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For Laurent


Manhattan, 1969

The first thing I saw of her was her ankle, delicate, whip-sharp, circled by the strap of a blue sandal. I’d never had fetishes before that May day, and if I’d had to instinctively focus on part of a woman’s anatomy, I would have gone for another part of her body, definitely not her feet. I noticed feet only if they were ugly or ungroomed, which didn’t happen a lot. I was lucky enough to be loved by beautiful women, and I made it a point of honour to reciprocate their affections. And that’s exactly what we were discussing …

‘You want all of them,’ complained Marcus, who was having lunch with me. 

My friend and associate, who had trouble seducing just one, elaborated: ‘You sit down somewhere, look around, have a drink and bang! Within fifteen minutes there are two fluttering around you.’

‘It’s exasperating,’ Marcus added indignantly. ‘I think I’d be more scared to come near you, built like a giant, with your square jaw and washed-out eyes—’

‘My eyes are not washed out! They’re light blue …’

‘They’re washed out. Mine are blue, but they don’t have anything like the same effect. Girls love telling me their life story, their problems, talking about their parents, their first tooth. I listen for weeks while they confide in me, I’m just about to get what I’m there for, and you come along and in just fifteen minutes you’re in bed with them.’

‘I never stole anyone from you!’ I protested.

‘No, it’s worse than that! You don’t do anything to steal them from me and they still fall into your arms …’

‘If you tell me which ones you like, I won’t even look at them.’

‘I don’t want a girlfriend who’ll forget me the minute you walk in the room, where’s the value in that?’

Marcus was painting a very exaggerated portrait: I didn’t just sit there waiting for women to throw themselves at me, I worked at doing what it took to get them. I’d told him my golden rules over and over, but he thought my direct approach ‘simplistic’. He was happier making excuses for his own shyness by citing this so-called magnetism of mine. Though he was richer than me, his principles wouldn’t allow him to use this advantage. He hindered himself with a complicated mental strategy when, contrary to popular belief, women are predictable. To sleep with one, you have to:

(A) Find what’s beautiful about her – because there’s beauty in each and every one of them – and show her that you like it.

(B) Ask for, even beg for, sex.

(C) Always accompany the request with enough humour not to lose face if she says no.

(D) Be straightforward and down-to-earth, and avoid sending her three pages of literary quotations which will make you look like a nutcase.

I’d told Marcus twenty times he needed to make his intentions clearer, but it wasn’t in his nature. He had a gift for eliciting confessions, from men and women, without knowing how to use them to his advantage. I had the same aptitude for getting girls into my bed.

*

I’d just turned fourteen when they started taking an interest in me, after my fight at high school with Billy Melvin. He was two years older than me and he terrorised the pupils of Hawthorne High. One day Billy called me a ‘complete zero’, in reference to my family name, Zilch. I did not take it well.

His face was screwed up with loathing, like he was staring into the sun. He said he didn’t want anyone to be taller than him. I was already getting close, and it infuriated him. I was no better disposed towards him. I hate guys like that who think they’re entitled to everything because they’ve always had everything. The reverence around them and their contempt for the rest of humanity make me sick. I like money, but I respect it only if it’s been earned, not inherited by people like Billy. You only had to look at him to know he was stupid. I didn’t like his square face and his freckly skin. I didn’t like the way he behaved. I didn’t like how he walked or talked or looked at people with his pinched nose and his air of superiority. It has to be said, I didn’t like much in those days.

When I heard Billy Melvin say yet again, ‘You’re a complete zero, Zilch, a big fat zero taken in by a couple of losers out of charity,’ I flew into one of those rages that sometimes overwhelmed me. Marcus says all the colour drains from my face; I feel as though someone else has taken possession of me and I have no control over anything. I grabbed hold of Billy’s arm, swung him around me twice like we learned in shot-put, and sent him hurtling into one of the huge windows that the school was so proud of. Billy was dazed for a few seconds, then he shook himself like a Doberman emerging from a pond and launched himself at me. We fought on the ground. We were rabid. It took a prefect and the captain of the football team grabbing us around the waist to separate us. His nose bleeding and one ear torn, Billy Melvin limped and cursed. The neck of my T-shirt was ripped down to my waist, the knuckles of my left hand were wrecked and I had a cut under my chin that dripped beads of red onto the concrete in the school yard. That wound, incompetently sutured, has left me a W-shaped scar: W for Werner – I’m very pleased with it.

We were both excluded from school for a week. The principal used the opportunity to saddle us with community work. He wanted to curry favour with the mayor of Hawthorne. We had to work in silence for two days, sweeping up and collecting leaves on Lafayette Avenue – where the mayor lived. Then we cleaned, sanded down and repainted his garden fence before moving hundreds of boxes of archives to the town hall so he could make his office space larger.

This exclusion earned me a serious row with Armande, my mother, and unofficial congratulations from Andrew, my father. Ever since I was tiny, his eyes have softened when he looks at me. He’ll feel my shoulders or my biceps and marvel, ‘Now that’s fine craftsmanship! Good, solid stuff.’ The fact that I’d given a thrashing to a boy two years older than me appealed to him, even if it did mean trouble for me.

When we returned to school, Marcus – who was already drawn to the law – arranged peace negotiations. They culminated in the signing of a peace treaty he had drafted. This agreement, supplemented with a map of the school, divided the yard along a diagonal line running from the changing-room door to the canteen. The girls’ and boys’ bathrooms were cross-hatched and declared neutral territory. Marcus was passionate about history and he baptised them ‘Switzerland’. It’s been a long-standing joke for Marcus and me. To this day, when we need to pee, we ‘go to Switzerland’.

This dramatic exploit, and the relative victory of not having been beaten up by Billy, earned me new male friends and my first girlfriend: Lou. She cornered me in the gym one day and rammed her tongue into my mouth. She tasted like cherry-flavoured candy and, after the initial daring of the kiss, her tongue felt kind of limp. I found the experience too wet and didn’t appreciate being approached rather than doing the approaching, but Lou was the prettiest girl in Hawthorne. She had long brown hair, an insolent attitude that belied her pleated skirt, she was two years older than me – Billy’s age, then – and had breasts that already stretched her sweaters and turned boys’ heads at school. Lou was the sort of chance you don’t turn down. In the school’s Entrepreneur Club where the ‘the future elite of the business world’ was being nurtured, our teacher always said we had to ‘identify opportunities and grab them’. Although overwhelmed by Lou’s onslaught, I conducted a conscientious analysis of the situation by opening my mouth and responding to her demands. I concluded that Lou corresponded with the type-two model: ‘an opportunity involving moderate risk’, one of the situations with the highest potential benefits. Proud to be following in the footsteps of the great businessmen who had built our country, and even though I was slightly taken aback, I very willingly grabbed hold of this girl who was offering herself to me.

I started by touching her breasts, using the same technique as when regulating the hot and cold water in the shower, astonished by how soft they were when I’d imagined them much firmer, then I grasped her backside with both hands and, not knowing how to proceed, shook it vigorously up and down. These experimental manoeuvres produced absolutely no reaction, and I very soon ran out of ideas. So, after a moment’s hesitation, I pressed my advantage further and explored between Lou’s legs, whereupon she had the good grace to stop me … When I stepped out of the gym, I had a knockout girl on my arm.

Outside the school building she wound herself around me like ivy on a tree. The history teacher, an embittered old man who only liked Marcus (the sole pupil who took a passionate interest in the conquests of kings with unpronounceable names in tiny countries in eras so long gone that hominids had barely come down from the trees), came and told us to ‘behave ourselves’. I gave him a swaggering reply that betrayed none of the raging doubts and male hormones jostling for position inside me. Lou stood by my rebellion, unleashing an ‘Alright, alright! This is a democracy, you know!’ Then, with her eyes still pinned on the fusty teacher, she licked my ear before taking all of it into her mouth, which caused a painful thrumming sound for the rest of the day. With this performance, which far outstripped the wildest things the teacher had ever attempted with his puritanical wife, the man turned the same claret colour as his knitted tie and walked away without further ado.

Lou was a highly prized catch. She further increased the cachet conferred on me by the fight and peace treaty with Billy. My buddies attributed disproportionate seductive powers to me. I wasn’t so convinced myself, but there was no escaping the fact that since I’d been ‘going out’ with Lou – a strange choice of words because it seemed to me that the main aim wasn’t to go out with Lou, but to get into her, something with which she obstinately refused to comply – girls gazed at me with love-struck eyes. They giggled when I walked past, and admitted to Marcus that they loved my blue eyes or my ‘oh-so-cute’ smile. There was even one, whose name I’ve forgotten, who noticed I was always hungry and made me a cake every day. Her presents infuriated Lou, but she had no desire to start cooking herself, so she settled for taking her share of the cake. She was watching her figure so she handed this portion out to her friends and watched them eat it with the satisfaction that slim girls derive from exercising their restraint while – before their very eyes – other, chubbier girls are ruled by their greed.

Since then I’ve never had any trouble with women. I got used to it. They came easy, and although some may have resisted, it didn’t last long. The more tenacious ones would play hard to get. Whether or not I snared them quickly, I viewed them as pleasantly diverting, no more – a flippancy that led, over the years, to my bad reputation. I’m respectful but rarely sentimental. I don’t get attached very easily. One of my girlfriends, a psychology student – oh, how I loved the way she kept her glasses on when we made love – analysed this character trait. According to her, the fact that I’d been adopted had made me wary. I had a phobia of abandonment, she explained, and it drove me to have more and more partners. Basically I think women are all obsessed with relationships, with building on them and being ‘serious’. They want men to fall in love and they call the ones who can’t bastards. They think love has the power to wash away the sins of the flesh. Unlike Marcus, which is why he’ll never go far in this field, I coped very well without the outdated bleaching agent of emotions. I was a young man at just the right time. In the sixties girls felt it their duty to make the most of their freedom. They went in for a sort of competition in which they could take pride in exercising their sexuality rather than suppressing it. I made the most of it, I’ll admit that. Love was just a game, but this charmed period came to an end at Gioccardi’s restaurant the day a young woman crushed my carefree ways with her blue sandals.

Marcus and I were having lunch on the street level of the SoHo trattoria, where we ate nearly every day. The owner welcomed my dog Shakespeare like some sort of god, and made him generous bowls of food. That was worth a lot because plenty of people were afraid of Shakespeare. Up on his hind legs, he reached six feet. His tawny bear-like coat was not enough to distract people from his jaws which, if he hadn’t been so good-natured, could have polished off a man in a matter of seconds. I was hungrily eyeing my spaghetti al pesto, when the ankle that would change my view of women appeared on the tiled steps. It immediately captivated me. Its owner, who was coming down from the floor above, paused briefly. She was talking to someone. It took me a while to identify her teasing voice in the hubbub of conversation and clink of cutlery. She spun round on her feet with the agility of a dancer. I was awed by her childish toes and their glossy nails. She kept talking, her voice insistent: she wanted to eat downstairs. The upstairs room was almost empty. There was no one there, it was gloomy. A man’s voice – I could see his brown loafers – protested that it was quieter upstairs. The girl’s left foot came down another step, revealing the beginnings of a calf. It went back up, came down again, and then finally made up its mind. As she was gradually revealed, my eyes drank in the slender line of her tibias, her knees, the first glimpses of thigh with that diagonal indent of muscle that drives me crazy in a woman. Her skin, which was lightly sun-kissed and surreally perfect, then disappeared under a corolla of blue fabric. A belt showed off her waist, where I now longed to rest my hands. Her sleeveless dress meant I could see her arms, which had a rounded, appetising coolness. Higher still, from her collar emerged an elegant neck I could have broken with one hand. She hurried down the last three steps laughing. A light came into the room with her, the light from her hair. Behind her – she was dragging him by his tie – was a man of about forty in sandy-coloured pants and a blazer with a yellow pocket handkerchief. Dragged by the neck, red and extremely put out, he was trying to follow her without falling over. She released him by letting his tie slip between fingers so fine, they were almost transparent.

‘Ernie, you’re boring!’ she exclaimed.

I was watching her so attentively that, alerted by an animal instinct, she met my eye and froze for a fraction of a second. The moment she turned her insolent eyes on me, I knew I liked her more than any woman I’d ever known or just seen and wanted. I felt as if a kind of lava flowed through me, but the young woman seemed unperturbed, or, if she was affected, my dazzling creature had enough poise not to show it. The man with the blazer was irked by the interest I showed in her, and stared at me irritably. My body tensed instantly. I was ready to fight. He had no business being in this restaurant. He didn’t deserve this goddess. I wanted him to leave her to me and get the hell out. I gave him a sardonic smile, hoping he would come over and provoke me, but Ernie was a coward. He looked away. My beauty turned gracefully on her heel when the waiter, as awestruck as I was, showed her to their table. He moved aside chairs in her path as she walked forward, her head slightly lowered, with the modest expression peculiar to women who know they’re being admired.

‘Are you aware that I asked you a question one minute, fifteen seconds ago already?’ Marcus asked, looking at his new watch, a birthday present from his father. He had set the timer.

I couldn’t tear myself away from her, even though Ernie, with his big lumpen outline, was trying to block her from my view. She sat with her back to the room.

‘Don’t you think she’s sublime?’ I asked, half dreaming.

Marcus, who had identified the source of my distraction one minute and forty-five seconds ago, and counting, didn’t look up from his watch-face as he replied, ‘She is very pretty, and very much with someone, I’m sure you will have noticed …’

‘Do you think they’re together?’

The idea that the radiant girl and the ageing dandy were together – at the time forty felt to me like the beginning of decrepitude – was unbearable.

‘I have absolutely no idea, Wern,’ Marcus replied. ‘But if, for once, we could have lunch and talk without you unhingeing your cervical vertebrae to look at everything in a skirt, it would do my ego a lot of good.’

‘Darling, forgive me, I don’t pay you enough attention,’ I teased, putting my hand on his.

‘You make me feel invisible. It’s excruciating. Especially as we do have a few small details to sort out before this afternoon’s meeting.’

Our fledgling construction company was going through a treacherous phase in its development. We’d reinvested what we’d earned on our first deal and topped it up with the highest possible loan to rebuild two neighbouring buildings in Brooklyn. When we’d secured a demolition licence and permission for the rebuild, and resolved the countless problems inherent in any construction project in New York, some municipal pen-pushers had suspended the work on an obscure point of land registry law. This dirty trick had enraged me. The Brooklyn Borough president didn’t give a damn about the law, he just wanted to corner us into lining his pockets a second time. We had a hearing scheduled for four o’clock that afternoon, arguments to fine-tune and a future to save, but I was struggling to concentrate: I was captivated by the object of my desire a few tables away. She sat very upright, her shoulders not touching the back of the chair. Her hands, which fluttered around her, accompanied her words with complex choreographies. My partner studied me with a strange look in his eye. He knew how much I liked women, but he also knew that our business had always taken priority. The stranger tipped her head back and stretched, moving with the languid suppleness of a panther. The curve of her shoulders hollowed. Her river of hair had a life of its own. I wished I could hold it and bury my face in it.

‘Is there a problem, Mr Werner?’ asked Paolo, the manager.

He stood with a bottle of Marsala in his hand, looking at my untouched plate. I was one of his favourite customers and he derived a Sicilian mamma sort of pride from watching me eat there several times a week, swallowing down two pounds of pasta, a whole dish of lasagne, a rib of beef or two pizzas to myself. That day, though, I hadn’t touched the spaghetti that was cooling in front of me.

‘Is there something wrong with the pasta? Not enough salt? Overcooked?’ he quick-fired at me, his eyes probing my plate, trying to establish a diagnosis.

I wasn’t listening to him. The woman had just described a swift circle with one hand to gather her mane of hair over one shoulder, partly revealing the nape of her neck. Why did she feel so familiar? How could I get to talk to her? Paolo picked up my plate and wrinkled his nose as he sniffed at it like a hunting dog.

‘Giulia!’ he railed. ‘What have you done to Signor Zilch’s pasta?’

Paolo’s fury made everyone in the room turn around, including my stranger. I studied her so greedily, so feverishly it must have amused her because she smiled at me before turning her back on me. I had to have her. I wanted to know everything about her, her smell, her voice, her parents, her friends; where she lived, and who with; how her bedroom was decorated, the dresses she wore, the texture of her bedsheets, whether she slept naked, whether she talked in her sleep. I wanted her to tell me about her sorrows and her dreams, her needs and longings.

‘I’ve told her twenty times!’ Paolo grouched. ‘She’ll never make pesto. It’s all in the hand … you need strength, you have to crush while you turn the mortar,’ he explained, furiously miming the rotation technique. ‘Giulia tosses it up like a vinaigrette, with her wrist soft instead of keeping her arm straight and strong.’

I wanted to get up, be one step ahead of her. Smash in the face of the cretin with her, take her hand, steal her away, know everything about her.

‘Is he sick? Is he not feeling OK?’ Paolo asked, having tasted the spaghetti and found nothing amiss – a capitulation which produced a triumphant smile from Giulia who had come out of the kitchen for this emergency.

Marcus tried to take the plate back from Paolo.

‘Don’t worry, Paolo, the pasta’s delicious and Wern is totally fine, he’s just in love.’

‘In love!’ Paolo and Giulia exclaimed in unison.

The thought of me being in love seemed incompatible with the succession of girls they’d seen at my table over the last few months. They looked at my face to evaluate the progress of this emotional scourge.

‘In love,’ Marcus confirmed.

‘But who with?’ protested Paolo, wanting to know the identity of the pernicious creature who was spoiling his best customer’s appetite.

‘The blonde in the blue and white,’ Marcus summarised blandly, tipping his chin towards the stranger.

We spun out our lunch. Paolo tried to get information about the girl by chatting to her for a while, but Ernie batted him away. We ordered our fourth coffees. Shakespeare, who was used to seeing us devour our meal in twenty minutes, grew impatient. I petted his head half-heartedly, and he lay back at my feet with a sigh. I couldn’t take my eyes off the girl, and replied only absently to Marcus’s questions while he used his silver pen and a leather-bound notebook to jot down the list of arguments intended to convince the Borough president. When I saw Ernie pay his check, my adrenaline levels rose. My beauty was going to vanish into the jungle of Manhattan and I had no idea what to do. They stood up. I followed them in the hope of being noticed or catching her attention again. I was looking for a reason to stop her when, as luck would have it, the strap of her bag caught on the door handle and broke, spilling some of her things on the floor. She knelt down and I rushed to help her. I was quite overcome when the V-shaped pendant on her necklace wedged between her breasts. The corners of the gold jewel dug into her skin. It didn’t seem to bother her but the sight of it made my head spin. I gathered up everything I could lay my hands on. There were felt pens, an ink eraser, loose sheets of paper with strange patterns scribbled on them, a hairbrush, a Carmex lip balm, a denim baseball cap and a corkscrew, which really surprised me. This utilitarian object and the general mess in her bag made her seem more human, and even more desirable. Ernie was relegated to the street. The narrowness of the doorway meant he couldn’t contribute, and the seams of his too-tight clothes would have given way if he’d attempted to crouch down.

‘Thank you, we can manage …’ he said, trying to get rid of me. ‘Please stand up! Listen, I said we don’t need any help!’

I passed everything I’d collected to her. She looked up and I was struck by the colour of her eyes. They were a deep violet, shot through with intelligence and sensitivity. She opened her bag wide for me to throw the things in, and I dropped a notebook which opened to reveal sketches of naked men. She closed it with an amused smile, then looked me right in the eye again.

‘Thank you, that’s very kind.’

Her voice, which was firmer and deeper than her fine features had led me to expect, sent a shiver through me. The way she stared at me did too. She was direct and open, as if she wanted to assess me in a matter of seconds – and succeeded. When she stood back up I got a waft of her perfume, all amber and flowers. I regretted the fact that I hadn’t managed to touch her hand, but now Ernie leant in, grabbed her wrist and pulled her outside. Before I had time to come up with some pretext to hold her back, she stepped into the degenerate dandy’s chauffeured Rolls. Watching her disappear behind those tinted windows caused me physical pain. It literally knocked the breath out of me to think I’d never see her again. I started running like a madman, with Shakespeare at my heels. At the sight of such a huge dog bowling freely along the sidewalk, passers-by started screaming. Marcus, who had used this interlude to ‘go to Switzerland’, was now chasing after me.

‘Wait!’ he cried. ‘What the hell’s gotten into you?’

I made Shakespeare jump into our yellow Chrysler and pulled away at full throttle with Marcus stepping into the car on the move and calling me an ‘unstable social element’ and a ‘psychopath in a manic phase’. I was desperately trying to find the Rolls. When Marcus saw the powerless rage screwing up my face, he murmured anxiously:

‘Wern, you scare me sometimes.’


Saxony, Germany, 1945

It was a February night, another night of disgrace for humanity. Acres of ruins blazed under acrid, ash-laden rain. For hours on end Dresden had been an endless inferno annihilating bodies, hopes and lives. As far as the eye could see the city was the incarnation of chaos in an era of global despair. The bombing had been so intensive that, right across what had once constituted the centre, not a single building was left standing. The bombs had blown them away like dead leaves. Then came incendiary bombs which had created the all-consuming furnace now feeding off men, women, children and injured troops home from the east who thought they had been spared. The darkness was lit up by a fairground display of crackling sparks. In the deepest part of the night, the sky had taken on the scarlet and gold shades of an autumn sunset. Separate pools of light had gradually flowed together into an incandescent sea, and even at 22,000 feet, the pilots sowing the seeds of death could feel the heat of the blaze in their cockpits.

On the ground, a storm of flames swallowed up anyone close by who no longer had the strength to withstand the powerful draught of oxygen feeding the fire. It seemed it would never stop. As the hours passed, smoke and ash rose high in the sky, throwing a shroud over the Florence of the Elbe. In this daytime gloaming that attacked lungs and eyes, only the baroque silhouette of the Frauenkirche, the Church of Our Lady, still stood tall. A few surviving Red Cross workers had gathered crowds of wounded there. Victor Klemp, the surgeon who had initiated this emergency unit, tried to organise the horror. For a while he had believed that God was punishing his nation for a sin that he had suspected but had refused to acknowledge. Now that death had humbled him in the most hideous fashion a hundred times every hour, he no longer believed God could want this suffering. He no longer believed God was interested in this world; and this church, the only vertical structure rearing up from the sediments of destruction, seemed neither a miracle nor a sign from heaven, but a final, repulsive provocation. Victor Klemp had not slept for seventy-two hours. His tunic and his face and neck were spattered with the blood and entrails of his failures, and his hands shook with exhaustion. He had long since abandoned any delicate operations, and was dazed by his own calculating steeliness: it took him a matter of seconds to reach a prognosis. He fought only for those who had the best chance of survival. The injured and dying came to him in such quantities and he had such a paucity of medical supplies that he was forced, with just a glance, to condemn ten times more than he saved. He no longer had anything to ease the suffering of the dying or of those on whom he operated. No morphine, no alcohol, no humane words. In some cases, he felt he should put them out of their agony. It was the only act of compassion they could still be shown. Victor Klemp had turned to the captain of one of the few army units in the area and formulated his request very clearly:

‘Put a bullet in their heads,’ he said, terrified to hear himself say such a thing. ‘All those I send to you have no hope.’

The officer had looked him squarely in the eye and, not judging him but speaking with a complete, helpless calm that Victor Klemp would never forget, he had replied, ‘We don’t have enough bullets to show them mercy, doctor.’

Woefully regular tides of endless new cases were brought to him by civilians and soldiers. To him, these unfortunate souls were now simply wounds, fractures, ravaged organisms, future amputees. After the third wave of bombings, one makeshift stretcher caught his attention in this stream of faceless, nameless wounded. It was carried by two boys in uniform and on it lay a woman. Neither the filth and dust on her face nor her pallor could disguise the harmony of her features lit up by eyes of a pure, icy blue. Her hair, dirty as it was, had a light of its own. Emerging from under the blanket that the soldiers had laid over her were one shoulder and one arm which seemed, in just a few inches of bare skin, to concentrate everything that was sweet and gentle in the world. Further down, beneath the thick rough fabric, the swell of her breasts and abdomen indicated that she was pregnant. She couldn’t have been twenty-five years old.

‘What’s wrong with her?’ the doctor asked the stretcher-bearers because the young woman seemed so calm.

He watched the horror intensify on their faces.

‘She was on the ground on Freiberger Strasse, partly trapped under rubble …’ the taller of the two tried to explain. ‘We pulled her free …’

The words withered in the young soldier’s mouth and he gestured towards the blanket where cloying dark patches were forming. Becoming impatient, the doctor reverted to his harsh attitude. He snatched up the blanket. Under shreds of clothing, just below the knee, the young woman’s legs had been cut clean off. Despite the improvised bandages, she was bleeding to death. The sight was all the more shocking because in between the two stumps swaddled in red and from which hung torn underwear and burned shreds of a flowery dress clinging to the wounds, another opening gaped. She was giving birth. The victim’s eyes locked onto Victor Klemp’s.

‘I have no hope, doctor,’ she said in an extraordinarily clear voice. ‘But my child does.’

The groans and cries filling the church seemed to stop.

‘Help me,’ the woman’s voice rang out.

It was not a plea. It was an order. Pity would have irrevocably distanced the surgeon from the woman, but the energy that she communicated to him with her voice and eyes made up his mind. He went into action: with the soldiers’ help he tightened the tourniquets on her stumps. Without even a moan, the woman passed out. Two injured men were moved out of a side chapel so she could be attended to there. With a sweep of his hand, Klemp cleared the top of a wooden table cluttered with shattered glass and rubble from the vaulted ceiling, with soiled bandages and the vestiges of votive candles. He laid the woman down and she regained consciousness.

‘What’s your name?’ the doctor asked.

‘Luisa.’

‘Luisa, I promise you shall see your child.’

The baby was engaged in the birth canal but the doctor decided to go beyond his meagre knowledge of obstetrics and attempt a caesarean. He was afraid of losing the baby, and although he knew it would kill the mother, she was in no state to see her labour through to the end anyway. The soldiers, who had seen plenty of bloodshed despite their youth, looked away when he made his incision just above her pubic bone. For fear of touching the baby, he did not cut deeply with the scalpel, choosing to work through the membranes one at a time by tearing them with his fingers. It was carnage. Luisa kept passing out and coming back round. Not one of the three men dared imagine her pain. The brief moments when she was unconscious were a relief to them. Victor Klemp talked to her the whole time, a sequence of words with no true meaning, intended only to encourage himself and keep Luisa alive. His fingers finally reached what he thought was the uterus because, unlike the other tissues, it resisted being torn by hand. He made a second incision. What he was inflicting on this woman whom he had so recently looked in the eye seemed more barbaric to him than all the butchery of the previous hours. Liquid spurted out as he drove his hands into the warm, wet cavity, feeling for the infant. He felt its tiny body and, not entirely sure what he was holding, pulled at it. Victor Klemp had to use his strength to free the baby’s head which was held within the mother’s pelvis. The baby was blue. The doctor cut the cord as best he could, and, suddenly starved of oxygen, the new-born gave a wail that brought the mother round.

‘It’s a boy, Luisa, a good strong lad,’ Victor Klemp announced.

She just blacked out again. The doctor sat down with the baby on his lap and made a clumsy knot of his umbilical cord. He cleaned the infant with a rag and what little water he could find then took off his tunic, which had once been white, so that he could remove his shirt and wrap the baby in it. Luisa came round when she felt the weight of her son between her breasts.

‘Is he alive?’

‘Very much so, Luisa.’

She was lying down too flat to see him properly, and was too weak to put her arms around him.

‘With all his fingers and toes?’ she insisted.

‘All of them, it’s a boy, he’s magnificent,’ the three men replied in a muddle of strangled voices.

Discreetly avoiding looking, they put the soaking blanket back over her. One of the soldiers lifted the child above his mother’s face. The baby made a cat-like mewling until he was put back onto Luisa’s breast. Victor Klemp held the young woman’s elbow and put her hand on her baby so that she could touch him. Feeling her hand, the baby moved softly, and the three men saw Luisa’s eyes fill with tears.

She met Victor Klemp’s eye again.

‘He’s under your protection now, doctor,’ she said and, without giving him time to reply, she added, ‘Find Marthe Engerer, my sister-in-law. She’s in Dresden.’

Victor Klemp said some soothing words and then there was silence again before Luisa looked at her baby.

‘He’s called Werner,’ she said. ‘Werner Zilch. Don’t change his name. He’s the last of our kind.’

She closed her eyes, stroking the nape of her baby’s neck with her index finger, while Victor Klemp crouched beside her, holding her free hand. The young woman’s eyes closed again. This moment of calm lasted a minute, perhaps two, then Luisa’s finger stopped moving on her little boy, and her other hand slackened between Victor Klemp’s cradling palms. He had the powerful sense, although it was absurd for such a rational man, that he could feel the dying woman’s soul travel through him. A palpable shifting of waves for a fraction of a second, then she was gone. The doctor laid Luisa’s still-supple arm down onto the table by her side. He looked at the child curled up against his mother, reassured by a warmth that would soon dwindle, resting on a heart that had stopped beating. The two soldiers looked to the doctor for confirmation. He turned away. He had seen many atrocities these last few days, but he had never felt so vulnerable. When he looked up, he saw a picture of the Virgin and Child. The Madonna, spared by the bombing, had watched over them through this appalling miracle. An incredulous laugh full of despair shuddered from the doctor’s chest. Suddenly noticing the shrieks of the wounded and the groans of the dying, that he had not heard during those interminable minutes, Victor Klemp sat down. There, at the foot of that table on which the dead half-woman lay with her child, he felt his body convulse while the two soldiers beside him wept like the children they were.


Manhattan, 1969

Marcus spotted the Rolls before I did.

‘Over there!’ he yelled, pointing. I cut in front of two drivers who regaled me with a concerto of hooting.

An ashen-faced Marcus fastened his seat belt, which he never did, while in the back Shakespeare tumbled around the corners, whimpering. I managed to tailgate Ernie’s Rolls, which headed north up Madison Avenue for thirty-five blocks.

‘This isn’t very discreet,’ Marcus warned, ‘you should leave a car in between you.’

‘I don’t want to take the risk,’ I replied through clenched teeth.

‘We don’t have the same definition of the word “risk”,’ he quipped with reference to the perilous manoeuvre I’d just undertaken.

There wasn’t much traffic and we sped swiftly northwards. As the minutes passed, Marcus seemed increasingly tense. When we were beyond the Rockefeller Center where the traffic was starting to stagnate, he couldn’t take any more.

‘We don’t have time for this, Werner, we need to be in Brooklyn in under forty-five minutes.’

‘We have time,’ I proclaimed, like an act of faith, hands clamped on the metal steering wheel, eyes pinned on the Rolls.

The chauffeur in front turned left onto 51st Street, passed Fifth Avenue, then the Avenue of the Americas, and finally stopped. Marcus said nothing, silence being his most severe form of condemnation. For a few minutes nothing happened. I pictured Ernie inside the car, kissing the young woman, caressing her, perhaps undressing her, and the thought drove me crazy. Luckily she stepped out of the car. She covered ten or so yards with supple, assertive strides. The blue skirt of her dress flapped against her thighs. She took some keys from her purse, got into a green Ford and pulled away. I followed her. Marcus looked at his watch anxiously. When she continued to head west of Central Park, taking us further still from Brooklyn, he gave me an ultimatum.

‘If you haven’t found her apartment within five minutes, we’re giving up, Wern. We can’t be late, they’ll crucify us!’

All my attention was focused on that green car that kept leading us further away. Her driving was just like her, lively and fluid.

‘That’s enough now, Wern!’ Marcus cried. ‘I refuse to let you ruin a ten-million-dollar project for a girl you saw for five minutes in a restaurant.’

‘She’s the love of my life,’ I replied.

I realised how definite this declaration sounded, but I’d never been surer of myself than I was then.

‘You didn’t even talk to her!’ Marcus howled, doubly amazed because until then, lust followed by amnesia had been my only feelings in matters of love.

‘She’s the one, Marcus.’

‘I can’t believe you’re doing this.’

The green car came to a stop, double-parked outside a brick building. My blonde obsession emerged from the Ford with a flat square package under her arm. She went inside. I cut the engine.

‘There’s no way you’re waiting for her! Do you hear me, Wern? If she’s the love of your life, then fate will make sure she crosses your path again. Right now, you’re starting the car and turning around.’

Never before had Marcus so seriously implied that our friendship could end. I looked up at the building, my hands clammy and my mind at boiling point. I needed to find a solution. Marcus glowered at me and, in less urgent circumstances, I would have brushed him aside with a flourish, but I knew he was right. We’d staked everything on this operation in Brooklyn. If the work didn’t start up again very soon, we were ruined. I turned on the ignition and reversed about five yards. Marcus sighed. He encouraged me with a ‘Thanks, Wern, we …’ but his face dropped dramatically when he saw me shift into first and bear down on the Ford. The impact was more violent than I’d expected. I completely caved in the Ford’s left wing, along with the front of our car. Shakespeare was projected between the two of us and landed with his front paws on the dashboard, his stomach straddling the gearshift. Marcus was speechless. I leapt out and leant on the hood of the green car to write on the back of a couple of business cards:

Dear sir,

A momentary lapse of concentration on my part caused this regrettable accident. Please forgive me for the damage I’ve caused your vehicle. Do get in touch with me as soon as you have a moment so that we can proceed with a statement and an amicable settlement of this problem.

Allow me to reiterate my most abject apologies.

Werner Zilch.

I thought the note was legible despite my ‘spidery scrawl’, as my handwriting had been described all through my schooldays. I left it on the windshield and set off towards Brooklyn, driving like a madman on the run. Marcus didn’t utter a single word on the journey. The front bumper held until we arrived outside Brooklyn city hall where it came loose on one side, forcing us to park amid a deafening racket.

‘You know how to make an entrance,’ my partner pointed out, tight-lipped.

We hadn’t had time to drop Shakespeare at the apartment so we had to leave him on his own in the car, which he loathed. We ran to get to our hearing, ten minutes late. Marcus was, as usual, beautifully turned out but I now looked a complete mess: in the stress of the chase I’d crumpled my jacket and drenched my shirt. My hair, which I hadn’t had time to flatten, had reclaimed its independence and was tangled. Marcus gesticulated with his hands, indicating I should run my hands through it to smooth it down, which I did with no noticeable results: my hair sprang back into its tangle as soon as it was released from my combing fingers.

The Borough president received us in a pretentious, stately, wood-panelled room. When he saw me he raised an enquiring eyebrow, but, wearied by his job and several decades of local politics, he’d lost the capacity for astonishment. He indicated two chairs at his meeting table, a long way from his desk decked with gilded bronzes, which was where he stayed, doing nothing.

‘My deputy will be joining you shortly,’ he said.

His doleful expression looked as if it was filtered through the tilted slats of a window shutter. He stared at me openly and unashamedly. I was irritated by the buzzing of a fly doggedly bashing into the shade on a lamp behind us. It flew past me a couple of times, but the third time, I caught it with one hand and crushed it.

‘You just killed my pet fly,’ the town councillor protested.

‘Excuse me?’

‘That was my fly.’

I saw Marcus blanch. He started stammering apologies.

‘But surely,’ I interrupted him, ‘you didn’t have a relationship with that particular fly?’

‘I’m joking! It is funny, isn’t it?’

‘Enough,’ I replied, mentally gauging just how senile he was, and dropping the remains of the fly onto the dark parquet floor.

‘How tall are you?’ he asked me.

‘Six feet four inches.’

‘You also have big feet.’

Marcus shot me a mocking look.

‘They’re in proportion to my height,’ I said, stretching out one of my legs to show him my shoe.

That drew another exasperated glance from Marcus, as the shoe wasn’t polished, but the councillor was more interested in the size of my foot than what it was wearing, and adjusted himself in his seat. Contrary to our expectations, his questions bore no relation to the technical details of our project.

‘You look strong too. I guess hoodlums don’t like rubbing you the wrong way,’ he said.

‘No one likes rubbing me the wrong way when I’m in a bad mood.’

‘Where are you from? You have a very Slavic build.’

Marcus looked disconcerted but I fielded the question calmly.

‘Yes, apparently I’m originally from Germany.’

‘Apparently?’ the councillor asked.

‘My parents adopted me when I was three.’

‘And how old are you now?’

‘Twenty-four.’

‘So young! So healthy!’ he enthused. ‘Isn’t it a little ambitious, at such a young age, to be launching into a project on this scale, eighty-five apartments in two buildings?’

‘Well, you yourself were first elected at twenty-three,’ I replied, glad that Marcus and I had prepared for the meeting.

We watched as he puffed himself up and slid his right hand down the full length of his tie, several times. With his other hand, he absent-mindedly fondled the inside of his thigh.

‘I was very handsome at the time, you know. I attracted a lot of attention. Older men chased me …’ he ventured, to sound us out.

Luckily for us, his deputy arrived. It was to this henchman that we’d given the first back-hander a few months earlier, to persuade him to stop his administrative harassment. He was carrying the files relating to our site in a brown plastic letter tray. He was slim and pale with a pointed nose and a slippery expression. As soon as he appeared there was tension in the room.

‘You’re late, my friend,’ the Borough president said.

‘You know I had an equally important meeting that just finished,’ his deputy countered.

‘Well, then why did you summon these delightful young men so early? You kept them waiting.’

The shrew sat at the same table as us, and the president stood up and slowly made his way over to join us. It became clear that they’d decided on well-defined roles. The president played the part of the debonair patriarch while his deputy barked and bit and sniffed out the weaknesses. First, he tried to impress us with his legal jargon, but he wasn’t prepared for Marcus’s agility in all matters of the law. Next, he drowned us in technical gibberish which I picked apart with the same aptitude. Lastly, they made their request clearer. They wanted an advance and couldn’t care less whether their arguments were valid. We were at their mercy and they knew it. I’d have liked to strangle them on the spot, but judging by the way the president was writhing on his leather chair, I knew that the more verbal – and, if possible, physical – abuse I gave him, the more he’d enjoy it. That’s the problem with masochists, it’s impossible to do them harm without doing them good. This thought helped me recover my composure.

We didn’t have any money left, we needed to find a compromise, so I suggested one of the apartments. The old man’s greed reared its head again: he wanted a unit on the top floor with a roof terrace. It was one of our most expensive assets, and the negotiations became more heated. As we defended every square inch of our fortress, I wondered what sort of protégé the president was planning to install in his future penthouse. From the information I had, I knew that the woman he’d married to make a career in politics was already luxuriously accommodated in their house in Manhattan, and their two children also had good homes. As for the shrew, he was happy to settle for a studio, not out of modesty, but because his boss felt hierarchy should be respected: if he was having an apartment with a terrace, his deputy could only lay claim to one fifth of its footprint, and at least three floors lower down. I point-blank refused to give them parking spaces, or the private elevator, or to fit out the kitchens which they would have to do themselves.

Judging by the rumbling sounds coming from his stomach, the president was hungry. I played on this by holding back on the finer details and announcing that I’d cancelled all our other appointments and even dinner so that we could settle this problem. Seeing his teatime snack and his dinner receding until late in the evening, the president suddenly looked very tired and gave in. Having just extorted one of the jewels of our project, he had the nerve to say I drove a ‘hard bargain’, and must have inherited this ‘rigidity’ from my ancestors.

‘Of course, rigidity is important in a young man …’ he added, which made me want to smash his teeth in.

I’d made the most of my charm during the negotiations but now that he’d screwed us, I’d have happily forced him to swallow his own innuendos and his tie along with them, particularly as he was still stroking it obscenely. Marcus nervously brought the conversation back to legal matters. We couldn’t sign a standard agreement, which would have left evidence of their scheming, so the president and his deputy told us how to proceed: the next morning we were to take the contracts of sale for the said apartments to their low-life attorney so they could draw up the deeds to the properties using nominees. We would be given the authorisation to continue work on site early that afternoon.

We all stood up. I said my goodbyes with a murderous look in my eyes. I didn’t know how I would do it, but I was determined to reduce these Mafiosi-dressed-as-big-wheels to dust. My associate looked at me and gestured towards the door, and we turned away without another word.

Marcus, who didn’t like silence, said, ‘We did OK, in the end.’ Ever the fatalist, when I didn’t answer, he added, ‘We’re all somebody’s prey and somebody’s predator.’

In the parking lot, I used my belt to reattach the Chrysler’s bumper. Shakespeare, who was furious at having been shut in alone, had shredded the rear seat and parts of the headrests. In three hours, Marcus’s car had been ruined. This man who couldn’t bear mess and damage – a consequence of his privileged childhood – rolled his eyes in resignation.

‘What with you and Shakespeare, I wonder why we still pay demolition companies.’

I didn’t have the heart to scold the dog. I was too familiar with the ravages of abandonment myself.


Dresden, February 1945

Victor Klemp went back to his horrifying choices between those who were barely alive and those even closer to being dead. He left the first of the two soldiers to carry Luisa’s lifeless body to join the other corpses. The second found himself entrusted with the new-born baby and a new problem: finding food for him. Accounts of the miraculous birth did the rounds of the survivors inside the church, all of them still fighting for others or against themselves. A wonderful energy gripped these exhausted people. They needed to find a woman who could suckle the child, and soon. The young soldier carried the baby inside his shirt to give him the comfort of skin-to-skin contact. He asked anyone who was conscious whether they’d seen a woman with a baby anywhere. In vain. The tiny boy was quiet at first but after an hour he started to cry. He attached his tiny mouth to the distraught soldier’s skin, instinctively rooting for a breast he couldn’t find.

The young soldier left the church just as day was breaking. There was fire everywhere, everywhere fire. Right in the middle of February, the heat was appalling. He saw terrible sights: adults eaten away by flames and reduced to the size of children, scraps of arms and legs, whole families burned, buses full of charred passengers. He paled when he saw a group of unrecognisable men in the same uniform as his. Occasionally he saw wild-eyed figures emerging from the ruins. Lots of people were looking for their children and other family members. A mother to feed this baby? No, they hadn’t seen one. They hadn’t noticed. They couldn’t remember. Milk? No, not a drop. He’d have to get out of the city, go and ask for help in nearby villages. The baby was still crying, his pink throat completely dry. An old man offered the soldier a pinch of sugar and he dissolved it in what little water was left in his flask. He rubbed his little finger clean as best he could against his sweater, then dipped it in the sugared water and put it in Werner’s mouth. The child sucked avidly on the finger and started crying again as soon as it was withdrawn. The soldier held him close, walking aimlessly in search of another increasingly improbable miracle.

Soon the baby stopped wailing and his silence panicked the soldier even more than his crying. Feeling this frail little body against him, he was filled with despair. He sat on the stump of a column which, only a few days earlier, had graced the front of the law courts. He didn’t have the strength to watch the baby die in his arms, so decided to abandon him; it would be too inhuman to witness his death throes. He spotted a flat stone among the ruins and settled the child in that apocalyptic cradle. He walked a few paces away, devastated. The baby whimpered and the soldier turned back, consumed with remorse that such a thought had even occurred to him. He was so hungry himself … He picked up the bundle and started walking again, startled by a terrifying sound. He spun around and, instead of the Frauenkirche that he had left an hour earlier, he saw a huge column of brown dust rise into the sky. This last survivor of the chaos, a majestic edifice of stone which had watched over the city for more than two centuries, had just collapsed. In a flash, he saw a sea of faces: the doctor who had brought the baby into the world, his fellow soldier who had helped him free Luisa, the people he had asked for milk, the children and nurses he had met. He stood rooted to the spot, refusing to believe that these people who, only moments earlier had talked to him and smiled at him, were no longer there. He sat down, too overwhelmed to weep or gauge the extraordinary privilege it was to be alive still.

An hour or two later he saw two women and a little girl, all of them grey with dust, come around the corner of what had once been a street full of shops. He ran over to them so desperately that they were frightened. One of them shakily raised a knife, shouting at him to back away. He opened his shirt to show them the baby.

‘Do you have any milk?’ he begged.

They shook their heads and stepped closer.

‘He doesn’t look good,’ the older woman said laconically.

‘His mother’s dead. He hasn’t eaten since he was born.’

‘Is he your son?’ asked the other woman.

‘No, he’s not my son, but I don’t want him to die.’

‘You need to find a cow,’ the little girl announced pragmatically.

‘They were all eaten a long time ago, sweetheart,’ said the older woman.

‘A mummy, then?’ the child suggested.

‘His is dead,’ the soldier said again, wiping his nose on the back of his dusty sleeve.

‘I saw one last night.’

‘A cow?’ the three adults asked in amazement.

‘No, a mummy.’

‘When? Where?’

‘Last night, in the cellar, a lady who had a baby in a basket.’

‘What cellar, darling? I don’t remember,’ the mother asked the girl.

‘You know, the lady who lifted me up when you were outside … you know, Mummy, so you could get me out through the hole.’

‘The lady in the red coat?’

‘Yes,’ the girl said with some relief.

‘But she didn’t have a baby!’

‘There was a baby in her basket. I saw him when we were running away from the fire. The mummy was running with her basket. There was thunder everywhere.’

The young woman crouched down on a level with the girl.

‘Tell us, Allestria. It’s very important.’

‘The mummy was thrown to the ground. I saw the baby … he made a sun shape,’ explained the little girl, making a big circular movement with one arm. ‘I saw him in the air. I saw him fly. Then he fell on the ground.’

‘Oh, my darling,’ the mother said, holding her daughter to her.

‘I heard the mummy scream, but you told me to run,’ she added.

‘We were in a cellar near the city hall,’ the young woman said, looking up at the soldier. ‘The building collapsed. We were almost trapped. I remember this woman now. I don’t know if she’s still alive. She was wearing a red coat.’

‘He fell,’ the little girl said again, her eyes wide with terror.

The women agreed to retrace their steps with the soldier. He ran more than walked, stopping when he had to help the women climb over or around obstacles. It took them twenty minutes to get to what was left of the city hall. Every now and then the soldier looked inside his shirt. Werner was motionless, but still breathing. The little girl pointed to the place, and all four of them started asking passers-by about the woman in the red coat. Most of them, stunned by events, walked past without answering. Others just shrugged their shoulders. No one had seen the woman. Eventually an old man gave them fresh hope. He’d come up from the river where, in the night, his wife had saved the young mother who’d been about to throw herself into the water.

‘My wife took hold of her and made her sit on the ground. She cradled her most of the night. That’s how my Julia is. Always helping other people … The young woman wanted to kill herself, but Julia wouldn’t let her. There have been enough deaths for all eternity in the last—’

‘Where are they?’ the soldier interrupted.

‘You’ll find them on the banks, near the old bridge,’ the man said.

He had set off in search of food. Did they have anything they could share? The women shook their heads sadly. The soldier was already heading for the river, and they followed a little way behind him. It took another fifteen minutes to reach their destination. Hundreds of survivors had gathered along the riverbank, thinking they could take refuge in the water if the fire followed them here. The women lost sight of the soldier briefly, then saw him again. He was making his way over to two women: one was very elderly and must have been Julia, the other was younger and was wearing a coat which, under all the dust, was definitely red. He showed them the baby insistently but, quite unexpectedly, the young woman backed away. The soldier followed her, imploring her. When he put a hand on her arm she spun around furiously.

‘It’s not my Thomas!’ she screamed. ‘It’s not my son!’

The soldier’s companions and Julia gathered around the woman to reason with her. No one was saying this was her son. Everyone could understand her pain, but this baby was about to die, she alone could save him. He hadn’t suckled since he was born, the night before. Without her help he would die within the hour. In case prudishness was playing a part in the young woman’s inexplicable reaction, at Julia’s request, the soldier handed over the child and walked a little way away. The women tried to show Werner to the bereaved mother, but she started screaming again, saying she didn’t want anything to do with him, even trying to strike him. When an onlooker made a bitter comment she became so hysterical that Julia took her by the shoulders and shook her vigorously.

‘You’re going to feed this child and that’s all there is to it.’

They sat the reluctant mother down and opened her red coat. Under a beige cardigan the young woman’s luxurious dress had large round stains over her breasts.

‘He’ll do you good, too,’ Julia said forcefully.

The unwilling wet nurse stopped struggling.
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