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			PORTRAIT OF AN UNKNOWN WOMAN


		

	
		
			THE FACTS


			In 1910, Gustav Klimt painted the portrait of a very young woman, in three-quarter view, with hair loose under a large brown hat, a fur stole around the neck, and seemingly bare shoulders.

			This painting, titled Backfisch (Damsel in English), was exhibited at the Galerie Miethke, in Vienna, in 1916 and bought by an unnamed person, of whom no trace can be found in the records of the time. 

			In 1917, a year before Klimt’s death, and for an unknown reason, the painting was altered by the artist: the hat and stole were removed, the shoulders covered in a white, floral-patterned shawl, and the hair tied back in a demure chignon.

			In 1925, in Piacenza, Italy, the art collector Giuseppe Ricci Oddi bought a painting by Klimt titled Portrait of a Lady, unaware that it was an altered version of Damsel.

			It wasn’t until 1996 that an art history student at Piacenza University, Claudia Maga, proved that these weren’t two different paintings, of which the first had been lost, but one and the same painting, if radically reworked.

			Bizarrely, not long after this discovery, on February 22, 1997, the painting was stolen, thus disappearing for a second time.

			The investigation got nowhere until the summer of 2016, when a burglar confessed to the Italian police that he had committed the theft. Although the painting was no longer in his possession, he did announce that the person who had commissioned him to steal the work had promised that it would be returned twenty years after the date of its disappearance.

			In 2019, the gardener at the Ricci Oddi Gallery of Modern Art discovered, behind some ivy he was about to cut back, a garbage bag containing the painting, which was in perfect condition.

			 

			No art expert, no museum curator, no exhibition organizer, no police investigator knows who the young woman depicted in the painting was, or what secrets lie behind the turbulent story of her portrait.

	
		

	
		
			PART ONE

			 

			 

			Swelling to the day and again passing, 

			The eternally identical tragedy

			That thus we play without understanding,

			And its insanity’s nightly torture

			Wreathes the soft glory of beauty

			Like a smiling universe of thorns.

			—From “Three Dreams” by Georg Trakl

		 
		

	
		
			1


			Gotta spit to get a shine!”	
The boy’s eyes widened in disbelief. He must have been around twelve, his complexion pale under the grime smearing his face.

			“Spit on their shoes, are you kidding me?”

			Isidore stuck to his guns.

			“Gotta spit, I tell you, they love it.”

			Isidore had his own particular style, not a long stream of saliva, but tight movements of the mouth, pffft, pffft, pffft. He expelled his spit like so many tiny marbles, bursting moistly as they landed on the leather, an act that was dynamic, not disgusting. Two years now, he’d been a shoeshine boy, setting up his chair, box, and tin against the Bowling Green railings, which were cast-iron, close-set, and spiked. It wasn’t the worst of casual jobs, 10 cents for a proper polish. Most of his customers were generous, some even giving him double the price, potentially making him one of the city’s best paid shoeshine boys.

			“What’s your real name?”

			“Gabriel.”

			“And why does everyone call you Boba?”

			

			“Dunno.”

			Isidore wondered whether the kid would be up to the job.

			To make his polish, he would mix beeswax with soap flakes, turpentine, and boiling water. And a little beetroot juice to bring out the shine. He’d shared his trick with no one. His buddy Ben used banana skins instead. It was Mr. Schmidt who passed his old cloths on to them.

			But to get a real sheen, pffft, pffft, you had to spit.

			No question, at five minutes per pair, during peak times before the stock exchange opened and after it closed, he could get through up to ten pairs an hour. When a decent laborer was known to be paid 20 dollars a week.

			“Work it out yourself . . . I turn round up to thirty pairs a day, so 3, sometimes 4 dollars a day thanks to the gentlemen, that’s 18 dollars a week, pal!”

			Isidore was bigging himself up a bit, but for a kid like Boba, even 16 dollars a week would have seemed an enormous sum.

			“Yeah, well, it’s all down to the location.”

			Isidore’s secret was to seem forever pleased and cheerful. And to talk to them. When he smiled, his blue eyes shone with intelligence.

			“How are you today, sir, and how’s business going?”

			He had a sweet little face, luckily, because at nineteen, he really was too old for such work. 

			Isidore wasn’t the type to plan ahead. He made his life up as he went along, and this spontaneity had got him out of a tight corner more than once. Resourcefulness, it’s called. And he could roll with the punches and then start again without batting an eyelid. It was just hard luck. His customers, the gents in toppers and front-pleated trousers, thought the same thing: what a waste for a kid like that to do no better than shoeshine boy.

			It was with the location that Isidore had been lucky. He’d set up shop precisely when the guy who polished shoes at Bowling Park had quit, and no one had asked him how he’d got the spot or if there’d been an agreement. All the kids who took up this line of work knew it: the pavements belonged to those who kept them. Isidore had been brought up the hard way, no caresses or caprices for him. He wasn’t one of those boys nudging model sailboats around the lake in Central Park, with beribboned nannies to watch over them.

			“How are you today, sir, and how’s business going?”

			The man stretched his foot out towards Isidore. He wasn’t a regular, but wore the white collar and wide-striped tie of those who worked in the sector. Isidore got straight down to work, with gusto and vigor—the Wall Street bankers liked it that way.

			“Business is as good as ever, my boy! Shares going up, up, up!”

			“Got some in the RCA?”1

			“Sure have, my boy, sure have. You interested in technological innovations?”

			“I’m interested in everything, sir.”

			Boba stared at Isidore, goggle-eyed. He had no idea what the RCA was, when, in fact, it was top-tier. Some said that, one day, they’d be able to put radios into cars! And all of Isidore’s customers had bought shares in it. In RCA and Coca-Cola, because with Prohibition, shares in Cola had gone up 25% in a month. Could Boba really replace him? He’d just have to. In any case, Isidore didn’t want to be a shoeshine boy anymore, that was decided.

			Because of Lotte.

			Pffft, pffft, pffft. Isidore clenched his jaws and moved his cloth faster. He would smile at his customers, but with the other street kids, the little rats like him, he gave no quarter. If Boba did take over his tin, his box of brushes, his chair, and the golden egg-laying goose that was Bowling Green, he’d have to remain devoted to him.

			Isidore could have passed on his site and magic-polish recipe to him, and the kid would have paid him a small cut; but what Isidore didn’t want to lose was those hot financial tips. Since he’d made his mind up, since he’d staked everything on the stock exchange, he mustn’t mess up. Everyone was speculating, why shouldn’t he? Every day, there were headlines about the easy bucks made by unknowns who’d dared to take the plunge. Fortunes made in next to no time, amazing stories. Isidore was no dumber than anyone else.

			“How are you today, sir, and how’s business going?”

			Eighteen dollars a week easily covered the rent on the room he shared with Ben, some half-decent coffee, salami, pickles, potatoes, and a bootlegged beer now and then. He was no great boozer and wanted no trouble with the police. And gin-and-tonic at 35 cents a glass in a speakeasy, no thank you, especially as you risked leaving your sight there. Scary stories were going around town of liquor being adulterated and thinned down with methylated spirits that made you blind.

			Eighteen dollars a week, and on Sundays, Isidore and his pal Ben would go dancing at Loew’s Theater, in Coney Island. Isidore was no great dancer, but the girls certainly hovered around him and, generally, he obtained their favors.

			What crowds there were, on Sundays in Coney Island! It was a mix of workers, students, sailors, traffickers, and baseball players. Folks would come with their families, the children swimming and squealing with glee, the beaches jam-packed, you’d treat yourself to an ice cream, and then there was the Cyclone, the biggest roller coaster in the world! The Cyclone that could scare you silly. Isidore had always told himself that if he took a girl onto it and she didn’t scream, he’d marry her. The first time he’d sat in a carriage and found himself perpendicular, holding his head so it didn’t tip back, he’d thought his heart would break loose. Twenty-five cents a ride, all the same.

			“Thank you, sir, have a good day!”

			Boba grabbed a cloth.

			“Can I do the next one?”

			Isidore nodded, thrusting his fists into his pockets.

			“Okay, but don’t you forget to ask how business is going, hey!”

			If he wanted to quit that line of work, it was for Lotte. A young girl with a thick blond plait, a white dress, and very well polished little ankle boots. She could have screamed on the roller coaster, it would have made no difference; she was perfection incarnate, with the porcelain complexion and rosy cheeks of a doll. The first time Isidore had seen her, she was surrounded by a gaggle of laughing friends. A woman of a certain age seemed to be chaperoning the group. He’d imagined her to be an aunt or a cousin, and the old woman in question had soon spotted the young man and decided to beware of him. But Coney Island was buzzing, and amid all the hubbub and laughter, he’d managed to get close enough to the young girl to ask her name.

			“Lotte.”

			The Germanic sound was as sweet as barley sugar to Isidore’s ears.

			“Lotte? Delighted to meet you, I’m Werther.”

			He’d come out with this, quick as a flash, and Lotte’s mouth had turned into an “O”—no boy of her age had read Goethe, at least, not as far as she knew.

			Since the Great War, German immigrants were keeping a low profile on the American continent, anti-German propaganda was rampant, and in high schools, it would have been unthinkable to teach The Sorrows of Young Werther rather than The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. Of course, Lotte couldn’t have imagined that this was one of the only books Isidore had ever read. For the shoeshine boy, it was far more than good luck, it was fate.

			The old woman had soon nipped their enthusiasm in the bud. When a boy started talking literature with a young girl, a roll in the hay wasn’t far away. Like the farmer’s wife who’s spotted a fox on the prowl, she had wanted to usher her silly little geese away. But luckily for Isidore, these young ladies had insisted on having an Italian ice. Sensing his time was limited, he’d asked Lotte which school she went to (Spence, Upper East side), if she’d been on the roller coaster (Only once, her friends had been terrified, but she hadn’t), if she often came to Coney Island on a Sunday (Yes, often, especially when it’s sunny), then perhaps they’d see each other next Sunday (Perhaps).

			He had asked the questions in the right order, so as not to seem too insistent, and had given her his best smile, his special smile, the one that made his customers toss him an extra nickel. And then he’d waited for the following Sunday like he hadn’t waited for any other day ever before in his life.

			He had immediately become obsessed with her. Needed to know where she was, what she was doing, and where she would go, whether she was thinking of him like he was thinking of her.

			His pal Ben had laughed: “Don’t know how you’re going to find her again in this crowd!” But it hadn’t taken Isidore long to spot her among her swirling friends. Just a glimpse of the blond plait, and he’d felt his entire being combust. She was there, and she had seen him, too. He had walked straight up to her, with no shyness, no restraint. Their conversation had instantly resumed, with no awkward silence. He had so many questions to ask her, he wanted to know everything about her, wanted to absorb her. He couldn’t look at her too much, because Lotte’s mouth, Lotte’s shoulders, Lotte’s little breasts, which he could make out under the fine white cotton, made him lose his grip. When she’d had to leave, he’d taken her hand and she’d recoiled. Isidore had felt mortified.

			And yet, the following Sunday, she had returned. The following Sunday and all the other Sundays. And now, when Isidore appeared, Lotte’s friends started to giggle.

			

			 

			The man in the tie slipped 10 cents into Boba’s hand. The kid had spat all he could, no one could accuse him of not trying.

			“Listen to me, Boba, I’m happy to pass the site on to you, but you’re going to have to make them talk.”

			“Make them talk about what?”

			“Well, about their work, about good investments, you know. Like that, in the evening, you can tell me all, d’you see?”

			Clearly, Boba didn’t see.

			 

			Lotte had told Isidore the story of her family. She was the daughter of a German engineer who had landed in New York at twenty-two and was today an oral-hygiene magnate, worst luck. And yet at first, Isidore had misunderstood. When Lotte said “Daddy’s factory,” he thought the father worked in a toothpaste factory. It took him a few Sundays to grasp that the factory belonged to the daddy in question. He had since bought a tube of “fresh tasting” Chlorodon, which he would religiously spit out into his washbowl every morning with a dreamy expression on his face. He hadn’t admitted to Lotte that he was a shoeshine boy, but for some consistency, had said he sold shoes in a store. And like all those who believe in their good fortune without knowing the rules, Isidore was way off the mark: to Lotte, whether a shoe-seller or a shoe-shiner, it was unacceptable. The clear disappointment on the young girl’s face had made him feel sick. And yet, at nineteen, trials are to love what wind is to fire: they extinguish the small and fan the great.

			

			 

			“Most of the guys whose shoes you’ll be shining work on Wall Street. You must ask them how business is going, like you’ve seen me do, and then casually say, ‘So, what should one invest in right now, sir?’. You stick their reply firmly in your little head, and come evening, you repeat what you’ve heard to me, that’s not hard, is it?”

			“No.”

			Isidore had chosen Boba because he was the kid with the most innocent-looking mug in the Irish neighborhood.

			For some time now, he’d been imagining Lotte happening to walk past the Bowling Green railings, and finding himself face to face with her, brush and cloth in hand. He was having nightmares about it. And so it was decided, Boba would do. Isidore would stay with him for two or three days to see how he got on, and then leave the kid to spit in his place.

			 

			 

			
		 
					1 Radio Corporation of America.
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			Dense shadows engulfed the second floor room, bearing down on the mother and the open-mouthed infant. Martha heard the morning angelus; it was six o’clock. She reached towards the makeshift cradle, made for her out of a crate by the kind neighbor on the first floor, and took hold of her baby. She lifted her nightshirt and laid the still-sleeping mite against the living warmth of her breast.

			The chubby little hands gripped the nipple and a drop of milk seeped out. Silently, the infant began to suck. He was a baby that didn’t cry; had never cried. Even on the day he was born. Martha had thought he was stillborn because he hadn’t let out a sound. Which might have been better for both of them. She pulled the sheet back up, it was cold. The baby was pinching her hard now, a sensation both painful and sweet. She looked out of the room’s only window, dawn hadn’t broken. The sucking slowed down, the baby would soon be full. She waited a few more minutes, delaying the moment when she’d have to put her feet on the cold, dusty floorboards. Finally, still groggy with sleep, she felt her way to the candle and lit it with a match.

			The room became lighter, and the contours of the table in the corner, and the cupboard in which Martha stored linen and food, could be made out. She bent over to stir the embers in the stove. She would cover the fire every evening and add a small lump of coal in the morning, that was sufficient, the baby was eight months old now, and strapping. She put the kettle on the stovetop for coffee. From the other side of the wall, she heard the neighbor grunting. The man was a brute who battered and screwed his wife indiscriminately. She changed the baby and dressed him.

			Her hands were itching. Despite applying a little butter at night, particularly on the thumb joints, eczema still inflamed her skin. At the factory, the most recent recruits were sent to the vats, and the products added to the water left you with rough, red patches, causing unbearable irritation. Martha knew that scratching just made it worse. She would cut her fingernails short, but at night, the itching intruded on her dreams. By morning, her hands had bled and the sheets were stained.

			She had a quick wash and rolled her hip-length hair into a tight bun on top of her head, then splashed cold water on her face, which really woke her up. Once ready, she cut a slice of bread, popped the loaf back under the cloth, and drank her coffee standing, with baby on hip. She then put a thick woolly on the little one and threw a shawl around her shoulders, they needed to hurry.

			The childminder’s house was right opposite the factory, which was very handy. This woman, scrawny as a cat saved from drowning, had seven children in her care, all sons and daughters of feather girls. She wasn’t a bad childminder, but she had her favorites. Sometimes cheerful and energetic, sometimes exasperated, she wore a long blue apron covered in traces of snot and tears—the little ones would blubber against it and blow their noses on it, in turn.

			“Good morning, Mrs. Prato.”

			“Good morning, Martha.”

			“Can I leave him with you?”

			The baby reached out to the childminder, who took him with a smile. If only all babies were as easy as this one.

			“Yes, that’s it, leave him with me, off you go. See you later!”

			The price of the childminding included a bowl of soup at midday for the mothers who were still breastfeeding. They would run out of the factory, breasts swollen, down their soup in one, feed their baby, and then be off again, just as fast. It was a good arrangement.

			Martha went to join the line stretching out before the factory doors. There were a good hundred of them, buns tied tight in the early morning chill. Work started at seven and ended twelve hours later. Martha was on the vats with two other girls as strong as her. Anna and Zita. The former was freckled and good-humored, the latter stuck her big belly out to act as a counterbalance when she worked the stirring poles.

			The vats were installed slightly apart from the main building, owing to the smells they gave off. Smells so noxious that, in the early days, they gave Martha a headache, but then she got used to them. The factory specialized in the processing of plumes for the military. When the feathers arrived, they were already damp and heavy from the mix of spirits and salted water used to disinfect them.

			Martha, Anna, and Zita worked on grease removal. They would tip the sacks of feathers into the vats and stir the beige water, made milky by the detergent. Thousands of gray crane feathers that stuck together and got their barbs entangled. Gradually, the swirling of their pointed shafts and tiny tips cleaving the surface became hypnotic, so the direction of the stirring had to be reversed, until, finally, the fragile, clingy things separated from each other. It was repetitive work, demanding great physical strength, but at seventeen, Martha was tough. She wasn’t talkative, far less than her two workmates, and yet Anna and Zita had soon taken the new girl under their wing. Maybe she inspired their pity? There was a sad sweetness in the eyes of the young woman, as if her heart were weighed down with a stone of silence.

			“Sister of stormy gloom, / Look, a frightened boat sinks / Under stars, / The silent countenance of night.”2

			

			Martha had listened to some poets reciting their verses one evening, and found it so wonderful. She had touched beautiful things, not for long, but just enough to know that poetry existed and that it wasn’t for her. 

			She had waited for the end of winter, the baby was six months old, it was high time. She’d stuffed the baby carriage with their few belongings, sewn her meager savings into the hem of her skirt, tied her hair into a bun, and set off early in the morning, going up the Danube with no prospect other than leaving the great, imperial city of Vienna, so crushing in its magnificence, with its immaculate facades, horse-drawn carriages, and roaring motorcars. Vienna with its sidewalks, on which elegant ladies in plumed hats passed those dubbed “girls on the line”, because the police restricted the paving they were allowed to solicit on with an invisible line. And Vienna was teeming with brothels, nightclubs, and cabarets. Feminine charms were on sale publicly, at all hours and all prices. For gentlemen in top hats and black frock coats, procuring a woman for fifteen minutes or a night required as little effort as buying a pack of cigarettes. Two hundred crowns for a dancer at the Opera, two crowns for a street girl in dodgy makeup. Martha was no fool, in her situation, sooner or later she would have joined the exhausted cohort of starving, sad women who sold pleasure with no pleasure, and all wound up in hospital. She was pretty, had even posed for an artist. But she had her honor.

			Today, she lived the life of a little old lady, clean and proper. She spent nothing, except for food, rent, and childcare. No dancing, no entertainment, no going out, no drinking. On Sundays, she would go to the wash house to do the baby’s linen, then to Mass to cleanse her soul and cherish her memories of love in the cool calm of a church. Her sole guilty pride, since she could hardly think of herself as free, was to owe nothing to anyone.

			She had pushed the baby carriage some 30 kilometers from Vienna, then stopped at Leobendorf, in front of the red sign of a café. She had walked through the door and asked at the bar whether they had any work. The manageress had examined her from head to foot.

			

			“Go and see at the feather factory, it’s on the edge of town, at the end of the main street. They hire your kind.”

			She was conscious of walking along a beam above the void with a baby on her back. But she knew that factories were less concerned about unmarried mothers, and that in villages, bastard children far outnumbered legitimate ones.

			“You should leave me your kid, all the same, while you go and see.”

			“Really? I can leave him with you? You’ll see, he’s very good, never cries.”

			The woman had nodded her head.

			“When it comes to kids, I had seven, so . . . crying . . . I’m used to it. But don’t take too long, hey!”

			The foreman had asked her if she had any experience.

			“No, but I’m a hard worker.”

			References?

			“No, but I’m a decent girl.”

			That had been enough.

			Since then, with back bent, she watched the days go by as she swirled the feathers around on the surface of the water. When she got into bed, exhausted, with the baby at her breast, his warmth would send her to sleep, and she often didn’t even have the energy to put him back in the cradle Mr. Gruber had made.

			Mr. Gruber was very fond of Martha. He was far too old to be her suitor, but she could have asked him for almost anything she wanted, and he would have complied, “just like that, to help out, between neighbors.” He would smile sweetly at the baby, and had a charming way of doffing his cap whenever they passed on the stairs, as if Martha were a lady, when she was nothing at all. Several times he’d offered her a little glass of schnapps, “in the name of friendship,” but she’d turned him down.

			This evening, once again, he had knocked on her door.

			“Madam Martha, apologies, I wouldn’t want to disturb you, but I’ve brought you a slice of apple tart.”

			She had remained at the door.

			

			“Thank you very much, Mr. Gruber, that’s very kind of you, you shouldn’t have.”

			The man was smiling at her.

			“Is the baby doing well?”

			“Yes, thanks, he’s a good boy.”

			“Is he sleeping?”

			“Yes.”

			“Don’t give him any tart, hey, because there’s rum in it.”

			Mr. Gruber started laughing, but Martha got the impression that it was forced laughter. She was so tired; she should have invited the neighbor in and they could have eaten the tart together, but something, she couldn’t quite put it into words, something intrusive about this man’s persistence told her to beware. Of course, he was considerate and affable, and she was so alone; why would she refuse the well-meaning friendship of a neighbor?

			Above all, she didn’t want to seem rude. Her hand was still on the latch. From the way Mr. Gruber was standing, almost past the door, leaning forwards, very close to her, she felt uncomfortable. It was something subtle, intuition perhaps, a mute discomfort. He kept on smiling at her in silence. Some would have called it a simian smile, though Martha had never seen a monkey in her life. She sensed that he was imposing himself on her, conveying the tacit order that she respect his status as a man. Refusing him would be an awful affront. She should make things easy for him.

			She tried to reassure herself, to fight the strange tightness of her throat. She was just imagining things. Mr. Gruber was a friend who wanted to help her because he pitied her, she knew she inspired pity in lots of people. Had she been brave, she would have tried to read that in Mr. Gruber’s eyes, because she was naïve enough to think that people’s eyes didn’t lie. But precisely because she feared seeing something other than friendliness in them, she kept her eyes fixed on the floor. This only made her look sweeter, or more fragile, who knows what the first-floor neighbor was thinking right now of a seventeen-year-old girl who’d got herself knocked up and run away from Vienna with her baby to hide away in a shabby boarding house like the one they lived in?

			“Are you feeling alright, Martha?”

			He had placed his hand on her arm, and she didn’t move.

			“I worry about you, you know, it’s not easy to be a young mother . . .”

			He had adopted a sincere tone; for a moment, she felt reassured, perhaps it was just her who had bad thoughts. Mr. Gruber was so old, he could’ve been her grandfather!

			“Don’t worry about me, Mr. Gruber, kind as that is. It’s only that the days are long, as you know, I’m tired, I think I need to sleep.”

			“Of course, I understand, in which case . . .”

			This time, he looked fixedly at her, his pupils dilated with desire. A shudder coursed through Martha’s body.

			“In which case . . . Good night . . . Martha.”

			Her heart began to pound so hard, she felt sure Mr. Gruber could hear her fear. She still found the strength to say:

			“Good night, Mr. Gruber, many thanks for the tart.”

			She closed the door as slowly as she could, so as not to show that she’d understood. She would fear him now, whenever their paths crossed in the house. She pressed her ear to the flimsy door and heard the firm tread of the man as he went down the stairs, as if stamping on each step on purpose, as if his footsteps were saying, “We will be back.”

			 

			 

			
				 
					2 From “Lament” by Georg Trakl.
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			Well into her forties, with peroxide-blond hair and stiff, silicone-pumped breasts bulging under the turtleneck she’d thought classy, Michelle had put on her fake pearl necklace and large, clip-on gold earrings to look like Angelica Nero, the formidable businesswoman who broke JR in Dallas. But she had to lay her hands flat on her knees because she was shaking. She gazed at her manicured nails, pearly coral, filed into a perfect almond shape. She mustn’t let herself be overawed; after all, it was she who was the client.

			Whenever she was with her daughter or her friends, Michelle was more the loud-mouth type who lets no one tread on their toes. She’d been through so much in her life. But here, in this carpeted office at the top of a glass tower overlooking Houston’s wide, deserted thoroughfares, her throat had gone dry.

			Michelle had a typically “her” way of talking about the birth of her daughter. Pearl was “a condom accident,” a condom slip-up. Why that particular day? Why that particular client? She would raise her eyes heavenwards and answer herself: “Anyhow, now, what’s done is done!”

			“Four years later, you say. You don’t know the exact date?”

			“I can check. We kept the magazine.”

			“But when you discovered that you were pregnant, you didn’t try to check . . . I don’t know . . . the registers?”

			Registers of what? This attorney clearly didn’t know what he was on about. The men who came to Gigi’s paid in cash and left no trace; even the regulars never gave their surname.

			The attorney seemed doubtful. People were when she told her story, and yet she was absolutely certain, one hundred percent sure, because she had a great memory for faces, had never forgotten one.

			When little Pearl was around four, or almost five, Michelle had walked past a newsstand and spotted the face of the guy, now wearing a tie, on the cover of a finance magazine. She’d bought the magazine and brought it home to her daughter, saying: “He’s your father, right there!” They’d cut out the photo and put it in a frame, to make it official. The man was the CEO of a major industrial group, and it would have looked bad for this guy to be sullied with a bastard child.

			Multimillionaire. She’d played a bit on that, during Pearl’s childhood. She’d say to her: “If you’re not happy, you can just go and complain to your father!” But anyhow, things never went further than that. Pearl had brought herself up, she was an easy child.

			Michelle had never asked anything of anyone, but now, it wasn’t for her, it was for her daughter.

			“Columbia! That’s incredible, that is! Congratulations!”

			The enthusiastic tone of the attorney didn’t fool Michelle. The shrillness of that incredible pierced her like a blade being plunged into her ear.

			She got in to Columbia? To study law? With the mother she’s got, that’s in-cred-i-ble!

			Incredible, with a mother who’s a prostitute, to pursue such prestigious studies? They could all go fuck themselves! If she’d been perfectly honest, Michelle would have admitted that she hadn’t believed it, either. Hadn’t believed that her daughter was that clever. She’d never taken any interest in Pearl’s education. You didn’t have to go to university to make a success of your life. Only those who’d studied thought it important; the rest knew you could manage very well without.

			Her story was simple, she’d told it loads of times. 

			“When I went past the newsstand, I thought I was hallucinating. But it was him alright, and a millionaire to boot!”

			“Millionaire or multimillionaire?”

			She loathed the condescending tone of the man sitting behind the big, shiny desk.

			“You know what I mean . . . very rich, rich enough to pay for his daughter’s studies.”

			Because, Columbia or not, even with a scholarship, the kid would have to take out a loan, and Michelle refused for her girl to start out in life with a thirty-year debt.

			“Do you know the precise date of conception?”

			“No. Well, my daughter was born in December 1969, so we know it was in March of that year.”

			“My dear Miss Alvez, with that kind of vagueness, your story won’t hold water in front of a judge.”

			“And if we do a DNA test?”

			The man of the law remained silent. At 100 dollars for thirty minutes, Michelle was thinking that his silence was certainly golden.

			He was the best attorney in Houston, dark and brooding. A man of power. Michelle’s heart contracted at the thought that, one day, Pearl would be one of these people, too, if they could play this card right. She’d come alone because the last thing she wanted to inflict on her daughter was the “your story won’t hold water” refrain. The first time she’d heard about DNA tests, she’d instantly thought of Pearl’s father. She had no desire to be called a liar, and with these new tests, doubts were no longer allowed, guys were forced to own up.

			“That’s why my question is: does one have the right to force someone to take these tests?”

			The attorney paused again. He hadn’t expected this vulgar woman to be aware of the latest scientific advances. So far, DNA tests had been used to catch murderers, not men denying paternity.

			Michelle saw a flicker of light in the attorney’s eyes and knew that her instinct hadn’t deceived her: a DNA test was a good idea.

			She spent her time listening to the radio or the TV. Was that due to a fear of finding herself alone with her bad thoughts? She needed to hear a voice other than her own, constantly. She devoured all kinds of programs, from reports to talk shows, to interviews, to soaps, and could only sleep with the TV on.

			Her daughter was unlike her in every way, especially physically. Michelle had dark-brown eyes and a dark, almost amber, complexion. When Pearl was born, she was so pale, so pink! It was her friend Cynthia who’d said, at the hospital, “You should call her Pearl, she’s a real pearl, that one!”, and very soon the baby girl had two blue marbles instead of eyes, which was some surprise! Although Pearl had inherited her mother’s brown hair, hers turned auburn under the slightest ray of sunshine. Today, she was a pretty young girl of nineteen, with rosy cheeks, a beauty spot high on one cheek, and a slightly sad look in her eyes.

			“Hold on, I didn’t say that I didn’t believe you, I think you’re sincere, but imagine what the court would say!”

			“But if I’m asking you for a DNA test, it’s because I’m absolutely certain!”

			“Calm down, ma’am, calm down.”

			It was her former boss at Chez Gigi, old Max, who’d recommended this attorney to her. Having himself had to battle it out when divorcing his third wife. “Trust me, in family law, he’s the tops, my dear.”

			For a long time, Michelle had done striptease in a bar on the outskirts of Houston, but the nighttime hours exhausted her, and also, she’d been gradually building up her regulars. So she’d worked things out and, with Max’s blessing, had quit. Today, she turned over six or seven clients a week. It was enough for her. She wasn’t always sensible with money, liked to have a girls’ night out every now and then, a bit of cocaine and champagne. Especially champagne, it was classy. And then she’d just take on an extra client; she managed her budget day to day. The less she worked, the better she felt, but she wasn’t lazy, when she needed to go for it, she went for it.

			“A simple detail, was the child conceived in Texas?”

			“Yes.”

			“And she was born in Texas?”

			“Yes.”

			“Right. And your child doesn’t have a putative father?”

			Michelle didn’t understand the question.

			“Does your daughter have your surname? She wasn’t recognized legally by a man who wasn’t her biological father?”

			

			“No, um . . . Yes, she has my surname, and no, I mean she hasn’t been recognized legally by anyone.”

			“Very good, then it might well set a precedent, jurisprudence-
wise.”

			Jurisprudence, that was a word Michelle had often heard on the TV. The attorney thought it important to explain.

			“I’m going to do some research, if you authorize me to, but I’m pretty sure that we would be the first to subpoena a man to undergo a DNA test in an action for legal recognition of paternity. No . . . I don’t believe there’s any precedent, and that’s why, of course, the judge will need to be on our side, but . . . but it could prove very interesting.”

			For me, interesting for me, the attorney thought. Yes, it was surprising that this woman should have come up with such an idea. And if the father really was the boss of the industrial empire she’d named to him, it would be spectacular! That man would be protected by an army of attorneys, and that, too, was all to the good. The horny old multimillionaire, the stripper who’d be seen as a Mother Courage, and the brilliant daughter with a place at Columbia to study law, all the American soap-opera boxes were ticked! They would make the headlines for sure.

			“And how much will it cost me?”

			“Nothing at all.”

			Michelle couldn’t believe her ears; the attorney beamed at her.

			“Nothing at all?”

			“I’ll pay myself from whatever I get you to win . . . And believe me, I’ll get you to win a lot . . . If, of course, you really are absolutely certain.”

			He studied the client, and his eyes became those of a wolf weighing up the goat’s resistance. He had adopted an unctuous tone because he didn’t want this case to slip away from him now, but he wanted to see whether this kind of innuendo would destabilize her, whether she was the sort to blub or to fly off the handle. Are you certain? You, the prostitute who has sex with all those men? You’re certain? How can you really know which of them is the father of your child?

			His office had been endlessly visited by liars, smooth talkers, bluffers, impostors, and hoaxers of all kinds. Over time, he had learnt to sort wheat from chaff. At first sight, this woman didn’t seem like a compulsive liar, and the fact that she was requesting a DNA test was proof of her good faith. But did one ever really know?

			“Your daughter, does she know you’ve come to see me?”

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			“I first wanted to know whether it was possible.”

			“Is your daughter tough?”

			Michelle would have liked the whole business to be resolved amicably, receiving a check for closing her mouth was more than fine with her. Since she didn’t answer, the attorney was suddenly worried.

			“I mean, will she be tough enough to face a media storm? Because what you’re about to go through, it’s going to be massive!”

			He had jumped up, and Michelle felt even smaller in the deep leather armchair.

			“Do you fully understand me? I say you in the plural, meaning you and your daughter, both of you, but not only you two. After this lawsuit, all mothers will want to do like you! You will be their model! The first to show them the way! And for all those who brave the unknown, well, the way isn’t paved. You’ll have to forge ahead. You’ll have to face the aggression head-on, not be afraid, not back away.”

			Seeing his client’s alarmed expression, he suddenly calmed down, paced slowly right around the office, stopped in front of her, and took her hand with utmost gentleness.

			“My dear Michelle . . . you don’t mind me calling you Michelle? You can hardly be unaware that the tabloid press is going to have a field day with our case . . .”
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