
  
   [image: cover.jpg]
  

 
  
   
    [image: ]
   

  

  
   THE HERMIT

   Nobody knows why Erhard has left his wife and child in Denmark. All they do know is that he lives in a remote house on the island of Fuerteventura and has nine fingers. Known locally as The Hermit, he spends his days driving a taxi and tuning pianos for the wealthy tourists and islanders, and for almost two decades he has felt alone and incomplete, searching for intimacy – and that tenth finger.

   Then one day a baby is found dead in an abandoned car. Called in by the police to assist in the investigation, Erhard is drawn into the mystery, suddenly desperate to solve a crime he believes might give meaning to his life. But why have the police asked Erhard for help? Why should he succeed when they have failed? And will his journey help him find something more than just the child’s killer?

   A literary noir with existential undertones, The Hermit brilliantly unpicks a savage act and in doing so, offers one man the possibility of redemption, in this acutely observed, disquieting psychological thriller that has taken the international publishing world by storm.
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   On New Year’s Eve, under the influence of a triple Lumumba, Erhard decides to find a new girlfriend. New is probably not the right word. She doesn’t need to be new or attractive or sweet or fun. Just a warm body. Just one of those kinds of women who potters about the house. Maybe she’ll hum a song or curse at him because he’s spilled cocoa on the floor. What can he ask of her? Not much. And what does he have to offer her? Not much. But it won’t get any easier. In a few years she’ll also need to empty his piss pot and shave him and pull off his shoes after an entire day in the car – if he can still drive, that is. In a few years.

   The mountainside near the house is invisible; the darkness is complete. If he sits still long enough, he’ll suddenly be able to see the stars. And if he sits even longer than that, he’ll see a narrow band of shooting stars growing brighter and brighter. The silence grows, if one can put it that way. Grows like the sound of nothingness drowning out the heat of the day still whining in the rocks, and the wind’s relentless C major, and the beat of the waves lashing against the coast, and the blood that’s seeping through his body. A silence that makes him want to weep into the New Year. A silence that’s so convincing, so satiating, that it blends with the night and his wide-open eyes which feel closed. This is what he loves about living out here. Out here where no one ever comes.

   Just him. And Laurel and Hardy. And here come the stars. They’ve always been there, but now he can see them. First all the specks, then all the constellations and Orion’s Belt and the galaxy like an old-fashioned punch card with messages from the Big Bang.

   It’s been seventeen years and nine months since the last time. He smells Beatriz’s perfume, which practically clings to his shirt right where she’d touched him this afternoon as they parted. She suggested that he come along tonight. A half-hearted attempt, if even that. I’ve got plans, he’d said tartly, the way only an old man can. C’mon, she’d tried again, sweetly. No thanks, those people are too fancy for me. Which they were. She didn’t say anything to that. Instead Raúl said: You are one of the finest people I know. But nothing more was said about it, and when they began arranging the champagne flutes, he gave Beatriz a Happy New Year’s kiss and left. Raúl walked him out. Buen viaje, Erhard said, when they stood among the distinctive throng on the street. From the opposite pavement, the suitcase salesman, Silón, shouted Happy New Year! to them, though mostly to Raúl, whom everyone knows. Erhard headed to his car, feeling the same pang that struck him every New Year’s Eve. Another year gone like all the rest, another year looming.

   Cheers, my friend. It’s good with cognac. It burns all the way down. The night is warm. His body is tingling hot now. Maybe because he’s thinking of Beatriz, her dark place, right where her breasts part and vanish into her blouse, the very source of her aroma. Damn. He tries not to think about her. She’s not the one he should be spending his time on.

   The hairdresser’s daughter. He can think about her. There’s something about her.

   He’s never met her. He has seen her once, at a distance. He’s often seen her image on the wall in the salon. He thinks about her. He thinks about simple events. Little scenes where she walks into the salon, the bell above the door chiming. He imagines her sitting across from him at the dinner table when he eats. Or standing in the kitchen, his kitchen, preparing steaming, sizzling food on the stove. In truth she’s much too young, absorbed in things he doesn’t understand. She’s not exactly his type. What could he possibly say to impress a young woman? She probably doesn’t even cook. She’d probably rather talk to her friends on the telephone, like all young people do. Maybe she eats noodles out of a small box while staring at her computer screen. In the image at the salon she’s a teenager and the very picture of innocence, with thick curls and big, masculine glasses. Not beautiful, but unforgettable. She’s got to be at least thirty now and apparently both sweet and quick-witted, according to her mother, whom he obviously doesn’t trust. That time he’d spotted her down the street, he recognized her light, curly hair. She crossed the street with her back ramrod straight, a purse slung over her shoulder like a real woman, and she spurted forward running when a car raced towards her. She wasn’t elegant, she was even a little clumsy. He doesn’t know why he thinks about her so much. Maybe it’s just the island eating its way into him. The whistling of the wind around the rocks and corners. Like a note of loneliness continuously rising from a piano.

   It’s Petra’s fault. Her unnaturally high-pitched voice that pacifies her clients in the chair and rules out talk and counterarguments and reasonable thoughts as one thumbs through a magazine or reads an article about the island’s football team. She has this firmness about her. For her, love is something to be squeezed out of others. She talks non-stop about the daughter, clawing at Erhard’s scalp with her long nails as she tells him that she’s moved to an apartment, that she’s bought a little scooter, that she’s got a new client, that she’s broken things off with her boyfriend, that she – not the daughter – would like grandchildren, and so on. And then a few months ago she suddenly said: If only my daughter found someone like you. That’s what she said as she stood gazing at him in the mirror. And afterward: She’s not like most girls, but neither are you. They’d chuckled at that. Petra mostly.

   Erhard had been completely alarmed at the suggestion. She couldn’t just say something like that. Wave her daughter under his nose. Did that mean she wanted him to ask her daughter out? Didn’t Petra know what they called him about town? Hadn’t Petra noticed that he was missing a finger? And what about the age difference? Didn’t Petra consider that? They are separated by at least thirty years; he’s the same age as her mother, older even. But the symmetry appeals to him. Generations reaching back and pulling the next generation forward, Escher’s drawings of the artist’s hand sketching itself. Five fingers on one hand and five fingers on the other. Five + five.

   If only my daughter found someone like you, she’d said. Someone like him.

   Not him, but someone like him.

   What was that all about? Was she saying there were many like him out there? Carbon copies of men who’ve done the same things over and over for nearly a generation, without deviation, without asking questions, someone like him, gas from the asshole of the earth, here today and gone tomorrow with only the memory of the stench remaining.

   Down in the city it sounds like fireworks booming.

   Maybe he should just do it now? Drive over there and invite her out? Right now? Then it’d be over with. He knows it’s the Lumumba talking. He knows that his courage won’t last more than two hours. Then reality will come crawling back. It’s quarter past ten. Perhaps she’s having dinner somewhere with all sorts of young men who know all sorts of things about computers. But what if she’s sitting at home just like him – watching the terrible show they broadcast on TV every year. Her mother has told him multiple times where her flat is. It’s in one of the new buildings on Calle Palangre. Right above the children’s-wear shop. It couldn’t hurt just to see whether she’s home. Maybe he can see if there’s a light on in the flat, or if there’s a light from the television glowing in the darkness.

   He braces himself against the wall of his house and finds a pair of stiff trousers on the clothesline, then jams his feet through the holes. The goats run off somewhere in the darkness.

   ‌
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   He drives along Alejandro’s Trail into the city.

   He shouldn’t drive on that track; it ruins the car. He’s already had the axles repaired twice, and each time the mechanic, Anphil, warned him. You don’t drive down the north road, do you? Or Alejandro’s Trail? The car can’t handle it. You’ll have to get a Montero or one of the new Merceros; they can handle it, not this car. But Erhard doesn’t want a Montero, and he doesn’t have the money for a new Mercedes. Even if he had the money, he would keep his Mercedes from Morocco with its yellow seats and choppy acceleration. All the same, he takes Alejandro’s Trail. Drives past Olivia’s old house where the surfers have moved in with their boards lying on the roof, and in the darkness he can see their flags: a pair of pink knickers hanging from the end of a long stick that’s jutting from the cabin. Two guys and their friends live there. Sometimes when he passes by, in the morning, they’re sitting outside, smoking tobacco from large pipes; they wave at him, laughing hysterically. Whenever he stops the car, they’re high as poisoned goats and unable to rise from their inflatable chairs. But there’s no one home now, and the lights are out. They’re probably on the beach or downtown.

   He approaches the bend that hugs the coast, a fantastic bend – especially with Lumumba up to his Adam’s apple and cheap cognac in every finger joint. It’s a pebbly, potholey road, and the entire car vibrates. Swerving when he reaches 70 mph, he feels a tickling sensation that makes him grin. He breaks wind, too, which isn’t as funny; he just can’t help himself. He’s had the problem the last few years. If he squeezes his stomach muscles even a little, a pocket of air lurches through his gut and into his underwear; it’s both painful and liberating. From there the trail runs downhill, and he hits the final curve. Through the headlights he sees a goat standing in the centre of the road, and he veers around it before glancing in the rearview mirror; it looks like Hardy, but it can’t be him, not here, not this far from the house. The goat has already disappeared in the darkness.

   He’s so preoccupied that he doesn’t see the car driving towards him until it passes on the much-too-narrow road. Mostly it’s just sound, a dry whooom. A metallic shadow along the car. The side mirror gets knocked flat against the glass.

   – Goddamn amateurs! he shouts, to his surprise, in Danish. He apparently hasn’t forgotten how to curse. He continues around the curve, the other car is out of sight, the red tail-lights vanished in the night. There’s no point even stopping to inspect the damage. He rolls his window down and fixes his mirror. The glass has splintered into tributaries pointing downward in eight fine lines.

   A black Montero. No doubt it was the gadabout Bill Haji, who lives up the road at a ranchlike villa with horses; he’s known for taking Alejandro’s Trail fast and furious, as if the sea was ablaze behind him. Erhard’s heart should be sitting in his throat right now, but instead it’s right where it’s supposed to be, numbed by the Lumumba and agitated by the prospect of meeting the hairdresser’s daughter.

   He drives off the trail and into Corralejo. The heat rises from the asphalt. Young people in small cars honk and sing. He heads down the Avenida towards the harbour, then parks in Calle Palangre. He dumps the car when he finds a vacant spot.

   He plans to walk to the hairdresser’s daughter’s place. He wants to knock on her door. He’s already red-faced and embarrassed by the look she will give him when he’s standing at her door. Good evening, he will say, and Happy New Year. He’s seen her before. I’ve seen you in the photograph at your mother’s salon. What if she’s wearing one of those summer dresses with the lazy straps that are always falling to the side? Who gives a shit if she wears glasses? He’s not picky.

   But when he reaches the clothing shop and glances up at the flats above, he sees that the lights are off. On every storey of the building. She’s probably watching TV. Drinking white wine and hoping someone will stop by. He needs to fortify himself with a drink. Something really strong. Just something to get his voice box going. It’ll do him no good just standing there staring like some idiotic extranjero. He walks up the street and down Via Ropia. Towards Centro Atlantico. It’s always buzzing there, mostly with tourists, people he doesn’t know. He walks into Flicks and goes directly to the bar. He orders a Rusty Nail, and even buys a round for the two gentlemen in the corner. They’re olive farmers out prowling for women and unaccustomed to city life, huddled close like mice behind a palm tree. They are practically invisible.

   ‌
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   Eighteen minutes to go. On the back wall of the bar the TV’s showing images from Times Square, fireworks over Sydney Harbour, Big Ben’s long hands approaching XII. The bartender shouts Are you ready for the new year? It sounds so promising, so simple. As if one leaves behind all the old, bringing only the new into the new year. But new means nothing to him. He’s not new. He doesn’t need new. He doesn’t want new. He just wants the old to behave properly. Seventeen minutes. He can still ring the doorbell and wish her a Happy New Year. Maybe she’s wearing a negligee or whatever it’s called. She’s been sitting there drinking white wine and watching reruns of 7 Vidas, which everyone loves. Her hair is wet, she’s taken a cool bath.

   A crowd of people moves to exit onto the street. He’s nearly pushed off his stool. He pays with a bill and remembers why he doesn’t frequent tourist traps: it costs more than twenty euros for whisky and Drambuie. He follows the throng out and starts back towards Calle Palangre. He crosses the street and enters her building. It was built during the Franco years, and the stairwell is simple and cobalt-blue. On the first floor he reads the names on each of the three doors. Loud music is blaring inside, but there’s no Louisa or L.

   He walks up another flight. A couple stands kissing beneath the artificial light of the stairwell, but when he passes them they stop, shamefaced, and head down the stairs.

   As he stands catching his breath a moment, he looks at the nameplates, then continues to the top floor. Three floors with doors equals nine doors.

   On the third floor live one Federico Javier Panôs and one Sobrino. And in the centre, Luisa Muelas. The sign on her door is large and inlaid with gold, her name etched in thick, cursive letters. No doubt a gift from Petra and her husband. It’s one of those traditional items parents give their children whenever they, as thirty-year-olds, move out of their childhood home.

   It seems quiet behind each of the doors. He puts his ear against Luisa Muelas’s and almost wishes her not to be home. But there’s a faint noise inside – clatters, creaks, mumbles – but perhaps it’s just the TV.

   He straightens up and raps his good hand, the right, against the flat chunk of wood above the peephole. It’s four minutes to midnight. Maybe his knocks will fade into the raucous noise of New Year’s Eve.

   Suddenly he sees a face in the nameplate.

   The face is indistinct. A pleading, confused face dominated by two eyes wedged between a stack of wrinkles and shabby skin, topped off with a tired beard. A desperate face. In it he can see love and sorrow, he can see decades of bewilderment and alcohol, and he can see the cynical observer, appraising and judgemental. It’s an appallingly wretched face, difficult to penetrate, difficult to stomach, difficult to love. But worst of all it’s his face. As seen only from the rearview mirror of his car, or in the distorted mirrors above the chipped sinks of public toilets, or in shop windows, but preferably not at all. There’s only one thing to ask that face.

   What have you got to offer?

   In reality there’s nothing more frightening than this. The encounter. The moment in a life when one takes a risk. When one says, I want you. The moment when chance ceases, when one makes a stand and asks another to accept. The moment when two soap bubbles burst the reflection, merging into one. It doesn’t happen during a kiss, or during sex, and not even when one person loves another. It’s in the terrifying second when one dares to make a mad claim that one has something to offer another by one’s very presence.

   He hears sounds behind the door now. Like stockinged feet.

   – I’m coming, a soft voice says.

   It’s two minutes to twelve.

   He can’t do it, he just can’t. He leans over the stairwell and starts down. Down, down. He hears the door opening on the top floor. Hello? the voice says. Past the doors with loud music and outside. Onto the street. He hobbles along the wall like a rat, then cuts across the street to his car. Calle Palangre is filled with people now. There’s a group of cigar-smoking men standing beside his car, and girls astride scooters, champagne flutes in their hands.

   Voices call out from the flats above. He fumbles his way into his car and wriggles it free of its parking spot. Following the one-way street, he parts the throng. A group wants to catch a ride, not seeing that his sign is turned off, but he’s not interested. He pays no mind to their hands on his windscreen or their pleading eyes. Happy New Year, asshole!, a young girl wearing a silver-covered bowler shouts at him.

   He drives away from the city’s light and into darkness. The grey road ends and becomes a pale track. He presses down hard on the old Mercedes’ creaky gas pedal. Gravel plinks against the undercarriage.

   The image of the hairdresser’s daughter opening the door returns to mock him. Now in socks – hair rumpled and a little glass of whisky in her hand. A fantasy only a horny man can imagine. That’s something he hates about growing old. Going from the physicality of a youth lacking spirit to pure spirit lacking physicality. To the point where the best moments are comprised of thoughts, of conceptions of the future, of reminders from way back when. For almost eighteen years he’s imagined intimacy with a woman. Imagined it. Even when he was with Annette, he imagined it. Back then it had just had a more concrete means of expression, back then it resembled intimacy with everyone else but her, right up until he was no longer near her.

   His feet shift from the gas pedal to the brake. In the centre of his headlights’ bright yellow cone he sees a giant object lying in the middle of the road.
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   At first he thinks it’s a fallen satellite, then he sees that it’s a car, an overturned car.

   It’s a bloody Montero, a black Montero like Bill Haji’s.

   It is Bill Haji’s.

   It’s four or five hundred metres from the spot where they’d passed one another, but how long ago was that? An hour? He can’t make any sense of time. Maybe the Rusty Nail went to his head after all.

   He cuts his engine but leaves the headlights on, so he can see the car. He hears the ocean and the soft hum of the Montero’s motor. The dust settles.

   He’s about to turn on his CB radio and contact dispatch; it’s the best he can do. Then he hears some rapping sounds, as if someone’s trying to communicate or get free. He gets out of his car. He calls Bill’s name. He calls as though they know each other. Bill Haji. They hardly know each other. Everyone knows Bill Haji. A colourful, obnoxious person. Never at rest, always on his way to or fro. Erhard has driven him a few times. The first time was to the hospital. And after that – upon request: a couple of trips to the airport and home to Haji’s villa some miles away. Haji arrived from Madrid with four or five suitcases and a young man who seemed tired. They were the same suitcases both times, but not the same guy. Erhard didn’t care about the rumours, or how Haji lived his life. One shouldn’t get involved in that kind of thing. As long as the boys are over eighteen and have made their own choices.

   – Bill Haji, he repeats.

   The car is smashed up. It must have rolled a good distance. Stupid Montero. No better than Japanese cardboard. There’s a long trail of glass. Which suggests to him that the vehicle skidded along the road. He calls again as he walks around the car and peers through what might have been the windscreen, but is probably a side window. There’s no one inside. Neither Bill nor any of his boys. Erhard breathes easier. Even though he doesn’t much care for Bill Haji, he feared seeing him mashed between the steering wheel and the seat like a blood-gorged tick. The vehicle is empty; one of the doors is open, hanging from its hinge. Maybe he’s gone after help or was picked up by his sister, who’s always close by Bill Haji, whenever he sees him downtown or at La Marquesina. He bends forward and touches the car. It’s still warm.

   For a moment the darkness and the car fade away, and the entire sky is lit up in shades of green and cyan and magenta, and it’s as if hundreds of eyes are looking back at him.

   ‌
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   The sky above explodes. Erhard stares across the vehicle. More booms follow in choppy rhythm, streaks and flashes of light. At first he thinks that they’re emergency lights from a ship. Then he remembers that it’s New Year’s Eve and he spots the stream of fireworks down in the city. When his eyes adjust to the darkness again, he sees something moving right in front of him.

   Sitting on top of what was once the car’s exhaust is a dog.

   Two dogs.

   They’re watching him like cute puppies heading out for a walk. They’re wild dogs. No one knows where they come from. Maybe from Corralejo seven miles away. Whether they are sitting there or running along the edges of cliffs in the moonlight, they’re handsome animals. In the daylight they appear emaciated and beaten, like old blankets. They’re a plague to anyone who raises sheep and goats, and among bored young men they’ve become something one shoots as target practice from the bed of a lorry. And yet somehow there are more of them than ever. Erhard guesses that ten or fifteen of them are out there in the darkness. Maybe Bill Haji hit one of them, maybe that’s why he crashed. One of the dogs is drooling. Erhard stares through its forelegs.

   Even though most of his face is gone, he can still recognize Bill Haji’s remains. There’s nothing left to save. Maybe he was dead before the dogs got to him. His famous sideburns look like rabbit fur turned inside out.

   Then he sees it.

   ‌
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   It’s lying right behind the left front wheel, in darkness. He only sees it because it sparkles a little each time the fireworks explode in the sky. At first he’s not sure what it is. There’s heat in the reflection, an amber radiance. He guesses that it’s some copper or something embossed in gold, perhaps part of a pair of sunglasses or a cord sliced in half. For a moment he wonders if it’s a gold filling, then he sees the fingernail and the small folds around the joint. He notices that the broad ring is surrounded by flesh.

   It’s Bill Haji’s engagement ring. On Bill Haji’s ring finger. Ten minus one.

   He doesn’t want to go around the vehicle, so he reaches for it; he doesn’t even know if he can reach it. It’s only a metre or two away from him on the other side of the car. He stretches across the undercarriage, but the two dogs glance up from their dinner. One bares its teeth and repositions its front paws, ready to spring. Erhard might be able to snatch the finger, but not without having a dog stuck to his arm.

   He walks slowly back to his own car and snaps on the high beams. He blinks the lights on and off a few times until the dogs glower at him in irritation. Then he lays his hand against the centre of the wheel and puts all his weight into it. The car emits a few shrill honks that most wouldn’t believe belonged to a Mercedes. He presses the horn until the two dogs on the other car hop sluggishly down like junkies and slink off a few metres into the darkness.

   He hurries to the Montero by the glow of his high beams. As fast as he can. It has been several months, maybe years, since he last ran. Although it’s only a few metres, it feels like forever. As if the dogs have already seen him and are moving towards the vehicle again. As if his legs are unreliable and can’t carry him all the way there and back again in a single evening. He doesn’t get as close to the car as he wishes but leans across the overturned Montero to reach for the ring. A mere half-metre away.

   He’s splayed out just opposite what remains of Bill Haji’s head and face, gazing through a red-blue clot at open but extinguished eyes.

   Find the boy.

   The sentence emerges so loud and clear through the noise of the fireworks that, for a moment, Erhard thinks it’s coming from the radio that’s still playing. Or maybe one of the dogs, as far as he fucking knows, is suddenly talking. He stares into Bill Haji’s eyes and it’s almost as if the voice is coming from them, from the dark circles slowly glossing over in death. He’s heard the voice before. It’s a voice he recognizes. Maybe it’s Bill Haji’s. Maybe it’s just something he said out loud, for God knows what reason. He can’t even remember what he said, only that the words were pleading.

   Then he sees the finger again and hoists himself forward. The undercarriage is still warm. Not hot, but warm like a rock. The fireworks die out, the final salute blasting above the coast, a green network that sprays silver. Silence follows. Not quite silence. The engine groans. And the dogs’ plaintive yips have become a supersonic whine, which must be the sound they make right before they turn vicious. Something rustles just below the car. Erhard crawls forward on his belly, stretches his arm, and clutches the finger. It’s cold. Bristly. And incredible.

   Nine + one, he thinks.

   ‌
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   Erhard runs back to his car and hurls himself into the front seat, then slams the door. Since he discovered the overturned car, he’s felt perfectly sober, almost hung-over, and now his drunkenness returns with a snap. Not only the dizzying sensation, but also a bizarre elation, a joy.

   It’s as if his eyes, body, and mind are doing short-circuited mathematics. With his own nine fingers and Bill Haji’s one that makes ten fingers. It stirs a pleasure all the way down in his belly, hell, down in his cock – as if having a new finger in his possession has strengthened his libido. He knows that it’s wrong, knows he’s imaging it, but even though it’s not his finger, the sum total of fingers makes him whole in a way he’s not felt in a long time. In the same way that losing his finger eighteen years before represented a repulsion, a conscious subtraction, this finger returns his balance to him.

   He tosses his socks and plops in bed with a buzzing head. The generator has run dry, because he forgot to turn it off when he left. Tomorrow, tomorrow he’ll have a look at it. Although the night is quiet, when the wind shifts direction it sounds like dogs snarling.

   If they eat him there will be nothing to bury. If there’s nothing to bury, he’s not dead. Bill Haji’s sister is one hard woman who looks like a man. She’ll have to say her goodbyes to an empty coffin.

   The finger on a hand, Bill Haji’s hand, which once hailed Erhard on the high street. His boyfriend was sick. Bill Haji caressed him all the way to the hospital. What Erhard recalls most of all was the scent of watermelon and the stack of 500-euro notes Bill Haji wanted to pay with. To make change, Erhard had to run inside a kiosk. The finger. Bill Haji’s hand. Bill Haji’s sideburns. The most Irish thing about the man.

   He fumbles in the dark of his bedroom to find the telephone. There’s been an accident. Hurry, he says. It’s like leaving a message. He gives the address, trying to alter his voice so that he sounds more Spanish. Los perros se lo han comido. The dogs have eaten him. The man on the other end of the line doesn’t quite understand.

   – Your name? May I ask who is calling?

   A long silence. Erhard wants to hang up, but he can’t find the off button in the dark. He runs his hand up the twisted cord until he locates it.

   – Hello, the man says.

   Erhard hangs up. Once again, the house is shockingly quiet. All that remains is the wind swooshing across the rocks. The new year has already come to the islands. The finger is tucked underneath his pillow like a lucky coin.
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   On Tuesday, he rises early and goes for a drive before reporting to dispatch and picking up his first fares. His first trip is always down to Alapaqa, the fisherman’s village, where the seagulls scream and you can get the best coffee on the island. Aristide and his wife Miza brew it themselves, grinding it with Miza’s father’s old Arabic grinder, which covers the length of a desk. The sweet coffee is practically purple. The island’s best. Even though he can’t say that he’s tried every place that offers coffee, he’s probably tried most of them.

   – You look chipper today, Erhard, Miza says. Erhard gives her cousin a terse hello. She’s staying with Miza temporarily and enters the cafe in her bare feet. She’s a motorcycle-girl with a filthy mouth. He doesn’t care for that, but he likes her hair. When she’s standing with her back to him, he can see it. Dark and long, all the way to her thighs. As Erhard drinks his coffee, the cousin talks about a bodybuilder called Stefano. Not a nice guy, Erhard would say if she asked, but she doesn’t. She doesn’t ask anything. Instead she prattles on about the bodybuilder’s chicken brain and a TV he smashed and all the money he spent on some skanky bitches at a bar in Puerto. Miza cleans the cafe while listening, giving Erhard a glance. Maybe women aren’t always worth it, her glance says.

   Maybe men aren’t, either.

   There’s also a shower at Miza’s that he uses. It’s in a small shed where the fishermen clean and dry large fish. Through the years it has become a kind of public shower for surfers, fishermen, and one particular taxi driver who doesn’t have his own. On a good day there won’t be any fish hanging in the room. Today a huge swordfish dangles from a hook jammed in its mouth.

   ‌
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   He hauls in a meagre 120 euros. He falls into a good rhythm, with customers turning up just as quickly as he drops them off. He keeps the finger in his pocket, not daring to remove it. He’s tried to slide the ring off, but it’s stuck, wedged all the way to the bone. Bill Haji wasn’t fat, but his finger is either swollen or so fleshy that the ring’s now tight. He imagines a young Bill putting it on. When the finger has dried a bit, maybe he’ll be able to pry the ring free. As long as the finger doesn’t snap in two or crumble like dry clay.

   After siesta he heads down to Villaverde. He parks on a quiet road behind the Aritzas’ white mansion. Each year, always a few days after New Year, the Aritzas host visitors from the mainland, and their little niece Ainhoa plays Gershwin’s ‘Concerto in F’.

   He arrives half an hour early and tunes the piano while the women drink champagne on the terrace and the men stare into the Steinway, offering commentary. Not to Erhard, but to each other. André Aritza is a friendly man in his late forties with unusually thick glasses. Ever since Erhard blurted out that he knows nothing about computers, nor has any interest in them, André Aritza has been cool to him. The man obviously earned his fortune on computers and ships and navigation. One of the nouveau riche – of which there are more and more. Odd, spineless men with young trophy wives who maintain the household for them and their children.

   Today, three of those squinty-eyed inventor types are pointing into the housing at the hammers going up and down, and they refer to Erhard standing right beside them as the Piano Tuner. The brother-in-law says something about a mobile phone, how it can tune the piano. Very, very smart, the brother-in-law says. Tell me, how much do you pay the Piano Tuner? André Aritza replies: Way too much for way too little. Then get that app, the brother-in-law says, it only costs 79 cents. The men laugh. The sad sack will be unemployed soon, says the youngest of the inventor types. Erhard’s busy with the tuning fork, his head all the way inside the housing. He hears a lot of that kind of thing. Also when he drives his cab.

   He feels the finger in his pocket. Actually he can’t feel it, just knows it’s there. It gives him strange ideas. Like the desire to rip the strings out of this goddamn piano. Like the desire to play études with André Aritza’s head mashed onto the keys. But it also makes him want to let it go. To be calm and not waste his opportunities.

   Reina Aritza tries to gather the company in the dining room. There’s a suite behind some closed sliding doors. The entire house smells of overcooked lobster. Erhard takes his time finishing as the party breaks up and begins drinking champagne in front of the windows, where there’s a view of the bay and the water. He walks downstairs to the kitchen, washes his blackened fingers, and then heads to the entranceway. Just as he’s about to close the front door, he remembers the envelope containing money that’s sitting on the small worktop. That’s always where he finds it. One hundred euros. He doesn’t need the money. If he doesn’t take the envelope he can show André Aritza that he’s not doing it for the money. That he won’t be subjected to commentary for chump-change. But it would just look like he forgot the money. He didn’t speak up when they commented negatively about him, and they’d just think the poor, confused piano tuner has forgotten his money. Maybe they would laugh at him even more.

   Hell no. He goes back upstairs and past the dining room, where he hears Reina directing the guests around the table, placing men and women. She calls for André, but there’s no response. Erhard scoops the envelope off the counter and quickly peeks into the living room through the slit in the door, and he sees the niece leaning against the piano gazing out the window. André Aritza is standing a little too close to her, his mouth a little too close to her ear. He’s watching her as if he expects a reaction, but one of his hands is inching up her thigh and up towards the long, silvery blouse that hangs below her waist. She doesn’t seem to be enjoying herself, but she doesn’t seem ashamed or surprised either. The only mitigating circumstance here is that she’s not his real niece, just a good friend’s daughter whom they regard as a niece. And she’s not a child, she’s a young woman, close to seventeen or eighteen years old. For someone like Erhard, who doesn’t know anything about sex or seducing women, his advances seem neither sexy nor seductive.

   Behind him Erhard hears Reina Aritza on her way down the hallway.

   – Señor Jørgensen, she says, when she sees him standing there with the envelope in his hand. Thank you for your help. Happy New Year to you.

   Erhard turns swiftly and pushes the living-room door open. André Aritza abruptly removes his hand from his niece and stands stiff as a butler beside her, glancing at Erhard, irritated. The niece still seems indifferent. As if he’s filled her with champagne or said something to her that that preoccupies her mind. – Your beautiful wife is looking for you, Erhard says loudly.

   – I see, thank you, the man says, looking away.

   – The lobster is getting cold, Reina Aritza says into the living room. – Remember the champagne flutes.

   – Happy New Year to you and your niece, Erhard says to André Aritza, turning his back to them and heading down the stairs. He sees a lot of this kind of thing, but still he wonders if this will be his last visit to this house. André Aritza may become even more difficult now. On the other hand it’ll be a long time before he needs to tune the piano again. He takes care of the few assignments he has. There’s no reason to make a decision now. It’ll be another year before he sees these people again.

   He snaps on his sign and hopes to pick up a customer before driving home.

   ‌
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   A man is standing at the door. Before he opens it, Erhard spies him through the tiny peephole; he counts to thirty to see if he will leave. The man, whose name is Francisco Bernal, rubs his eyes behind his sunglasses, as if he’s tired or has dust in them. Thirty-one, thirty-two, thirty-three. But the man is still there, staring at the door as if it’ll be thrust open at any moment. A handsome young man in his late thirties, he has a couple of kids and a wife who works at one of the hotels. Erhard opens the door.

   The policeman looks at Erhard. – Hermit, he says.

   – Superintendent.

   – I’m not a superintendent.

   – And my name’s not Hermit.

   Bernal grins. – OK, Jørgensen. How are you?

   – Fine. You? The kids?

   – The youngest one just got over measles.

   Erhard nods. He’s known the vice police superintendent for a few years. – Your colleague called me yesterday, Erhard says.

   – We’d prefer you come to the station.

   – I couldn’t yesterday.

   – Then come with me now.

   – But you’re here now. I don’t understand what you guys need from me. I don’t know much. I only know what I’ve told you.

   The policeman removes his sunglasses. He looks tired. – I can drive you in and bring you back.

   – Sounds like fun, but no thanks.

   Bernal glances at Erhard’s car. – What happened to your side mirror?

   – That kind of thing happens when you drive a taxi.

   – Jørgensen, I was sent here to pick you up. Stop making it difficult for me.

   – Call me Señor Againsttherules.

   Bernal laughs. An honest laughter. That’s what Erhard likes about him. – Why didn’t you say who you were? On the telephone?

   – The connection was bad, Erhard says. – You know how it is out here.

   – As far as I can tell, it’s gotten much better with the new cables.

   Erhard hadn’t heard anything about new cables.

   – Why didn’t you call back? Bernal continues.

   – It was New Year’s Eve, and I was tired.

   – Were you tired when you discovered the body, too?

   – Yes. Erhard thinks about the words which escaped from Bill Haji’s eyes, but he can no longer recall them. It’s not the kind of information that adds to one’s credibility.

   – When was the last time you saw a doctor?

   – Give it a rest, Erhard says, getting out his driver’s licence. Taxi drivers have to carry it on their person at all times, but he’s never shown it to anyone but Bernal, who checks it every time.

   Bernal looks at the date. October 2011. – You have no trouble seeing at night?

   – Of course not.

   – It happens sometimes. At your age.

   – That’s called harassment. Two other drivers are older than I am.

   – Actually, that’s not the case. Alberto Ramirez is sixty-eight, Luís Hernaldo Esposito is sixty-six.

   – Impressive, young man. But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m a good driver.

   – I’m aware of that, but you’re also so obstinate that I could have you arrested. All at once his face takes on a strangely serious expression. – Hermit, I have to ask you something.

   He can’t escape that name. A few years ago it bothered him, and he tried getting people to call him Jørgensen. But it didn’t last. There’s nothing more durable than a misunderstood nickname. – Let’s hear it, he says.

   – There’s something about… about Bill Haji that we’d like to know. Bernal looks around.

   – Easy now. There’s no one here but us. And the goats.

   – I asked Pérez-Lúñigo to wait in the car.

   Erhard gazes at the police car, and only now does he notice the dark shadow sitting in the passenger’s seat and grasping the handle on the car’s ceiling. Lorenzo Pérez-Lúñigo is a doctor, a very average one at that, but he’s also the island’s only medical examiner. He’s not particularly good at his job, he’s just pompous and abnormally interested in corpses. An awful person. Erhard almost reported him to the police a few years back for abusing a corpse, but Bernal talked him out of it.

   – What happens in a taxi stays with the cabbie, as the saying goes.

   Bernal snorts. – Can we at least go inside?

   Erhard enters the living room, which is also the kitchen. He leans against the kitchen table and gestures for the vice police superintendent to do the same.

   – You still don’t have running water, Bernal says, looking at an empty bottle of cognac on the table.

   – Water is for turtles.

   – You live like a turtle, too. I’m getting a little concerned.

   – No need. I’ve done far worse.

   Bernal shrugs. – On the telephone you said that the dogs had bitten his face.

   – I said they’d eaten his face.

   – And they sat on top of the car? The dogs. And they were biting him?

   – Eating him. Yes, that’s what I saw.

   – And you’re sure of that? It was his face?

   – I saw his sideburns, I saw his hair. I saw his eyes.

   – Is it possible that you were tired?

   – I know what I saw.

   – Could it have been his back?

   – If he had eyes on his back.

   The superintendent smiles. – We can’t find his ring. It’s a very unique ring that’s worth nothing if one tried to sell it.

   – Who knows what those animals might have eaten?

   – We’ve shot everything that runs around on four legs out there. We’ve even shot a few dogs that weren’t feral. And Lorenzo has been wallowing in dog guts up to his elbows. No ring.

   – Then he’s in his element. But maybe they didn’t swallow it. Maybe it’s lying around somewhere. Who knows where dogs like that hide?

   – We would’ve found it then. We’ve searched the entire area. The problem is that everything that’s been inside the dogs for more than three or four hours is so dissolved we can’t tell what it is. Not the ring – we ought to be able to find that. And if the face was the last thing the dogs, um, ate, then we ought to have found it.

   – When did you get there?

   – We got there as fast as we could. The policeman glances down at the laminate floor, which is torn and fixed with duct tape. – They’re calling it a single-vehicle accident. He says it several times, as if it suddenly amazes him.

   Erhard is relieved, but afraid to show this relief to Bernal. He turns and arranges some random object on the kitchen table. – How long did it take? he says.

   – The man was already dead, of course. Like you said, it was New Year’s Eve.

   – So what’s the problem?

   – His family’s breathing down our necks. Love makes people unreasonable. They want something to put in the coffin. Not just rocks from Alejandro’s Trail. And the ring, the sister’s very focused on that.

   – Don’t try to mess with them. Especially Eleanor. Nothing good will come of that. He remembers the sister as she appears in a rearview mirror. She’s twice the man Bill Haji was.

   – That’s why we’re busting our asses here. A ring like that is pretty much, you know, his personality. I’d like to give the ring to his sister and tell her that he’s in the coffin. Not just what’s left of his shoes or his liver, which for some reason those devils never touched.

   Erhard doesn’t dare glance over at the shelf where the finger is lying inside a tin of Mokarabia 100 per cent Arabica coffee. – I can’t help you.

   Bernal peers around as if he wants to say more. His eyes rest for some time on the section of wall where the wallpaper is missing. The bare wood is visible there. Pale plywood marked by the carpenter’s scribbled notes. Erhard follows him to his car. Pérez-Lúñigo seems impatient.

   – If you hear that someone has found the ring, I’d like to know.

   – OK, Erhard says. If he hears that someone has found the ring, he’ll call immediately.

   – Did I tell you that I knew a girl from Denmark once? Back when I lived in Lanzarote. She was a wild little one, impossible to tame. He climbs into the car but keeps the door open. – She went home suddenly. That’s the problem with these islands. All the sensible people go home at some point.

   – Don’t know her, Erhard says.

   ‌

11

   He talks to the Boy-Man.

   Aaz is probably the only one he’s unable to read. Aaz may be the first person he’s known who is no one and everyone at the same time. Erhard likes that about him. They drive through Tindaya.

   Aaz says he should give it a chance. He says: You deserve it, it’ll happen someday.

   But Erhard isn’t sure. – It’s been eighteen years since the last time, Aaz. Fewer tourists are coming here. And many of them are passionate Arsenal fans who’re lookin’ for cheap beer and even cheaper pussy, to put it bluntly, Aaz. And the families, the families with their lazy kids who scream for McDonald’s as soon as they’re off the plane. It’s getting longer and longer between good customers, even for me. And even longer between agreeable women.

   May I recommend Liana or a couple other sisters?

   – That’s very kind of you, Aaz. Those girls aren’t really my type, or I’m not theirs. If I’m lucky, I’ll find an old, used-up, angry widow from Gornjal. The town with all the widows.

   They laugh.

   – Nah, who wants a rundown cab driver, Erhard says. – A labourer with a handicap and bad teeth and all that.

   You also tune pianos.

   – It’s just a matter of time before only idiots pay for that kind of service. Pardon me, but it can all be done with modern methods, easier, better, and cheaper. For all I know the same might apply to taxis in a few years. You’ll have robots driving you around.

   What about you? What will you do? Who will drive me home?

   – By that point I’ll be dead, Aaz. By that point you’ll be a grown man and will have forgotten all about me. By that point there will be a tunnel to Africa and you’ll be able to drive to the Sahara and ride on electric camels.

   Aaz doesn’t reply, just stares at the glove compartment’s latch, which can be opened with a press of the thumb.

   ‌
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   Grown men with kites.

   He turns his sign off and parks out by the Dunes and watches the kite surfers. He decides how much work he wants to do and when he wants to do it. If he wants to work all day, he can. Or if he feels like taking tomorrow off. He just goes to where he’ll find customers, then drives them. That’s how it feels anyway. It’s not difficult; it doesn’t require much from him. He just knows where the customers are. It’s the same with the piano. Once he hears a few notes, he knows what he needs to work on, whether something is stuck, or whether it’s the result of moisture or simply some dust or lint. In the same way, he can see the traffic or kind of feel in the air or hear the sounds from the airport or sense the busyness on the main road. And he knows where a woman is waiting with her teenage daughter on her way back to the hotel after a shopping trip, or where a group of businessmen will soon march a few feet into the road and whistle at him so they can head to the nearest strip bar, or when a surfer with sand between his toes wants to use his dollars to get to the city, his board strapped to the roof. Many of his colleagues hate him for this ability, while some are awed by him. A couple of the Catholics make the sign of the cross when he comes to the auto workshop. Dispatch rarely gives him jobs, because they know he already has plenty of customers. Once in a while there’s a young driver who wants to know how he does it. Maybe he sees Erhard sitting at the Hotel Phenix bar, and the young man approaches him wanting to know everything, while his comrades stand there calling out in the background. C’mon now, this guy’s a legend, he shouts back at them, he’s going to tell me all his secrets. But Erhard doesn’t tell him his secrets, it’s not something he can explain. All he can say is, Keep your eye on the traffic, think about the people. Where would you want to go if the weather was so and so? Is it a heavy-travel day? And so on. Good advice, but no doubt unusable. The truth, of course, is that he doesn’t even know himself how he does it. It’s like music, he tries to tell the young drivers, who usually don’t know anything about music.

   The younger drivers want to learn, but the middle-aged drivers are bitter. They’ll never do anything but drive taxis, and they’ll never live well doing so. They see Erhard as a parasite, an extranjero, who not only takes their customers, but also acts as if he’s better than them. He lives alone out in Majanicho, he doesn’t talk to the other drivers, and he just sits in his old Mercedes reading books if he’s not out stealing the only customers of the day. That’s what they think, and some of them even tell him that. And they’re right too. Also about the books. In the beginning, reading was something he did to relax and to show the other drivers that he wasn’t busy finding new customers. He started driving past potential rides and parking at the back of the queue, doing everything he could to remain there all day with a good book.

   In the boot he keeps a box stuffed with paperbacks, which he rummages through and selects from. He likes looking at the covers and touching the raised letters the titles are printed with. Or he riffles through a book and inspects it to see how many dog-ears it has. If there are many, it’s good. He buys books, sometimes by the boxful, from a friend in Puerto. She owns a secondhand shop. A few times each month, if he’s been out to the airport, he drives past Solilla’s and purchases books and maybe some clothes. There’s nothing wrong with the books. The clothes smell a little; he washes them before he wears them. Hangs them on the line behind the house and leaves them for a week. Then the smell goes away, and is replaced by the scent of the island’s piquant soil. He can stay there all day reading. There should be something left for the others. They all have children and wives, they have to provide for others, and they don’t have the luxury of sitting around reading. He doesn’t have the same issue. The more he earns, the more he sends to Annette. Every month he transfers most of his salary to her account. Not with a friendly message, but electronically and soullessly. He doesn’t deserve anything else, and he doesn’t need anything special. He can live on coffee and tinned food that he bought many years ago and which he warms up and eats directly from the tin. It doesn’t bother him. Sometimes he goes to the island’s finest restaurants and takes a long time choosing expensive wine and cutting a good cigar. That doesn’t bother him, either. During the summer he sits in his car and reads with the window open, and during the winter he keeps a reclining chair that he arranges on the sidewalk beside the car. The other drivers, sweating inside their vehicles, hate this.

   When one drives through the Dunes and slowly past the quiet hotels with their gardeners and their eager water hoses, one can see the kites out over the water. Back and forth like birds hunting. He parks the car on the road and crosses the sandbanks to the water. Out here the sun is fierce. It feels that way, anyway. The beach stretches endlessly, the sea like a giant air balloon that’s suddenly lying at the end of the beige dune. There are no families walking on the beach today. The wind is too strong; the sand is drifting and stinging.

   Next to a container filled with surfing equipment, there’s a little shop on a couple of pallets. It offers ice cream, music, and shelter from the wind and sun. Erhard drinks a San Miguel while watching the figures being dragged around by ropes. Grown men with kites. Sometimes they’re perfectly exposed to the wind, other times it’s exactly the opposite. Frustratingly, he hears every sound emerging from the little shop. Every cough or scrape of the coffee machine. The sound of possibility. The woman in the shop is probably around twenty years younger than him, but worn down. She’s The Monk, the diligent, silent, labouring, and all-too-affectionate type. The divorced mother of four who had to get a job after her husband bolted. As a potential lover, on the one hand, she’s experienced and highly service-minded; but on the other hand, she’s scary. She stoops forward to watch the kites through the small window.

   – Is that one of your sons out there? he guesses.

   She looks at him, surprised. – Do you know my Robbi?

   – I know most everyone a little, he says.

   ‌
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   At 4 p.m. he drives out to the Oleana Cemetery and parks on the opposite side of the road. He watches them walking up the street, a small procession with many flowers. Typically, the wealthiest families like to bear their dead as far as possible, while the poor spend great sums of money on expensive hearses. The Haji family balances the coffin through the cemetery gate and down one of the paths. It doesn’t look easy. Maybe they put a few rocks in the coffin after all. Eleanor’s at the back of the throng, flanked on one side by a tall young woman whose hair is falling in her eyes and, on the other, by an elderly woman – probably an aunt. The policeman is across the street; he’s wearing a nice set of clothes but seems even more tired than the last time Erhard saw him. He nods at Erhard and merges into the procession.

   – It’s God’s punishment, he hears a woman say. She’s sitting on a balcony a few storeys above him. – The island’s too small for a poof like that.

   ‌

14

   At night he lies in bed with one eye open, staring at the boxlike telephone and its knotted-up cord. In that stage right before sleep, he imagines himself standing and lifting the receiver. In the morning he eyes the telephone while eating his breakfast, and again he imagines it ringing. He considers placing the call himself. It’s now been eighteen years. But he can’t do it and he hustles to his car.

   When he goes to the supermarket, he notices the coin-operated telephone in the corner, or, if he passes an electronics store – Corralejo has plenty of these – he spots, at a distance, an answering machine inside a faded box. Ever since Annette called to curse him out he’s been this way at the start of a new year. He was unable to respond to her; she just called to vent. This was in 1997, immediately after he began sending money home. She couldn’t take it. Couldn’t stomach his goddamn money. She wanted nothing from him. Nothing. You’re dead, you’re already dead. Then she hung up. The following year she called back. This time she didn’t say anything, just cried for twenty seconds. She hasn’t called since. But this year marks the eighteenth year since he left her. He’s expecting a call. Practically wishes for it. Even if she’s just crying into the telephone. But there’s nothing. Maybe she’s forgotten his number, or him. Maybe she’s remarried. There’s nothing.

   He picks up every customer that comes his way, he works all afternoon and into the evening, and he works until he’s so tired that his eyelids stick together. Afterward he heads to the harbour, indiscriminately buys a bottle of wine, and sits on the pier, alone, watching young people leap into the water until the last rays of sunlight vanish from the rocky island of Isla de Lobos and the sea turns black. He staggers to the intercom at Calle el Muelle to pay Raúl and Beatriz a visit.

   – Come on up, old man, Raúl says, always ready.

   They open the door. She’s wearing a sheer yellow summer dress that shows off her long, tanned legs, and he’s wearing a shirt unbuttoned at the top. They welcome him like he’s their father: pleasant and receptive and happy. They’ve just mixed some mojitos. The three of them head up to the rooftop terrace.

   Beatriz sits on Raúl’s lap, and they kiss. Erhard tells them about the kite surfers and Bill Haji and Mónica, the Boy-Man’s mother. Raúl says that Erhard’s the most unbelievable man he knows, and Beatriz – after mixing more drinks for them and pouring wine for herself – passes next to him, wafting her sublime perfume as she runs her hand and its long fingernails through Erhard’s thin hair.

   He pretends, as always, that he doesn’t care for this, but on some nights it’s just such a hand that he fantasizes about. The nails like sharpened pencils drawing long strokes through his hair. It would be a different matter, obviously, if they really were his children, if Raúl was his son and Beatriz his daughter-in-law. But he knows they are not, and his dick knows they are not, and that’s all there is to it. He doesn’t even feel badly for Raúl. Raúl is Raúl, a real cock of the walk if ever there was one. Raúl may be his father’s son and Beatriz’s boyfriend, but no one can be sure of anything. He wants it all, but he doesn’t want to be tied down. He has it all, but he doesn’t want to own anything. Defiant and charming and always on his way into or out of a drunken stupor. In some strange way he was Erhard’s most attentive pupil. Erhard’s only pupil. At the beginning he was a foolish young man with nothing more than cheap entertainment and American porn mags on the brain, with a pronounced need to avoid additional problems with teachers, police, neighbours, angry young women – and his father. Erhard had to teach him to see the bigger picture, to get past what his father said, to get past the girls’ glances. To build a layer of contemplation and preparation in between his spontaneous eruptions and his clumsy attempts at independence. Patience, in short. Some things had rubbed off on the boy, who had since become a man. And rubbed off so well that Raúl has become calmer, less confused, less frightening, happier. Even his father has noticed his development. Still, he doesn’t believe Erhard’s friendship was the cause of this transformation so much as the many years Raúl had spent being grounded, his ears boxed, his bank account regulated.

   The result is a longstanding friendship, Erhard’s deepest and most alcoholic. Perhaps his only friendship. It’s a relationship in which Erhard is valued and has a voice, where he feels admired and accepted as the person he has been for the past two decades.

   But it’s a wrongheaded, bizarre friendship according to TaxiVentura’s managing director Pauli Barouki. Because Raúl is on their competitor’s board of directors. Rumour has it that there’s a shady side to their friendship. They say that Erhard works for Raúl, that he gives him free rides or takes care of Raúl’s problems. But by and large they’re not even involved in each other’s lives. They talk about food, alcohol, arguments at the Yellow Rooster. Erhard tells stories about people from Corralejo or Raúl talks about the rich pigs, as he calls them, and their impossible love-lives, while Beatriz laughs. Neither of them want to know what the other does in his spare time. Raúl doesn’t want to hear about life as a taxi driver; every time Erhard complains about dispatch or the new rules for drivers, Raúl waves his hand the way he learned from his father. Nor does he want to hear about the books Erhard reads. And Erhard doesn’t ask Raúl about Taxinaria or where all of Raúl’s money comes from. He figures it’s his father’s, even though Raúl repeatedly says that he wants to earn his own money. Only that one time, with Federico Molino and the suitcase, did Erhard go too far for Raúl. It was illegal, but he did it for the right reasons. That’s what Erhard now thinks about the episode they haven’t spoken of since.

   They gaze across the city and the beach. The water looks like marzipan.

   Raúl shows him a wound on his knuckle. – Had a little disagreement with a seaman down at the Yellow Rooster, he chuckles. – He said things about my girlfriend.

   Beatriz turns away, irritated. – I didn’t ask you to do that, she says.

   – Was there no another way? Erhard asks, though he believes the three or four louts who fight in Corralejo usually deserve a beating. Erhard knows them; he’s driven them all home many times.

   – You don’t know him, Raúl says. – But he deserved it. He’s been bothering me for months, years. But fuck that. No need to discuss it, right Bea? Salud.

   He drinks.

   They discuss the wine and the sunset and later the sunrise and the new boats anchored in the marina and Petra and her daughter, whom Raúl thinks is perfect for Erhard. To Raúl, it’s funny that Erhard has never really seen the girl, only her picture hanging on the wall of the salon.

   – What is it with you and these women? Beatriz asks.

   Raúl turns serious. – Erhard doesn’t talk about his past.

   – There can be many reasons for that, Beatriz says.

   – Watch it there, Bea, Raúl says.

   – Are you afraid of love? she goes on.

   Raúl lifts Erhard’s left hand so she can see the missing finger.

   – Love has many faces, but only one asshole, Erhard says.

   – Poetic, Raúl says. – Let’s just say: Being married is dangerous.

   Beatriz shoves him. – You think it’s funny? Why do you talk about it like that?

   – Tell Beatriz about the hairdresser’s daughter, Raúl says. – He’s almost met her five or six times, but he’s backed out every time.

   It was more like four times. Including New Year’s Eve. But he doesn’t want to mention that.

   – It was last year, I think. Or the year before that. The year when it rained the entire month of January.

   – The year before, Beatriz says.

   – I park the car, taking a break between jobs, and go down the street where Petra and her husband live. The daughter lived with them back then. The son goes to boarding school. I hear Petra through the balcony door. Have you heard Petra’s distinct Yorkshire accent?

   Shaking her head, Beatriz laughs.

   – And then her husband, he’s half-Moroccan, owns some electronic shops down in Puerto, among other things. They’re arguing about something involving their son’s school accommodation. I’m standing quietly in the doorway across the street, looking up, trying to catch a glimpse of the daughter Raúl keeps teasing me about. I probably stood there for an hour. Staring, following every little shadow moving across the ceiling, all the while figuring I’d see her on the balcony or in the big window next to it.

   – You’re some kind of Hamlet, Raúl grins. Beatriz shushes him.

   – You mean Romeo, Erhard says, and continues: – But I’m so preoccupied that I don’t even notice a person walking right past me, trailed by this sweet honeylike aroma. She crosses the street and enters the building. It’s not until the door of the flat closes and the argument abruptly stops and Petra says, Luisa, darling, her voice inflected by wine, that I realize the daughter had just walked past.

   – What then? What then? Beatriz sits up.

   – Nothing, Raúl says. – That’s what makes it so beautiful. It’s Erhard. Not a goddamn thing happens! Not a goddamn thing.

   – What? Beatriz says. – You didn’t go up?

   – I’m not meant to see her.

   – What? Beatriz shouts excitedly. – Tell me you don’t believe that?

   – I know a sign when I see one.

   – But how do you know it’s a sign?

   – I can see it. The pattern.

   – Salud for Louisa, Raúl says.

   – You can’t possibly believe that, Beatriz says, and drinks.

   Erhard hopes, deep down, that Luisa is a slightly older version of Beatriz, with lips like Kirsten – a woman he shagged in the backroom of a bar in Horsens, Denmark, several decades ago – and an ass like one of the beach volleyball girls he’d recently driven down to Sport Fuerte. But the truth is she’s probably a rather average and sweet girl in a floral dress, with pale English breasts like her mother.

   – Salud. Erhard sucks the rum and sugar from his glass and picks the mint leaves from his teeth.

   – It’ll become an obsession, Beatriz says. – In ten years you won’t be able to think about anything else, and you’ll talk non-stop about her. Just you wait and see. Like those fishermen who finally, at long last, hook some monster fish only to lose it.

   – She’s not that great, Raúl says.

   Beatriz gives him an elbow.

   – I’ve survived without a girlfriend, I think I’ll survive a little while longer.

   – Seventeen years, Raúl says. – That’s because you live in a cave.

   – It’s not as simple as you make it sound.

   – I know that. But what if you only sent half of what you earned home, or a quarter? Then you’d have the money to do something else.

   Erhard doesn’t want to discuss it.

   – The ex-husband in Paradise, Raúl says to Bea. – He sends his entire fortune back to Denmark.

   – That’s nice of you, Beatriz says.

   – It costs money to save yourself. Isn’t that what you told me once? Wise words, Old Man. Raúl laughs. – My point is, living out there you don’t exactly have a dynamic social life. You need to go out and meet people.

   – If I’m meant to meet someone, I will.

   – Please stop with all that karma bullshit. If you’re so tired of the nickname Hermit, then come out of your turtle shell a bit more.

   – His shield?

   – Yeah, that too. Meet someone new, meet some ladies.

   – Hey, I want to meet new people too. Why don’t we ever meet new people?

   – We do. On the boat, et cetera.

   – Yeah, old men with old money. I mean interesting people, like in Barcelona.

   Raúl thinks it’s rubbish, that she’s just pissed. She has nothing to complain about, he says, his hand slipping under her dress. Erhard sits quietly, staring ahead. His eyes wander across the roofs which appear to be shimmying down and poking their antennae in the water. To turn it all in the right direction, he closes his eyes. When he opens them again, the terrace is empty. The chairs are empty, and everything’s tidied up. He’s lying underneath a thin blanket, and a small candle burns. The sky is heavy, blue, lifeless. The city light conceals the stars.
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   He picks up a woman. From the harbour in Corralejo, where she stood with her hair poufed out in every direction following the trip on the ferry, to Sport Fuerte, where she can’t find the address of the apartment in which she’ll live. She’s probably close to sixty. Her fingers are long and already brown and ringless. On top of that she’s Swedish, and she’s confused and nervous about something. They can almost communicate in their native languages, even though he’s forgotten much of the Swedish he once knew. She asks him about the necklace that’s dangling from the rearview mirror: a small, verdigrised pendant made of silver. It’s so dark out here, he says, and she laughs at him. In a wonderful way. She says it’s been an interesting ride. Slowly and methodically she drops the money into his hand, and he feels her fingers. That’s the kind of thing he misses.

   But it won’t lead anywhere. He helps her retrieve her suitcase and she squats, puzzled, to rummage through her bag. She doesn’t give him her number – as he’d momentarily hoped she would – and she leaves his business card on the backseat along with a few papers from the ferry. He takes this as a sign. What else could it be? He’s too old and too ugly.

   During siesta, he drives home and eats breakfast.

   He lifts the finger out of his pocket. It’s light-brown and crooked; his own fingers are pink, except for his nails – they’re black. One’s nails turn black here on the island. The black dust that hangs in the air above settles onto everything and creeps underneath fingernails. He scrubs them with his shoe brush and washes them in the garden. Just not Bill Haji’s.

   He uses duct tape to attach the finger to his left hand. The silver-coloured tape covers the joint, so it almost appears as though it’s a complete hand. He stands before the mirror admiring himself – hand dangling at his side, hand to his chin, arms crossed, thumb hooked in his trouser pocket. It’s a minor change, but it suits him. A new little finger. He almost feels normal, and can’t help but keep it on when he leaves.

   A couple is standing near the roundabout outside of Puerto. He drives them to a bike-rental shop in Via Panitta. He changes gears and drums the wheel rhythmically. Neither one of them says a word to him. Neither one of them stares at his hand. They just talk about, well, something or other. Then he drives to La Oliva: A man and his dog are heading to the veterinarian. The dog, an old sheepdog, sits stock-still gasping for breath. Erhard’s afraid the dog will sniff the finger, but it seems more interested in the hollow space under the hand brake, where there’s a balled-up napkin from lunch. The man tells him the animal’s going to be put to sleep. There’s nothing that can be done, he says repeatedly. One hour later he drives them home. The dog continues to gasp for breath, but the owner is happy. We made it, he whispers to the dog.
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   Then comes the year’s first rainy day. Whenever it rains, he likes to be inside drinking Lumumbas. They don’t know jack about that down here, so if he’s at a hotel – he likes being at a calm, air-conditioned hotel with a bar, where the bartender stands quietly between fags – so if he’s at a hotel, he has to tell the bartender how to make a Lumumba. At the Hotel Phenix down on the beach in Corralejo, he once went behind the bar to show the new bartender how to heat up the cocoa with the same nozzle used to foam milk for a café au lait.

   He’s at home today, where he keeps cocoa powder, powdered milk, and cognac on the top shelf of his pantry. The rainy season usually comes in the spring, as far as he’s concerned, but there are many different opinions on the matter here. He whips up cream with a fork attached to the power drill. And then he sits, shirtless, in his chair under the tarpaulin, gazing up at the mountain. Into the rain.

   He put the finger in a glass of formaldehyde. The glass makes the finger appear elongated and thin. A pharaoh’s finger. A finger to make the heavens thunder. Up close, it’s just brown and twisted. The ring’s loose now; he can spin it, but it still won’t come off. It has begun to irritate him. If he can pull the ring off, the finger will seem more like his own. But he can’t let it dry out. Then it’ll break. Or fall apart. Like a crushed cinnamon stick.

   The drops fall so thickly it sounds as if the earth itself is grumbling. As long as it keeps raining, he can’t hear anything else. He thinks about the corrugated plastic sheet above the toilet and the kitchen, which makes everything sound much worse. For seventeen years he’s considered getting rid of it. It doesn’t match the house, and it sticks out like a sore thumb. But he doesn’t care about that, actually. It only irritates him when it bangs in the southerly wind and he lies in bed all morning cursing the wind or the roof or himself, because he didn’t replace that old plastic sheet years ago or, at the very least, lay some rocks on top of it so that it doesn’t bang as much. But when he’s outside sitting in front of his house and staring up at the mountain and the silver-coloured sky, he doesn’t think about anything.

   When someone says, Isn’t it lovely to live in a place where it never rains?, he says, Yes. But the truth is, those four or five rainy days a year are what he loves most. They break up the monotony of sunshine; they’re like instant holidays pouring from the heavens. The entire island comes to a standstill. Everyone looks up or runs around finding the things they’ve left lying in the driveway, in the window, or on the terrace. And he doesn’t drive his taxi on those days. There are lots of customers when it rains, but he doesn’t want to waste a good rainy day. He parks the cab and sits under his tarpaulin drinking Lumumbas, until the thermos full of warm cocoa is empty. Then he falls asleep. If he’s at a hotel and gets drunk, he loans a room. More often than not, he knows the front-desk clerk. He throws himself fully dressed onto the bed. He doesn’t get hangovers from Lumumbas. It’s the good thing about Lumumbas.
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   A rapping. The roof’s banging in the wind. Or maybe it’s thunder.

   It’s a knock at his door.

   – Erhard. A voice penetrates the hard, steady rain. There is also thunder, but someone’s knocking on his door. Softly. He throws the blanket aside, stands up, and walks around the house. He doesn’t care about the rain. He likes to feel the cold droplets on his skin; they lead him farther and farther out of his ruminations or his sleep, into which he’d fallen. He recognizes the convertible and the figure waiting inside the car, behind the misted glass. Raúl’s pounding on the door. – I know you’re in there. Put down that Lumumba and come out.

   – Dios mío, boy, you’re going to blow my house down.

   Raúl turns the doorknob, then holds up his hand as a shield against the rain to see Erhard. He laughs and embraces Erhard, wetting them both. – Come, he says, and tugs him to his car. – We’re going on a little excursion.

   Erhard has grown accustomed to this kind of thing from Raúl, so he just follows him. – Just a moment, he says. – I’m coming. He walks around the house and grabs the glass with the finger. He lays it on the top shelf between tins of food and cocoa. He studies the finger for a moment. Then, with a pair of tongs, he removes it from the glass and carefully places it inside a freezer bag before cinching the bag in a knot. It fits in the pocket of his Khaki shorts without sticking out. No one would be able to tell what it is.

   Beatriz crawls into the backseat, and Erhard’s nudged into the front seat. That’s how Raúl is. Beatriz hugs him from the backseat, and he can feel her curls against his neck. Either she always smells different or she never uses the same perfume. Tonight it’s vanilla and salt. Raúl backs the car all the way down to Alejandro’s Trail and spins around, spattering mud. The music is loud. It’s noise. Not really a song.

   – It was Bea’s idea, Raúl shouts.

   – I just said the lightning was beautiful.

   – And then you said Cotillo.

   – You can see them there.

   – That’s what I’m saying.

   – But why Cotillo? Erhard asks. The windscreen wipers whip back and forth at full speed. – Why not up here?

   – Nothing’s too good for my friends. We’re heading down to the breakers to feel the sizzle of the water. Raúl sounds as if he ordered the lightning himself.

   He doesn’t drive recklessly, but much faster than Erhard appreciates. All in all, Erhard has grown so used to driving that he doesn’t like being a passenger. He glances over his left shoulder each time they turn, and he reaches for the gear stick when they drive up a hill. The road glistens, and the landscape is utterly strange, as though slathered in black plastic. It’s the rain – it’s everywhere. It doesn’t go anywhere. The ground is too dry to absorb it.

   – You’d like to go down to the real beach, Raúl says to Beatriz. They splash through Cotillo, water spraying against the houses next to the road. It’s easy to sense Raúl’s joy. Beatriz likes it too, maybe she’s pissed, Erhard thinks. Maybe Raúl’s pissed, too. It’s possible.

   They leave the city behind, heading towards the car park and the flat terrain just before the slope down to the beach. The car park is filled with cars, not in orderly rows like in a drive-in theatre, but randomly chaotic. There are probably twenty or thirty of them, and even a couple of police vehicles. Behind the cars the sky is a grey canvas that lights up bright green every time the lightning strikes.

   – Here we are, Raúl shouts. He has opened his door and is standing in the rain, his jacket over his head.

   – Can’t we see it from in here? Beatriz asks.

   Raúl doesn’t hear her. He slams his door and runs around the car to open hers. She doesn’t repeat the question, but follows him when he offers his hand. Erhard climbs out too. He’s quickly soaked, but it doesn’t bother him.

   They run towards the slope. Almost as though they’re searching for the queue to that evening’s entertainment. It’s not there. Not on the slope in any case. They continue to the water, stumbling down the slope, Beatriz shrieking in excitement. Lightning cracks unremittingly across the sky. The sound is far away, almost buried by the rain. Each bolt forms a unique thread from the base to the top, or vice versa. And in the midst of everything, the sea foams and roars.

   Then they spot the throng standing near the beach. Dark silhouettes and a few people with torches or lamps draw attention to the scene. Messages are shouted, and some kind of machine whirls around and around.

   – What the hell? Raúl says. – What’s happened?

   – It’s probably some tourist group, Beatriz calls out.

   – Not in this rain, Raúl laughs.

   They start towards the crowd, which isn’t as dense as they’d first thought; it has formed a semi-circle around others. A blue light blinks and a man shouts, Get back, get back. But no one moves. The waves lash at their feet, and some of the people are standing up to their ankles in the foamy water.

   – There’s a car, Beatriz shouts. – What’s it doing here?
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   A policeman is trying to stretch barricade tape around the car. It’s a black Volkswagen Passat. A few tall lamps light the vehicle, but the generator can’t keep up and the lamps alternately flicker off and on, then fall over in the soft sand.

   They pause amid the throng and try to find out what happened. It looks like a terrible parking job or a stolen, abandoned vehicle. Erhard has seen both kinds many times.

   – Let’s get away from here and watch the lightning, Beatriz suggests.

   – We can’t do that, Raúl says. – Something awful has happened.

   – That’s what I mean. We can’t stand here watching. Someone was hurt.

   A person in front of them says, – Someone drove over the edge and rolled into the sea.

   – How do you roll all the way down here? You’d have to want to, another says. – Is it a suicide?

   – Who was here first? a policeman tries. A few people raise their hands, but lower them when they see the others.

   – Who called us? I can’t recall who I spoke to earlier.

   A man steps forward. Their conversation is silenced by the rain. The man points up the slope. The policeman tries to write something down in a notebook, but there’s so much rain that he’s forced to give up. His pen doesn’t work, either.

   – It must’ve been stolen. There are no licence plates, someone says. An amateur surfer in a colourful wetsuit.

   – They keep looking at something in the backseat, says the other.

   – Step back, damn it, step back.

   Erhard recognizes the policeman. It’s Bernal. He’s soaked, his clothes practically glistening underneath an umbrella, and he’s shining a torch into the backseat and snapping photographs with a big camera.

   – Hassib, Bernal shouts. – I need some help here.

   No one comes to his aid. His voice, enveloped in noise, disappears. The other officers can’t hear him. One is busy trying to get the lamps to stand upright, another is talking to a paramedic with a bag tucked under his arm. A crane is backing into place on the clifftop, ready to hoist the vehicle up. In the meantime, rain continues to fall.

   – Can’t we go? I don’t feel too well, Beatriz whispers.

   – Come here. Raúl pulls her close to him.

   – Anyone from the media here? an officer asks.

   No one says a word.

   – Not yet, boss, the officer shouts at Bernal.

   Bernal photographs something on the backseat. They look like papers, newspaper cuttings. A colleague arrives and helps him spread the papers on the seat. They discuss them and shuffle them around as he snaps pictures. Lightning winks across the black sky, as if responding to the camera’s flash.

   An acrid stench emerges from the car in gusts. At first Erhard thinks it’s coming from the bag. From the finger. He feels for it in his pocket, wondering whether the knot’s come undone. Maybe running down the slope punctured the plastic. The Lumumba has been flushed out of him. But the bag is right where he put it. At the same time, the smell from the car is more hostile and insistent. Like something that should have been stored away long ago.

   – It must be an accident. Did it just happen? Raúl asks the amateur surfer.

   – I think the car’s been here for a day. Then someone realized that it wasn’t locked, he says.

   The man who’d just spoken to the officer interjects. – I could tell there was something inside the box on the backseat. Something was sticking up.

   – What was sticking up? says the amateur surfer’s friend, who is the only one wearing a rain jacket.

   – It looked like… He doesn’t say anything more.

   The vice police superintendent walks past them, an irritated expression on his face. For a moment Bernal and Erhard look at each other. Bernal stops abruptly and returns. Raúl takes a step back. Clearly he’s not interested in speaking to a policeman.

   – Hermit, Bernal says. – Do you have a nose for drama, or what?

   Erhard doesn’t know what to say. He wants to tell him that he wasn’t seeking out another accident.

   – What’s happened here? the surfer asks.

   Bernal doesn’t respond. – I want names of everyone who saw anything. If you’re just here for the show and curious, then you need to leave this place, he says, staring at Erhard.

   – We came to watch the lightning, Beatriz says.

   Bernal just looks at her. – Then watch the lightning, Señorita. He walks up the slope, vanishing within the rain, which has become a kind of dense, black cloud.

   – Can we go now? Beatriz whispers.

   Raúl stares at the vehicle for a long time. – Of course, my angel.

   The water has already retreated a few yards, the waves lashing like savage animals.

   – You owe me a Lumumba, Erhard says to Raúl while watching Beatriz, whose dress is so drenched that it clings to her.
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   Once upon a time, the Boy-Man took the bus each Wednesday. It took him most of the morning to get to Tuineje, and most of the afternoon to get back to the Santa Marisa Home. A few times, he’d gotten off too early, in some tiny village, and had to be picked up by the police after he started running up and down the street hitting himself in the head. He’s at least 6’7, maybe 6’9, but his face resembles that of a 7-year-old boy, so do his gangly limbs and clothes. His eyes dart around restlessly. As though he’s trying to understand the world by reading it as a code or musical notes. In the taxi, he loves to lay his forehead against the window and watch the landscape. To follow the uninterrupted line.

   Every Wednesday at 10.15 a.m., including today, he stands on the pavement in front of the broad gate, waiting, his backpack all the way up to his shoulders. Aaz hasn’t uttered a word in fourteen years. One day he simply stopped speaking. He can speak, but as Mónica has explained, he doesn’t. During the first few Wednesdays, Erhard hoped that he would say something. Each time they spent more than two hours together – one hour out and one hour back. Erhard had hoped such proximity would open up the Boy-Man. That he would show Erhard trust. It became a game, a challenge, to get the boy to say something. Erhard could make him smile, he could make him turn his head. Nevertheless, Erhard was defeated every Wednesday. Finally, Erhard grew so irritated that he asked Mónica to find a new driver. He could no longer take it. The problem was that none of the other drivers wished to drive the Boy-Man. Aaz would have to take the bus again.

   Mónica offered to pay Erhard double to continue. You don’t need to like him. Just pretend, she’d said. Erhard gave it half a year. He didn’t want her money.

   And then something happened.

   Erhard heard Aaz speak.

   They arrive at their destination. He follows Aaz inside. Mónica clutches the boy’s large hand. They sit at the piano. It’s one of the things they have in common. Aaz loves music. Erhard watches them cuddle like birds. Every other month, though not today, he tunes the piano. Today he just glances around.

   It’s not an unhappy home like his own, even though Mónica is the same age and, like him, alone. There are fresh flowers, a fish tank, and ladies’ magazines in a rack beside the sofa, a small chest of drawers with madonnas, and an entire wall of framed portraits showing a little girl in black-and-white ballerina skirts, men in military uniforms out near Calderon Hondo, and two young women on a Vespa in front of an office building. Probably twenty photographs in all. All of them black and white, beautiful, sad. A life passed by. There’s not a single image of her son. Erhard looks around. Not even on the shelf above the TV, or on the chest of drawers beside the madonnas. She conceals the most important parts of her life, just as he does, so she doesn’t have to move forward. Mónica is cool and regal, but not snooty; she’s simply elegant with what she has. The little spoon in the sugar bowl and the flowers that match the curtains.
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   – What do you want? he says, without lifting his eyes from his book on the table or laying his cup down on the saucer. It’s Friday morning, and the three men in shirts are watching Erhard drink his coffee. One is vice police superintendent Bernal.

   Bernal slips a sheet of paper on top of Erhard’s book. It’s a newspaper cutting and impossible to tell its origins; not many of the words are legible, the ink is smudged and the paper worn. Still, Erhard spots the words ‘pengepungen’ and ‘bankpakke’. Strange words that he doesn’t instantly recognize.

   – What does it say? Bernal asks. – Is that Danish?

   – I think so. He would need the rest of the article, which is missing, to understand it, but it appears to be Danish. – Where’s it from? he asks, fearing for some reason that it has something to do with Raúl.

   – That’s not something you need to concern yourself with, says Bernal’s colleague, a small man with narrow eyes and an unkempt moustache. He glances around the cafe, where there is only one other person, a dishevelled young man with combed-back hair and screwed-up eyes who seems to have partied all night.

   – We need someone who understands Danish.

   – So find a tourist guide. There are plenty of those.

   – Not as many as there once were. Come on, Jørgensen.

   – Tell me what this is all about, then I might help out.

   – You owe me a favour after the last time. I could’ve hauled you off to the station.

   – Tell me what this is about, Erhard says, noticing that Bernal suddenly seems more tired-looking. Maybe he’s not sleeping enough, maybe he drinks, maybe his kid still has measles.

   – Forget him, Bernal, the little man says. He’s the resolute type who’d rather arm-wrestle than offer a hand. – The foreigner can’t help us. He has too many bad memories, he adds, swiftly downing his espresso, eager to go.

   Apparently Bernal had told him about Erhard before they arrived at the cafe. About the case with Federico Molino, whose suitcase was found out near Lajares. With his passport and socks and hair wax and tube of lubricant, which the police so smoothly managed to include in court. They ought to have been happy for Erhard’s testimony. But they always seemed to think he knew more than he was telling them. A few officers were bitter. Bernal was the only one who understood that Erhard cultivated his relations to others on the island. He told the truth, but he didn’t tell everything. He didn’t name Raúl Palabras or the former regional president, Emeraldo or Suárez. It’s been more than eight years now. – No thanks, unless you want to arrest me, Erhard says.

   Bernal looks at him as if he hopes he’ll change his mind. – Say hello to young Palabras, he says.

   The two men leave.

   The cafe owner is standing stiffly behind the bar, observing them in the wall mirror. He probably doesn’t have a licence to sell beer. Many of the city’s cafes don’t. Then he glances up and calls out to the young man at the back of the cafe. – Goddamn it, Pesce, don’t put your greasy hair on my table. Go home and get to bed.

   When Erhard walks to his car – parked at the end of the queue on High Street – he sees the officers standing on the corner near Paseo Atlántico. He climbs in his car and continues reading Stendahl’s The Red and the Black. It’s an unwieldy book, strangely incoherent.

   He checks the mirrors. No one’s around. He pulls the bag from his pocket, removes the finger, and tries prying off the ring. But it doesn’t budge. The finger is like a stick marinated in oil; he puts it in the empty slot next to his own ring finger. It’s too big, and it’s the wrong hand, but it resembles a little finger. The hand looks like a hand again. With a finger where it’s supposed to be. He packs it away again. Deep down in his pocket.

   He spots the officers saying their goodbyes to one another. Then Bernal saunters over to his taxi. He climbs in.

   – Puerto, he says.

   Erhard looks at him. – And since we’re heading that way anyway, you’ll ask me to come to the station?

   – Maybe, Bernal says.

   – It’s not my turn. You see the queue ahead of me?

   – Just drive.

   Erhard exits the queue, and one of the drivers from Taxinaria shouts at him. Luís. He’s always shouting. Big mouth with no teeth. They drive up the high street, across the city, and out onto FV-1. Neither says a word.

   – Does this have anything to do with Bill Haji? Erhard asks. – I’ve told you everything I know.

   The policeman grins. – That case is closed. It’s history. His sister wasn’t happy, to put it mildly.

   – And it doesn’t have anything to do with the Palabras family?

   – Not at all. One of Bernal’s boots, crossed over his knee, bounces to the music emerging from an old John Coltrane tape that Erhard’s had for more than twenty years. – You were out at Cotillo yourself recently. Haven’t you heard the news?

   Erhard hasn’t read the newspaper for several days. He shakes his head.

   – Don’t you do anything besides read? Haven’t you listened to the news on the radio?

   – Not really.

   – The short, and true, story is that the car was abandoned out near Cotillo. We don’t know why. It ought to have been in Lisbon, but oops, it’s here now. Someone stole it, then shipped it here. We don’t know who drove it. Since it was standing in water above the bonnet, the motor is dead now of course. The only interesting lead is a newspaper ripped into tatters.

   – So what do you want from me?

   – You’re going to examine the fragments we’ve got and tell me what they say. It’s probably nothing. Maybe they’re just pieces of a newspaper, meaningless. Right now I’m trying to understand what happened. Between you and me, I’m not getting a whole lot of support from my bosses on this one. And I’m going a little rogue with this newspaper stuff.

   They reach the first roundabout leading out of the city. The sun is stuck between two clouds, like an eye that’s been punched.

   – Tell me again why you were out on the beach the other day? Bernal asks.

   – My friends wanted to watch the lightning.

   – Your friends? Raúl Palabras and his girlfriend?

   – Yes.

   Bernal stares at Erhard, while Erhard gazes ahead at the traffic.

   – I haven’t read a Danish newspaper in years, Erhard says.

   – Just look at the fragments and tell us what they say. That’s all I ask.

   Both the police and the island’s inhabitants call police headquarters in Puerto ‘the Palace’, because it’s located in the ruins of a palace built for the Spanish king at the turn of the twentieth century. Apart from the impressive outer walls and beautiful arches between some smooth columns, however, not much of the royal grandeur remains. The offices, where six or seven men sit sweating behind their computers, resemble that of some building in a sleepy 1960s Copenhagen suburb.

   On the way in they pass some metal detectors. Erhard is afraid they’ll body-search him and find the bag with the finger in his pocket, but he ends up just following Bernal down the hallway and into a room that resembles a warehouse or a garage. Bernal closes the door behind them and rummages around on a large shelf; he returns with a big, light-brown box, then slips on rubber gloves.

   – Shouldn’t I wear those too?

   – It doesn’t matter, Bernal says, glancing momentarily at Erhard’s missing finger. He begins to gather the fragments of newspaper from the box. – The bastards left a little surprise for us on the backseat.

   – The bastards, Erhard says. He recognizes the box as the one found on the backseat. Even though it was night time and the only light came from a teetering police lamp.

   – We don’t know how the pieces connect, whether they connect at all, or even if it’s worth it for us to sit here putting the puzzle together. Can you read any of it?

   Erhard studies the fragments. There are photos, words, some colours. – They must’ve gotten wet. The sheets are stuck together.

   – Yes, Bernal says bitterly. – That’s the problem. We can’t tell if it’s just a newspaper, or if there’s a message in it somewhere.

   – So what am I supposed to do?

   – Read the headlines, the ones in bold. Can you decipher any of that? This one, for example. He points at a large section with a headline and a subhead. It’s very strange seeing so much Danish text gathered in one place. – What’s it say?

   – ‘More homeless will die in Copenhagen if the winter is as hard as last year’s. A man froze to death.’

   – What does that mean?

   – I don’t know. That it’s tough being homeless in a cold country?

   Bernal gestures with his hands. – Go on. What about this one?

   This fragment is clearer, but it’s stuck to another fragment. – ‘Fathers have no success with appeals.’

   – What does that mean?

   – I don’t know. That’s what it says.

   Bernal looks unhappy. – OK, study the fragments. Tell me if anything seems out of the ordinary.

   Erhard rummages through the papers, reading them, then stacking the ones he’s read in a pile. There’s nothing – nothing at all – that captures his attention. They are your typical, not especially interesting articles about Danes and their finances and their children and their institutions and their divorces and their TV programmes. A great deal of what he sees is about the Hell’s Angels. Although it’s been many years since he last read a Danish newspaper, he doesn’t feel it’s much different today. He doesn’t recognize some of the names, but other than that, it’s the usual.

   – I don’t think there’s anything, but I don’t know what I’m looking for.

   Bernal gets to his feet. – I don’t know what you’re looking for, either. This is a shitty case.

   That last bit he practically whispers. He scoops the fragments in great handfuls and tosses them into the box. A urine stench wafts through the room. From another room, behind the shelves, a small child hiccoughs or whimpers. Bernal doesn’t notice.

   – I can’t help you unless you tell me what I’m looking for. I need to know more.

   Bernal considers at length. Erhard guesses that he’s weighing his words. How much he’s allowed or wishes to say. – Come, he says. – Over here.

   They walk around the shelf and into a dark corner. He turns and stops Erhard, who’s right behind him. In the darkness Erhard sees only half of Bernal’s face. – You don’t have a weak stomach, do you?

   Erhard shakes his head.

   – Do you remember that girl Madeleine?

   – Did you find her?

   Bernal looks annoyed. – Do you remember her?

   Erhard nods.

   – Good. We don’t want that kind of case here. Not at all. We’ve done what we can. You need to know that. No one is working at cross purposes here. What happened in Portugal completely destroyed the tourist industry in Praia da Luz, and the police were hung out to dry in the media as a flock of fucking Thomson and Thompsons. The difference here is that no one is missing the child. No crying mothers or fathers, or cute siblings pining for their little brother.

   – The child?

   Bernal flicks on two wall lamps, then moves to the whiteboard. – The boy, he says, pointing at a photograph.

   It’s a large black-and-white photograph, probably a colour photo originally, and difficult to look at. But there is no colour now, only gradations of black, maybe brown or some greenish tint. Crossing through it is a big, black square marked by four light-grey cubes that provide the square with depth. In the centre of the square, as though surrounded by an invisible eggshell, is a tiny human being. One hand is up near its head as if to scratch itself, while the other hand is, almost impossibly, wrapped around its back. The child is covered in pale-grey newspaper fragments.

   Erhard has to turn away. His eyes slide towards the whiteboard and more photographs with the same horrible scene. Close-up images of the boy’s mouth, his eyes – which are closed, sunken in a sickened darkness. Photographs of the car, of the backseat where the box rests between seatbelts as if someone had tried to secure it.

   – How old is…? Erhard’s mouth is so dry he can hardly speak. – How old is he?

   – Three months. Thereabouts.

   – Someone must be missing him.

   – Unfortunately not. Whenever a case like this arises, it’s always worst with the babies. They don’t know anyone. They don’t have nannies or playmates. They leave behind no colleagues, ex-girlfriends, or empty flats with unpaid rent. If Mum and Dad don’t care, then there’s no one worry to worry over them.

   – Someone must’ve reported the child missing. On the islands or in Spain?

   Bernal goes on: – If you ask me, Mum went out in the waves and drowned herself like some cowardly dog. No one walks out on her child like that, unless something’s wrong with her.

   – What if something happened to the mother and the father? What if they went for a walk out on the beach and fell and…

   – What if they shagged in one of the caves? Problem is, we’ve scoured the area. With dogs. With helicopters. There’s nothing. It’s Bill Haji’s bloody ring all over again. Gone.

   – Someone must have seen the car arrive. What about that guy on the beach? The surfer?

   – We’ve spoken to him twice. He didn’t get to Cotillo until the day after the car turned up. Nobody knows anything. Nada. And the car was registered to an importer outside of Lisbon, but the car never arrived; he thought it was on some lorry in Amsterdam two months ago.

   – Maybe a car thief stole it with the boy inside?

   – Where? In Amsterdam?

   Erhard doesn’t have an answer.

   – The most bizarre thing of all is the odometer. It registered thirty-one miles. Thirty-one.

   – What about fingerprints?

   – No fingerprints on the wheel, the gearstick, or the front seat. Finding prints is not as easy as some people think. And maybe Mum was wearing gloves? Maybe someone removed all traces? We found prints on the cardboard box, but no one we recognize, and who knows who had the box before the boy was shoved inside it? Someone, in any case, secured the box tightly in the seatbelt. It appears as though it’s been shaken around quite a bit, perhaps when they drove the car off the hilltop near the car park. It was on the beach at high tide, but no water gushed in, and no one in Cotillo saw the car when it arrived. If only we’d had some dogs. They’ve got dogs on Tenerife, but it takes a day and a half to get them over here, and by then it would’ve been too late.

   – What if the mum and dad left the country?

   – We’ve searched all departures. No one has arrived with a child and left without one. The absolute worst part is the autopsy report… Bernal walks over to the photograph of the boy. He points at the region around his eyes, the blackened area. – Lorenzo estimated that the boy was starved to death, two to three days before the car was abandoned on the beach. Before… Before they left him in a cardboard box. The autopsy report also determined that he was around twelve weeks old. When we found him, we all thought he was a newborn, because he was so thin and tiny. We’ve called all the delivery rooms and doctors on the island, and all young mothers with boys ranging from one month old to five months. One hundred and eighty-seven mothers in all. All the babies were accounted for. We’ve spoken with a number of fathers, too. We got a few leads, but nothing that took us anywhere.

   Erhard can’t look at the photograph any more. – How can someone abandon a child? he says.

   Bernal looks even more tired now. – In the end, we had to bury him. Yesterday morning. East of Morro Jable, Playa del Matorral. A fucking Bobcat dug a hole the size of a microwave oven. We did it quickly to avoid media attention. We were afraid journalists would come out and see the small coffin. Do you know how creepy that is? I thought of my own 3-year-old boy. There’s something all wrong about burying children that small.

   – Are you still working on the case?

   Bernal gives him a look. – Only because the press has begun writing about it. They’ve found out there was a dead boy in the car. They don’t know anything more than that. The higher-ups don’t wish to have another Madeleine on their hands. That’s the only thing they say. Bad PR won’t help the tourist industry, which is already in the dumps. I shouldn’t get you too involved – we’ve got something. A local angle.

   – What does that mean?

   Bernal turns his back to Erhard as he speaks. – A local angle. An islander, a suspect.

   Erhard doesn’t understand. – If you’ve resolved the case, why am I here? Why are you wasting my time?

   – It’s not a waste. We need to examine everything. Now we’re just more certain. We’re barking up the wrong tree with that box. Bernal shakes Erhard’s hand. His is the warm hand of someone who spends the bulk of his time in an office. And then he follows Erhard out, down the hallway, and into the dark hall, which is kept cool by the massive stones in the masonry.

   – Let me know if there’s anything else I can do, Erhard says.

   – Will do. Bernal pauses at the heavy oak doors that are difficult to nudge open. Through the small glass in the door he gives Erhard one final glance.

   Erhard walks to his car, feeling the evening sun irritatingly insistent against his back. He needs water. He has a bad feeling.

   It’s one thing to hear about the police’s strange methods, their nepotism, corruption, brutality, rape of detainees, and the alcoholism within its ranks – but it’s another thing entirely to experience it firsthand. He’s met plenty of inebriated policemen, having ferried them home to shrieking girlfriends or sobbing wives, but it’s appalling to see a case being evaluated and solved on a policeman’s desk.

   He finds a warm bottle of water in the boot and sits in the car for some time before starting the engine. How random and harsh is life that a child can be born into such complete neglect. First by its parents, then by the system, and finally in death: a deep, black hole that sucks everything into it. He dreads to think of the outcome of the case. He dreads to think what awaits.
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