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One Day In June is a fiction – but not all of it. It is based on a true story and series of historical events.


It is dedicated to two people who set off on the journey with me, but didn’t make it through to the other end.


Without them there would have been No Days in June.


To my wife and my father, with all my love and my gratitude.







Yesterday was my fifth birthday and today I’m running across the field as if my life depends on it. I love running and I’m a good runner – I’m the best in my school – and I’ve never run so fast in my life. My heart is pounding… pounding like it has never done before. My lungs are bursting and I can’t get my breath. But I have to keep on running. This is a race I know I have to win. Then I realise I can’t go any further. It feels like blood is coming up into my mouth. Perhaps it is. Perhaps I’ve bitten my lip. I do that when I’m determined. Those trees up ahead. I’ll stop there. No one will see me in there and know that I’ve stopped running. No one will ever find out. I’ll get my breath back and then I’ll carry on running. I can’t lose this race. So I dive down into the tall grass at the edge of the small woodland. My head feels like it is exploding. I put my hands over my ears but still I hear a terrifying ‘Boom, Boom, Boom’ sound. It’s probably my heart pounding. But at least it’s still beating. I look up and the early morning sky above me looks like it is on fire. Then I look down and see that my knee is bleeding. I’ve torn my new dark blue socks which I got for my birthday. For some reason I feel proud of the fact that I’m now five. And I tell myself that one day when I’m even older I might understand all of this. I raise myself up and stare off through the long grass into the distance – off in the direction of where I’ve come from. I’ve run four hundred yards perhaps. Or maybe more. I don’t know. And I don’t know if I can run any further. Not at that speed. Everything hurts. I close my eyes to make it all go away. I’ve done that so many times before. If I can’t see it then it can’t be real. Then I open them again and ever so slowly I raise my head above the tall grass to look back into the distance once more, and tears begin to well up in my eyes. They begin to roll down my cheeks. But I have to carry on. I start to push myself up off the ground. But for some reason I can’t. I have no idea why. Have I used up all my strength running? But then I realise. Something is pressing down hard into the middle of my back. It pins me to the ground. I can’t move. I turn my head and I try to look up. But whatever it is only presses down harder and I go back down with it. I’m so afraid. I’m terrified that I’ll lose this race. I try to convince myself that all of this isn’t really happening and I try once more to twist around. But all I see as I look upwards out of the corner of my eye is the glow of the blood-red/orange sky above me.


And the heavy leather boot in my back presses down harder still, and harder still…








Part I

The Discovery
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They say that the moment you know you’re going to die pictures of your entire life flash by before your eyes (and then they add that all you can do is pray that it’s been a life worth watching again). I have no idea whether that’s how it really is, but it was different for Adrian Kramer. The only pictures that Adrian saw when it happened to him were a dinghy’s red/orange-coloured sails straining against the wind, the smiling face of the boy who he used to sit next to all the way through junior school – the one who always made him laugh – and a long stretch of fine white sand reflecting the bright sunshine, so bright that it hurt his eyes to look at it. And he also caught a very quick glimpse of a fine castle perched high on the distant sand dunes towards the end of the sandy bay. He could have sworn that he heard his father’s voice calling out softly to him, “Watch out, be careful Adrian.” But he knew that couldn’t be possible. He also saw the sheer shock on his girlfriend’s face, followed by an image of his grandmother bending down right in front of the swing which he was playing on in the park, just as it came down and hit her and cracked her head open. That was the point that everything went black and when Adrian began to tumble into the abyss – the point when he decided just to let go.

At the time he remembered that he had no fear and that the only things which he felt were anger and betrayal as he began to fade away… to fade away into nothingness. Adrian would tell you later – he might even have said as much when he regained consciousness in a Hamburg hospital four hours after the assault – that being attacked wasn’t the most significant thing that happened to him on that particular day. And it certainly wasn’t the one which would cause him the most pain or leave the deepest scars. But he’d moved on a long way since then.

Three years later he was still angry, and he still felt betrayed, every bit as much as he had back then. Some days he even felt like he’d been born to suffer and to run. And he still carried around with him the secret which he could never tell and which he knew would haunt him forever. But he’d worked on himself, physically, emotionally and psychologically in the months which had followed the fateful day he “died”, until he’d arrived at the point where he was finally becoming comfortable with himself once again, and he’d come to rest at a place where he knew he would never get hurt so badly again, cocooned off from the rest of the world in a self-imposed exile which he called his “isolated protectionism” – his own invention, to anyone who asked – and there had been a few who had asked over time. All he’d wanted was to lose himself, in the hope that one day, at the end of his journey, he would find a better, stronger, less cut-up and scarred “self”. And what is more natural when you’ve been wounded badly than to put on armour plating? That was the shape of Adrian Kramer’s soul back then.

It was the blood-red/orange sails which reminded Adrian of the moment that he’d “died”, as he lay flat on his back on the floor of his small one-man dinghy and looked up at the lifeless sails above him. The early-morning sky above was the very same red-orange hue as the sails, which made it look like the entire world was on fire. Adrian knew he had seen it like that before when he’d been out in the boat so early in the morning, but he’d never seen it so beautiful and never that dramatic. And he thought to himself that a perfect day was about to begin. At least that’s the way it looked to him right then.

That picture-perfect late-May Monday morning was the day after his twenty-ninth birthday. Adrian hadn’t celebrated it. At least not like others might celebrate their birthday. His colleagues at the Hamburg language school where he worked had wanted to take him out. But Adrian told them that he’d made other plans and took off for his boat, moored at a lake an hour’s drive away from the city, and stayed overnight at a small, timber-framed, bed and breakfast place at the lakeside.

Adrian’s dinghy was half-hidden in shallow green water among some tall reeds – far away from all the other early-morning sailors who were huddled together in the middle of the lake turning their continuous and monotonous circles. If he cut a solitary figure lying flat on his back gazing up at the cloudless sky – his dinghy just a tiny dot on the jade surface of the massive lake and a good half-kilometre from the nearest boat – that was exactly the way he wanted it. He felt invisible. Distant, but free and in full control of where he was heading. Alone but never lonely. Except that alone in the boat sometimes meant alone with his thoughts and when it was that way, he often ended up revisiting old battlegrounds, opening up old wounds, scratching at scars which had never really healed. And the old questions returned to try their best to haunt him: “Why am I always running away? What did I run away from?” Adrian knew the answers to those questions of course, and he had long since come to terms with them and had learned to live with the consequences. But what he didn’t know that particular spring morning in May, two thousand and seventeen, was that a brand new question was about to be asked, one which would turn his whole world upside down and change his life forever. He ran his hands through his thick blond hair, swept back over his head, and squeezed tight. Then he looked at his watch. It was time to head back to the city.

* * *

They blew up Ahmed’s Shisha Bar and Lounge in Hamburg just after midnight on the night of Adrian’s birthday. Ahmed too went up with the blast. The bomb also took out the hairdressing salon to the left of the bar and a photographer’s studio to its right. They didn’t even think the shisha bar might be owned by a German, which indeed Ahmed was. Three people were killed in the attack and twelve badly injured by the nails which they’d added to the bomb as a bit of a bonus. Ahmed lived in the flat above the bar, but he was downstairs working when he lost his life, his wife lost both her legs, and one of their young sons lost an eye. Two weeks later Ahmed’s wife died in a Hamburg hospital. She would have died of a broken heart anyway even if her injuries hadn’t finished her, because she loved Ahmed and their only son even more than she loved life itself. The radio report the next day, and for the following few days too, said that the Hamburg police were desperately appealing for anyone who could help them with their enquiries to come forward – anyone at all with anything to tell them, even anonymously – which was another way of saying that they didn’t have a clue.

Adrian didn’t know about the shish bar bombing until he heard it on the car radio when he was driving back to Hamburg on the Monday morning. But as shocking and depressing as it was, he knew that the attack had no real or direct connection to him personally. That would soon change.

* * *

At seven o’clock that Monday morning, over seven hundred miles away on the east coast of England, a dark blue Opel Corsa with a German number plate drove off the P&O roll-on-roll-off ferry from Rotterdam and up the quayside at Hull. It had been a rough trip across the North Sea and the two men who were in the car had spent the entire twelve-hour journey trying to get some sleep in the cabin they’d shared, but the loud monotonous thud of the waves crashing against the ship’s hull had put paid to that. So they didn’t sleep much and they didn’t speak to each other much either. They didn’t even know each other very well if the truth be told, which in fact is the very point of this story: to tell the truth about what really happened. The Opel had been bought especially for the trip at a second-hand dealer back in Hamburg the previous week. It was less than a year old – it only had just over three thousand kilometres on the clock when they picked it up – and it was fairly nondescript. But that was just how they wanted it – draw no attention, finish the business, and get straight back across the North Sea afterwards.

A tired Border Control official at Hull stifled a yawn and waved them straight through the customs check as if he was on auto-pilot, which he probably was that early in the morning after his ten-hour shift.

When the car pulled out onto the main highway the man in the passenger seat looked down at the scribbled note in his hand, tapped an address into the car’s satellite navigator and they set off north for a town further up the east coast.

* * *

At the same time that the Opel was heading north up the A19 Adrian’s red Mini Cooper was cruising along the inside lane of Hamburg’s outer ring road with the soft top down. Even that early in the morning the north-German air was warm enough for that. Cars flew past him at break-neck speed in the outside lane. It seemed that the whole damned world was having to get somewhere fast. But in the red Mini Adrian remained cool and in control, a calm and cautious driver unconcerned by the intensity of the early-morning, rabid road-ragers who were hurtling by him.

He was living back then in a modest first-floor, two-room apartment just off the busy Borgfelder Strasse, not too far from the city centre and a brisk fifteen-minute walk into work. Inside, the flat wasn’t exactly the home of an obsessive-compulsive, but it was nevertheless neat, ordered, where everything had its place and nothing seemed out of place. That was just how Adrian liked it; all under control. Around the living room walls were a handful of framed photographs and paintings – mostly sailing ships and coastal views, and one of an imposing castle set back amongst the sand dunes – the one that he had envisioned the moment he thought he was dying.

He didn’t have his first lesson until ten-thirty that Monday morning, so he took his time getting changed for the day into a pair of grey jeans and a matching grey polo shirt. He slung his brown distressed-leather satchel over his shoulder and headed out of the door… and bumped straight into a solid, six-foot-eight-inch wall of pure Ukrainian muscle and beer gut. Andrej Oblenko was someone you really wouldn’t want to mess with. He lived in the apartment directly above Adrian’s – when he was at home that was. Most times you would find him propping up some dark and dingy St Pauli bar or other, which was where he had obviously just pitched in from that morning. He stank and he swayed – straight into Adrian’s arms. Adrian steadied him, which wasn’t easy, and set him off in the right direction – “On your way Andrej”– and Andrej staggered off robot-like along the landing towards the stairs, while Adrian carried on in the opposite direction, downstairs towards the front door. The sun was still up there in the sky where it always was, and still trying its best to brighten everyone’s day when Adrian stepped out into the street.

* * *

In the north of England later that morning, in a city on the north-east coast, the sky was its usual slate grey and an icy cold wind, way too cold for the time of year, whipped straight in off the North Sea. A seventy-one-year-old woman stepped outside of her neat, semi-detached house in a quiet suburb close to the seaside promenade and locked the front door behind her. Through the dark tinted windows of the dark blue Opel Corsa parked about thirty yards away on the other side of the road the two occupants watched her turn up her coat collar against the freezing wind and make her way ever so slowly down the garden path with a shopping bag in one hand and a walking stick in the other. She moved gingerly, as if she was walking on the surface of an icy lake and was expecting to slip at any minute. Once maybe pretty and once maybe blonde, time and fate had played their hand and taken their toll a lot more on her than it had on others, and not kindly. She had red-ringed eyes which made her look as if she’d been crying forever and she looked a good ten years older than she actually was, and with each passing year the lines in her face had got deeper, the shoulders rounder, the stoop lower, the hair thinner and whiter, and the heart heavier. She’d even tell you herself that she carried a broken-heart around in a broken body, and that she was only staying alive for one thing. At the garden gate she stopped, turned around and shuffled back up the path to the front door. She checked again to make sure she had locked it properly, then she turned and repeated the exacting journey back to the garden gate once again, shutting it behind her and heading off in the direction of the bus stop just around the corner.

Once she was out of sight, the Opel’s passenger-side door swung swiftly open and someone began to get out. But no one would ever know that it was the same blue Opel which made the trip across the channel from Hamburg earlier in the day because somewhere on the way up to the north-east it had pulled off the A19 onto a remote country road where its occupants had exchanged its German “HH” number plates for two old French “75” Paris plates which they had brought over from Germany with them, hidden under the car’s rear seat.

* * *

Adrian sauntered down the busy Hamburg street in his usual carefree, unhurried manner. Up on the corner an old man with only a half-dozen cracked, brown teeth left in his mouth and a guitar which had two of its six strings missing sat on the pavement with his legs tucked under him and went through his whole repertoire of Leonard Cohen songs. On a good day he actually sounded remarkably like Leonard Cohen himself with his low growl of a voice, sometimes tender, sometimes mournful, but always with deep feeling, and he was remarkably good too. The old man was always there, no matter what the weather, and when he passed, Adrian always dropped a fifty cent coin into his tattered tartan cap which lay on the ground, at which point the old man would break into Torn Blue Raincoat, which Adrian once told him he liked best. It was, actually, the only Leonard Cohen song that Adrian knew other than Hallelujah.

There was no breeze that day to temper the mid-morning heat and Adrian had his sunglasses pulled down to keep out the sun and the world. At just under six feet tall, blond, lean and athletic and with a bit of a Nordic-look about him (many took him for Swedish) he certainly wasn’t too hard on the eyes.

He decided that morning that he’d take the walk into work with someone.
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Jermaine Worthington was that “someone”. Jermaine was a short, wiry character, not too many muscles. His skin was smooth. And it was black. “Smooth” disturbed no one. “Black”, however, could be a bit of a problem for some. And in the wrong place at the wrong time and among the wrong kinds of people it could be a problem for Jermaine. He was busy picking up clothes from a large pile on the bed and was dropping them into a large suitcase on the bedroom floor. Some items though he threw straight onto an old wooden desk chair which he’d pulled up right next to the bed. One of the items was a shirt with a gaudy African print on it – an old birthday present from his parents which he’d never worn and which he couldn’t even remember that he had. He jumped when the door buzzer sounded. It had one tone when someone rang from down in the street – a friendly ding-dong bell sound – and another when someone called at his flat from inside the building – a louder, severe, buzzer noise. It was that second sound which made him jump. He went into the hallway and nervously approached the door.

“Who’s there?”

“It’s me. Adrian. The front door was already open.”

Jermaine opened the door two inches – as far as the security chain which he had mounted on the door himself allowed him to. When he saw that it really was Adrian standing in the corridor outside, he slammed the door shut in Adrian’s face. That was only so that he could release the security chain lock.

“Hey, Adrian,” he said, but it certainly wasn’t with his usual spark, and led Adrian along the hall and into the bedroom.

“What’s happened to you, man?” Adrian said when he saw the two-inch scar on the side of Jermaine’s head which had been sealed with four stitches. His right eye was very badly swollen and a front tooth had been chipped. And when he walked in front of Adrian, he could see that Jermaine was moving with a limp.

“I got jumped again, Ade,” Jermaine said in his beautiful, soft voice with its beautifully refined accent.

“Where?”

“Everywhere I go it seems. On Saturday it was coming out of the Black Cat Club. But Saturday was my lucky day. You heard about the bombing?”

“On the radio.”

“I was in Ahmed’s just before the attack. We left just after ten-thirty to go to the club. A bruised and cut up face is better than no face at all, eh Ade?” He picked up a brown leather belt from the pile and looked at it like he’d never seen it before in his life. “Did you have a good birthday?”he asked while he dropped the belt into the case.

“It was how I wanted it,” Adrian said and looked over at all the colourful, mostly wild-patterned clothes piled up on the bed and the open, half-full suitcase. A second suitcase, already packed and labelled, stood by the wall. Adrian knew immediately what that meant.

“You can’t be serious?”

“I am. And I’m out. I’ve had enough.”

Adrian shook his head. He hated the thought. He was having none of it. He’d worked with Jermaine for nearly three years – Jermaine had been the department head for the past eighteen months – and although they seldom hung out together or went places together, except for the few times that he’d managed to persuade Adrian to take him out on the boat to chill out or beat a hangover, Adrian had grown more than fond of Jermaine and a bond of sorts had developed between the two.

“You can’t go, J. You can’t let them force you out. You can’t let them win.”

Jermaine stopped his packing and just stood and looked at Adrian for a silent moment out of his bloodshot, pumped-up eye. Without saying a word, he was shouting out to him. Look at me. Just look at this mess. Then he spoke. “I’m gone, Ade. I’m going home.” Home was Winchester in England, where both of his parents were doctors. Then he turned back to his packing. “Anything there you fancy, just take it,” he said and nodded over at the chair next to the bed with the pile of unwanted shirts and T-shirts, a couple of belts and the pair of jeans which he’d be leaving behind. “I don’t think there’s anything here that would fit you anyway,” he said as an afterthought.

“You know what I’d like?”

Jermaine threw a baseball cap into the case. “Say it. Take it.”

“I’d like you to stay.”

Jermaine shook his head. Not a chance. His head had been sore on Saturday night, but it seemed to have become even worse over the next thirty-six or so hours. But it clearly wasn’t for turning. “It’s over for me here now. I’ve had enough.”

“Hit back.”

“Hit back… how?” he said and looked at Adrian as if he was out of his mind.

“We’ll find out who did it. We’ll get at them.”

Jermaine shook his head once more. And once more it hurt. He picked up a second baseball cap – a New Yorker. He looked at it for a moment. Do I take it or do I throw it? he thought to himself and eventually tossed it onto the chair.

“I have a student, a journalist, claims she can find anything out about anyone anytime. She’ll help,” Adrian said.

“How about that?” Jermaine asked and nodded over at the large moose’s head hanging high over the bed. When Jermaine had first arrived in Hamburg, he’d arrived with no money at all in his pocket and had rented an empty flat. So, his boss, who was Adrian’s boss too, gave him the money to go out and buy himself some furniture. But Jermaine went out and bought himself the giant moose’s head instead and spent the rest of the advance on a wild weekend on the Reeperbahn. Adrian loved him for that. He was different. He was life. He was colour. He was one of those people you felt better for knowing. And for some weeks the moose’s head was all that Jermaine had in his flat except for an old worn, coffee-stained mattress which an ex-colleague had given him to sleep on, together with a tartan blanket. Adrian looked up at the moose, which had acquired three years of dust and always seemed to have a stupid grin on its face, like it was mocking whoever shot it – “no way will you hit me from there”, and then he said sadly, “I think I’ll give it a pass.”

* * *

At the door to Inter-Lingua Sprachschule Adrian stopped and turned to go inside. The whole business about Jermaine had impacted on him immensely and it had been playing through his mind again and again the whole way into work, especially the part at the very end when Jermaine told him that his mother was dying of cancer and he felt that he should go back to the UK to help out at home anyway. “Oh man,” was all Adrian could say to that before he hugged him.

Over the weekend some monkey had sprayed “Ausländer Raus” (foreigners out) on the language school wall in red paint and they’d even managed to spell it correctly – but they’d added a swastika sign underneath which they hadn’t quite mastered and the hooked arms of the swastika were pointing in the wrong direction. A city council worker was busy trying to get the graffiti off when Adrian arrived for work. Adrian said, “Good morning,” to him when he passed him to go into the building. A thirty-something in a business suit who was racing to get somewhere fast with his head down and speaking into his mobile phone shot out of the main entrance and barged straight into Adrian. It was clearly the “suit’s” own fault, but he glowered at Adrian anyway as if Adrian was to blame. The twin arts of politeness and civility had clearly been lost on him somewhere along his journey to the top of wherever he’d arrived at. Adrian could have taken the guy out with a blink of an eye, but he just smiled at him and even apologised politely himself, in the way that the British always do – or used to do – and continued on into the building.

Up on the second floor, ten minutes later, he breezed into a classroom of eleven girls aged between eighteen and twenty-two, and one teenage boy. They were seated at desks which had been arranged in a U-shape around the room. This was the school’s two-year foreign-correspondence diploma class and they were there to spend their rich daddy’s money for him and hopefully learn enough English and French and Spanish along the way to get themselves a piece of paper which would get them a job which would get them off rich daddy’s pay roll. Adrian nodded a good morning to the class and began to unpack his satchel. A couple of the girls at the back exchanged glances; the lesson coming up was quite possibly going to be the highlight in their school day.

Mario, the only boy in the class, sat two desks up from Adrian and took little notice of anything outside of what was going on inside his own head, which that day was buried in a magazine he had resting on his knee under the table. He had thick curly hair which he’d dyed shocking scarlet and his ear pods were pushed into his ears as far in as he could get them. Adrian moved up behind him, took one of the pods out, leaned right in close and whispered quietly into Mario’s ear, “So what have you got that’s more important than learning English?” and he flicked the magazine closed. It was that week’s edition of Computer World. Mario turned and peered up at Adrian from under his shock of thick red curls with a blank expression, which might have said something like “did someone just say something to me?” Adrian gave him a knowing wink – he actually liked Mario – and moved back to his place at the front of the class.

* * *

Back on the north-east coast the seventy-one-year-old was back from her trip to the shops. She closed the rusted garden gate and made her way back up the path. The garden wall had started to crumble away, dandelions had started to grow out of the cracks in the concrete, and she always avoided looking across at her once-immaculately-kept front lawn, which was now overgrown and had almost as many weeds and dandelions as it had blades of grass. She put her key into the front door lock and was about to turn it when the door swung freely open for her. It hadn’t been closed fully, which confused her. It alarmed her too. Is my mind starting to go now? she thought to herself. She stepped inside cautiously with her full shopping bag and stood for a moment in thought. She was sure that she had double checked the door when she went out earlier. Was old age finally creeping up on her way quicker than she would like? The body had begun to go long ago. Please God just leave me my sanity. You’ve taken everything else, please not that now too. The thought was still bothering her when she shuffled into the living room, the walls of which were dotted with paintings of old sailing ships. She looked over at one of them. It was a framed photograph of a middle-aged man and a young boy sailing together in an impressive yacht with yellow sails, and noticed that the door to the cabinet on which the photograph was standing had been left slightly open. And that the key was lying on the floor. Then she saw that a cupboard drawer hadn’t been fully closed. She knew then that it wasn’t her mind, and that it really had been visitors.

Up in her bedroom at the front of the house, which looked out over the quiet residential street, she found an open dressing-table drawer. Nothing had been taken from the drawer – she could see that – and there was no sign of the usual chaos and disorder that burglars leave behind them. But she knew for sure that someone had been in uninvited, and a thought began to form. It was a thought so horrific that her hands started to shake.

* * *

His lesson over, Adrian strolled along the corridor and into the teachers’ room in his usual languid grace and went over to his locker at the far side of the room. A language school can be a curious, insular but colourful world all of its own, a world filled with character and characters. If it’s any good, that is. The alternative would be a lifeless, stale, stiff and joyless establishment. Adrian’s place thankfully wasn’t like that. Except that particular day was an exception, and there was an odd, cold, pin-drop silence in the room when Adrian began to pack his books away in his locker. There wasn’t even the usual heated Brexit discussion going on between the British teachers. Nor did anyone ask him how he’d spent his birthday. Eight colleagues were sitting around the large table in the centre of the room. Some twisted coffee cups around in their fingers. Others just looked straight ahead at nothing in particular. It was one of those mornings.

“Hey Adrian, have you heard about Jermaine? Schrecklich, oder!”

The person who broke the silence was a twenty-five-year-old from Bristol. He was prematurely half-bald, pale-skinned and had dead eyes which came to life only to talk about himself or what he was going to do with his precious life. We’ve all known someone like him. He was ambitious, he was intense, and his name was Jacob but never Jake and certainly never Jakey: it was Jacob and he took great pleasure in correcting you if you got it wrong. He was superior, pretentious and made a special effort to slip German words into his sentences whenever possible, even when the English language was more than adequately equipped to express what he wanted to say, and he had one of those mouths which made him look like he was permanently smirking. Jacob Price-Wallace was constantly plotting and stirring. His colleagues suspected that he was a “stoolie” – an informer for the school Director. He was the kind who’d say yes to his boss before he even knew what the damned question was. And the school Director suspected he was an agitator. Twice Jacob had tried to organise a teachers’ strike at the school. And twice he contrived to get colleagues fired. In addition to his ambition, Jacob was also blessed with the wonderful quality of jealousy, and Adrian was often in his cross-hairs. He was testing Adrian at that very moment when he asked him about Jermaine.

Adrian turned. “What about him?”

“He got beaten up again. And…”

Another colleague chipped right in before Jacob could say more. “Very badly too, sweety.” It came from Dixon, who was at the very opposite end of the table to Jacob, and that wasn’t by chance. Sweety was Dixon’s pet-name for Adrian. He usually followed up by blowing him a kiss, but today wasn’t a day for that.

Often people go overseas to teach in order to escape or to run away from something –and sometimes even to run away from themselves. Others do it to find something which they didn’t have before, believing it would add an extra layer to their persona, or a layer which they never had anyway. Then there are those for whom it is a modern-day “sailing before the mast” of sorts, an adventure but without the real danger of the gangplank or a cat-o’-nine-tails. But without exception they all come looking for love of some sort, and in Adrian’s particular case it was an odd sort of love – one which came without having to pay a price for it – that price being emotional commitment. Adrian helped his students, and in exchange for his help he got back from them praise and a sense of worth. For Adrian, that was a fair return and a reasonable deal, and exactly what he needed back then.

The cast of characters in the teachers’ room included the lonely, the lively and the loony, and Dixon was a wonderful cocktail mix of all three. His name was Peregrine Winterbottom, but he didn’t like it and refused to call himself that. His father’s name was Richard so he thought he’d call himself “Dick’s son” and felt better about it. The Winterbottom part he left untouched. Dixon was gay, proud of it, and he would scream it into your face if you didn’t know it already – but believe me, you would know it. Occasionally on a Friday he would dress up like the master of ceremonies in the musical Cabaret in a long black tailcoat and black bow tie with his hair all slicked back, and even some days with the thick pancake makeup. Only Dixon would be able to tell you why he did that. Each lesson was a performance, which satisfied the crowd-pleasing entertainer in him. The girls loved it too, and they loved Dixon, who they allowed to flirt with them lasciviously and menacingly, even predatory in a way which would be normally totally unacceptable by anyone else, and they were happy to let him get away with it. He also got away with it because he was an exceptionally good teacher. He was painfully slim but bigger than life – a mincing fag, a queer, a queen of the night and of the classroom – call him what you will and it’s the tedious old cliché, I know, and I’m sorry for that, but it was exactly how it was and why hide it? Dixon himself would tell you as much. “I’m a ponce, darling” was his opening line to anyone new who he met.

There’d been a tear in Dixon’s eye when he told Adrian about Jermaine’s latest brush with Hamburg’s hoodlums and that he wouldn’t be coming back to work anymore and before Adrian could tell him that he’d already heard it all from Jermaine himself, or added the part about Jermaine’s close brush with death earlier the same night at the shisha bar Dixon added, “And I think Whoopie wants to see you in his office about it.” Whoopie was the school director. He wasn’t black, he wasn’t female, he had no dreadlocks and he had never acted in his entire life, but he was called Whoopie by the teachers, although never to his face, because his surname was Goldberg. When Jacob Price-Wallace heard that the boss wanted to see Adrian the look on his face changed, because he knew what it meant. It was the “about it” part which he wasn’t happy to hear – the part about Whoopie wanting to see Adrian “about it” – and the corners of Jacob’s mouth suddenly turned downwards.

* * *

Back in England the seventy-one-year-old stood on the landing just outside of her bedroom and stared up at the small door which was the entrance to the loft. Her eyes suddenly filled up with fear. Then her distress quickly turned to something else. She began to breathe heavily. It quickly became a frantic, desperate gasp for air. She was fighting for breath and she was starting to lose the battle. Worse, she knew that she was losing the battle. Her hand shot up and clutched at her throat. Her face drained of colour. She began to tear frantically at the collar of her blouse, sending the buttons flying. A severe asthma attack was beginning to kick in. She struggled the few yards along the landing into the bathroom, steadying herself with her hand against the wall, barely able to breathe, her skin beginning to turn blue. She flung open the cabinet door on the wall above the bathroom sink and tried to grab at something. Bottles came tumbling down from the cabinet shelves. Glass shattered in the sink. She fell down onto her hands and knees and reached out desperately for the nebuliser which had fallen onto the tiled bathroom floor but it slipped from her grasp.

* * *

“I presume you’ve heard about Jermaine?” the school Director asked Adrian, who sat across the desk from him. Adrian nodded. What Adrian didn’t know was whether his boss had also heard about Jermaine being only a couple of hours away from getting showered in TNT and nails, but he left his answer as a depressed nod. They were sitting in a bright, breezy office with brand new office furniture and plenty of glass with views out onto the busy pedestrian zone below. Whoopie certainly did alright from his business, even if most of the teachers struggled. “I received an email an hour ago. He’s resigned. I’d like to offer you his position as Director of Studies?” Goldberg raised his thick, greying eyebrows in a “well, what do you think?” sort of way.

Adrian sat for a moment and let the thought run through his head.

“Give it to Dixon,” he eventually said.

Goldberg shot him a “not a chance” look and said firmly, “I want you.” He kept looking at Adrian for some reaction, with his eyebrows still slightly raised. Then, certain it would impress him, he followed his offer up with: “I’ll give you a twenty-five per cent rise?” and raised his eyebrow even higher. The small Scottish Terrier which Goldberg always brought with him to work and which always lay at his feet under the desk got up and ambled slowly over to the window and slumped down there instead. What else could a poor dog do on such a hot and sultry late-May morning? For some reason that only Whoopie would be able to tell you, the dog always wore sunglasses in summer. The sunglasses had white plastic frames and if you didn’t think it was mad enough that a school director had his dog at work with him under the desk, the sunglasses clinched it. A language school and its characters… and it often begins at the top.

Adrian remained impassive. He was naturally touched by the offer, but as ever, he was also equally naturally cautious in his response. “Thanks. Can I have a couple of days to think it over?”

The Terrier sat up and began to yap away at something down in the street. Goldberg waited until it was finished yapping then he said, “Of course. One thing though Adrian, it will mean giving up your private lessons. You understand that, don’t you?”

Adrian thought about it. Finally, he nodded and got up out of the office chair.

* * *

The old woman sat on the side of the bath with her flowery blouse open at the front and soaked in perspiration. Her breathing was slightly easier but she was still very pale and drawn and there was worry etched deep into her gaunt, lined face. But she knew that for now she’d won her latest battle. She reached out for a face-cloth, ran it quickly under the cold water tap then wiped it across her brow.

“Oh Charlie, oh Charlie…” she whispered sadly to herself and shook her head.
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She sat at the other side of a coffee table strewn with books and papers. Her name was Katharina Kozlowski and she was the private student who Adrian had told Jermaine about – the journalist who could find out anything about anyone, anywhere, anytime. What he didn’t mention to Jermaine was that she was smart and had a smile which, when it came, you just knew it was full of mischief. She was a relatively new private student for Adrian – they’d only had four previous hours of tuition together – and she was good enough and certainly confident enough for Adrian to wonder just why she wanted the lessons. But as long as she paid and as long as she learned, that was fine with him. It also certainly didn’t harm to look at her, even Adrian himself would admit that much.

“Did you learn the vocabulary list that I gave you?” he asked her as they were about to fold the lesson.

She looked at him over her coffee cup and in a subtle kind of way she gave him her provocative “try me” smile, almost but not fully sexy, but certainly cheeky.

“Test me,” she challenged him.

“‘Accidental’ – the opposite?”

The exchange between them which followed was all rapid fire, and Katharina pinged back her answers as if nothing was ever easier for her. “Intentional.”

“Give me another.”

“Deliberate.”

“Another.”

“On purpose.”

Adrian was impressed although he tried not to show it. “‘Compulsory’… synonym.”

“Mandatory.”

“Or?”

“Obligatory.”

“Reliable… synonym?”

“Trustworthy. Dependable. You want more?”

He ignored her and charged on.

“To embarrass… the noun?”

“Embarrassment.”

“Spell it.”

“I.T.”

“Correct. To ‘deteriorate’ – the opposite?”

Silence. He finally had her! A satisfied smile broke out over his face. Katharina was smiling too. But for another reason. She was looking at her watch. “The lesson’s over, ‘Teacher’.”

“I thought it was the teacher who usually says when it’s over?”

It was all playful jockeying for position. They were both trying their best to believe they were in charge. And despite himself, Adrian was even enjoying their little game.

“Not in my lesson,” Katharina told him. “And not when I’m paying.” She reached over and pulled a one-hundred euro note out of her bag. “I’ve got nothing smaller.”

While Adrian went over to a set of drawers on the opposite wall and took his wallet out of the top drawer, Katharina’s gaze shifted to the room, casting a curious female eye over it, weighing it up, making her assumptions.

Adrian returned and handed her the change. “I might have to give up teaching you after the summer.”

“Am I so bad?”

“I’ve been offered the Department Head’s job at the school. It’ll mean I have to give up my private lessons. It’s a contractual thing.”

“So, I’ll come just for the coffee… you make fine coffee ‘Mr Kramer’. And then there are all the fine pictures of ships of course. Well?” She swept a strand of stray, blonde hair out of her eyes.

Adrian stood and held her mischievous look for a charged moment while Katharina sat and wondered whether it meant she could allow herself to get her hopes up. Then he said, “Let’s keep it professional.”

* * *

Adrian was back on the lake again later that day. The business with Jermaine and the offer to take over his job as department head needed to be processed. So he took a drive back out to the boat to get a couple of hours sailing in and, against another spectacular backdrop of a red-orange sky – this time it was the early stages of a magnificent sunset – he spent a quiet, still, endof-the-day moment to himself. Then just before dark he headed back to the shore, where he took out his mobile phone and speed-dialled a number.

* * *

In a north-east of England suburb, the ringing phone on the living room coffee table went unanswered. Lying on the floor next to the coffee table was a nebuliser, a bottle of medicine and an atomizer breathing apparatus. Across the other side of the room, on top of a glass-fronted cabinet set against the wall, there was a row of karate trophies and a framed photograph of a thirteen-year-old boy dressed in a karategi karate uniform, receiving one of the trophies. And next to that was another framed photograph, of an impressive thirty-foot yacht with pale yellow sails. A sixty-year-old man was looking on proudly and affectionately as his young son worked the main sail. It was a frozen image of an unbroken and unbreakable bond between father and son. The name of the yacht was Adrian. That photograph might have been the very last thing that Elizabeth Kramer ever saw. Because lying in front of the cabinet, face-down on the floor, was the lifeless body of the seventy-one-year-old. A weathered hand was reaching out for something it would never now reach. Her eyes were wide open. But she had stopped breathing, stopped living in fact, some time before.
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