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STRANGERS
David Lozano

McDonald’s, Sants train station, Barcelona, 30" June, 20:20h
“Strangers,” Lara thinks as she looks at her reflection in her phone’s screen. “We’re just two
strangers.”

Two strangers who nevertheless have decided to meet each other that very night in
a location that could hardly be any less romantic: the McDonald’s at Sants station.

It's a no man’s land, because in stations no one sticks around. They’re a form of
crossroads, as Wilde had explained to her a few hours before proposing this meeting place.
“Spaces that empty out at dawn,” he concluded, before sending her one last message
consisting entirely of suspension points.

You can’t turn down an invitation like that.

Lara feels more and more attracted by the boy’s magnetism, his mystique. “He’s
smart. He knows | wouldn’t have agreed to meet someone | don’t know in a less public
space.”

Besides, she has to concede that not everyone is capable of selling a date in a
McDonald’s, even this one, which has pretensions of being a café, as if it were a romantic
location. Yep, Wilde is smart.

At the same time, Lara asks herself how likely it can be that such an interesting, well-
read, witty boy... is both good and not gay.

“Likely enough for me to want to find out.”

She’s just spoken out loud. Alone. Luckily, nobody around her seems to have

noticed.



The problem with places like that one, Lara silently complains to herself, is that they
make people invisible. Even more so, of course, in a station. Everyone here is more
concerned with their luggage than with other people. Even so, Lara feels as if she’s being
watched; her gaze meets those of other young people, though nobody looks like they
recognise her. Could one of them be Wilde? With so many strangers of different races, ages
and appearances, it’s difficult for any one of them to call your attention, and now she feels
incapable of discerning any profile that fits with the image of her virtual friend that she’s
been cultivating over so many hours of messaging and chats.

What if he’s here already, spying on her? Thanks to his anonymity, he could be right
next to her and she’d be none the wiser. Wilde has the upper hand on this blind date: he
knows what she looks like as he’s been able to see photos of her on Twitter. He has the
means with which to identify her. Meanwhile, the only thing that Wilde’s internet profile
shows is a mountain landscape, and he’s never published any photos of himself. Lara can
only use the memory of the long conversations they’ve had every morning to help her
imagine his figure, face and hands, and memory might not be the most reliable material for
drawing boys with.

It definitely isn’t.

Her nerves devour her. She shuffles around in her seat and checks the time on her
phone: five minutes to go until eight thirty, the time they agreed to meet at.

Eight thirty on Friday the thirtieth of June.

Only Berta, her best friend and accomplice in many joint adventures, knows about
this date, one her parents would never have authorised. In fact, they’ve agreed that Lara is

to give her a missed call at nine to show that all is well.



The minutes continue to tick by. Not long to go. At that moment, Lara is assaulted by
the Big Doubt: should she leave before it’s too late? Was it a good idea to take this step
after just two months chatting with him on the internet? Should she not have demanded
more guarantees before taking this move?

Her mind, prone to dramatism, imagines terrible avatars of Wilde: an old paedophile
reaching his arthritic fingers out towards her as he licks his lips; a psychopath sharpening
the knife he uses to disembowel teenagers with; the leader of a sect looking for fresh meat
to sacrifice in satanic rituals; a compulsive (extremely compulsive) rapist...

Or a pathologically shy person, the kind that doesn’t even open their mouth when
the time comes to meet face-to-face.

Every one of those possibilities seem almost better than a final one that she doesn’t
even dare consider: what if her ex appears? Apart from Berta, Lara has told no one about
her plans for that night, but still Jordi could have found out. Especially because her
connection with Wilde could be surmised from some of the tweets she has written over the
last few days. She regrets her lack of prudence.

Yes, Jordi’s figured it out. They split up around three months ago and he’s taking it so
badly that he’s threatened to kill himself if Lara goes out with someone else. Is he bluffing?
There’s no way of knowing. Just in case, she’s told the police about the blackmail he is using
against her. But since Lara is not in immediate danger, all that came of this was that they
made a record of her complaint. Nor is there much more she can do; a restraining order
may protect the victim from being kidnapped, but it doesn’t stop someone taking their own

life.



Lara feels tired. She wants to move beyond that break-up, distance herself from
Jordi forever. That’s why she’s clinging on so tightly to the salvation represented by the
appearance of someone like Wilde.

She doesn’t regret having finished things with her ex, quite the opposite: that
relationship is history, and she’s not prepared to give in to this blackmail. It’s precisely
because she wishes to demonstrate her own freedom to herself that she’s there now, going
on a date with a stranger. Ready to start again. To turn the page.

She tries to calm herself. “No. There’s no way Jordi’s going to show up. He doesn’t
know the time or the location we agreed, and he doesn’t even live near Sants.” However,
the other candidates she’s imagined for this date are less unlikely...

Her friend Berta, now she’d have no problem confronting these threats, including
Jordi. She’s strong, haughty, even aggressive when the situation requires it. If only she was
with her.

Tired of all this uncertainty, Lara is on the brink of running off. She’s tempted by the
idea of losing herself amongst all the bodies she can see through the glass from where she’s
sitting, silhouettes who look like high-speed train passengers disappearing off with their
luggage on the way to the station concourse. She tries to resist that impulse, forces herself
to be calm again. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she tells herself. “Don’t run away. None of the
dangerous men you’ve been fantasising about would have asked to meet here.”

At least, that’s what she wants to believe.

Two minutes. In a matter of seconds she won’t even be able to avail of the chance to
avoid the meeting. Either she gets up and disappears or...

Lara doesn’t move. She can’t. Despite the risk, she will not leave without finally

hearing Wilde’s voice, without meeting his eternal gaze.



“Eternal gaze.”

Once again Lara has let herself be carried away by a romantic daydream. What has
made her choose that adjective in such a seedy environment?

In a McDonalds, only hamburgers are eternal, thanks to their chemical makeup,
which it’s best not thinking about.

The countdown continues and more and more people flow past the table she’s
sitting at.

Wilde could be any one of them.

Lara imagines him marching into the station, holding in his hands the book they
agreed he should carry so that she could identify him: Letter from an Unknown Woman, one
of her favourites.

One minute.

Wilde will be here any moment now.

“Go now, while you still can,” a voice in her head whispers to her, fading away as her
idealised picture of the boy grows clearer.

But Lara has gone beyond the point of no return. At this moment, the greatest threat
to her is that he doesn’t show up for the date.

She’ll wait.

After all this time, she has to meet her enigmatic late-night companion.



Chapter One

Sants McDonalds, 30" June, 20:31h

Wilde hides his copy of Letter to an Unknown Woman until he's right by her table, meaning
that Lara barely noticed him as he came through the door and headed towards her; she’s
too absorbed in her search for potential suspects to pay any attention to anyone whose
appearance doesn’t meet her requirements. Only once he finds himself facing his target,
who is only one metre away, does Wilde make eye contact, attempt an innocent smile and
show the book.

“Hello.”

Lara hesitates at first, her eyes pinned to the volume he is holding up to her, like an
ID. She is slow to react. After so much preparation, so many mental tests for that moment,
the boy has caught her off-guard. She’s keen not to give a bad first impression, but it’s
already too late to try and rectify it. She trusts that she can improve her image over the
course of the meal.

“Wilde?” she asks, once she’s able to speak, immediately regretting this further
check that is as stupid as the look still she still has on her face.

But he doesn’t laugh. He just nods and points at the empty seat.

“Can | sit down, or are you so disappointed you’d prefer me to leave?”

He has a strong Catalan accent.

“No, no! Forgive me, it’s just the surprise... I...”
They haven’t even greeted each other with two kisses. What a disastrous start.

Lara suddenly becomes aware of a pleasant smell emanating from him, the smell of

someone who's just showered, mixed with the familiar odour of a cologne she can’t quite



identify. She uses the seconds Wilde takes to sit down to study his features: he’s not
especially handsome, but he is attractive. He’s got something about him. He must be just
under six feet tall, and he’s quite thin. His skin is very pale, his eyes big and very dark, as if
they’d been designed to study everything down to the last detail. He has dark, short hair, in
stark contrast to his bushy eyebrows. The traces of a beard that still doesn’t grow densely
enough to suit him can be seen on his cheeks. Her friend Berta would classify this as a
“failed beard attempt”. Lara continues her examination: the boy’s slender lips and his
surprisingly pointy nose give an energetic air to his expression which he tries to soften with
what is without doubt his best weapon: his smile.

A weapon he can handle with skill.

Lara still has time to lower her gaze in order to finish her discreet inspection: though
the table is covering a part of the boy’s figure, narrow shoulders reveal a rather unathletic
complexion. He’s wearing a check shirt, jeans — which she managed to see before he sat
down —and black trainers.

The outfit, though not spectacular, lifts her spirits. Lara decides that Wilde has
passed the first test. Nevertheless, she plans on being far more rigorous with the other
ones. After all, he’s the one who, over the course of many late-night heart-to-hearts, has set
her expectations so high. She’ll have to find out if he’s up to par in person...and also if she
matches whatever Wilde is looking for. The night has just started.

“At last we meet,” he says, looking her in the eye.

His speech is composed. He doesn’t seem nervous.

“We may have met,” Lara counters, “but | still know nothing about you. Not even
your real name.

Wilde chuckles.



“You’re right. You’ve risked more in this game than | have. Thanks.”

Lara likes his voice, soft yet serious. The kind that surrounds you like an embrace.
The boy could be a radio presenter. She can’t help but wonder how an “I love you” would
sound in a voice like that, a thought she tries to get out of her head. Why must she be so
sentimental?

“Of course, you were the one who made the rules,” she reminds him.

“It was my initiative, wasn’t it?”

“It’s easy to take the first step when you’re anonymous.”

Wilde has sat up straight in his seat. He wasn’t expecting to be scolded at their first
real-life meeting.

“If you didn’t like the sound of it, then why did you accept?”

“Out of curiosity. But make no mistake: if you’re looking for a submissive girl you can
pack your bags and save us both from wasting our time.”

Lara prefers to begin by coming across as rude, thus camouflaging how nervous she
is. She’s also not prepared to let herself be led on by mere physical attraction. What’s
brought her here, so far into the game, has to be something more ambitious. More
balanced, between the two of them.

“You’ve never seemed like a submissive girl and that’s not what interests me,” Wilde
says. “l promise you.”

“Pleased to hear it. Sorry, but at least this way there won’t be any
misunderstandings.”

“I agree. What now?”

“Well, I'm not sure. Maybe it’s my job to set the pace.”

He looks at her cautiously. He hadn’t expected he’d lose control so soon.



“Perhaps...”

“The time has come for you to be the one to take the steps. It’s your turn.”

It’s his turn to expose himself, as he’s begun doing by showing up there, showing
himself for the first time. Though Lara won’t settle for just that.

“That seems fair.” Wilde gets up, leans towards her, and this time he does give her a
kisse on each cheek. “My name is Gerard. Pleased to meet you.”

“l knew you were Catalan,” Lara smiles, though the kisses have made her tenser.
“Your tweets.”

“But | write loads of them in Spanish.”

“Fifty per cent, roughly.”

“You’ve calculated it?”

Lara shrugs her shoulders.

“That was the only information | could find on you, so I've gone over what you’ve
published on Twitter since you started your profile. You're not that active; maybe that’s why
you don’t have many followers.”

“Having something to say and knowing how to say it in two hundred and eighty
characters isn’t easy.”

“Obviously not for you. After our conversations it’s clear to me that you need a
thousand words just to say hello. | love that about you,” she adds, to avoid confusion.

“I only hook up with people who interest me.”

That intense stare, the deep, gentle voice. Lara can see that Gerard is very good at
getting compliments, though she’s not prepared to give in so easily.

“So then, what should | call you? Gerard or Wilde?”



Lara is making a genuine effort to stay cold, almost calculating. It doesn’t suit the
way she normally is, far more passionate and idealistic, but she promised herself —and Berta
has insisted — that she’d be careful.

“| prefer Wilde,” he replies. “That’s what it was when we met, wasn’t it? Let’s keep
the mystery going.”

He takes his mobile, an iPhone, from his pocket, turns the sound off and puts it to
one side, in a declaration of intent.

“Ok,” Lara agrees as she too places her phone, which is on silent, down on the table.
She’ll gauge this boy’s true interest by how often he looks at his screen. “Are you from
Barcelona? You’ve never answered that question. You know | live here but that I'm from
Zaragoza.”

Wilde has always shown great caution with his personal details.

“No, I'm from Tarragona. From the Valls regions,” he suddenly adds.

Accustomed to the secrecy he has shown in any conversations that haven’t been
about their hobbies, tastes or dreams, Lara is surprised at how willing he is to proffer more
details. Maybe he’s understood her gripe. She’s grateful for it, but she remembers that for
the time being she must stick to the first phase of the trial. She takes up her interrogating
tone once again.

“You don’t seem very nervous. Do you often meet girls like this?”

Wilde opens his eyes wide.

“It’s the first time I've done anything like this!”

He looks offended. Once again Lara holds in her urge to abandon her air of distance,
to apologise for the way she’s greeted him. With each passing minute the feelings that came

into being on the web occupy more and more space inside her. Yes, she could fall in love



with this boy. The physical meeting is only confirming what she has already begun to feel for
him... although she had imagined him with a different physique.

In any case, it hasn’t been hard for her to accept reality.

“It’s just you seem so secure, so calm...”

Wilde sighs.

“It’s just posturing, Lara. Can’t you see? I’'m trying hard to impress you, that’s all. You
know me already, after so much talking...

“No, I don’t know you.”

Lara still will not let him rest.

“But | want you to know: inside I’'m... scared.”

“Scared?” Now she’s the one who is surprised. “Of me?”

Wilde moistens his lips, hesitates and for the first time Lara can make out in his face
a boy who measures every word, who doesn’t tread as firmly as he appears to.

“I'm afraid of fucking it up,” he admits, “of you going and not seeing you or talking to
you again.”

Lara takes a deep breath.

“| feel the same, Gerard.”

She called him Gerard. An error.

The two of them fall silent. It’s not easy to open up or keep chatting in these
circumstances, when they’ve already told each other so many things from the safe refuge of
their bedrooms. Doing it face to face seems like a challenge.

“Talking in person,” says Lara. “It’s all improvisation.”



“And without the home advantage.” Wilde gestures at the tables around them. “And
we don’t have time to think the way you do when you have to type on your phone. But
we’re not doing so badly, are we?”

“l think you’re doing better than me.”

“Not at all.”

Lara dismisses his comment with a frown.

“You don’t need to lie. | know what my weaknesses are.”

She wonders if that sounded too cruel. This time she hadn’t meant it to.

“We can always communicate using WhatsApp...” Wilde doesn’t seem annoyed, and
is still smiling. “We wouldn’t be the first to message each other from the same table.”

“I’'m quite capable of doing that, so don’t suggest it,” Lara replies, giving him an
affectionate slap on the arm, in the first physical contact he’s been aware of. “If we've
managed to meet up, surely we can survive a real-life conversation.”

“l agree.”

They fall silent again.

“l wasn’t expecting such a strong opening,” Wilde comments, trying out the strategy
of being frank. “But | like that you don’t mince your words, that you’re so direct.”

“The thing is, I'm not. Apparently, tonight’s all about posturing.”

They both laugh. Gradually, the tension between them eases.

“How about we order something to gain some time?” Lara suggests. “Surely then
we’ll be able to think topics of conversation that aren’t offensive.”

“Great idea! I'll get them.” Wilde gets up. “What do you want?”

Lara decides to let him order. She feels she’s earnt it for taking a blind bet on Wilde.

As he has rightly said, she’s the one who risked the most by showing up for the date.



“A chicken McMenu with chips and a Coke.”

“Size?”

“Regular, thanks.”

Wilde heads towards the queue for the tills. At this point, Lara chooses to put her
tendency towards romanticism to one side and takes the opportunity to complete her
physical analysis of the boy: his trousers look good on him, they fit well and show off a good
pair of legs.

“Nice arse,” she whispers to herself. “Berta would be proud of me.”

Yep, Wilde is not bad. Not bad at all.

Lara checks the time on her phone. Her friend will be waiting, glued to her phone in
case she has to come to the rescue.

“There’ll be no need,” she mumbles, as she dials Berta’s number. “For now, the date
will go on.”

She hangs up after hearing the ringtone on the other side of the line. That will free
up Berta, who has planned to go to a well-known nightclub later. “Let’s see if you enjoy
yourself as much as I‘m enjoying myself, Berta,” she thinks. Then she turns to look at the
entrance. She can’t forget the threat of Jordi. What if, in spite of everything, he’s found out
about the meeting and shows up? Perhaps he’s been controlling her for weeks... maybe he’s
even managed to follow her.

Absorbed in her thoughts, she doesn’t notice Wilde approaching with the tray of
food.

“Lara?”

She turns to hear that voice that so impresses her.

“Sorry, | was miles away.”



Wilde takes a seat and shares the contents of the tray between the two of them.
“You haven’t taken your eyes off the door since | got here. What’s going on?”

So he has noticed. Lara would love to be able to hide it better.

“Remember how | told you about my ex a few nights ago?”

“Yes, that Jordi fellow. Nineteen, works in a garage. Is he bothering you?” Wilde’s

soft tone hardens. “Like, showing up here to give you trouble...”

“Chill. I guess | am a little paranoid. Up until now he hasn’t gone that far.”
She hasn’t gone so far with a boy since they broke up either, she thinks, painfully.
“Then?”

“He keeps calling me and sending me messages, that’s all. What’s happening,” — she

mustn’t keep hiding this from him — “is that he told me not long ago that if | go out with

anyone else...he’ll kill himself. It’s his final strategy: emotional blackmail. | didn’t want to tell

you when we spoke about it. | didn’t dare.”

table.

Wilde, who was about to take a drink, has stopped still. He leaves his cup on the

“But he wouldn’t really...”
Lara thinks over her reply for a few seconds.
“He’s quite capable of doing it.”

Actually, he could have done it already. Lara doesn’t mention it, but she hasn’t

received any messages from her ex for two days. Coincidence? What if he’s been spying on

her on the internet and found out about her conversations with Wilde, their date even? He

may even have been able to figure it out from some of her tweets, where she made

references to new things in her life. Lara doesn’t know if she should be relieved by the lack

of news from Jordi or unsettled by it.



“Lara, what this guy does isn’t your responsibility.”

“But what if...”

Wilde guesses what she’s thinking:

“Then it wouldn’t be your fault,” he insists. “That’s just what he wants you to
believe. Don’t let him. His life has anything to do with yours anymore.”

Lara understands this argument. She’s repeated it to herself often over the last few
days, but the break is too recent. Jordi is still very present in her head and she couldn’t cope
with the idea that she had somehow caused his death.

“That’s just what he wants you to think.” Wilde reads her eyes carefully. “Don’t keep

playing his game.”



Chapter two
Sorts Ravine, outside Barcelona, 30" June, 19:00h

“White male, young, six foot. Strong complexion.”

Detective Sergeant Irene Castell nods without taking her eyes off the body. Her tall,
bony body remains completely erect while the forensics officer continues to relay her the
initial facts. They have already cordoned off the zone while they wait for the judge to
authorise the hoisting.

The corpse is a few metres away, stretched out face down, its arms open wide as if
the collision with the ground had interrupted one last hug. It is dressed in a T-Shirt and
jeans. One of its legs leads to a bare foot. The shoe, big, green and showing the logo of a
well-known brand, is still on the other foot.

She shakes off the dust that has gathered on her suit, a choice of dress that is
flattering — even for her, who always has trouble getting any clothes to fit her well — but
rather unsuitable given the temperature and location. Just a short while ago, still protected
by the air conditioning in her Barcelona office, Irene could not have imagined how much her
outfit would bother her. At least her shoes don’t have big heels and she’s not risking her
ankles walking along this pebble-filled landscape.

The Detective Sergeant finally looks up, because she needs to take a look at her
immediate surroundings. A desert landscape stretches out around her: scrub, stunted trees,
dry soil as far as the eye can see. Even the air feels arid to her, rasps at her throat. She
breathes in a solitude that is fitting to a suicide’s state of mind.

Out here it’s easy to forget that Barcelona isn’t far away.

Castell takes a few steps forward until she’s right next to the body. She doesn’t need

to be a doctor to know from a single glance that the boy has been dead for a matter of a



few hours. She wishes she could go back in time, get to that place first and stop his decision
becoming reality. But it’s too late. And that hurts. It always hurts.

What a needless death. After forty years on this earth Irene still cannot understand
what kinds of thoughts would lead someone to do something like that. She has often found
that the trigger is not some great sense of disenchantment with the world, but internal
conflicts some people struggle with.

The Detective Sergeant studies the body, so beautiful in the freshness of youth,
which not even the impact of hitting the ground has been able to erase. She imagines his
energy flowing through the veins of those firm, muscular arms, an energy that has been
ruined forever. “At least he chose it,” she consoles herself, weakly. Not like the girl from the
week before, who they found dead next to her car in an underground garage, having been
raped.

Before leaning over the body, the Detective Sergeant lifts her head and
contemplates a bridge, some fifteen metres high, over which runs a disused regional road.
The subject — she attempts to distance herself by employing the correct technical terms —
must have thrown himself from it. Of that there’s no doubt.

“Was he carrying any identification?”

“No, chief. Not even a mobile. All we found was this photograph in one of his back
pockets.”

The officer holds it out to her with her gloved hand. “A physical photograph seems
so exotic in these times,” she thinks nostalgically, while scanning it with her own phone. She
can see that it is a selfie taken by a very beautiful girl, some eighteen years old, smiling with

the sea in the background. In the image you can even make out a stretch of coastline,



although it’s not possible to identify which bit. On the back of the photo, a name is written
by hand: “Lara G”.

“Who are you, Lara G?” she wonders out loud. “And why is your photo the only item
in the possession of a boy of your age who'’s decided to end his life?”

The detective hopes that the boy hasn’t done some awful thing before killing
himself. Several recent cases of male violence have involved this and she doesn’t want to
find another body. One young death is enough tragedy as it is.

“Check to see if there’s been any recent news regarding the disappearance of a
woman called ‘Lara’, with a surname beginning with ‘G’,” she asks the agent nearest to her.
“In Barcelona and outskirts. Also if there have been any complaints about abuse made by
someone with that name.”

Abusers tend not to go very far from the zone in which they have committed the
abuses, at least if they have decided to kill themselves.

“Ok, chief.”

They agent heads off towards the patrol car. Her companion stays next to the
detective sergeant.

“Who found the body?”

“A shepherd. He's being interrogated now.” The agent points towards a second
police vehicle, parked next to one of the bridge’s pillars.

“The lad must have known this place, it’s so hidden.” Once more she focuses her
attention on the scene. “No one would come to a place like this without a motive. There’s
nothing here other than stones, dust and bugs.”

Who knows how long it’s been since any cars have driven along the road above their

heads. At most the odd weekend cyclist.



“Yes,” the agent agrees. “The subject had certainly visited this place before.”

What’s surprising is that there’s any signal here. Irene has just checked on her
phone.

“He came here to kill himself.”

That much premeditation? Irene Castell still can’t say for sure. What does appear
obvious is that the boy chose his location well. Usually it would have taken weeks to find his
body. Only a coincidence has led to this discovery her department is now having to deal
with.

She continues to explore the circumstances of the death. “We’re far from anywhere
inhabited. Has no vehicle been discovered?”

“No ma’am. Barcelona’s ten miles away, but there’s a group of chalets a couple of
miles to the east. Maybe he came from there.

It's possible. That hypothesis is enough to convince her he walked here. Maybe he
wanted to have a final stroll. Irene Castell feels that if someone’s made up their mind to kill
themselves, they’re unlikely to be in a hurry.

At that moment, she hears the sound of an engine. The forensic doctor has arrived.

Lara stops sucking the straw and places the cup of fizzy drink on the table. She’s
barely made a start on the McMenu chips.

“And me, how do | come across?” she asks. “Worse in the flesh?”

Wilde, who hasn’t begun eating either, takes it as a joke:

“Did you see me running away or hiding the book?”



“Maybe you stayed out of compassion. I'm so tiny next to you...”

Because the evening has got off to a good start, the phantom of insecurity makes its
appearance and Lara notices it fluttering around inside her. It’s as if it were dictating her
words.

Wilde has just chuckled. Since he first saw her photo on Twitter he hasn’t been able
to get the girl out of his head. She may not be tall or especially slim, but by the boy’s
judgement she has a beautiful body. And some incredible features: big eyes that sparkle
when she smiles, long, blonde, impeccably combed hair, fleshy lips and a tender neck that
he’d love to kiss.

He likes the way she dresses: those short, dark trousers, the white blouse, the bag
and the nice coat that she’s left on the back of her chair. She’s wearing a sweet-smelling
cologne and barely any make up. From time to time, beneath the table, Wilde glimpses
heeled sandals that house her small feet.

“If there was a girl like you sitting alone in every McDonald’s,” he declares, “I'd have
died of a hamburger overdose. Believe me, it’s been no sacrifice for me to stay. Not even
the cholesterol has held me back.”

“I'm... I'm so glad.””

Feigning an assertiveness you don’t really feel is exhausting. Hence her hesitation.

“I'm glad too, Lara. | really am.”

“Stop worrying,” he thinks. “Trust me. Let’s not let our insecurities make us lose a
minute more of this night.”

“I was scared you wouldn’t be how I'd imagined, you know?” Lara needs to justify
her suspicions. “It’s so hard to get excited, only for...”

Now Wilde is the one who seems concerned.



“Has that happened? Am | a let-down?”

“Did you see me running away?”

The two of them notice the way a certain sense of mutual understanding is getting
underway. That’s a very good sign.

“You stayed out of compassion,” he counterattacks, with his own version of Lara’s
response. “A good guy, alone, with a book...”

She is grateful for the joke; a bit of humour helps to soothe her nerves.

“A book is always good company. You know | love reading.”

“Ok, you’ve got me there. Then you’d have ignored me.”

She shakes her head.

“Any boy who reads gets top marks from me.”

A sly look appears on Wilde's face.

“Especially if his favourite books coincide with yours.”

“Especially.”

“So why is Letter from an Unknown Lady such an important book for you? Does
forbidden love turn you on?”

Lara can’t tell if Wilde’s penetrating eyes are merely admiring her or analysing her.
What is he looking for?

“Real love turns me on,” he replies.

Wilde nods thoughtfully. Lara has the almost unconscious sensation of having
avoided a trap. It’s her turn to ask him:

“Why do you like that novel?”

“Because it’s so real. We don’t always know what feelings we provoke in others.”



Lara decides that the next time she meets this boy, if there is a next time, she’ll bring
an interpreter along. Everything Wilde says seems to conceal double meanings and subtle
nuances! What if she misses some important message? What if Wilde keeps waiting for a
reaction which she, in her naivety, is incapable of providing?

“Tell me another book you like, Lara.”

“It’s not very original.”

“I don’t mind.”

“The Fault in our Stars is one. The Princess Bride. The Perks of Being a Wallflower...

Wilde seems content with her answers.

“You have good taste.”

“What about you?”

He takes his time before answering.

“I’'ve already told you The Little Prince is one of my favourite books.”

“Yeah. It’s brilliant.

Wilde is overjoyed by this unexpected sense of mutual understanding.

“As you can see, I've followed his model and begun exploring.” He winks at her. “I
went from planet to planet until | found you.”

She remembers the story well enough to put him in a tight spot:

“Did you also leave a thorny rose behind?”

Wilde bursts out laughing.

“We all have a past, Lara. But | don’t run away from anything or anyone.”

She would not have been able to answer that question with such conviction.

“What else do you like reading?” she asks again.



“Apart from the books | mentioned in the questionnaire we did? The Secret Song of
the World, for example. It’s by José Antonio Cotrina, dark fantasy, the good stuff. | also
really like the Geralt of Rivia saga.”

“You’re really into fantasy. | thought you would be.”

“Yes, though when | feel like it, | read a bit of everything. Even stories and some
poetry.”

“It always helps to read poetry.”

Another silence.

“So am | just how you imagined?” he asks again, more confident this time.

“Well...” Lara decides to continue being honest. “Not physically. | thought you
were...”

She stops, searching for the right word. She doesn’t want to hurt his feelings with an
unfair comparison.

“Stronger.” Wilde finishers for her. “That Jordi guy was a real hunk, isn’t he? That’s
what it is.”

He folds one of his arms and pulled up his shirtsleeve to show his biceps, with
underwhelming results. It’s abundantly clear that he’s never been particularly sporty.

“That’s not it,” she replies. “Jordi isn’t as strong as you imagine and muscles aren’t
important to me. Actually, | like what | see. A lot.”

Wilde nods.

“And even then, you’re not comfortable. | can tell, Lara. And it’s not because of the
threat of your ex.”

She goes on the defensive:

“What are you talking about?”



“| feel like I’'m taking an exam. You’re not like this during our nightly chats.”

“You know all too well how much people lie on the internet. Don’t get offended, but
| need to make sure you haven’t invented a persona to get me to meet you.”

Her friend Berta would have finished with a frank declaration like: “You guys are all
the same.”

“Obviously you don’t beat around the bush when you answer a question,” Wilde
says admiringly. “It’s great, | understand. You have to be sure. But,” he adds, “so do I.”

Lara’s hands freeze, just as she is about to start her portion of chips.

“You do?”

“You haven’t been able to lie to me about how you look because you’ve published
photos of yourself,” Wilde explains, “but maybe you have about your life or the way you
are. You can use a real image and still create a persona.”

Lara realises the boy is right. She’s the one who's taken the biggest risk, but Wilde
has also taken a gamble on this date. How many fake identities are hiding in real bodies? It’s
the perfect camouflage.

“To put it another way, you’re also examining me,” she says by way of conclusion.

“Should | be?”

“l haven’t lied in any of our conversations.”

“Neither have |, Lara. Trust me. Deep down, this date isn’t all that different from
going on a night out with our friends.”

“Are you being serious?”

“We’re all strangers to other people, right? No one really knows us. Reality is a world

of strangers. And here we are.”



Lara sits and watches him in silence, unable to decide if his statement is romantic or
disturbing.

“Yes, here we are,” she finally accepts. “Finally getting to know each other properly.”

Wilde’s words have exposed a loneliness in him which she hadn’t picked up on until
that moment. They're still just two strangers navigating their way through their first real

night together.



