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For Lalo and Adam





I don't love her anymore, that's for sure, but maybe I love her. So brief is the love, so long the forgetting.


Ya no la quiero, es cierto, pero tal vez la quiero.
Es tan corto el amor, y es tan largo el olvido.

—PABLO NERUDA






Part One

CARLOS AND MARIA

SPRING 1986



• • •




Lima nights! And a pretty dancer!
What more could you ask for, friend?

—Poster from a dance bar
Lima, Peru




1
        Carlos

   “GIVE ME YOUR HAND.”

It was dark in the bar, the air thick with cigarette smoke and the salt stink of pisco and perspiration, but he could see that she was as lovely as she had seemed from across the room. She was standing with one hand outstretched. Her hair was long, black, heavy; her teeth white and straight behind the radiant smile.

“Come. You've been staring at me long enough. You want to dance?”

He felt the fever of the evening's accumulated drink make a slow, pleasant course for his brain. His friends were laughing, slapping the hard oak with their hands. Someone shouted, “Bluhm! She wants to see you move! Go on! Give her something to look at!”

They had come from the Club Germania, the venerable establishment on the outskirts of the capital where they had spent a quiet evening with their wives, who plied them with pork chops and applesauce, goulash and spaetzle. Escorting the four happy matrons to Oscar's sleek black Mercedes, they had instructed his chauffeur to take them to a nearby parlor for ice cream. The men would go off to Las Americas for brandy and cigars.

But it wasn't to Las Americas that they had gone. Willy, who had long been carrying on with a woman in San Borja, had a better idea. There was a place not far from Carmela's apartment, he told them—Noches Lindas. Good bolero, fresh Havanas, pretty women.

Willy being Willy, his description was wrong on most counts: It was tango, not bolero. The cigars were stale. The sign over the door read Noches Limeñas—Lima Nights. But the women were reasonably good looking, the only exception a toothy mestiza with orange hair.

They had taken a table a good distance from the dance floor so that they could survey the lot. Clearly, some of the women had come with men—or would be leaving with them. They were draped over the men's shoulders, stroking their hair, nuzzling their necks. The ones with red collars were employees of the bar, the waiter explained, and available as dance partners. All you had to do was wiggle a finger.

Marco, a genial hotel manager and ever the catalyst where women were concerned, had been the first to call one over. She was delicate as a bird—tiny and freckled—pale for a Negro, hair bleached the color of wheat. “Why her?” Willy barked, as she made her way to their table.

“Why do you think?” Marco barked back over the loud music “She looks German! A bit more nose, a bit less lip, and she could be my cousin Hilda.”

They laughed and watched him go off, the three of them content to sit and take in the liquor.

It was true Bluhm had been ogling the one with long dark hair. There was, after all, the matter of her dress—black, with red straps and a rippling red frill along the hem. Slit to one hip, it clung to her, so that there was no mystery about the curve of her breasts or the sweet little shape of her ass. It was the dress that got his attention. Then came the rest: The nut-brown skin, smooth, dusted here and there with gold glitter. The angel face, the scarlet pout of her lips. And, finally, the red velvet ribbon that circled her neck, signaling her status as an available partner.

The loud, fluttering wail of the bandoneón drowned out the men's voices, but he no longer cared what they were saying. With an impish grin, Bluhm beckoned the woman closer. She leaned in. “I don't do the tango,” he said.

“Sure you do,” she countered, her voice resolute and deep. “You just haven't tried. And no one has taught you.”

He could smell her perfume at that distance: brisk, clean, tart as fruit. Was it apple? Quince? He couldn't tell. But fruit it emphatically was, the kind of fragrance his wife had never favored, preferring as she did the subtle, warm scent of tuberoses. Earlier that evening, kissing their sons good night, Sophie had swept a silk scarf over her shoulders and filled the room with the redolence of those diminutive white flowers. Even out in the vestibule he'd noted it. It was an aptitude he'd always had—that strong, indisputable sense of smell. Totally useless for an importer of cameras.

“Go on, Carlos!” His friends were pounding the table with fists now. “Don't disappoint the lady!” Lady. They knew all too well he had an appetite for cholas—the browner the better. But he wouldn't have called any one of his conquests a lady.

Maybe it was the scent of their skin—the sharp bouquet of it, as natural and welcoming as loam. Or the small hands and feet. The perfect hairlessness of their bodies. The cunning tilt of their eyes. All of it so different from, so antithetical to Bluhm, whose hands were large, skin like milk, eyes blue. Or Bluhm's wife, for that matter.

In all his forty- four years, he had never known anyone who looked less Peruvian than Sophie. She, like Bluhm, had been raised entirely in Spanish, on Creole food, in the heart of the Inca continent. But, like him, she was fair and blond, a real Teuton. The years had been kind to Sophie—she still had her slender figure, hair the color of a German autumn—but time had sharpened her features, hardened her jaw. Since the birth of Rudy sixteen years ago, her lips, which always had been daintily bowed, had settled into a grim line. Eventually, a certain severity—a Berliner elegance, his mother called it—had taken command of her face.

He stood and let the woman lead him to the floor. She was smiling over one shoulder, tossing her black mane with all the vigor of an eager pony. There was something exhilarating about her. Wild. The bandoneón was at full throttle now, and the player was pumping his long arms, sending quick fingers across the buttons. A fat man in an ill- fitting suit crooned, “Te ha- a- a entrado muy adentro en el pobre cora- a-azón!”

The chola took his hands and began a simple two- step, as if she were teaching a slow child. It was easy to follow. In the distance, he could see Marco twirling the yellow- haired Negress under one arm. Bluhm couldn't help but laugh, and his partner laughed with him. She placed Bluhm's right hand firmly against the small of her back and held it there as she looked up triumphantly. “See?” she said. “This is the tango. You've mastered the first lesson.”

They finished the dance and he and his friends left shortly afterward. He thought little more of the woman in the tight black dress until he was taking off his clothes in the dark of his bedroom. Reaching into a pocket to fish out his keys, he felt an unfamiliar bit of paper, no larger than a business card. By the light of the bathroom, he read:


Juana Maria Fernandez

For Your Next Lesson, call: 466- 0777.



THE NEXT TIME he saw her was at Santa Isabel, the fancy new Chilean- owned supermarket on the Avenida Camino Real. He was with his son, wheeling along a cart filled with ingredients for pilsner, which he liked to make in the comfort of his own kitchen. He turned the corner and there she was, standing to one side of a cash register, moving someone's groceries efficiently off the conveyor belt into bags.

He didn't recognize her immediately, although he was drawn to the face. Her hair was pulled into a tidy knot at the nape of her neck and she wore no lipstick, but, as she chatted with the cashier animatedly, the unmistakable loveliness was there and, when he scoured his memory, he remembered the dress, the fruity perfume, and the drunken night—two weeks before—when a woman with the same face had led him to the dance floor.

“Here, Fritz,” he said to his son before he could think better of it, “let's get in line over here.”

“Why?” the lanky nineteen- year- old protested. “That register there has fewer people!” Fritz was too tall for his trousers, disheveled, a halo of amber curls framing his face, and he spoke with a young person's certitude that grown- ups were inferior creatures. Seeing his father move in the opposite direction, he sighed and slouched along like an obliging dog.

The woman computed the situation immediately. She had seen Bluhm standing in line, inching his way toward her. By the time the cashier was ready to check him through, she had calculated that the boy was his son, the groceries were for his wife, and, more than likely, the store they were standing in was in easy radius of his neighborhood.

“Good to see you, sir.”

The voice was strong and thrilling, full of welcome—hinting at all the ways a woman might please a man. He remembered hearing that voice in the din of the tango bar.

“You work here now?”

She looked up from under her thick eyelashes. “I work here too.”

Fritz straightened to his full height and looked from his father's face to hers and back again with quick curiosity.

“In both places! Really? And when do you ever sleep?” Bluhm reached casually for his wallet, enjoying the secrets in that very public conversation.

She laughed and pulled the six gallons of distilled water, four packets of yeast, and jar of malt syrup from the aluminum table into plastic bags, working her small hands nimbly. The cashier, deprived now of her sunny attention, punched the register's buttons glumly and kept to himself.

“So, this is your son, señor?”

“Yes. This is Fritz. Come on, Fritz, be polite, say hello to … Juana?”

“Maria. I go by my middle name.”

“Ah.” Then, turning to Fritz, “Maria also works in a restaurant in San Borja. She's waited on me there. She's a friend.”

Fritz nodded, understanding the clear exaggeration of the word, the grace of it—men of his father's class were not friends to waitresses. He said hello dutifully and, his curiosity satisfied, shuffled off to look at wristwatches on a faraway counter.

Bluhm studied the young woman more closely now, trying to square the demure vision before him with the voluptuous bargirl he had held briefly in his arms. She looked to be in her twenties—round face, a doll's chin, small nose, more jungle than mountain Indian—and, in the full light of day he could see that her complexion was smooth and perfect, as burnished as marble. But she was something of a paradox too: In the full light of day she seemed straightforward, guileless— not at all the sort of woman who would slip her number into a stranger's coat.

“You never came back for your second lesson,” she said, pushing the reloaded cart toward him.

“No,” he said, and winked at her openly. “But don't give up on me yet, sweetheart. I'm not as slow- footed as I seem.”

BLUHM CHATTED IDLY with his son as he pulled the old black car past the open gate into the driveway of 300 Avenida Rivera. He didn't have to step foot inside his house to know that Sophie was at the piano and Rudy in the straight- backed chair at her side. The boy was playing his cello—he was better than good at it—and the sad, plangent strains of Bach's “Erbarme Dich” rode out of the house's elaborate windows into the bright November afternoon.

Bluhm motioned for Fritz to carry in the groceries while he sat in the car a few minutes longer, allowing the music to fill his senses. It was a piece his father had played on that same cello every Sunday, after the siesta—a poignant prayer set to music. Every weekend of Bluhm's childhood, for as long as he could remember, he had wakened to that inexpressibly mournful melody, and now here was his younger son, rendering it beautifully, echoing a past he had never known.

Bluhm closed his eyes and breathed in the sweetness of his garden. He could smell the bougainvillea cascading down the wall, the peach trees thrusting their fleecy new progeny into spring, the hosta lilies, like so many soldiers, lining the walk in triumphant welcome. He caught the scent of his mother's lilacs, arching over the double doors and tumbling down along the latticework. She had planted them herself, well before his father had died, well before Bluhm and Sophie had moved in—when 300 Avenida Rivera had hummed with servants and dinners were punctuated by the pop of champagne corks, when German bankers from Stuttgart stood out on the veranda, taking in the night's fragrance and stars.

The house was still grand. No one could deny it. Nestled between the Golf Club and the ancient pyramids, it sat at the very heart of San Isidro—in a neighborhood whose shops sported French names and catered to women with haughty faces. The streets here were clean, hosed down by gardeners every morning; the walls freshly painted every spring. Standing guard in the magnificent doorways of the commercial establishments were armed sentries in handsome uniforms, whose only apparent charge was to shoo off the beggars who stumbled in now and then from the heartbreaking dunghills of Lima.

Bluhm's house stood on as a tribute to the family affluence, even if that affluence was now largely gone. It had stood through the First World War, when Carlos's grandfather Johann Bluhm had been drafted along with hundreds of other Latin Americans of German origin to serve in the kaiser's army. It had stood through the Second, when two Nazi diplomats from the embassy had come around, sat under the house's vaulted ceilings, drunk schnapps, and insisted, to no avail, that Johann's son, Rodolfo, do the right thing and join the Wehrmacht. It had stood on through the boom days of the ‘50s, when Rodolfo was made head representative of the Deutsche Bank in Lima; when he and his wife, Dorotea, left little Carlos to roam its vast halls with four nursemaids, a butler, and three cooks, while they toured the world on the Queen Elizabeth. It stood on in the early ‘70s when the socialists parceled out the rural haciendas of the rich to the peons; when Dorotea, by then a widow, shuttered her windows against anyone with a possible eye for the family silver. And it was standing now, in this nervous decade of terrorism, in a country festooned with barbed wire and bedeviled by random violence. It was standing fast, even though Carlos Bluhm was no banker but an ordinary, run- of- the- mill camera salesman— even though the entire nation seemed trapped in a postlapsar-ian limbo and its unfinished buildings and bridges hung like mastodons in midair, half born, and waiting for issue.

He went in through the massive front door. A vase of mountain lilies was on the foyer table and the light through the stained glass in the ceiling shone down, turning the striated petals into jewels. Nearby, the maid Manuela was sweeping the staircase. She nodded deferentially as Bluhm strode past toward the music.

The moment Rudy saw his father's face at the door, he set aside the cello and ran into his arms. He was smaller, more compact than Fritz, with an easy confidence that was rare for a boy his age. Bluhm pushed him away, mussed his hair, then grabbed his head and thrust it playfully under one arm. Giggling, Rudy butted him onto the ivory sofa, where Bluhm surrendered. Sophie smiled and turned from the piano, smoothing the wrinkles in her skirt.

“Willy called while you were out,” she said. “He didn't say why but he wants you to call back today.”

Bluhm raised an eyebrow.

She sighed. “You know how I feel about Willy.”

“Yes. Well.”

“Honestly I just don't trust him. Who could? With that love nest of his in San Borja. He's absolutely shameless, and everybody—”

Bluhm waved a cautionary finger and nodded toward their son.

“But Rudy's the one who told me!” she cried. “He was over there, visiting Willy's boys, when Willy and Beatriz started in with one of their screaming matches.” Bluhm glanced at his son, who was studying his knees as if he'd just discovered them.

“What he's putting his poor wife through!” she continued. “It's infuriating. And then there's little Pedro—all of twelve! Pedro told Rudy that his parents were fighting about the woman in San Borja. That all they seem to do anymore is yell at each other about that slut.”

The word brought him to his feet. “That's none of my business, Sophie. Willy has been my best friend for as long as I can remember. I'm not going to judge him. And I'm certainly not going to ignore his calls.”

“All right. But I have to be honest with you, Carlos, and I don't mind saying this in front of Rudy: That ‘best friend’ of yours is nothing but trouble. I want all my angels perched on my shoulders when he's around. I know you and your friends think he's great company, and in the old days I thought so too. But we're not children anymore, darling—and what he's doing to Beatriz… Well, it disgusts me. He's an arrogant, selfish little man.” Sophie rose, whisked the newspaper off the coffee table, and walked briskly toward the staircase.

When Bluhm called Willy back later that afternoon, all Sophie's angels were clearly distracted. This was the point at which all the trouble would begin.

“Willy?”

“Carlos! I've been deputized to organize a little recreation. The boys want to meet Thursday night at the club.”

“What for?”

“A glass of pisco. A bowl of peanuts. A bit of mischief. What else?”

“In that stuffy old place? Count me out. But call me back if you change your mind and decide to go someplace more fun.”

“Such as?”

“Such as the place you took us to a few weeks ago, dummkopf. That tango hole, remember?”

There was a brief silence while Willy thought it over. “If we go there, I can bring Carmela,” he said brightly. And so it was agreed.

FOR THE NEXT THREE DAYS Bluhm busied himself with the usual projects. He sat at the desk in his father's study, which he had fashioned into an office, and made up a tidy list of all he needed to do. There were calls to make. There were clients to attend to: The Hiraoka appliance store wanted to put in a large order for Zeiss lenses, and there was a rumor that the newspaper El Comercio would soon be updating its camera equipment. With a heavy black suitcase of samples in hand, he called on the Hiraoka brothers and instructed them on the virtues of the new lenses: the increased power of the zoom, the higher quality of nickel, the multicoated protective filters.

Later that day he telephoned the photo editor at El Comercio and was put on hold, causing his mind to drift off to memories of a receptionist he'd known at that newspaper two or three years before—a woman with shiny black eyes and a wonderful, feral laugh. He had waxed eloquent about that laugh over three or four pisco sours one night before she agreed to sleep with him. They had hurried back to the newspaper, found an empty office, and wrestled each other to the floor in a coupling he later regretted. She called him at home day after day whining for his attention. When Sophie happened to answer one morning, the woman, in all brazenness, left a message for Bluhm, complete with her name. He'd had to yell at her from a phone booth, threaten to call the police.

The secretary finally came on, forcing him to push the whole miserable business from his mind. Yes, the pert voice said, the editor would see him on Friday. He should come prepared to show his wares.

On Wednesday, after supper, when Rudy had gone off to bed, Bluhm decided to make the pilsner. It was a week before Fritz's final exams at the university and, suspecting the boy needed a healthy distraction, he called him down to the kitchen, where he had already enlisted Manuela to crush the hops. Clattering their way through the cavernous cabinets in the pantry, they got out the necessary bowls, pots, bottles, and ladles and lined them all up on the open counter. Before long, Dorotea, Bluhm's seventy- seven- year- old mother, wandered in, lured by the jolly racket.

Fritz was in especially high spirits that night as he lorded over the great enamel pot, stirring the malt syrup into the boiling hops. He stood at the hot stove, pink- faced, bright-eyed, and presided over the conversation. He was full of tales about how his friends got into trouble with their professors. One who was chronically late to history class had been made to write a paper on the virtues of punctuality. “Paco, of all people!” Fritz bellowed. “Who's late to everything! Who was probably late the day he was born and who'll be late to his own funeral, unless they nail him to the coffin! And that fool's supposed to write about being on time? Ay!” And his grandmother giggled like a girl. It was as pleasant an evening as Bluhm had ever spent with Fritz, and it did his soul good to see that for all the vestiges of an awkward adolescence, the boy had a quick head and blithe heart. Seeing him flushed and smiling, bantering easily with his grandmother, Bluhm imagined what a fine man he might become.

Dorotea, too, had been delightful in her way. She was a determined little woman, radiantly energetic, and that energy shone nowhere so much as in her blue eyes, which had a way of squinting when she listened, rendering them bright points of tourmaline. She fixed these on Fritz now, and Bluhm could see how she relished the boy's exuberance—how free she seemed of her never- ending worry about the boys. It was dangerous, she always claimed, to be young, male, in a country nettled by history, with so much uncertainty ahead.

Dorotea was nothing like Sophie. Bluhm's mother was as hot- tempered and restless as his wife was cool and serene. Dorotea loved to argue; Sophie could only seethe. Dorotea pleaded with her daughter- in- law to be more sociable; Sophie would only demur. But through the years the two had managed to achieve a kind of solidarity. They had lived side by side, settled their differences, won each other's trust, and, over time, their mutual respect had turned into something like love.

He had met Sophie at one of those stifling cotillions at the Club Germania, arranged, like tribal rituals, to encourage marriage between young people of German descent. His father had pointed her out, charmed by her delicate features and porcelain white shoulders. She had been eighteen at the time, a fragile flower but rooted in all the gentle graces. Musical, cultured, polite, she excelled in the trait his father considered most pleasing in a woman: unwavering civility. “Those other frauleins look like good fun,” his father told him the next day at dinner, “but Sophie Westermann is the very picture of perfection. If I were you, I'd go after her, boy!” Bluhm took his father's suggestion and began calling on her. By the time Sophie was twenty, they were married, though Dorotea was, at best, only tolerant of the union, preferring a more spirited breed of woman for her son. But when Fritz was born, Bluhm's mother softened. She noted the passion behind Sophie's reserve: the doting attention to the baby the gift for mothering no one had anticipated was there. By the time Rudy came along, Sophie and Dorotea were easy companions. Then, one morning in an elevator of the Deutsche Bank building, Rodolfo Bluhm unexpectedly slumped to the floor in the grip of a fatal heart attack. Within a few weeks, Carlos Bluhm had moved his little family into the big house to comfort his heartsick mother. It was then that Sophie became a loving and attentive daughter to Dorotea—a pillar in her bewildering world. As much as Dorotea loved her only son, she grew more committed, more connected to her daughter-in-law.

Bluhm went to sleep that night filled with happiness. His pilsner was curing in two copper vats. His mother was in her eiderdown bed, having floated upstairs on a current of good cheer. His son had retired to his books, carrying a full mug of steaming coffee. And when at last Bluhm crawled into bed, there was Sophie, sleeping peacefully in the lamplight, her face translucent and otherworldly—a book in her hands.

Why would a man in that familial paradise wake up the next morning with an irresistible itch to see another woman? It was a question for Oscar, the psychiatrist, if Bluhm had wanted to ask it. But Oscar was as much a philanderer as he was—ready to join a debauchery at the slightest provocation. Granted, no one could match Marco, the most flagrant of all the friends. Marco was insatiable, irredeemable—an ace voluptuary—a regular at Doña Felicia's infamous bordello on Twentieth Street, taking multiple whores in a single night. The real puzzlement was Willy, who insisted on keeping Carmela in that dump they called an apartment in San Borja—an insane expense for a man with five children. At least Oscar and Marco and Bluhm understood that sex was, after all, just sex, an indulgence that didn't have to unravel the family fabric or drain anybody's bank account.

Perhaps it was fear that Willy's profligacy would rub off on Bluhm that had prompted Sophie to snap at her husband with such uncharacteristic fury. She didn't need to. Bluhm understood perfectly well that his dalliances were passing fancies, easily discarded. The receptionist at El Comercio hadn't grasped this. Bluhm didn't want to enter into a messy, interminable liaison with a mistress. He couldn't afford to: not financially, not emotionally, and certainly not by any measure of the clock. He didn't want to spend the amount of time it took to tend to the likes of Carmela. If he had talked any of this through with Oscar, the doctor might have suggested to Bluhm that that was exactly why he had a fetish for the darker race. It wasn't the fragrant skin, the tiny toes, the thick black hair. An Indian woman was more disposable. It was a matter of convenience. And Bluhm's friends understood this about him very well.

WHEN WILLY AND CARMELA finally arrived at Lima Nights, Bluhm could hardly hide his displeasure. They were more than an hour late. Marco was sitting to Bluhm's side, already drunk and blowing kisses at a red- ribbon goddess on the dance floor. The woman looked back over her partner's shoulder with her lips slightly pursed, like a child trying to decide what to do.

Oscar took the cigar from his mouth and tamped it into the ashtray. “We're fucked, boys!” he said. “Just look around. The good ones are taken. We're flat on our asses, and here comes the sacred cow.”

Carmela hurried toward them with her usual brass and bustle. Being of mixed race, she was taller than most women in the room. She was cinnamon- haired, buxom—attributes that helped disguise the plain woman she really was. Her wrists were thick, as were her ankles, but she had a certain confidence, a way of leaning in, fingering her hair, crossing one little foot over the other, as if she had it on good authority that she was a great beauty. Which Willy always took pains to assure her she was.

There was, Bluhm felt, something deeply repellent about her, in physicality as well as spirit. She was jovial, but excessively so, filling the air with raucous laughter. She was exaggerated in every way: too loud, too richly painted, too heavily perfumed, too turned out in flounces and bangles for a woman past counting her years. Bluhm had often wondered how his best friend had fallen into the clutches of such a harridan. But they had been paramours for almost a decade now—he couldn't dismiss the possibility that Willy was in love.

“You mad at us? Yes or no?” Carmela said, dropping herself into a chair, arms akimbo. “You look buzzed as a hornet, Bluhm. What a face!”

“No, darling,” Willy hastened to say, patting her hand solicitously. “Bluhm isn't angry. He knows what the traffic can be like at this hour! Isn't that so, Carlos?”

“Of course,” Bluhm said, swatting the smoke between them. But he was furious, it was true—at their lateness, at the woman's insufferable coarseness, at Marco's drunkenness, at the insistent drone of the bandoneón and the simpering cry of the tango singer. But there was this greatest of aggravations: The woman he was looking for was nowhere in the room. He had counted eleven red velvet collars, and not one announced the face he had come to see.

“What will you have, sweetness?” Willy asked Carmela, wiping his forehead with a rumpled handkerchief.

“Kir royale. In a flute. With a sprig of fresh chamomile.”

It was a pathetic charade, the woman's attempt at sophistication, and it upped the amperage of Bluhm's irritation. It would have been churlish to begrudge Willy the comforts of a mistress. Bluhm simply couldn't understand how anyone could spend week after week with that intolerable woman at his side.

Willy Brenner had been his closest companion for thirty-five years—as smart and funny a friend as anyone could want. They had started at Swiss school together, gone off to the prestigious School of Engineers. And then, after one year, for all their families’ lofty aspirations, the two had flunked out spectacularly. They were wealthy young men after a good time, confident in their boundless good fortunes. For years, the consonance between them continued: They both fell short of the glories their fathers had imagined for them; both married good women who gave them good children; and then, as years passed, both found themselves in crimped financial circumstances with substantial households to support. One had become a camera importer, the other a life- insurance salesman. They were not wealthy physicians like Oscar, with a full- time chauffeur and prosperous patients. Nor were they weekly fixtures on the society page, as was the gregarious hotelier Marco. Brenner and Bluhm were of another breed entirely. They were balding men in straitened circumstances— sybarites on the other side of splendor, grabbing at pleasures as they came.

No sooner had Willy and Carmela arrived than Bluhm carried his impatience to the shabby bar, where the manager—a gaunt little man with brilliantined hair—was in close consultation with the bartender. Bluhm tapped him vigorously on the shoulder. The manager spun around, displeased, but his bad humor quickly dissipated when he saw the neat jacket, crisp shirt, shiny wristwatch. “Jose Ferrari, at your service,” he said, unctuously offering a hand.

“Juana Maria Fernandez,” Bluhm responded.

The man stared back at him, puzzled.

“Where is she?”

“I have no idea who you mean.”

“She's about this high. Long black hair. Goes by the name of Maria. She's one of your dancers in red nooses.”

The man's lips pursed. “And you don't see her here?”

“No.”

“But, señor, we have any number of pretty girls. If the one you're looking for isn't here, surely one of the—”

“Never mind!” Bluhm snapped, although in a far corner of consciousness, the same thought had occurred to him. Why, precisely, did it have to be Maria Fernandez? What was it about her that had held on like a bad cold? He was a man among friends, out for a good time. Why couldn't it be with any one of those other, perfectly satisfactory young women? But the thought did not stop him from heading for the door.

It was cool when he stepped outside, one of those petulant spring evenings in the last days of November when the frigid air over the Pacific rushes in over the southern hemisphere, deferring all dreams of an early summer. He turned his collar against the damp. Three blocks away, he found a public telephone. Taking the scrap of paper and a few coins from his pocket, he dialed the number.

He looked around as the phone rang. He was in a colorless part of town—it might have been any busy intersection in a busy district. Across the way, a neon sign extolling Cerveza Cristal flickered in a store window. It slid languidly from red to yellow, casting an unearthly glow on pedestrians as they hurried, nameless and golden, through the night.

“Hello?” It was a man's voice—young, gruff. Bluhm weighed his options quickly.

“I'm calling Juana Maria Fernandez,” he said. And then added: “Jose Ferrari, the manager of Lima Nights.”

The man grunted. “She's not here. What's the problem? She in some kind of trouble?”

“Trouble? No, no. I just need to talk to her, that's all.” Bluhm paused. “About her hours.”

“I don't know nothing about her hours, boss. Girl comes and goes like a ghost.”

“Forgive me. Is this… her husband?”

“Ha!” The voice dissolved into a rolling chortle. Bluhm frowned into the bracing wind, pulling his jacket close around him. “She's big for her age, I'll grant you that, Señor Ferrari. But, no, she hasn't managed to score a husband yet.” Then, like an afterthought: “She's fifteen.”

Bluhm hunched into the cold, factoring that piece of news, scrolling the sum total of everything he knew about Juana Maria Fernandez through the slow mill of comprehension: her black dress, full breasts, high heels—that sweet, sonorous voice of a siren.

“Hallo. You still there?”

He collected himself. “Yes.”

“You want to leave a message? I've heard a lot of good stuff about your bar, señor. Nice place, eh? Good music?”

“Of course.” And then it was out of his mouth before he could weigh the consequences: “Take down this number, please. Tell her to call me. Tell her I want to shift her schedule—my son Fritz has worked out the hours. She'll understand.”

Walking back through the humid night, Bluhm felt numb, weighed down, as if something heavy had invaded his gut. Fifteen! Didn't they have laws against that in this country? She was younger than Fritz. Younger than Rudy! Younger than he would have imagined any checkout girl at Santa Isabel could be, much less a dancer at an adult bar. And what was she doing stuffing her telephone number into pockets of men three times her age?

It was a measure of how cruel life could be in this wretched city. The girl needed the work, needed to eat. But even as he grappled with the logic of that rationalization, he couldn't keep his mind off the result: the red mouth, the knowing eyes, the artful hips, the confident way she had taken his hands. But those images were altered now, as if he were summoning them through shattered glass.

By the time he made it back to the bar, his friends were all on the dance floor. Marco was with the beauty he'd been eyeing, stumbling as best he could through the complicated steps. Willy and Carmela were rocking to the music, locked in ridiculous embrace. Oscar and a woman in green satin were making their way to the bar, their faces lit with laughter. His three friends seemed happy, carefree, blissfully unaware or, at least, unconcerned about his whereabouts. “Vivir!” the singer warbled. “Con el alma aferrada a un dulce recuerdo, que lloro otra vez!”

He called over Jose Ferrari, paid his bill, and left.
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