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        Wonderful Date 

      

      Herr Brugli’s bedroom was in the front of his mansion, looking out over the waters of the Lake of Zürich. In the early mornings he would stand in his dressing gown at the window, sipping a cup of milky coffee, while his valet ran his bath. The valet, Markus, was Polish, and had been with Herr Brugli for fifteen years. He knew the exact temperature which Herr Brugli preferred for his bath water; he knew the precise blend of coffee which his employer liked in the morning and the place on the breakfast table where Herr Brugli expected the morning’s copy of Die Neue Züricher Zeitung to be awaiting him. Markus knew everything. 

      Markus knew, too, that Herr Brugli liked Madame Verloren van Thermaat, a Belgian lady who lived two miles away, also on the shores of the lake, also in a mansion. Verloren van Thermaat – what a ridiculous name, he thought. Madame Lost Tomato, that’s what I call her! 

      “Should I marry Madame Thermaat?” Herr Brugli asked him one day, as he brought in the morning tray. “What are your views, Markus? You know me well enough by now. What do you think? Should a widower like myself marry a widow like Madame Thermaat? Do you think that that’s what people expect of us?” 

      Markus laid his tray on the bedside table, exactly where Herr Brugli liked it to be laid. Then he crossed the room to open the curtains, glancing as he did so at his employer’s face, reflected in the wardrobe mirror. Markus had to admit to himself that he was frightened. Everything about his job was to his liking. There was very little to do. He was paid handsomely by Herr Brugli, who never counted the bottles in his cellar, ever. He and his wife lived in a small cottage in the grounds, not more than a few paces from the private jetty. They had a small boat, which they liked to sail in the summer. Madame Thermaat might change all that. She had her own staff. She might edge them out. 

      “I really couldn’t say, sir,” he said, adding: “Marriage is not always a bed of roses, of course. Some people are happier by themselves.” 

      He saw Herr Brugli smile. 

      “Anyway, perhaps I anticipate matters rather. Madame Thermaat is an independent person. Her life is very satisfactory at present.” 

      Now Herr Brugli stood before the mirror in his dressing room and adjusted his tie. He was wearing his most comfortable suit, made, like all his suits, in London. Every year he went there for his wardrobe, ordering several suits and pairs of handmade shoes. Nobody made clothes like the English, he thought, which was rather surprising, bearing in mind what a scruffy group of people they were in general – young people in blue jeans with tears in the knees; men in shapeless, shiny jackets with zips in front; women in unflattering trousers and everyone, it seemed, in running shoes! And yet they made those wonderful clothes for other people – tweeds, cords, mohairs, checks, tartans. 

      This suit was just right for the occasion. It was made of a thick brown tweed, with a double-breasted waistcoat, and would keep him warm if the day turned nasty, although that looked unlikely, he thought; the sky was quite clear and there were signs of spring everywhere. It would be a perfect day. 

      He ate his breakfast slowly, perusing the columns of the newspaper, noting the obituaries – nobody today, thank God – finally turning to the stock reports. There was satisfactory news there, too. Everything was up on the previous day’s trading, which is how it should be. 

      He laid aside the paper, wiped his mouth on the starched table napkin which Markus had patiently taught the Italian maid to iron in just the right way, and then he got up from the table. There was a short time to wait before the car would be at the door and he would set off. For a moment he was unsure what to do. He could write a letter, or read perhaps – he was half-way through The Magic Mountain, but he was out of sympathy with it for some reason. 

      German literature was so depressing, he felt; so heavy and full of woe. What a bleak vision they have, our neighbours to the north; what a frightful group of people for the most part, terribly greedy. But they eat our chocolates, I suppose. 

      He went to his bureau and took out his writing case. There was a letter to be written to his cousin in Buenos Aires. She wrote to him once a month, and he always wrote back within three days of receiving her letter. She had nothing to do, of course, and her letters reflected this; but he was dutiful in family matters and since he had been left on his own the burden of correspondence had fallen on him. 

      “Dear Hetta: What a gorgeous day it is today – a real peach of a day. The lake is still, and there is no movement in the air. Yet spring is here, I can feel it, or almost here, and very soon we shall have blossom in the garden again! Alas, you will slide into autumn, and winter then, but I shall think of you as I sit in the garden.” 

      He paused. She knew about Madame Thermaat, of course, but he did not want her to feel that there was any understanding which did not yet exist. Perhaps just a mention then: “Today I am accompanying Madame Thermaat – I have told you of her, of course – into Zürich. We are going to take a short walk by the river, as it is such a lovely day, and I have one or two matters to attend to. Then we shall come back.” He wondered if he should say more, but decided that this was quite enough. Let them speculate in Buenos Aires if they liked. 

      Markus came in to tell him that the car was ready outside. He got up from his desk and walked into the hall. There was another mirror there, and he looked anxiously at his reflection. The tie needed straightening, but he was sure he was right about the suit – it was exactly what the day required. 

      “Good-bye Markus,” he said. “I shall be back at the usual time.” 

      Markus held the door open for him, and the driver, seeing him emerge, started the engine of the car. They moved out on to the road, into the traffic, and edged their way up the lake to collect Madame Thermaat. 

      “My dear Madame Thermaat!” 

      “Dear Herr Brugli!” 

      They beamed at one another. 

      “Would you like the rug across your knees? There’s still a bit of a nip in the air, isn’t there?” 

      She shook her head. “I am perfectly warm,” she said. “I never feel the cold.” 

      “You are so fortunate,” he said. “I feel cold in summer.” 

      “Thin blood,” she said. “You must have thin blood.” 

      He laughed. “I shall try to thicken it up. What do you recommend? Do any of those health magazines you read tell you how to do it?” 

      “Chocolate, Herr Brugli! Lots of chocolate!” 

      He wagged his finger at her in mock disapproval. They were well on their way to Zürich now, and the large, high-powered car shot past slower vehicles. He asked her what she had been doing, and she described her week. It had, she said, been trying: she had two meetings of the village board, and they had ended in an impasse on each occasion, which was worrying. And then she had had three bridge evenings – three – all of which meant that she had had no time to herself at all. 

      He nodded sympathetically. He had weeks like that himself. 

      “And you have your factories too,” she said. “You have to worry about them.” 

      “To an extent,” he agreed. “But thank heavens for my managers.” 

      The car turned over the Cathedral Bridge and into the heart of the city. At the end of Bahnhof Strasse it pulled in to the side and allowed them both to alight. He got out first and held the door open for his companion. 

      “Thank you dear Herr Brugli,” she said. “Now, where shall we start?” 

      He wagged his finger at her again. 

      “You know very well,” he scolded. “Sprungli’s – as always!” 

      They crossed the street and walked a few yards to a large glass door on which in ornate gold script the name Sprungli’s was embossed. They walked past a man sitting on a bench, whose eyes fixed on them as they went past. He muttered something, and held out a hand, but neither heard nor saw him. 

      The counters in Sprungli’s were laden with bank upon bank of chocolates. He paused before a tray of Belgian chocolates, and examined them carefully. Her eye was caught by a cake, which was topped by a small icing-sugar swan. 

      “Such skilful sculpting,” she said. “It seems a pity to eat such an exquisite little work of art.” 

      “A trifle overdone,” he said. “I prefer a simpler approach.” 

      “Perhaps, Herr Brugli,” she conceded. “Simplicity is certainly an ideal in life.” 

      They passed upstairs, where the waitress recognised them and led them immediately to a table in the corner. She was particularly attentive to Herr Brugli, who addressed her as Maria and asked after her mother. 

      “Ah,” said the waitress. “She takes great pleasure in everything still. When the weather gets a bit better she will ride up to Rapperswill on the steamer to visit her sister.” 

      “Marvellous!” said Herr Brugli, and turning to Madame Thermaat: “Eighty one, almost eighty two! A positive advertisement for a healthy life, is she not Maria?” 

      “And schnapps,” said the waitress. “She drinks two glasses of schnapps each day. One before breakfast, and one before retiring to bed.” 

      “There you are!” exclaimed Herr Brugli. “You see!” 

      They looked at the menu, which was quite unnecessary, as Herr Brugli never chose anything new, and expected Madame Thermaat to do the same. 

      “I think we shall have our usual again,” he said to the waitress. 

      A few minutes later Maria brought them their coffee, served in tall glasses with whipped cream floating on the top. Then a plate of cakes arrived, and they each chose two. Maria returned, topped up the coffee, and cleared the uneaten cakes away. 

      “Take those back to your mother,” said Herr Brugli. “Charge them to us.” 

      Maria beamed. “She loves cakes,” she said. “She can’t resist them!” 

      There were few people of note in Sprungli’s. There were several tables of tourists – a party of Italians and a table of sober, intimidated Americans. Herr Brugli’s gaze passed over these tables quickly. 

      “Nobody’s in this morning,” he began to say. “I don’t see a soul …” 

      He stopped. Yes, there was somebody, and he leaned over the table to whisper to Madame Thermaat. 

      “Would you credit it?” he said, his voice barely audible. “There she is, that Zolger woman with her young friend. In broad daylight …” 

      Madame Thermaat followed his gaze. 

      “Eating cakes!” she exclaimed. “Look, she ’s feeding him one with her fingers!” 

      Herr Brugli’s eyes narrowed. 

      “He’s young enough to be her son,” he whispered. “Just look at that! Just look at the way she’s gazing at him.” 

      “Eyes for nothing else,” said Madame Thermaat. “Positively devouring him, in public.” 

      They looked away, thrilled by their discovery. It was wonderful to see something as shocking as that; it added a spice to the day to see a late middle-aged Zürich matron – a prominent banker’s wife – with her young lover in public, in a chocolate shop! It really was astonishingly good fortune, and cheered them both up immensely. 

      They arose from their table. He left fifty francs for Maria, tucked under a plate, as he always did. Then, eyes averted from the Zolger table, they made their way out of Sprungli’s and into the street. It was even warmer now, and the city was bathed in clear spring sunlight; somewhere, over by the river, a clock chimed. 

      It was gallery time now, so they crossed the river again, skirted round the cheap shops which ruined the arcade, and began to climb up one of the narrow streets that wound their way up the hill to the Church of St John. She walked beside him, on the inside, and when they negotiated a tricky corner she took his arm – which he liked – but released it later once the danger had passed. 

      The Gallery Fischer was discreet. It had a display window, but only a small one, and this tended to contain some item from Herr Fischer’s private collection, and would have nothing to do with what was inside. The door was always locked, but there was a small bell, which said simply Fischer and this, if rung, produced a small, stout man wearing round wire-rimmed glasses. 

      “So, Herr Brugli … and Madame Verloren van … van …” 

      “Thermaat,” said Herr Brugli. “Herr Fischer, you are well, I hope?” 

      “Everybody in Switzerland has a cold at the moment,” said Herr Fischer. “But I do not. So I am grateful.” 

      “There are so many germs around these days,” said Madame Thermaat. “You just can’t avoid them. They are everywhere.” 

      Herr Fischer nodded his head sagely. 

      “I have great faith in Vitamin C,” he said. “I take Vitamin C every day, without fail.” 

      They followed him into a small room behind the gallery. A young woman in an elegant black trouser suit came out from an office, shook hands solemnly, and then went off to a cupboard in the corner of the office. 

      “Here it is, then,” said Herr Fischer. “It is, I hope, what you had in mind.” 

      He handed the figurine to Herr Brugli, who took it in both hands and held it up in front of him. For a few moments there was silence. Herr Brugli moved the figurine backwards and forwards, the better to examine it in the light. 

      “Yes,” he said quietly. “This is absolutely perfect.” 

      Herr Fischer showed his relief. “There are so few of them left,” he said. “At least there are so few of them in this condition.” 

      Herr Brugli passed the small porcelain figure to Madame Thermaat, who took it gingerly and examined it closely. 

      “Such lovely colours,” she said. “So true to life.” 

      She passed it back to Herr Fischer, who looked expectantly at Herr Brugli. 

      “I shall take it,” said Herr Brugli. “If you could ask your man …” 

      “We shall deliver it with pleasure,” said Herr Fischer. 

      Madame Thermaat had moved to the other side of the room and was looking at a small bronze on a table. 

      “Do you have anything – some small bibelot – which Madame Thermaat might like?” Herr Brugli asked Herr Fischer. “Some little present …?” 

      Herr Fischer looked thoughtful. “There is something,” he said. “A small egg, after Fabergé I’m afraid, not by him. But exquisite nonetheless.” 

      Herr Brugli smiled. “She would like that.” Then, very quietly: “The price?” 

      Herr Fischer lowered his voice. He did not like talking about money, even with somebody like Herr Brugli. “Eight thousand francs,” he said. “An absolute snip. If it were by Fabergé himself, then, well …” 

      Herr Brugli was eager to save the proprietor embarrassment. “Perfectly reasonable,” he said. “Could we see if she likes it?” 

      “Leave it up to me,” Herr Fischer assured him. “I shall fetch it immediately.” It was a minute egg, fashioned out of silver, with gold lining and encrustation. The top, which could be pushed back, was lined within with mother-of-pearl, and the rest of the egg’s interior was covered with jet. 

      “I believe that this might have been a pill box,” said Herr Fischer. “It is, I believe, of French manufacture.” 

      Madame Thermaat took the tiny egg in her hands and peered at it intensely. 

      “So delightful,” she said. “So modest. I’ll take it please.” 

      Herr Fischer seemed momentarily perplexed. He looked at Herr Brugli, who waved a hand in the direction of the egg. 

      “I should like to buy that for Madame Thermaat,” he said. “Put it in my account.” 

      “But I intended to buy it myself,” protested Madame Thermaat. “You’re far too kind to me.” 

      “It is a little present that I already planned to buy you,” said Herr Brugli. “You were not meant to buy it yourself.” 

      Herr Fischer brushed aside Madame Thermaat’s objections and took the egg from her. 

      “I shall wrap it in gold foil,” he said. “Afterwards, you may press the gold foil down on some special object and gild it.” 

      Madame Thermaat’s eye alighted on a small painting on one of the walls. A haloed figure appeared to be floating several feet above the ground, surrounded by admiring bystanders and several surprised animals. 

      “That is most intriguing,” she said to Herr Fischer. “What is it?” 

      Herr Fischer took the painting down. “Joseph of Copertino. A remarkable figure. He levitated on over seventy occasions and flew quite considerable distances on others. That, I believe, is why he is the patron saint of air travellers.” 

      “A charming painting,” she said. 

      “Late seventeenth century, Florentine,” he said, lowering his voice even further. “Remarkable value at nineteen thousand francs.” 

      “Would Herr Brugli like it?” asked Madame Thermaat. 

      “He would love it,” Herr Fischer whispered. “Between ourselves, I gather that he is just the slightest bit frightened of travelling by air. This painting will undoubtedly reassure him.” 

      Madame Thermaat inclined her head slightly. “Will you send me the bill?” she said to Herr Fischer. “Madame Verloren van Thermaat.” 

      “Of course,” said Herr Fischer. “And Herr Brugli – is he to know about this?” 

      Madame Thermaat took the painting from Herr Fischer and handed it to Herr Brugli. 

      “A little gift from me,” she said. “To thank you for all your kindness.” 

      They left Herr Fischer’s shop, each carrying the present which the other had bought. It had turned slightly colder now, although the sun was still shining brilliantly, and Herr Brugli turned up the collar of his coat. Madame Thermaat took his arm again, and together they made their way down the narrow streets, back towards the river. 

      They passed a coffee bar, popular with students, and the smell of freshly ground coffee wafted out to them. 

      “I could do with a coffee,” said Herr Brugli. “What about you? Could you do with one too?” 

      Madame Thermaat could, and so they entered the coffee bar, both feeling a little bit excited at the prospect of a new place with new, younger people. Zürich had changed over the previous few years, and you were never quite sure whom you might meet. Parts of it were Bohemian now; parts were even dangerous. There were foreigners – Eastern Europeans and others – exotica, thought Herr Brugli. 

      They found a small table near the bar and a waitress came to serve them. She had black fish-net tights and looked somewhat dishevelled. She was wearing a cheap perfume that made Madame Thermaat wrinkle her nose. 

      Herr Brugli smiled, conspiratorially. “This is rather different, is it not?” 

      Madame Thermaat looked about her. “What do these people do?” she said to him, her voice lowered. “Do you think they actually study?” 

      Herr Brugli shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps,” he said. “They study at night – perhaps.” 

      Their coffee arrived. It was piping hot and very strong. 

      “So welcome,” said Herr Brugli. “In whatever surroundings.” 

      He looked at his watch, and saw that it was almost lunchtime. For a moment he was thoughtful; then he called the waitress across and whispered something to her. She muttered something, and returned later with a bottle of champagne, which Herr Brugli inspected. Then he nodded and said something further to the waitress. She appeared surprised, but smiled after a moment and disappeared behind the bar. 

      “You’re conspiring Herr Brugli!” scolded Madame Thermaat. “You’re planning some mischief!” 

      A few minutes later the waitress returned, accompanied by a man in an apron. He was carrying two magnums of champagne. He put the champagne down on the bar and then, to Madame Thermaat’s astonishment, clapped his hands loudly. The conversation died down. People looked up from the tables; a woman laid down her cigarette; a young man, who was in the process of getting up from his chair, sat down again. 

      “Ladies and Gentlemen,” said the man. “I am happy to announce that each table may, if it wishes, have a magnum of champagne, by courtesy of one of our honoured guests.” He paused, his hand stretched out to introduce Herr Brugli. 

      One of the students laughed. 

      “Good for the honoured guest! Where’s the champagne?” 

      The waitress opened the first bottle and gave it to a table of young men. Then others received their bottle and the wine was poured. 

      “Herr Brugli!” said Madame Thermaat. “Such a generous gesture! I think the students approve.” 

      They did. Glasses were raised from all quarters of the restaurant, and Herr Brugli and Madame Thermaat acknowledged the toasts. Herr Brugli himself had two large glasses of champagne and felt immediately exhilarated by the flinty wine. 

      “This really is proving to be a marvellous day,” he said expansively. “Such wonderful weather – such wonderful company!” 

      Madame Thermaat smiled demurely, raising her glass to her lips. She was more moderate in her consumption of champagne, but enjoyed it nonetheless. The students, of course, drank quickly. Soon the first magnums had been exhausted, but a sign from Herr Brugli to the waitress produced more. The man in the apron looked dubious, but money changed hands and he went away smiling. 

      Glasses refreshed, the students’ conversation became more animated. At one table there was uproarious laughter; at another an earnest debate; at yet another, a student broke into a snatch of song. 

      A couple of students now got up and came over to the table at which Herr Brugli and Madame Thermaat were sitting. They were a boy and a girl – in their late teens or very early twenties by the look of them – dressed in the uniform of the student quarter, jeans and black jackets. 

      “May we join you?” asked the boy. “It was very kind of you to give us all champagne.” 

      Herr Brugli rose to his feet, drawing up a chair for the girl. 

      “Of course,” he said. “It has been a very great pleasure to see you all enjoying yourselves so much. It’s just like The Student Prince …” 

      The students looked blank. 

      “Surely you remember the film,” interjected Madame Thermaat. “Mario Lanza was the prince. He was a student too …” 

      The girl shook her head. “An old film?” she asked. 

      Madame Thermaat laughed. “Goodness!” she said. “I suppose we forget just how old we are. Yes, I suppose it was an old film.” 

      “We saw Casablanca last week,” offered the boy. “It was terribly good. It was at a festival of historic films.” 

      Herr Brugli glanced at Madame Thermaat. “It was a truly great film,” he said. “It was probably the best film ever made. I saw it shortly after it came out,” adding: “Although I was terribly young at the time, just a boy really.” 

      There was a short silence. Herr Brugli reached for his bottle of champagne and filled up the students’ glasses. 

      “Tell us all about yourselves,” he said. “Tell us what you study. Tell us where you live. Tell us which professors are worth listening to and which are not.” 

      They walked out of the coffee house together. The boy took Madame Thermaat’s arm, for which she was grateful, after four glasses of champagne – and Herr Brugli took the girl’s. 

      “Our place is just a minute or two away,” said the boy. “It’s nothing much, I’m afraid.” 

      “What does one need in life?” asked Herr Brugli. “A glass of wine, a book, a bough, and thou? Is that not what Omar Khyham says.” 

      “Yes,” said the boy, hesitantly. “Maybe …” 

      They passed a bookshop and then followed a narrow lane that led back up the hill. Then there was an alley, with several bicycles propped against the walls, and graffiti daubed on the plaster. There was a slightly dank smell in the air, an odour of cats, thought Herr Brugli. 

      “Here we are,” said the girl. “This door to the right.” 

      They entered the doorway. There was a cramped hall, and a set of narrow stone stairs which the boy bounded up. From a landing above, he called down to them: “Door’s open! Up you come!” 

      Madame Thermaat went in first, followed by the girl. Then Herr Brugli entered, stooping under the squat lintel of the door, holding his felt hat in one hand and his parcel in the other. 

      There were only two rooms. One was a living room, neatly kept, but sparsely furnished. There were several large cushions on the floor and a sofa covered with a tartan rug. There were posters on the wall – a picture of a man’s head, a travel poster from Greece, an Italian railway timetable. There were books stacked in a narrow bookcase and several forming a pile on the floor itself. 

      The door into the other room was open, and they could see a large mattress on the floor. Beside the mattress there was a vase of dried flowers and more books. Herr Brugli averted his gaze, guilty, awed. 

      “You see,” said the boy. “This is how we live. This is our place.” 

      “It’s charming,” said Madame Thermaat. “And look, you can see the Cathedral down there!” 

      Herr Brugli joined her at the window and they looked down at the roof tops of the city, falling away below them towards the river. It was a view of the city they were unused to; it could even have been another town. 

      “I would like to live somewhere like this,” said Herr Brugli quietly. “Away from everything. Just by oneself. Imagine it.” 

      Madame Thermaat closed her eyes. “You wouldn’t have to worry about anything,” she murmured. “No staff troubles. No bridge parties. No telephone.” 

      “It would be blissful,” said Herr Brugli. “Heaven.” 

      The girl had switched some music on – it was jazz, a saxophonist – while the boy ground coffee. 

      “Listen,” said Herr Brugli, raising a finger in the air. “You know what that is, don’t you. As time goes by! Casablanca!” 

      He turned to Madame Thermaat. 

      “We should dance,” he said. “Would you care to?” 

      “I should love to,” she replied. 

      The boy set the mugs of coffee down on a low table. Then he went to the girl and took her by the hand. They danced too, next to Herr Brugli and Madame Thermaat. As time goes by finished, and now it was Afternoon in Paris; only Herr Brugli knew what that was, but they all danced again. Then the boy danced with Madame Thermaat, and Herr Brugli danced with the girl. 

      Now the boy opened a bottle of wine – cheap Swiss wine from up the lake – but Herr Brugli said it was the most delicious wine he had had for many years. Madame Thermaat agreed, and drank two glasses. 

      Suddenly Herr Brugli looked at his watch. 

      “Look at the time!” he said. “Almost five o’clock!” 

      “We must be on our way,” said Madame Thermaat. “I have so much to do.” 

      “And so do I,” said Herr Brugli. 

      The boy said he was sorry they were leaving. They could have had dinner in the flat. 

      “Some other day,” said Herr Brugli. “And perhaps some time you would both join us for dinner in our houses.” 

      “That would be very nice,” said the girl. 

      Herr Brugli looked at the girl. She was enchanting; kind, loving, wonderful – just wonderful. And the boy was so courteous too; nothing had really changed in Switzerland, nothing. He leant over to Madame Thermaat and whispered in her ear. She listened gravely, and then nodded enthusiastically. 

      “We are so grateful to you for your kindness,” said Herr Brugli. “Asking us home, and arranging this impromptu little dance – everything. We have presents for you, and you must accept them.” 

      He passed the painting to the boy, and Madame Thermaat pressed the jewelled egg, in its wrapping of gold foil, into the girl’s hands. 

      The boy looked embarrassed as he took the paper off the parcel. He was silent as he studied the painting, holding it tenderly. 

      “It’s marvellous,” he said. “It looks just like an original. It’s so realistic.” 

      Herr Brugli laughed. “But it is the original,” he said. “It’s Florentine.” 

      “And the egg is French, not Russian,” said Madame Thermaat. “Not, alas, by Fabergé, but by a follower.” 

      The girl looked mutely at the boy, who raised an eyebrow. 

      “These presents are too generous,” he said. “It’s very kind of you, but we can’t … we can’t accept them.” 

      “But of course you can,” said Herr Brugli. “You would offend us if you did not. Is that not so, Madame Thermaat?” 

      “Yes,” she said. “It is.” 

      They bade farewell at the end of the lane. The boy and girl stood there for a few minutes, his arm around her waist, and at the bottom of the hill Herr Brugli turned round to wave to them. Then a taxi stopped and he ushered Madame Thermaat into it. 

      He gave the address, and they set off in the direction of the lake road. 

      “What a wonderful day it has been,” sighed Herr Brugli. “We’ve done so very much.” 

      “Our days in Zürich are always wonderful,” said Madame Thermaat. 

      “Next Wednesday then,” said Herr Brugli. “Shall we go out again?” 

      “Yes,” said Madame Thermaat. “That would be very suitable. Perhaps we’ll have good weather again.” 

      The taxi drove on. They sat in silence now, each separately reflecting on the satisfaction of the day. They passed blocks of flats, garages, parks. Now they were going through an industrial area, and there were factories. One stood out – with a great blue sign in neon light, illuminated against the dark of the sky – Brugli’s Chocolate. But Herr Brugli did not see it, as his eyes were closed in sheer pleasure and from the fatigue that comes from a busy day. Madame Thermaat was looking out over the lake. She would play bridge later that night, with her friends, as usual. She had had a bad hand of cards last time, but she was completely confident that tonight they would be decidedly better. 










       

      
        Nice Little Date 

      

      They treated him well – as he found they always did in hotels which had aspirations for just one more elusive star. 

      “We’ve reserved your usual room,” the manager had said, pleased with himself at having remembered. “The one you had last year. The one which looks out over the trees. I believe you liked it.” 

      “I did like it. Yes.” 

      He had smiled, and thanked them. It gave him a feeling of security, to be known, at least to them. They understood, as well; they were discreet, when necessary. There had never been any trouble with them, any embarrassment over anything. 

      Now he handed them the key as he went out for the evening, and the clerk tucked it away under the desk. 

      “It’s a splendid evening,” he said. “It’s going to become cooler. A good evening to go out walking. To see the city.” 

      “Yes,” he had said, and then walked out through the revolving door into the scented heat of the front garden, with its flowering trees and shrubs. The air was heavy, and it embraced him like the waters of a tepid bath; a little bit too hot, he thought, but it would cool down shortly, once the sun disappeared. 

      He left the hotel gardens and followed the road that wound its way down the hill, down towards the heart of the city. He had made no plans for the evening, but in the back of his mind he knew what was going to happen. It was best, though, not to acknowledge it, but to wait and see. One could never tell how things were going to work out. There might be nobody. His courage might fail him. He might think better of it, change his mind – return to the hotel and go back to his room to read. That happened more often than not. 

      The road began to drop steeply, winding past houses and cramped gardens, past shuttered shops, a convent, a church. People passed him, carrying the evening’s shopping, wheeling bicycles. An old man watched him from his doorway, and he acknowledged him courteously in Portuguese. The old man nodded, closing his rheumy eyes and then re-opening them. For a moment he thought he might stop, to say something, to ask him about the neighbourhood, but a girl had approached the old man from behind and was tugging urgently on his shirtsleeve. 

      He stopped for a few moments outside some of the shop windows and looked inside. It seemed to have become a quarter of antique shops and book dealers. There was a window display of faded editions of Pessoa, with a picture of the poet in the middle, surrounded by the works of his various personae, Alberto Camos, Ricardo Reis, Fernando Soares. It had always astonished him that somebody could write so differently, depending on whose name would appear on the work. Today they would treat him as ill, as a multiple personality; there would be critics who would write like doctors; they would make it a clinical matter, and kill the poetry stone dead in the process. 

      There was a shop which sold memorabilia of the Empire in Africa, discreetly, almost apologetically. Nobody spoke about it any more, about the vast, nightmare colonies; but they must be there in the city, retired officials who had spent their working lives in distant towns in Mozambique and Angola, and who had come back to a country that wanted nothing more than to erase its memory. They could hardly forget, though; they could hardly be expected to cancel out those years altogether; they could hardly pretend that they had been doing nothing very much for twenty, thirty years of overseas service. They must talk about it sometimes at least, even if only among themselves, furtively, like criminals discussing their crimes. 

      Perhaps this was their shop, where they could come and find the familiar atlases, the dog-eared administrative manuals churned out by the Colonial Institute, the grammars of the minor languages. All that effort, that striving; and all that it led to – debts, death, ignominy. He looked through the window more closely. Most of it should be discarded; the ribbons of old medals, a carved walking stick of African hardwood, a soapstone head. His eye was caught by an ancient tin first aid kit, with a name stencilled on the lid. It would have been thrown out a few years ago – nobody could possibly have wanted to buy it – but now it appeared to have some sort of value. Perhaps it would trigger a memory somewhere, or make one for somebody who didn’t remember it at all, who was not even born when Salazar fell. 

      There was somebody beside him at the window, looking through the dust at the objects in the window. 

      “They’re asking us back,” he said. “They’re asking us back to run their farms. Can you believe it? After all that happened. The war, Frelimo, the dispossessions, the lot. The Marxists asking us back!” 

      He looked at his companion, who smiled at him, almost conspiratorially, revealing several gold teeth. 

      He tried to think what to say, but nothing came to mind. 

      “I never thought I’d see that day, I can tell you!” the other man said. “But there you have it. You can never tell what’s going to happen. Never.” 

      He nodded in agreement, and the other man walked off, chuckling at his observation. 

      Then he knew what he wanted to say, what he should have said. You shouldn’t try to forget your past. There’s no point in denial. Confront it, as the Germans do; worry away at it, dissect it, let it haunt you, until you can look at it. Which you can, eventually. 

      He reached the square, and went into a small bar. He ordered a coffee, a strong one, and then a glass of port. The proprietor served him, and then returned to his newspaper. There was a political crisis, and the lurching of a government was blazoned across the page. He found their politics impenetrable, as the politics of others so frequently are, and he did not try to understand. 

      The proprietor put down the newspaper. 

      “Disgusting,” he said. 

      “Yes.” 

      There was a brief silence. 

      “You’re not local?” 

      “No. I come from America. From South Carolina.” 

      “Your Portuguese is good. Usually Americans …” 

      He smiled, and interrupted. “Don’t bother to learn.” 

      The proprietor looked apologetic. “Perhaps some of them do. You have.” 

      “I worked in Brazil. For years. You’ll probably notice it in my accent.” 

      The proprietor nodded. “One can always tell.” 

      He asked for another glass of port, which he drank quickly, although it was still too warm and he should have been drinking vinho verde. Perhaps later. 

      He thanked the proprietor and went out into the square. It was now quite dark, and the lights were on in the gardens in the centre of the square, pools of yellow along the pathways. He crossed the road and went into the gardens, where there were benches. His heart was beating more quickly now, and his mouth felt dry. He never got used to it; never became brazen; never. 

      He picked a bench which had been placed directly above an elaborate mosaic – a picture of a ship on the waves with dolphins cavorting about the bow. There was an inscription too, a line of poetry, but some of the letters had gone missing, and he could not make sense of it. Something about the heart. 

      He sat there for fifteen minutes or so, watching. The square was becoming busier now, and there was the smell of cooking from doorways. There was music somewhere, snatches of it, and he felt calmer. He loved this city, with all its clutter and its beauty, and its handsome people. It was his favourite place for … for what I like to do, he said to himself. It’s not wrong. It’s tolerated here, just, even if at home the puritans would take a different view. 

      Somebody walked past his bench, went on a short distance, and then returned to sit down beside him. 

      “Do you have a light for my cigarette?” the other said, taking a packet of cheap cigarettes out of his coat pocket. 

      He shook his head. 

      “I’m sorry. I don’t smoke.” 

      “Ah well,” said the man. “It would do me good. It’s an effort to give up the things one enjoys, don’t you think?” He paused. “And the things you enjoy? Would you like to give them up?” 

      He looked down at the mosaic. 

      “No. I have no plans to give them up.” 

      The man took a cigarette out of the pack and then reached into his pocket for a lighter. 

      “Can I help you in some way?” he said. “You’re obviously a stranger. It’s a long way from Brazil, isn’t it?” 

      For a moment or two he said nothing, then he nodded. 

      The man drew on his cigarette. “I can arrange things for you. A boy?” 

      “No.” 

      “You just tell me what you want then. Then come back in half an hour. The other side of the square. You give the money to me.” 

      He told him, and the man nodded. 

      “I’ll fix you up. A nice little date. Nice. Willing.” 

      He watched for a minute or so before he crossed the square. The man had returned, but he was alone. That was just as it should be, so he walked across to join him. 

      “Follow me,” said the man. “We’re just going to go up that street over there.” 

      He hesitated, which brought an assurance: “You can trust me, don’t worry. There are plenty of people about. I’m not going to rob you.” 

      “All right. But I don’t want to go inside.” 

      “You don’t need to. She’ll be waiting. But you pay me before you go off, understand?” 

      He followed him, and they made their way up the street until suddenly the man stopped and stepped back into a doorway. 

      “This is your friend, right here. See her? All right?” 

      He hardly looked at her. “How old?” 

      “Fourteen,” said the man. “Just. She was still thirteen two weeks ago. It’s respectable. You could marry her if you want.” 

      The man laughed, watching his client’s expression. He’s a Protestant, he thought; the Americans are all Protestants and they feel guilt, even when they’re going with a woman. What about the ones who went with boys, how did they feel? He had had a client, a rich man from Austin, who had apologised to him when he asked for a boy. I’m not  going to do anything to him, he said. I’m only going to ask  him to … to … I like women too, you see. I only see boys  now and then. There had been a whole litany of excuses. 

      He passed over the money, and the girl watched as the notes were counted. 

      “Good. That’s fine. She’ll go with you to your hotel. You can have her until tomorrow morning. If you want to give her some extra money, you can. She’ll find her own way back.” 

      They walked away, the girl beside him. He had still hardly glanced at her, but he noticed that she was smiling at him. 

      “Would you like something to eat? Would you like to go to a restaurant?” 

      It was an unusual idea, even dangerous, but he had missed his lunch and was hungry. And, after all, the other man, the procurer, had described this as a date. He would take his date, this delectable little honey-coloured creature, out for a meal. He would treat her like a woman. Candlelight; compliments. 

      She looked up at him. 

      “If you want to.” 

      “But would you like it? I’m asking you.” 

      She shrugged. “I suppose so.” 

      “You suppose so …” He stopped. Two weeks ago she had been thirteen; that’s how they spoke. 

      He chose the first restaurant they passed, a large fish restaurant with an art nouveau front. A waiter standing at the door ushered him and showed him to a table with a flourish. It was an expensive place; thick, freshly-starched white linen, and rows of glasses at each place. 

      “Would you care for wine, sir?” the waiter passed him the list and then looked at the girl. “And for your daughter …” 

      He sat impassive, but the words cut at him, and cut. She had not noticed; she was just looking at the knives and forks and the glittering plates. 

      He ordered both for himself and for her, as he knew it would take too long to find out what she really wanted. They would have a sea-food platter, he said, with salads. The waiter wrote down the order, and disappeared. 

      “You’re fourteen.” 

      The girl nodded. 

      “And you live in Lisbon? You come from Lisbon?” 

      She lowered her eyes. 

      “I come from somewhere else. A place in the country. Now I live in the city.” 

      “You live with that man? The one who … who introduced us?” 

      She shook her head. “I live with an aunt. She looks after me.” 

      He studied her face. She had that olive skin that he loved, but there was something odd, almost boyish, about her; she looked as if she could look after herself. This was not exploitation. She was tough enough. And they liked it, these kids. They were volunteers. 

      Suddenly the girl spoke. 

      “My aunt lived in Africa for years. In a place called Lourenço Marques. Do you know that place?” 

      He picked up a knife from the table and examined it. “Yes. I know that place. I’ve been there before.” 

      The girl seemed interested now. “I really want to go there one day. I want to see the house my aunt lived in. She had a bar there, a big one, with servants.” 

      “Yes, she would have had all that. I can imagine.” 

      “And she used to swim in the Indian Ocean. Every morning.” 

      “Dangerous. Sharks.” 

      The girl looked surprised. “In the ocean? Sharks?” 

      “Yes. There are sharks.” 

      She looked disappointed. An illusion had been shattered perhaps. 

      “But don’t worry about it. It’s only dangerous if you go out too far. The sharks wait out where the surf starts. You’d be safe near the beach.” 

      The conversation dried up, and he was glad that the waiter had returned. 

      “For you sir, here, and for your daughter … there. Bom  appetito!” 

      Back at the hotel it was the same clerk on duty. He asked for his key, watching the cool eyes of the clerk move to the girl, and then come back to him. He reached forward and slipped the bank note over the desk. 

      “It’s cool outside now. Quite cool.” 

      The clerk took the note, tactfully, and smiled as he handed over the key. 

      “Good night, sir. Thank you. Yes it is cool, quite cool.” 

      He crossed the room to close the blinds. As he did so he looked out over the trees, the trees they knew he liked. There was a slight breeze, and the tops of the trees moved in response. Where do the winds come from? The winds that come from somewhere … A line of poetry he had read, a long time ago, in some forgotten book, in another country. 

      He turned round. The girl was standing beside the bed now, looking at him, and he saw again her eyes, almond-shaped, and the smoothness of her skin. He crossed over to her and held her shoulders lightly. 

      “I’m going to take your clothes off,” he said. “All your clothes, starting with these.” 

      He slipped his hand under the band of her jeans, and he felt her tense up. 

      “Are you frightened?” 

      She said nothing, and so he continued, fumbling with the zip, which he released and brought down. Then he pulled at the denim, and the jeans were at her feet. She had long legs for a girl; for a girl … 

      “Take the rest off,” he said. “I’m going into the bathroom for a moment.” 

      When he returned she was lying face down upon the bed, naked. He noticed the tiny ridge of the spine, the blades of the shoulder, the olive skin like a map of temptation. 

      “Turn over,” he said. “Turn over.” 

      She turned over, and looked at him, afraid of his reaction, ashamed. 

      He said nothing for a moment; he could not speak. Then, quietly: “You’re a boy.” 

      The boy said nothing. He sat up, crouching his legs, his head sunk between his knees. 

      “He makes me,” he said. “It’s him. He takes all the money.” He looked up. “I promise you. He makes me go with men who want to go with boys. He also tricks men who want girls. They never dare complain.” 

      He stared down at the boy, silent with pity. 

      “But you do live with your aunt?” he asked at last. “The one who lived in Africa? That’s all true?” 

      The boy nodded. “Yes. She’s his friend.” 

      “I see.” 

      He looked down at the boy. He was too thin. He needed to put on weight. 

      “You need to eat more,” he said. “You should have proper meals. You’re not eating the right things.” 

      The boy looked up at him. 

      “How do you know?’ he asked. 

      “Because I’m a doctor,” he said. 
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