcelona


She had forgotten about them now, they came in dreams sometimes and melted into other dreams. She was away. She opened the small window in the bedroom and looked down on Berga. A cold spring morning in the foothills of the Pyrenees. Dead silence. She lit a cigarette and rested her elbows on the window ledge. Mist was still clinging over the town and there was a faint hint of ice in the air.


She was naked and she was aware that if he woke he would see her. She looked around at him, his face angelic in sleep, all malice and amusement gone, all the life taken out of him.


The town had been alive all night. The crowds had come from the villages around; people had come too from Barcelona, from Lérida, from Gerona. Miguel had insisted on taking an early bus from Barcelona and staking his claim on this bed in the back room of his friend’s flat. He was given a key to the room, which he locked before they went down into Berga for lunch. He told her to eat as much as she could because there would be no time to eat later. The rest of the day would be spent drinking and shouting, he said, and he looked both words up in her pocket Spanish-English dictionary to make sure she understood. Drinking and shouting.


Miguel met several friends for lunch and they spoke intensely throughout. Katherine tried to follow what they were saying with little success. They spoke in Catalan; for months she had been learning Spanish. Occasionally one of them spoke to her in Spanish but in general they were too involved in their conversation to pay her any attention.


This was Corpus Christi – the opening day of the Patum de Berga. At ten o’clock in the main square the drums would roll and the fireworks would bang in the sky and then the huge giants would walk the streets and the people would try to get as close to them as they could.


Now in the morning the mist was clearing and she could see the few tents pitched on the meadow beside the small river to the north of the town. She stubbed the cigarette out on the window sill and closed the window against the cold morning.


The bed was a mattress on the floor. As she pulled the blankets up and edged her way back into bed, Miguel opened his eyes, closed them again and smiled. He kissed her on the mouth. When he stood up and stretched she lay back and watched him: his straight, thin white back and the rough hair on his legs.


He was cold when he came back from the toilet and they huddled against one another in bed, shuddering at the cold. She gasped when he put his cold hands on her back. For a moment she managed to rest the sole of one foot against his stomach and he cried out and pushed her away.


‘Good morning,’ he said, trying to mimic her English.


His breath tasted of garlic when he kissed her. He held his face against hers and stared at her, trying to outstare her. He lay on his back and pulled her on top of him with his face buried in her breasts.


He waited a long time before he came into her and when he finished he wanted, as always, to sleep for a while holding her in his arms, keeping her as close to him as he could. Sometimes he would sleep for just five or ten minutes; he would doze and wake again and want to talk to her; sometimes she would not let him know that she didn’t understand much of what he said. It was taking her a long time to learn the language.


Jordi owned the flat; Katherine had met him before. His studio was on the floor above with two windows looking down on Berga. She spent the first morning after the Patum watching Jordi paint. The canvases were about three feet in length and a foot across. He had finished six of them which he ranged against the wall for her. All of the canvases had been first painted a bright, almost luminous white. In two of them, this white covered most of the finished surface; in one of these, there was a half moon in black on the white and very thinly towards the bottom of the canvas a worked-over mass in red, blue and pink. She was impressed by the subtlety in the painting, although she still couldn’t understand what he was trying to do. She looked at another canvas: the white, faintly luminous background and on the right a number of black lines forming oblique cruciform shapes; nothing else.


The other four paintings were warmer, but still stark. Thick black lines divided squares of colour from one another. Sometimes the paint had been left so thin that it shimmered in the black surroundings. There was a painting of a mountain, brown, black, dark green with scalpel or knife marks incising the canvas and a flat blue sky behind. In the bottom corner were two people, about one inch high, painted like cut-out figures. They seemed to be embracing.


Jordi told her that the paintings had been commissioned by the monks in the abbey of Montserrat. They were the stations of the cross: the fourteen images which represent the closing scenes of the passion of Christ.


They stood looking at the work: the black and white painting, he told her, was the crucifixion; the painting with the half moon and the shapes at the bottom of the canvas was Christ’s descent from the cross, the deposition; the three paintings of shimmering colours and black lines were the three times Jesus fell on his way up the hill of Calvary, and the painting of the mountain with the cutout figures was of his meeting with Mary.


She walked down into Berga to meet Miguel. He was sitting on his own at the bar with a full glass of beer. When they had moved into the restaurant and were looking at the menu Katherine explained to him what Jordi had told her about the paintings of the stations of the cross. He laughed. He put the palm of his hand towards her and rubbed his thumb against his fingers; his face took on a miserly expression. He laughed again. She told him she didn’t understand.


‘Money,’ he said, ‘Jordi does it for the money.’ He went on to say that Jordi had more interest in the Patum de Berga than he had in the via dolorosa. He just needed the money and the monks were willing to pay. She told him she didn’t believe him.


They had pasta and a bottle of rich red wine. Opposite them was a thin man in his thirties whose hair was prematurely grey. His skin was almost yellow; he looked as though he was recovering from some disease. From time to time his eyes darted across the table at them and he paid great attention to the discussion on the stations of the cross. His wine had come in a porrón but he didn’t hold the spout in the air and let the wine jet into his mouth, as the others did. He poured the wine into his glass from the neck of the porrón. She noticed that his eyes were green.


Miguel wanted to talk to her about the future. After his exhibition in Barcelona they would go away together and live in the mountains, north of here, higher up. By that time she would speak Spanish perfectly and could start to learn Catalan.


She was embarrassed by the loudness of his voice and by the vehemence of his tone. They had not discussed money. He did not know that her mother sent her money at intervals. She was unsure what he lived on. There were other things about him she was unsure of; she had no context in which to place him. It was easier to be with him from one day to the next without having to make a grand decision to go and live in the mountains with him.


They went to a bar further along the street and had coffee at a table outside. Miguel ordered a sweet purple drink he called paxaran. After two of these and two coffees she felt drunk and tired and she urged him to come back with her to the flat.


*


As soon as they went into the room she took off her clothes. She stood in the middle of the room while he made the bed and smoothed out the sheets. He took off his jacket and shirt and when he was naked he came over and put his arms around her and she could feel his heart beating fast. She could taste the alcohol and the coffee from his mouth as though it were an integral part of him like the pattern of black hairs on his chest. When they were in bed he lay on top of her and his hands held her head; all his energy came from his mouth and tongue. Sometimes he kept his mouth closed and kissed her on the lips. He had left the packet of condoms on the floor beside the mattress; he rolled the rubber down on his penis and she held it and guided it into her. As he moved it in and out she could feel the effortless throb of orgasm come on. He kept his two hands under her as she gasped and he tried to get his penis further and further in. He started to ejaculate and together they held it for as long as they could.
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