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Chapter 01
After Tokyo
The Morning After the Future
 
The light came late to Charlottenburg in those weeks, and when it came it was grey and patient, settling on the tall windows of the Reichsstraße as if it had all the time in the world.
Sarah woke first. She always did. For a while she lay still and listened to the old building breathing around her, the soft knock of the heating pipes, a car passing on the wet street below, and closer than all of it, Pauline's slow breath against her shoulder.
"You're thinking," Pauline murmured without opening her eyes.
"I'm not."
"You are. I can hear it."
Sarah smiled into the half dark. "I was thinking how quiet it is. Three weeks ago at this hour we were in Tokyo, and somebody from the ministry was already knocking at the door."
"Kenji. With the coffee." Pauline opened one brown eye. "I liked Kenji."
"Everybody liked Kenji. He brought coffee."
Pauline laughed softly, turned towards her and kissed her, slowly, as if nothing else in the world needed doing. Outside, a blackbird tried its voice against the November cold and thought better of it.
"Seven minutes," Pauline whispered.
"Five. She's been awake since half past."
They had both heard it, the careful creak of the parquet in the corridor, the pause at the open door. Julia had never learned to be as quiet as she believed she was.
"Mama Sarah? Mama Pauline? Are you awake?"
"No," said Sarah.
"Fast asleep," said Pauline. "Come in."
Julia crossed the room in three long steps and landed between them with the abandon of someone much younger than twenty-two, her honey brown hair everywhere, her cold feet finding Sarah's shins without the slightest mercy.
"Your feet are ice."
"I know." Julia burrowed down until her head lay against Sarah's shoulder and her hand had found Pauline's. "That's why I came."
"That's the only reason?"
"No." She pressed her face against Sarah a moment longer than the joke required. "Good morning."
Then quicker footsteps, and Mila stood in the doorway in one of Pauline's old sweatshirts, her short dark hair standing up on one side.
"Is there room, or has she taken everything again?"
"There's always room," Pauline said, and lifted the blanket on her side.
Mila slipped in and settled her head on Pauline's shoulder. "Ashley is sitting on my bed. Anna is sitting on Ashley. I don't think either of them understands what a bed is for."
"They understand perfectly," Julia said. "It's for them."
For a few minutes nobody said anything of importance. Sarah watched the grey light gather on the plaster garlands of the ceiling and felt the warm weight of her daughter against her, and beyond Julia, Pauline's hand resting on Mila's arm. It was the hour she guarded more jealously than any other.
Then Pauline sighed. "Shower. Otherwise Klaus will stand downstairs and look at the front door in that way of his."
Sarah and Pauline disappeared into the large bathroom, where the water soon ran warm and long, a habit they continued, with perfectly straight faces, to call water conservation. Julia and Mila waited outside the glass with thick white towels over their arms, arguing in whispers about whether Ashley had eaten the sleeve of Julia's cardigan or merely considered it.
"Considered it intensively," Mila said.
"There's a hole."
"Then intensively and successfully."
Breakfast was at the long table by the window. Pauline made the coffee, because no one else was permitted to. Mila scrambled eggs with the brisk efficiency of a police canteen. Julia set down four cups, then a fifth and a sixth without thinking, and stood looking at them.
"Expecting someone?" Pauline asked.
"No. It's Tokyo. There were always people." Julia put the extra cups away and smiled. "I like it when it's only us."
The puppies came skidding across the parquet at the smell of eggs, Ashley with the black patch over one eye that made her look permanently suspicious, Anna with her ears flopping. Both sat down in front of Mila, the weakest point in the household's defenses.
"No," said Mila.
Ashley lifted one paw. Anna laid her chin on Mila's foot.
"This is psychological warfare."
"You were trained in de-escalation," Sarah said, buttering bread. "Use it."
"I was trained with humans."
At seven exactly Julianne rang with two leads and a bag of treats, and the puppies abandoned Mila without a backward glance.
"Traitors," Mila called after them.
"They love you," Julianne laughed. "They just love the park more."
Klaus was waiting beside the blue Mercedes, the rear doors already open. He looked at them and nodded as though they had arrived at precisely the agreed second, which they had not.
"Good morning, Frau Doktor. Frau Doktor. Frau Doktor. Frau Doktor."
"One day you'll just say good morning everyone," Julia told him.
"One day," Klaus agreed gravely.
Julia took the middle of the back seat, her head against Sarah's shoulder, her fingers laced through Pauline's. Mila sat in front and turned halfway round. Behind them, the car with Sinje and Leyla settled into its familiar distance.
"Sabrina sent the day," Mila said, reading her phone. "Eleven requests for cooperation since Friday. Two ministries, a university in Nairobi, a foundation in Geneva, and a gentleman who would like Mama Pauline to speak at a gala in Monaco."
"No," said Pauline.
"I already declined it. More politely than he deserved. He called you the weather lady."
Sarah laughed, and Julia felt it through her shoulder and smiled without opening her eyes. Kaiserdamm went by, wet and shining, the plane trees nearly bare, the bakeries glowing yellow behind steamed glass, and for the length of the drive none of the four said anything that had to do with work.
The institute stood at the end of its avenue of lindens like a ship that had come safely into harbor. The gardeners had raked the fallen leaves into long golden banks along the paths, and at twenty past seven the building had the particular hum of a place where people arrived because they wanted to.
Leyla opened Julia's door herself, as she had done every working morning for months.
"Good morning, little president."
"Good morning, crazy dangerous sister. Did you sleep?"
"Sinje snored."
"I did not," Sinje said without turning round.
"Like a diesel generator," Leyla said serenely. "A small one. Very loyal."
On the second landing Karla Weber came down to meet them with a coffee in each hand, looking, for the first time in months, entirely at peace with the world.
"Don't say anything. Just look at me. For three weeks nothing has burned down. Nobody has resigned. Manja and Kathrin's people have stopped fighting Bianca's people over the cluster time, and yesterday Marketa and Bernard had lunch together voluntarily." She handed over the coffees. "I'm frightened. It's too good."
"Enjoy it," Pauline said. "It's allowed."
"Until ten. At ten Celine brings the international requests, and they've doubled since Tokyo. I've already told two ministries that you are scientists and not a touring company."
The presidential office received them with its familiar light, the tall windows over the garden, fresh chrysanthemums and branches of orange rose hips in the vases. Sarah's desk and Pauline's stood at their slight angle so that each, looking up, would find the other's eyes, and between them stood the ottoman. Julia dropped onto it as though she had been away for a year. Mila sat beside her and pushed the sliding wall to their own office further open.
Sabrina was waiting at the conference table with three printed pages, the corners squared.
"Nine o'clock, Alina, the Brazilian budget. Ten, Celine and Karla with the international list. I've marked the ones you'll say no to, so you can say no faster. Half past eleven, Tatjana and Helena. Lunch, and I mean lunch, not a sandwich over a keyboard. Two, Rafael on the data standards. And I've kept half past three open."
"Open for what?" Sarah asked.
"I don't know yet. After Tokyo, something always comes. I'd rather it came into a free slot than into the middle of Alina's budget."
Pauline laughed. "You've become a prophet."
"I've become experienced. It's less romantic and more reliable."
The morning unfolded with a fullness that never quite became haste. Alina defended every line of her budget so quietly and so well that Sarah signed it without changing a number. Sabrina's marks on the international list were right on every item but one, a letter from river communities on the Solimões who wanted to understand what two years of drought meant for their fishing.
"You marked this as no," Pauline said.
"They have no budget and no institution. It's written by a teacher in a village school."
"Then it's a yes. Give it to Luana. She'll know who they are."
At half past eleven Tatjana and Helena spent ten minutes politely disagreeing about whose numerical scheme was more stable, until Julia leaned forward, pointed at a single term in Helena's equations and asked, very softly, whether it should not be squared. Helena looked at it for a long moment.
"Yes. It should. Ludwig will be furious with himself."
"It's only a small thing," Julia said quickly.
"It changes the stability argument," Tatjana said, smiling at her with something close to tenderness. "Which was the thing we were arguing about."
Julia turned pink and edged closer to Pauline's desk, and Mila bumped her shoulder and said nothing, which was exactly the right thing to say.
They ate lunch in the garden pavilion. The sun came through the clouds for eleven minutes, and Julia counted them aloud. Sarah watched her daughters and her wife in that thin autumn light and thought that if anyone had told her five years ago that her life would hold afternoons like this, she would have asked them politely what they had been drinking.
"What are you smiling at?" Pauline asked.
"The sun."
"It's gone again."
"I know. I'm still smiling at it."
Luana Ferraz had inherited Mila’s old office on the fourth floor when Mila moved in with Julia, a bright corner room just along the corridor from the presidents. Mila had left it bare and orderly; Luana had covered one whole wall with maps of the central Amazon, river gauges in red ink, tower sites in blue, monitoring wells as small green crosses. On the windowsill stood a photograph of the old white tower above a sea of green. It had been rebuilt in the spring, taller and better instrumented, and Luana had stopped looking at the photograph with grief and begun to look at it with something like affection.
At five to one Swantje Jung knocked on the open door with two paper cups and the expression of someone who had rehearsed a sentence in the corridor and forgotten it at the door.
“I was passing.”
“Your office is twenty meters that way. There’s nothing past my door except the fire escape.”
“I was passing very deliberately.” Swantje set one cup on the desk. “Oat milk, no sugar. They know you in the canteen.”
 
"They know me because I complain about the coffee."
"That's what they said."
"Thank you," Luana said quietly. "Really."
"Sabrina said you had a call. I thought you might want company. Or not. I can go."
"Stay." Luana pulled the second chair beside her own. "It's Bruna and Tiago. They sounded strange. Not frightened. Strange."
The call connected at one, eight in the morning in Tefé. There they were, two faces crowded into the frame in the small station office, rain drumming on the corrugated roof.
"Boa tarde, Luana! It's been raining like this since four o'clock."
"I hear it. It sounds wonderful."
"It is wonderful," Bruna said, small and quick under a faded Tefé Oeste cap. "For three weeks the forest has been drinking." Then she saw Swantje and her eyebrows rose very slowly. "Oh. Hello."
“This is Swantje. From down the corridor.”
“Hello, Swantje from down the corridor.”
Tiago elbowed her. He was tall, thin and permanently sunburned across the nose. "Luana, we want to show you something, and we want you to tell us we're stupid."
"You're not stupid. Show me."
He shared his screen. "Rainfall. The drought, all of last year. Then the rains come back at the beginning of October, good rains. Now soil moisture, ten centimeters, thirty, sixty. All recovering fast, like the textbook. The canopy is green, the dendrometers show the trunks swelling again. Everything at the surface says the forest is fine."
"And?"
"And now the wells."
Four lines, four monitoring wells on the plateau and the terrace above the floodplain. Three were climbing back with conviction. The fourth had fallen deeper and was climbing so slowly that it looked almost flat.
"Which one is that?"
"P3," Bruna said. "Lower terrace, towards the igapó, four hundred meters from the old flood line. By now it should have come up almost two meters. It's come up forty centimeters."
"Sensor?"
Tiago held up a battered dip meter. "We checked by hand every morning for nine days. I even recalibrated the transducer in a bucket in front of Bruna."
"He cheated anyway," Bruna said. "But the numbers agree. The well is slow."
Luana studied the lines, her hand against her mouth. Swantje did not understand the plot, but she understood that stillness, and kept very quiet.
"Could it be local geology? Have you looked at the earlier years?"
"All seven," Bruna said. "P3 was always the slowest. A little lazy. But never this far behind."
"And the river?"
They exchanged a glance. "Rising," Tiago said. "But later than any year we have. The igapó near P3 isn't flooded yet. Normally the water would already be among the trees."
"So the rain came back," Luana said slowly, "and the soil on top is wet, and the trees look healthy, and the deep water under the terrace isn't coming back."
"That's the whole thing," Bruna said. "Maybe in a month P3 catches up, and we sent you a panic for nothing."
"You didn't send me a panic. You sent me data. That's different. I don't want anyone to call this anything yet. I want to understand what the instruments are telling us. Send me everything, raw files, manual readings, notes, photographs of the igapó."
"Tonight. The satellite link is slow when it rains."
"Then tomorrow. You did exactly the right thing. Both of you."
When the screen went dark, the room was very quiet.
"Is it bad?" Swantje asked carefully.
"I don't know. It might be nothing. A slow well, a late river, a strange year after a very strange drought."
"But you don't think it's nothing."
Luana looked at her for a long moment. "When one thing in a forest behaves strangely, it's usually the forest. When the forest behaves normally and one thing underneath it doesn't, that's when I should pay attention."
She reached for her phone. Swantje, without quite planning to, laid her hand on Luana's forearm. Luana did not move her arm away. She looked down at the hand, and her mouth curved, and the call connected.
"Sabrina? It's Luana. Is there any chance the presidents have half an hour this afternoon?"
There was a short pause, and then Sabrina's voice, very slightly satisfied.
"Half past three. I've been keeping it for you."
At twenty-five past three Bianca Dalessio put her blond head round the door and asked whether she might sit in.
 
"Luana told me in the corridor, very fast, in Portuguese. I understood perhaps half. The half I understood made me want to hear the rest."
Luana arrived at half past exactly, her printouts held against her chest like a shield. She was not nervous, Sarah thought, watching her; she was careful, which was something else, and rarer. Swantje had walked her to the door, and the two of them stood close together there until Leyla, passing in the corridor, cleared her throat with tremendous innocence and Swantje turned the colour of the rose hips and fled.
"I'm not here because of an emergency," Luana began. "Two very good people at Tefé Oeste have found something they can't explain, and I can't either, and I'd rather tell you now while it's small than in six months when it might not be."
"That's exactly when we want to hear things," Sarah said. "Show us."
She went through it plainly, the rain, the soil moisture, the green canopy, the four wells, and P3 lying almost flat beneath the others.
"Where exactly is P3?" Pauline asked. She had turned her chair fully towards the screen, her coffee forgotten.
"Lower terrace, above the igapó. The other three are higher."
"And the river is late."
"The river is late. The flooded forest near P3 isn't flooded."
Pauline nodded slowly, and Sarah, who knew that nod better than most things in the world, saw it settle into her wife's face like a stone settling into water.
"How far outside its own history is it?" Sarah asked. "I believe the reading. I mean the difference. Four wells, seven years."
"Far. But I haven't done the statistics properly yet."
"Seven years is not many," Sarah said gently. "If we tell anybody, we'll have to know how unusual it is in numbers, not in feelings."
"I know. That's why I've told nobody but you."
Mila looked up from her laptop. "Did they take the manual readings at the same time each morning? Groundwater can shift a few centimeters in a day if the trees are pulling hard."
Luana looked at her with surprised respect. "Half past six, every day. Tiago is very stubborn."
"Good. Then I believe Tiago."
Julia had said nothing. Sarah saw the small furrow between her brows that meant she was no longer looking at the lines but through them.
"Luana, could you show the earlier years again? Only P3. And the river level with it, on the same time axis."
Seven years of a single well, rising and falling, and above it seven years of the river.
Julia got up and stood before the screen with her hands clasped behind her back, the way Sarah stood before a blackboard, quiet for so long that Bianca shifted in her chair.
"I think it doesn't follow the rain. Every year the rain comes, and P3 rises a little. Then about two weeks after the river starts to rise, P3 suddenly rises fast. Always the same shape, a small step and then a steep one." She turned round, a little pink. "Maybe I'm wrong. It's only seven curves."
Pauline was already on her feet. She stood beside her daughter and put an arm round her waist without taking her eyes from the screen.
"You're not wrong. Look at it, Sarah. P3 doesn't drink from the sky. Not mainly. It drinks from the side, from the river, through the floodplain."
"So this year," Mila said slowly, "the rain did its little step, and the river hasn't come to do the big one."
"Or it has come," Pauline said, "and it isn't getting through the way it used to."
Sarah looked at the curves, at her daughter and her wife standing side by side before them. "That's a hypothesis. A good one. I want to see it hold in the numbers, and I want to know whether anything else would draw the same picture."
"Of course," Pauline said. But she was smiling, the smile Sarah had first fallen in love with across a table years ago, the smile of someone who has heard a door open in a house she thought she knew.
Julia came back to the ottoman and sat at its very end, as close as she could get to Sarah's desk, and Sarah reached across and laid a hand on her hair.
"That was well seen."
"It was only a shape."
"Most things are only a shape, at first."
Bianca leaned back. "Luana. Tell them the rest. The half I understood."
For the first time Luana looked uncertain. "It's from the new tower. It has only measured properly since July, even less history than the wells. Normally I'd never bring something with so few months behind it."
"But," Pauline said.
"But." A new plot, two lines, the moisture in the upper soil and the water the forest returned to the air, measured high above the canopy. "Before the rains, they moved together. Dry soil, little evaporation. When the rain came back, the soil was wet again within days, and the evaporation should have risen with it. In every forest I know, it rises with it."
The second line had lifted a little in October, hesitated, and stayed low and almost level, while the soil moisture above it stood high and full.
"It hasn't. The soil is wet, the leaves are green, the rain falls every day. And the forest around the tower is giving its water back to the air as if it were still in the drought."
The room was very quiet. Outside, the light over the garden was fading towards its early November dusk, and down by the pond the heron lifted itself heavily into the air and was gone.
Pauline stood before the screen with her arms folded, looking at the two lines that should have moved together and did not, and Sarah watched her and knew, with the complete and peaceful certainty of fourteen years of watching her, that the next months of their lives had just been decided.
"Luana," Pauline said, without turning round. "When do the raw files arrive?"
"Tonight. Or tomorrow."
"Tomorrow, then. Bring them here, first thing." She turned, and her brown eyes were very bright. "And bring everything from the tower. Every minute of it since July."
Chapter 02
At Luanas
A River Without an Explanation
 
The raw files from Tefé arrived at a quarter past six in the morning, Berlin time, in eleven compressed packages that had crossed half the planet through a satellite dish under tropical rain. By the time Daniel Moreira and Michael Reinhardt knocked on Luana's door at eight, she had already unpacked them, checked them, and covered her desk with printed curves.
"You've been here since seven thirty," Daniel said. It was not a question. He was a broad, unhurried man with grey at his temples and the deep tan of someone who had spent twenty years on rivers.
"Since seven thirty exactly," Luana said. "Lisa would have my head otherwise. Sit down. Coffee is in the pot, and it's terrible."
Michael poured three cups anyway. He was younger, lean and restless, with the habit of turning a pencil between his fingers when he thought. He bent over the printouts before he had even sat down.
"P3," he said. "That's the lazy one."
"That's the lazy one. Look at the river with it."
They looked for a long time. Outside, the November rain moved across the institute garden in soft grey curtains.
"It's the river," Daniel said finally. "Julia was right yesterday. P3 recharges from the floodplain. The river is late, the igapó isn't connected yet, and so the well waits. When the water comes in among the trees, P3 will jump."
"Maybe," Michael said. "Or maybe not." He tapped the pencil on the drought months. "P3 fell deeper than the other three. Much deeper. Two dry years in a row, and the trees on that lower terrace have roots that go down to the water table. They pulled it down. Now the soil above has dried and cracked in a different way, the pores have changed, and the water moves differently. I've seen that on the Xingu. You can have all the river you want, and the ground has forgotten how to take it in."
"The ground doesn't forget."
"The ground forgets beautifully, Daniel. That's half of soil science."
Daniel smiled despite himself. "Then what does your forgetful ground predict?"
"That P3 stays slow even after the flood arrives."
"And mine predicts it jumps."
Luana looked from one to the other. "So we wait for the river, and one of you buys dinner."
"That's not science," Michael said.
"No," Luana said. "But it's a hypothesis with a test. I'll take it."
The second message came on Thursday, from a station on the lower Purus, more than four hundred kilometers southeast of Tefé. A young hydrologist named Renata Alves wrote it in careful English, apologizing twice for perhaps wasting their time. Her plateau well had recovered normally. Her floodplain well had not. The rain had returned in early October, and the well near the várzea had risen barely a third of what it usually did.
The third message came on Friday afternoon, from the upper Juruá, and it said the opposite. The rain there had been almost the same as at Tefé, but the groundwater near the river was recovering faster than in any year on record, so fast that the station manager had first assumed a broken sensor and replaced it.
Pauline asked for all three to be brought to the presidential office. Daniel and Michael came, and Luana, and Bianca, and the screen at the end of the conference table filled with three panels side by side. Julia and Mila sat on the ottoman. Sarah sat at her desk with her chin on her hand.
"Two slow, one fast," Michael said. "That's noise. Three stations, three geologies, three histories. We would see this in any year."
"Would we?" Pauline asked mildly.
"I don't know," Michael admitted. "We've never looked at three stations at the same time like this."
"Then we don't know that it's noise."
Daniel leaned forward. "The Juruá had a smaller drought last year. The Purus and Tefé had worse ones. That could be the whole difference."
"It could." Pauline stood and went to the screen. "And it could be that the rivers rose differently. And that the forests evaporated differently. And that the ground stored differently. Every one of those alone can explain one of these panels. I'm not sure any of them alone explains all three."
She turned to Sabrina. "Would you ask Manja and Kathrin to come up?"
They came within ten minutes, Manja with her dark hair pinned up and a pen behind her ear, Kathrin with her laptop already open. Pauline explained in a few sentences, and the two women looked at the panels in silence.
"You want a water balance," Kathrin said.
"I want to know which combinations of river inflow, evaporation and groundwater storage could produce these three pictures. All the combinations. Not the most likely one. The possible ones."
Manja raised her eyebrows. "That's a large space."
"I know. That's why I'm asking you."
Kathrin smiled. "Give us until Monday."
"Take until Wednesday," Sarah said from her desk. "And go home at half past five."
Manja laughed. "Yes, Mama Sarah."
When they had gone, Pauline stayed at the screen. The others drifted back to their desks, their conversations, the ordinary business of a Friday afternoon. Julia watched her mother from the ottoman, and after a while she got up and went to stand beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched.
"What do you see?" Julia asked quietly.
Pauline did not answer at once. She was looking at the three panels, the two slow wells and the one fast one, and her lips moved slightly, as they did when she was counting something that had no numbers yet.
"I think I've been reading them wrong," she said at last. "I've been reading them as three answers that disagree. Look at them again. Tefé is slow. The Purus is slow. The Juruá is fast. But what if they're not answering three questions? What if it's one question, and the forest gives three different answers depending on where it stands?"
"One change," Julia said slowly. "Three responses."
"One change in the way the water moves. And each place reacting to it according to what it is." Pauline put her arm around her daughter's waist. "Which would mean the contradiction is the signal."
Across the room, Sarah had lifted her head and was watching them both. She said nothing. She did not need to.
Luana found Swantje at a quarter past five in the small kitchen on the fourth floor, rinsing two cups that were not hers. The window over the sink had gone dark, and the fluorescent tube hummed its one flat note, and Swantje stood there with her sleeves pushed up, water running over her hands, as if washing someone else cups were the most natural thing in the world.
"Those are Sinje's," Luana said from the doorway.
"I know." Swantje didn't turn around. "She leaves them everywhere. It's a strategy."
"It's a hostage situation." Luana came in and set her bag on the counter, and the ordinary noise of it, the zip, the thud made the kitchen feel suddenly small, and warm, and full of something neither of them had named yet.
 
She leaned against the door frame and watched Swantje's shoulders. There was a particular stillness in them, the kind that only shows up when someone is waiting. Luana had seen it before, in a different life, over a bad line, a satellite delay, a voice from Berlin.
"Do you have plans tonight?" she asked, and heard her own voice come out more careful than she'd meant it to.
"No." Swantje turned off the tap. She dried her hands very slowly, towel corner by towel corner, because she had noticed what was coming and did not want to hurry it, did not want to do anything that might spook it, the way you don't move when a bird lands near you.
"Would you like to come to my place? For dinner. I'd cook. Brazilian. Nothing complicated." Luana paused, heard herself, and laughed a little at her own expense. "Or complicated. I don't know yet. Seven o'clock?"
"Yes," Swantje said, so quickly that it escaped before she could dress it up, and they both laughed, and the laugh did what the words couldn't, it closed the distance.
"Yes. Seven. I'd love to."
On the way home she sat in her car in the institute car park with the engine ticking cool and her phone in both hands, and typed a message to Raya and Pia, deleted it, typed it again, deleted the exclamation mark because it seemed too much, put the exclamation mark back because it seemed dishonest without it.
*I'm having dinner at Luana's tonight. I may be very late. Don't worry about me.*
She read it once more, very late, God, and pressed send before she could lose her nerve.
The answer came after two minutes. A red heart. Then Raya's words underneath.
“Good luck. Please enjoy. No security tonight. Love Raya”
Swantje looked at the screen for a long time. “No security tonight.” She felt her face grow warm there in the dark car, alone, twenty-eight years old, blushing like a girl, and she pressed the phone briefly against her chest before she could think better of it.
At half past six she stopped at the flower shop on the corner of Luana's street. It was the last lit window on the block, warm and humid and green, and the woman inside was already sweeping.
Swantje stood in front of the red roses for almost a minute. Red was a statement. Red was a door you couldn't close again. Her hand came up once, twice, and then she lost her courage entirely and chose three pale pink ones instead, the color of early morning, the color of maybe, and paid before she could change her mind, and the florist wrapped them without a word, though she smiled as she did it, the way people smile when they recognize something.
Luana lived on the second floor of an old building three streets from Swantje's, behind a heavy wooden door with a brass knocker shaped like a hand. Swantje stood in front of it for a moment that lasted a small eternity, holding the roses, listening to her own heart knock from the inside. Somewhere above her a window was open; someone was cooking onions; a bus past at the end of the street. She had faced down generals and lied to ministers without blinking. She took one breath, and knocked.
Luana opened the door in a yellow dress. Her dark hair was loose over her shoulders, still damp at the ends, and against the yellow her olive skin looked warm, almost golden in the lamplight of the hall, and Swantje, who had rehearsed a greeting the whole way over, something light, something normal, forgot every word she owned.
"You brought flowers," Luana said softly, and there was something in her voice that wasn't teasing. It was closer to wonder.
"Only three. I wasn't sure. I've never been less sure of anything.”
Luana took them, held them against her chest, and then she did something that undid Swantje completely: she put her free arm around her and drew her in, over the threshold, and held her there in the doorway for a long, quiet moment. Swantje stood stiffly for the first heartbeat, old habit, old armor, and then gave it up, all at once, and let her forehead rest just barely against Luana's shoulder. She smelled of coconut and lime and something underneath that was simply Luana.
"They're perfect. Come in. It's getting cold." A pause, her mouth near Swantje's ear. "I'm glad you're early."
"I walked fast."
They both laughed, quietly, and didn't move apart for another few seconds.
The apartment was small and full of color, woven blankets on the sofa, a lemon tree in a pot by the window leaning towards the last grey light, photographs of rivers on every wall, because Luana had once said the forest was too quiet but rivers were honest. The kitchen smelled of coconut and lime and coriander. Luana had made moqueca, the fish golden in its clay pot, with rice and farofa and a bowl of black beans, and little balls of pão de queijo still warm from the oven, and she kept apologizing for all of it, which is a thing people only do when they very much want something to be perfect.
"My grandmother's recipe," Luana said, ladling it out. "She'd be horrified by the fish. She'd say German fish has no soul."
"It tastes like it has a soul." Swantje meant it as a small joke, but it came out plain and sincere, and Luana looked at her quickly, then away, and refilled her glass.
 
They ate slowly. They talked about the institute, about Julia's squared term and Michael's forgetful ground, about Sinje's cups, and there was laughter in it, but underneath the laughter ran a slower current, and both of them could feel it the whole time, the way you feel rain getting ready. Twice their hands arrived at the farofa bowl at the same moment, and twice they both apologized, and the second time neither of them pulled away quite fast enough, and the silence that followed had weight in it.
Afterwards they took their glasses to the small sofa under the window. The rain had started, soft against the glass. The conversation grew quieter, and more careful, the way people walk when they're near the edge of something.
"Can I ask you something?" Luana said.
"Anything." Swantje heard how easily it came out, and was almost frightened by it.
"When I was hiding. In the forest." Luana looked down into her glass, turned it once. "You never knew what it was like on my side. I'd walk an hour through the forest in the dark to reach the place where I could use the phone. An hour, in the dark, counting my own steps so I wouldn't lose the path. Every time I thought: maybe they're waiting there for me. Maybe tonight is the night they're already sitting at that clearing." She took a breath. "And then I'd switch it on, and the little light would blink, and there was your voice. A woman in Berlin I had never met. And the clearing was safe again, just like that. Just from your voice."
"I remember the first call," Swantje said quietly. "You didn't trust me at all."
"Not at all. You could have been anyone. You could have been them." Luana smiled faintly, still looking into her glass. "By the fourth call I was counting the hours until the next window. By the second week, it was the only thing I was counting. I rationed the memory of your voice, Swantje. I made it last three days at a time. Do you understand what I'm telling you?"
Swantje did not answer immediately. She turned her glass slowly in her hands, once, twice, watching the wine move, because it was easier than Luana's eyes.
"I used to sit in the operations room with the headset on before the window opened," she said. "Twenty minutes early. Every time. The whole room knew. I told myself it was procedure."
"Was it?"
"No." Her voice cracked a little on the single word. "It was you. It was always you, from the first call. I used to memorize the things you said so I could,  " She stopped, shook her head at herself, laughed a small broken laugh. "Sarah caught me, once, at one in the morning, still in my chair after you'd signed off. She never said a word. She just put a cup of coffee next to me and left."
Luana looked at her then, and something in her face opened, the way a window opens after years of being painted shut. "Why didn't you ever say anything? Afterwards, Swantje."
"Because you'd been through so much." Swantje set the glass down so she wouldn't have something to hide behind. "You came out of that forest with nothing, and I was the person who happened to be on the radio. I didn't want you to feel you owed me something. That's not why I did it."
"I know why you did it," Luana said quietly. "That's the problem. I've known for weeks. I kept waiting to be wrong about you, and I never was."
The rain had settled in outside, soft and patient against the window. Neither of them moved. The lamp hummed. The lemon tree leaned. And then Luana set her glass down on the floor, leaned close, so slowly that Swantje had a whole lifetime to stop it and did not, and pressed her lips to Swantje's.
Swantje did not move. For one long second she was perfectly still, not from doubt but from the sheer size of the moment landing on her, the way stillness lands on you at the exact second you get the thing you stopped letting yourself want. Luana drew back an inch, her eyes suddenly uncertain, searching Swantje's face, and Swantje saw the fear there, the old forest fear of maybe they're not there after all, and she understood that she had to answer it now or never.
She lifted both hands, cupped Luana's face, and drew her close again, and kissed her back, carefully at first, as if she were afraid of breaking something, and then deeper, and Luana's lips parted, and Swantje understood the invitation and accepted it, and the room, the rain, the bus lines, the whole patient city outside fell away, and there was only this: a small sofa, two glasses cooling on the floor, and days of a satellite delay finally paid off.
When at last they drew apart, they could barely breathe. Luana laughed once, wetly, and touched her own lips with two fingers as if checking.
"Swantje," she whispered. "I love you so much. I've been carrying that sentence around like a stone."
"Luana. Me too. I loved you from the first conversation we had on that satellite phone. Before I ever saw your face. I loved a voice in the dark, and then you walked into the room in Tokyo and it was," she shook her head "it was the same person. Do you know how few people get that?"
Luana pressed her forehead against Swantje's, eyes closed, breathing her breath. "When I was so frightened they would find me, my only thought was to survive until the next call window. Not to get out. Not even to be free. Just, to hear your voice one more time. That's what I was surviving for, and I didn't even know your favorite color."
"Red," Swantje said. "But I bought you pink. Because I was too much of a coward."
"You bought me pink because you're not a coward about anything that matters," Luana said. "You can tell me red things later. We have later now."
"I didn't sleep for days," Swantje said, and her voice broke a little, and she let it. There was no one left in the world she needed to be strong for, right here on this sofa. "When the weather closed in and we missed a window, I was so afraid something had happened to you. I sat there with the dead headset on. Sarah finally ordered me to go home. Gave me a direct order."
Luana laughed softly through the tears standing in her eyes. "Then I owe Sarah something too. A bottle of something expensive. Something Brazilian."
She stood, and held out her hand, and there was nothing in the gesture but a question and all the time in the world. Swantje looked at that hand, at the small scar on the index finger she'd once heard the story of at three in the morning over a crackling line, and took it, and let herself be drawn up from the sofa and down the short hall to the bedroom, and the rain came with them as far as the window and no further.
In the half light Luana's fingers found the buttons of Swantje's blouse and slowed at the second one, trembling, and Swantje covered her hands with her own and held them still against her sternum, over her heart, so Luana could feel how fast it was going.
"You're shaking," she said.
"You too," Luana said. "Good. I was afraid it was only me."
They laughed, and the laugh undid the last of the fear, and then Swantje brought Luana's hands back to the buttons and said, "Again. Slower. I want to feel every one of them." And Luana obeyed, and it was the slowest undressing in the history, one small disc of light at a time, both of them watching each other's faces more than each other's hands, and Swantje's breath going shallow, and Luana humming once, low in her throat, a sound Swantje would remember for the rest of her life.
Then Swantje's fingers found the long zip at the back of the yellow dress, and drew it down inch by inch, and the yellow dress yielded, and it took less than a minute before they stood before each other with nothing between them at all, not clothes, not distance, not four thousand kilometers of forest and bad weather and procedure. Luana made as if to cover herself, an old instinct, and Swantje took her wrists gently and moved them away.
"No," she whispered. "I listened to you in the dark for so long. Let me look."
And Luana let her look, and the looking was its own long caress, and then neither of them could bear the distance anymore, and Luana drew her down into the bed the way you close a book you already know ends well.
They could not stop kissing. They kissed as if there were years to make up, slowly and then urgently, mouths learning the exact shape of each other, the pressure, the give, the small discovering sounds that neither of them had made before, shoulders and throats and the soft places beneath, hands everywhere and nowhere long enough. Swantje's mouth followed the line of Luana's throat down and felt her pulse under her lips, absurdly fast, and thought: that's mine now, I kept that alive through a whole bad weather, and here it is under my mouth. She said it out loud without meaning to. Luana's only answer was to pull her closer and whisper, "Then keep it. It's yours. It was always yours," and Swantje had to stop for a moment and breathe, because her body had arrived somewhere before her heart did.
They mapped old stories onto skin, this scar, this one, you told me about this one at two in the morning, the dog, the fence, and Luana laughed when Swantje found the ticklish place below her ribs, and Swantje filed that away too, greedy, hoarding everything, the way she used to hoard a voice over a crackling line. They took turns being brave. When Swantje's hands stopped being sure, Luana guided them and said, "Like that. Don't stop," in the voice she used to use on the satellite phone, low and certain, and Swantje obeyed that voice now the way she had obeyed it then, completely.
They made love with a tenderness that astonished them both, and with a hunger that astonished them more,  the hunger arriving in waves, the way it does after long abstinence, first careful and then not careful at all, Luana's nails down Swantje's back, Swantje's name in Luana's mouth breaking apart syllable by syllable, the bed creaking its small complaints, the rain applauding softly against the glass. Somewhere in the middle Luana said something in Portuguese, low and fast, her back arching off the sheets, and when Swantje, breathless, asked what it meant, Luana only pulled her down and said, "Later. Everything later. I'll teach you," and then the sentence went where all her sentences were going, and afterwards neither of them could have repeated it.
They lay in the wreck of it, tangled and shining, hearts still knocking against each other where their chests touched, and Luana started to laugh, the helpless, humid, entirely unguarded laugh of a woman with nothing left to defend, and Swantje laughed too, without knowing the joke, because the joke was simply this: that they had both survived, and here they were. Luana's dark hair spread across them both like something spilled on purpose, and Swantje played with a strand of it and said, "Again?" and Luana said, "In a minute. Let me miss you for five minutes first," and Swantje understood that completely, and held her, and let the rain count the time.
Sometime in the night one of them woke, neither was ever sure who, and reached, and found the other already reaching, and they smiled at each other in the dark without being able to see the smile, and found each other again wordless and slow, no delay on the line this time, no weather closing in, just hands that already knew the way and went anyway, and this time it was quiet, and long, and Luana cried a little at the end, without sadness, and Swantje kissed the tears away and did not ask, and did not need to ask. Afterwards they slept as almost one body, Swantje's arm across Luana's waist, Luana's hand resting over Swantje's heart, as if each of them was quietly checking, all night long, that the signal still held.
In the morning the light was grey and kind, the rain done. Swantje woke first and lay still, unwilling to move the arm Luana was sleeping on, and watched her, the dark hair everywhere, the lips slightly parted, one hand still resting over Swantje's heart even in sleep, still checking the signal. She had an hour of watching in her before Luana's eyes opened, and she used it, greedy, hoarding again.
"You're staring," Luana murmured without opening her eyes.
"You're awake."
"I woke up to being stared at. It was very good. Do it more."
Swantje laughed and obeyed, and then obeyed a different instinct, and Luana's eyes did open then, and the morning went from grey to gold in the space of about four minutes. They made love a third time, slow and sunless and half-asleep at the edges, the covers a warm country nobody wanted to leave, Luana whispering the Portuguese sentence again and this time Swantje understanding it perfectly without a single word of the language, and it was this one, the quiet one, that neither of them ever quite got over.
Afterwards they went together into the small bathroom, unable to let go of each other even for a few seconds, and stood under the water laughing at how little room there was, and elbowed the taps, and dropped the soap twice, and did not care about any of it. Then the laughing changed. Luana pinned Swantje gently against the warm tiles and kissed her under the falling water, and said against her mouth, "We're going to be so late," and Swantje said, "Yes," and neither of them moved towards being less late, and the water went from hot to lukewarm to barely warm while they discovered everything the little shower was good for besides washing, and when it finally ran cold they shouted and tangled and slammed the taps off, breathless, scandalize, delighted, wrapped in one towel between two bodies because that was all there was room for.
Swantje held Luana's face in her hands, wet and warm, the towel slipping, neither of them catching it. "Luana, you've made me the luckiest woman on earth. I love you so much. I don't know how to say it bigger than that."
Luana looked at her for a long moment, her eyes very bright, water running through her lashes. "Swantje, you've made me the luckiest woman on earth. I love you so much." Then she smiled. "We're going to say the same sentence for the rest of our lives, aren't we. Taking turns."
"Yes," Swantje said. "That's the plan."
Later they dressed, and Luana found Swantje a scarf against the cold, a yellow one, of course, "so you can't get lost coming back", and they walked to the car together through the wet November streets, their fingers laced, unhurried, and went to the institute, where they arrived four minutes late, and held the same door open for each other, and neither of them explained anything to anyone, and Sinje's cups could wait until the end of the world.
 
Chapter 03
Couple
The Morning After
 
The windscreen wipers moved in their slow, patient rhythm, and the heater hummed, and for the first few streets neither of them said anything at all. Luana sat with her hands folded in her lap and Swantje's scarf around her neck, watching the wet city go by as if she had never seen it before.
At the corner of the street, Swantje said, "Luana, my love. We have to talk to Sarah and Pauline."
Luana turned her head. "Really? Why?"
"I can see it in your face. You're afraid they'll say something against us."
"A little." Luana looked down at her hands. "We can tell anyone. Anyone in the world. But the presidents..."
Swantje laughed softly. "My love, you're not afraid of the dark forest, or the jaguars, or the snakes, or men with guns looking for you. And you're afraid of our presidents?"
"That's different."
"Sarah and Pauline are love itself. Haven't you seen how they are with each other? With the girls? With all of us?"
"I know. I've seen it." Luana smiled a little helplessly. "I believe everything you tell me. I just can't believe this."
The light ahead turned red. Swantje stopped the car, leaned across and kissed her, and only drew back when the driver behind them sounded his horn.
"Listen," she said, driving on, a little pink. "I'm part of the presidential protection. If you have to go somewhere, if you have to go to Brazil, I can't leave the presidents. That's my duty. So we have to talk to them, and they'll decide what to do."
"That's what frightens me. That they'll say no." Luana's voice dropped. "Swantje, I love you so much. I'd give up my job to be with you."
"Same here. But it won't come to that." Swantje reached across and squeezed her hand. "Let me go to them first, alone. I'm sure they'll call you in."
Luana held on to her hand a moment longer than she needed to. "Good. And no matter what happens, I'll stay with you, my love."
On the fourth floor they parted with a look that lasted longer than either of them intended, and Swantje walked down the corridor to the large office she shared with Sinje and Leyla.
She had not even reached her desk when Leyla looked up.
"Swannie. You look so happy." Leyla's dark eyes narrowed with delight. "I think you did it."
Swantje's face went red to the roots of her hair. "Leyla. What do you mean?"
Sinje leaned back in her chair, smiling. "Leyla, I think you'll have to describe it for her."
"Stop it, both of you, with the descriptions!" Swantje put her bag down hard. "I know exactly what you mean. And yes. We did."
Leyla was out of her chair before the sentence was finished, and Sinje a second behind her, and they caught Swantje between them and held her so fiercely that the three of them could barely breathe.
"Swannie," Leyla said into her hair, "we're so happy. This was the one thing missing in this room. Now we're complete."
Swantje could not stop laughing, and could not stop hugging them, and for a while the three of them simply stood there in the middle of the office, rocking a little, while the rain ran down the windows.
Then Swantje drew a breath. "Now I have to go to the presidents."
"They'll love it," Sinje said.
"Really?"
"Of course," said Leyla. "We'd bet on it, but you'd lose, and that wouldn't be fair."
Swantje gathered her courage, walked the twenty metres to the presidential suite and knocked on the open door.
"Swannie, come in," Julia called from inside.
She went in very carefully. Sarah and Pauline looked up from their desks at the same moment, and Swantje saw them both register something in her face.
"Swantje, come in and sit down," Pauline said.
"You look so unusual today," Sarah said. "What's happened?"
From the ottoman, Julia and Mila spoke in exactly the same breath. "Mamas, she did it."
Swantje's face turned crimson. "What do you mean, I did it?"
"Swannie is Julia's special word," Mila said, "but I'll borrow it. Swannie, you fell in love with Luana."
Swantje stood as still as a statue in the middle of the room. Pauline rose from her desk.
"Come here, our lovely Swantje. I'm quite certain Julia and Mila are right."
"You two have been orbiting each other since Luana landed in Tokyo" Sarah said, getting up as well. "It was visible from the stratosphere."
And then all four of them had her in their arms, Pauline and Sarah on either side, Julia pressed against her front and Mila's arm around them all, and Swantje's tears ran down her face and she did not try to stop them.
"I love you all so much," she said. "I can't believe it."
After a while she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "Can I ask Luana to come in? She was so scared."
"Do you want to fetch her yourself?" Sarah said gently. "I think that's better than the intercom."
Swantje was out of the door before Sarah had finished. A few minutes later she came back holding Luana by the hand. Luana was looking at the floor.
"Luana," Sarah said warmly. "Congratulations. We wish you both all the luck in the world."
"And if you need anything," Pauline added, "anything at all, ask us. We'd be happy to help."
Julia pulled Swantje into her arms. "Swannie, you picked the right partner. Luana is so lovely."
They all saw Luana's tears then, flowing freely down her face. "You four are the best people I can imagine," she said through them. "Thank you so much, my presidents, and Mila. I'm the happiest person alive, to have found Swantje, and to work here."
Pauline embraced her, and then Sarah, and Julia, and Mila, and for a while the presidential office was a place of
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