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THE LAST WEYNFELDT


Adrian Weynfeldt is an art expert in an international auction house, a bachelor in his mid-fifties living in a grand Zurich apartment filled with costly paintings and antiques. Always correct and well-mannered, he’s given up on love until one night – entirely out of character for him – Weynfeldt decides to take home a ravishing but unaccountable young woman. The next morning, he finds her outside on his balcony threatening to jump.


Weynfeldt talks her down and soon finds himself falling for this damaged but alluring beauty and his buttoned up existence comes unravelled. As their two lives become entangled, Weynfeldt gets embroiled in an art forgery scheme that threatens to destroy everything he and his prominent family have stood for. This refined page-turner moves behind elegant bourgeois facades into darker recesses of the heart.
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1


Don’t do it, he wanted to say. He couldn’t.


Adrian Weynfeldt fixed his gaze on the woman’s pale, freckled fists clamped to the wrought-iron balustrade, knuckles glowing white. He didn’t want to risk looking her in the eyes; she had chosen him as her witness, and he hoped that jumping without eye contact would be too impersonal for her.


Her bare feet poked through the gap between the balustrade and the balcony. Every toenail was painted a different colour. He had noticed it last night. Red, yellow, green, blue and violet on the right foot; the same colours in reverse on the left, meaning that the two middle nails both gleamed green.


She hadn’t extended the motif to her fingernails. They were lacquered with clear varnish, painted white where they protruded beyond the fingertip. They weren’t actually visible this second, but he remembered them. Weynfeldt was a visual person.


The knuckles turned from white back to pink; she had loosened her grip. ‘It’s only thirty feet,’ he said quickly. ‘You might survive, but it wouldn’t be much fun.’


The knuckles went whiter again. Weynfeldt shifted his left foot forward, level with his right, then inched the right a half step farther.


‘Stay right where you are!’ the woman said.


What was her name? Gabriela? He couldn’t remember; he had no memory for names. ‘Sure. But if I stay where I am, so must you.’


She didn’t say anything, but her knuckles remained white.


The lights were usually on all day in the office building across the street, with its neoclassical façade. Today was Sunday, still early in the morning. There were no people on the street; the streetcars which normally went by were few and far between, and only occasionally could a car be heard. Weynfeldt shuddered at the thought of the scene taking place on a weekday. The woman was wearing a black bra and matching black panties. At least he hoped she was still wearing the panties; the green canvas sheet which hung from the balustrade to provide privacy now obscured his view of her below the waist. And when he woke she had already been standing outside.


He wasn’t sure what had woken him – not a noise, perhaps the unfamiliar perfume. He had lain there a while, eyes closed, trying to remember her name; her face he could see.


A little leaner maybe, less determined, more disillusioned. But the same pale, freckled skin, the same slightly slanted green eyes, the same red hair and, above all, the same mouth, the upper lip almost the same shape as the lower.


It was the face he’d been trying both to forget and to remember for years.


Adrian Weynfeldt had spent this Saturday night as he spent every Saturday night: in the company of his older friends. He had two circles. One was made up of people fifteen or more years younger than him. Among them he was seen as an exotic original, someone you could confide in, but also make fun of sometimes, who would discreetly pay the bill in a restaurant, and help out occasionally when you had financial difficulties. They treated him with studied nonchalance as one of their own, but secretly basked in the glow of his name and his money. In their company he could visit clubs and bars he would have felt too old for otherwise.


His other group of friends was composed of people who had known his parents, or at least moved in their circles. They were all over sixty, some over seventy; a couple had already reached eighty. And yet they all belonged to his generation. Adrian Weynfeldt was born late to a couple who had remained childless for many years. His mother was forty-four when he came into the world; she had died nearly five years ago, shortly before reaching ninety-five, when Weynfeldt was fifty.


Adrian Weynfeldt had no friends his own age.


Last night he had been with his elderly friends, in the Alte Färberei, a traditional restaurant in a guildhall in the old town, only ten minutes by foot from his apartment. Dr. Widler had been there, his mother’s doctor, increasingly listless in recent months, several sizes thinner and threatening to vanish inside his tailored suits – his wife Mereth all the more lively, her makeup, hair, and clothes impeccable as ever. And as ever, she took delight in contrasting her china-doll image with colourful language and vulgar remarks.


Remo Kalt joined them, Weynfeldt’s recently widowed cousin on his mother’s side, in his mid-seventies, wearing a black three-piece suit with a gold pocket-watch and a neat Thomas Mann moustache, as if he’d come from a portrait sitting with Ferdinand Hodler. Remo Kalt was an asset manager; he had looked after Weynfeldt’s parents’ capital and continued to manage it for their son. Adrian could easily have taken this over, but hadn’t had the heart to deprive Kalt of his last remaining client. There wasn’t much you could get wrong; these were not immense assets, though certainly solid, and conservatively invested for the long term.


They had ordered the Berner Platte, a shared meat dish featured on the menu throughout the winter. Dr. Widler had hardly touched a thing. His wife, a woman who had moved from willowy via slender to gaunt over the years, had taken two servings of everything – bacon, tongue, blood sausage, smoked ham. Kalt had kept pace. Weynfeldt had eaten like a man still vaguely concerned about his figure.


The evening was pleasant yet forced. Forced because Mereth Widler’s provocative remarks had long begun to wear thin, and because everyone around the table knew this was one of the last times her husband would sit at it.


The Widlers left early, Weynfeldt drank one more for the road with Remo Kalt, and when shortly afterwards they ran out of conversation, they ordered Kalt a taxi.


Weynfeldt waited with him at the entrance. The night was much too mild for February; it felt like spring. The sky was clear, and the moon rising high over the old town’s steep roofs was almost full. The street was empty except for an elderly woman with an energetic spitz on a leash. They watched in silence: powerless, she let her dog walk her, stopping every time he wanted to sniff something, rushing to catch up when he wanted to move on, change direction, or cross the road.


At last headlight beams shone around the corner of the road, followed by a slowly-approaching taxi which stopped in front of them. They parted with a formal handshake, and Weynfeldt watched the taxi drive away, its sign switched off now, its brake lights red as it halted at the junction with the main road.


His route home included a stretch of the river and La Rivière, a bar he found it hard to pass at this time of night; it was nearly eleven p.m. He went in for a drink, as he so often did on the Saturday nights he spent with his elderly friends.


Two or three years ago La Rivière had been a rundown dessert café. Then it was taken over by one of the city’s many gastronomic entrepreneurs, who had turned it into an American-style cocktail bar. Two barkeepers in eggshell-coloured dinner jackets mixed martinis, manhattans, daiquiris and margaritas, served in sleek glasses. On Saturday nights a trio played smooth jazz classics at a subdued volume.


It was still half empty, but that would change in the next fifteen minutes as the cinemas emptied. Weynfeldt sat in his usual place at the bar: the first bar stool from the wall. From there he could observe what was going on, and never had to deal with more than one neighbour. The barman knew him and brought him a martini. Weynfeldt would probably just eat the olive; he was a very moderate drinker.


Nor did he indulge in any other excesses. When he dropped by a bar on the way home, he wasn’t hunting for sex, warmth, a little company, like most single men. He did not suffer from loneliness. Quite the opposite: he liked solitude. When he did sometimes go in search of company, it was in a conscious effort to moderate his loner tendencies.


As for sexual needs, ever since a particular episode – or blow – earlier in his life, they had played an ever more insignificant role in Adrian Weynfeldt’s life.


And so the course of events that evening was highly untypical.


No sooner had the barman served him his martini than a woman entered the bar, put her coat and handbag on the bar stool beside Weynfeldt, sat on the next one over and ordered a gin fizz. She was wearing a green silk Chinese blouse, white arms extending from its short, close sleeves, a tight black skirt and high heels a similar shade of green to the blouse. Her long red hair was tied up, secured with an imitation tortoiseshell clasp to free her neck, which the blouse’s high collar circled loosely.


She had not yet looked at him, but when the barman placed her drink in front of her, she took the glass and raised it to Weynfeldt briefly. She didn’t wait for him to raise his glass and return the gesture. But once she had taken a drink, half the cocktail in one gulp, she turned to him and smiled.


It was a smile Weynfeldt knew.


He was so startled he put the glass to his lips and poured the contents down his throat. The woman who had smiled at him resembled Daphne so closely it seemed impossible that instead of speaking English – Daphne’s melodic Welsh-inflected English – she now greeted him with the highly Swiss Pröschtli, no trace of an English accent. Now she had spoken, the spell was broken, and he was no longer afraid he was seeing Daphne’s ghost. Above all because the gin fizz was clearly not her first alcoholic drink of the evening and she spoke with a slight drawl. Daphne hadn’t drunk at all.


‘Your olive,’ she said. ‘If you don’t want it, I’ll take it off your hands.’


Weynfeldt passed his empty glass to her. She fished the cocktail pick out and put the olive in her mouth. While she ate, she appraised him blatantly, spitting the stone into her palm and dropping it in Weynfeldt’s empty glass. Then she finished her drink. ‘Lorena,’ she said.


‘Adrian Weynfeldt,’ he replied. He was not someone who started with first names at a first meeting.


Lorena reached into her handbag, a well-worn, unbranded black leather number, and retrieved a battered wallet. She placed it on the bar, counted her money, half out loud, put the money back in her wallet, and her wallet back in her handbag. ‘What does a gin fizz cost?’ she asked the barman.


‘Eighteen francs,’ he replied.


‘Then I’ve got enough for three.’


‘If you have no objection,’ Weynfeldt said, ‘I can take care of the drinks.’


‘No objection, but I still don’t want to drink more than I could pay for myself. An old single girls’ rule.’


‘Very sensible.’


‘If it’s sensible I’ll have to think twice. “Sensible” makes you look older. Will you order me another?’


Weynfeldt ordered a gin fizz.


‘And a martini for the gentleman.’


The barman looked to Weynfeldt. He shrugged his shoulders and nodded.


‘You don’t have to drink it,’ Lorena said. ‘It’s okay for men to be sensible.’


‘It doesn’t make us look older?’


‘You’re already old.’


Weynfeldt kept Lorena company for four gin fizzes, his martini remaining untouched at his elbow. When she asked for a fifth, he insisted on accompanying her home, and ordered a taxi.


‘Where are we going?’ the driver asked Weynfeldt. ‘Where are we going?’ Weynfeldt asked Lorena. ‘How should I know?’ she replied.


‘You don’t know where you live?’


‘I don’t know where you live,’ she said, her eyelids drooping.


And so for the first time in more years than he could remember, Adrian Weynfeldt returned home after midnight in female company. The security people would be amused when they came to watch the videos.


He opened the heavy door to the building, led Lorena in, and closed it behind him, keeping an eye on his guest, who seemed in danger of losing her balance at any moment. He took his magnetic ID card out of his wallet, pushed it into the slot next to the inner security door, led Lorena to the lift, controlled by the same card, and rode to the third floor.


Weynfeldt’s apartment was in a nineteenth-century building in the centre of Zurich’s financial district. He had inherited the building from his parents. While they were still alive a bank had taken out a lease on the ground floor, using three of the remaining four floors for their offices. The bank’s security measures were sometimes tiresome, but were ultimately in Weynfeldt’s interest as his apartment held a valuable collection of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Swiss art.


He ignored the bank’s repeated advances, luring him with suggestions of apartments in quieter districts so they could take over his floor too. Apart from his time at boarding school and his year in London, he had lived his entire life in this space. As a child he had slept in a room close to his parents; as he grew older he had moved farther towards the periphery of the apartment, which extended over five thousand square feet. While he was at university the servants’ quarters were converted into a separate apartment for him, and the housekeeper moved into one of the three guest rooms. Another guest room was soon occupied by the nurses looking after Weynfeldt’s father, who was homebound by the age of seventy-five.


His mother survived his father by nearly twenty years, which she also spent in the apartment, receiving round-the-clock care herself for the last four. Soon after her death Weynfeldt commissioned an architect from his circle of younger friends to refurbish the rooms from scratch. The old-fashioned bathrooms were transformed into superbly designed facilities, with sandblasted glass, darkened chrome and grey granite; the creaking walnut parquet was replaced with light oak; the walls and plasterwork were painted white or grey and the whole apartment was freed of the mustiness accumulated over the last hundred years.


Aside from a few special pieces, Weynfeldt put the furniture in storage and filled the rooms with his growing collection of 1920s-50s Swiss designer furniture.


This was the apartment into which he ushered the somewhat tipsy Lorena, who dropped her coat and handbag on the polished floor of the vestibule and said, ‘Wow!’


She said it a few more times during their tour of the rooms. ‘Wow! Like a museum.’ And later, ‘Wow! You have all this to yourself?’


The inspection seemed to sober her up a little. In Weynfeldt’s study, a large room with a floor-to-ceiling window opening on to the rear courtyard, also added during the refurbishment, she asked, ‘and here?’


‘Here is where I work.’


‘What do you do?’


‘I work for Murphy’s. I’m an expert in Swiss art.’


‘What does that involve then?’


‘Writing expert’s reports, supervising auctions, producing catalogues, that sort of thing.’


‘Sounds boring.’


‘No, it’s not.’


‘That’s why you have all this art?’


‘The other way round. The job is because of all the art.’


‘Is there anything to drink in this palace?’


‘Only non-alcoholic.’


‘I don’t believe you.’


‘What would you like then?’


‘Whatever you’re having.’


‘Lemon verbena tea, it is.’


When he came back with the tray she had left the study. And wasn’t in any of the sitting rooms. He finally found her in his bedroom. She was lying in her panties and bra on his bed, apparently asleep.


Weynfeldt went into the bathroom, took a shower and put on clean pyjamas. As he did every night. He owned fourteen pairs of pyjamas, all tailored by his shirtmaker, all with monograms: six light-blue ones for the even days, six blue-and-white striped for the odd days and two for Sundays – one of the small quirks he allowed himself, providing his life with a little luxury and a little regularity. He believed that regularity prolonged life.


There was also the opposing theory: regularity makes each day indistinguishable, and the more events and habits are repeated, the more the days resemble each other and the years too. Till your whole life feels like one single year.


Weynfeldt didn’t believe this. If you do the same things more often, go to the same places and meet the same people, the differences become subtler each time. And if the differences are subtler then time passes unnoticed. Someone you see every month instead of every year never appears to age. And you never appear to age to them.


Repetition slows down the passage of time. Weynfeldt was absolutely convinced of this. Change might make life more eventful, but it undoubtedly made it shorter too.


He returned to his bedroom. Lorena was lying in the same position, on top of the duvet. He looked at her. She was very slim, a delicate build, almost too thin. Above her groin to the right was a small tattoo, perhaps a Chinese character. Her belly button was pierced, and it sparkled – a cut stone, glittering as Weynfeldt walked to the wardrobe to fetch another duvet. He lay down next to Lorena and covered them both.


‘What about fucking?’ she asked, drowsy.


‘Tomorrow,’ he said. ‘If you still want to.’


‘Okay.’


He turned the bedside lamp off.


She reached her hand out and let it fall on his chest, flat and lifeless. Her breathing soon became softer and regular.


Well done, Adrian, Weynfeldt thought, as he fell asleep.


Keep them talking. That was how they did it in the films Weynfeldt had seen, when police officers tried to stop people committing suicide. Or when mediators talked to kidnappers. Distracting them from carrying out their plan was half the battle. But he couldn’t think of anything to say. Like those dreams when you need to run but can’t move from the spot, he stood there, facing a woman about to kill herself, and said nothing.


Like the time nearly thirty years ago when Daphne had said, ‘I’m leaving now.’ He hadn’t even been able to say Please don’t go, or No! Not even the one syllable, No. And she’d wanted him to say something; he’d sensed that. She had stood there with her suitcase and given him the chance to stop her.


Daphne was an exchange student at his university. He’d met her at an art history seminar. Everyone had fallen for her; why she’d picked him he would never know. When she returned to England he went with her, defying his parents’ objections – his father despairing, his mother enraged. They rented a small apartment in Chelsea and spent a year there, a year which grew happier in Weynfeldt’s memory with every year that followed.


He had never really understood why it ended. An argument, a slight tear in the fabric, a case of unfounded jealousy; he couldn’t reconstruct it, no matter how hard he tried. But he knew they’d still be together today if he’d managed to utter one single syllable.


He’d had to watch, speechless and immobile, as she left. Not resolute or angry, but despondent and hesitant. As if she were waiting till the last moment for him to stop her.


She had said she would have her things picked up in a few days. When they were still there a week later he started to get his hopes up. After ten days he called her parents. They told him that two days after she left him, she had been in a car crash. She had died on the spot.


Adrian saw the fists gripping the balustrade loosen their grip, the knuckles returning to the shade of the surrounding hands. Don’t do it, he wanted to say, Please, please don’t do it. Instead he just stood there, sensed the indifference his face conveyed, as unable to control this as his speechlessness. It was as if the paralysis which had gripped his tongue had spread to his entire face. As if the skin and muscles had gone limp and taken on an expression of horribly blasé indifference.


‘You don’t give a fuck if I jump or not, do you?’ she said.


Weynfeldt succeeded in raising his eyes and looking her in the face. Even now, in the unambiguous grey light of a Sunday morning, the similarity to Daphne was startling. This face held traces of resignation and lost illusions he had never seen in Daphne’s, not even on the day it all ended. And yet it was as if they had known each other for thirty years.


‘You don’t give a fuck,’ she repeated.


Now he managed to shake his head.


‘It’ll be messy and bad for your reputation. And all the formalities with the police will be a drag of course. But other than that…’ she released one hand from the balustrade and raised it in a gesture of apathy.


He stood there helpless. Like a stuffed dummy, his mother would have said. Then he shook his head once more.


She let her hand fall, but didn’t return it to the balustrade; she stretched it out behind her, and turned her face that way as well, looking to the street below, leaning back, holding on with just one hand, like a trapeze artist receiving her applause. ‘Give me one reason not to let go. Just one reason.’


He felt his eyes fill with tears, his numbed face creasing up. A noisy sob burst from his chest.


The woman turned back in surprise and looked at this man in his white pyjamas, crying. Then she climbed back onto the balcony, led Adrian back to bed, put her arm around him, and burst into tears herself.


‘Haven’t you ever felt like that? That there’s no point in it all? You don’t know how you’re going to get through the next day? You can’t think of a single thing that doesn’t depress you? You can’t think of a single reason to carry on living, but lots of reasons to be dead? Have you really never had that?’


They were sitting in bed, the pillows shoved between their backs and the walls, a tray placed on the duvet, with reheated croissants, barely touched, soft glossy yellow butter, honey, and two empty cups with chocolate left around their rims, exhausted like a couple who have just had a big, dramatic argument that shook their relationship to its foundations.


Weynfeldt reflected. There were certainly days when he felt pretty gloomy, dwelt on dark thoughts and didn’t feel like doing a thing. But his only response was to end the day early. Not his life. ‘Karl Lagerfeld once said, “I try to categorise anything I experience which might be called depression as a bad mood.” Sounds good to me.’


‘If I had a life like Karl Lagerfeld or you I might be more attached to it!’


‘What kind of life do you have then?’


‘A shit life.’


‘Every life is worth living.’


‘What a load of crap.’


‘A few years ago I went travelling through Central America. In a village somewhere – I’ve forgotten the name – the car broke down, something to do with the carburettor. It was pouring rain. A small, muddy track led off the highway, leading to a couple of huts made out of rough planks and corrugated iron. While my driver was fiddling around under the hood I waited in the car. I had the window half open – it was hot and sticky. A couple passed by, very young, almost children really. The man walked ahead, carrying a newborn baby in a cloth. The woman followed, pale, tired but smiling. They turned down the track leading to the huts. Their shoes sank into the mud. Then I heard her say, “Now our happiness is complete.”’


Lorena said nothing. When he looked at her, after a while, there were tears in her eyes again. He pulled three tissues out of the box and passed them to her.


When she had blown her nose, she said, ‘Stories like that are no comfort at all. Stories like that are the last straw.’ She got up, walked into the bathroom and stayed there a long time. He heard the toilet and the shower. When she emerged, she was wearing one of his dressing gowns, with the monogram A.S.W. It reached the floor, and she had rolled the sleeves up. ‘I have to go now.’


‘I’ll come downstairs with you.’ He went into the bathroom, from there to his dressing room. When he returned to the bedroom, fifteen minutes later, she had gone and the bed was made. She was waiting in the vestibule, sitting in a tubular steel chair, her coat already on. She looked at him quizzically. ‘You put a tie on just to take the lift?’


They said nothing on the way down. He opened the double security doors for her, then the heavy front door to the street. They stood for a moment on the pavement, slightly embarrassed. Weynfeldt took out his wallet and gave her his card. ‘In case.’


‘In case of what?’


‘In case of whatever.’


She looked at the card. ‘Aha, you have a PhD I see,’ she said, and put it in her handbag. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have a card myself.’


Weynfeldt wanted to ask for her telephone number, but he let it go.


She looked up at the grey sky. ‘The weather certainly wasn’t worth staying alive for.’


‘Anything else?’


‘What else then?’


He shrugged his shoulders. ‘There’s always something worth staying alive for.’


She stared at him intently. ‘Can you guarantee me that?’


‘Guaranteed.’


She hugged him with her free arm and gave him a kiss on the cheek. Then she smiled at him. ‘One day I’ll do it.’


‘No,’ he said, ‘don’t do it.’ Now he had managed to say the words.


‘Lorena. You forgot my name: Don’t do it, Lorena.’ She walked down the street. He watched, but she didn’t look back.
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Adrian Weynfeldt could see the quay from his office window, the jetties and the white passenger boats, the streetcars, most of them bedecked with flags for some reason, the backed-up columns of traffic, and the continual stream of hurried pedestrians.


It was shortly before five; the rush hour had begun, but the insulated windows kept the street sounds out; the lively scene was like a TV image on mute. He had often wished he could work with the window open, but Murphy’s was equipped with an air-conditioning system which maintained room temperature and humidity at constant levels all year round to safeguard the valuable paintings and works of art held there.


On a day like today, however, Weynfeldt was more than happy to keep the window closed. It was neither warm nor cold, damp nor dry, clear nor cloudy: a depressingly average day. He wished something unusual would happen to make it memorable.


He had worked all day on the autumn auction catalogue, Swiss Art, writing descriptions of the pieces, listing their provenance and exhibition history, researching the secondary literature and valuing the works. There was still time till the copy deadline, but he needed this time. He wasn’t satisfied. The selection was too homogenous. He needed just one lot which would attract attention and perhaps fetch a record price. The best piece was a Hodler, a landscape, oil on canvas, showing a country road with telegraph poles. He had valued it at one hundred and fifty to two hundred thousand francs, and hoped for a hammer price of around three hundred thousand. Then he had the sleeping shepherdess by Segantini, a watercolour valued at sixty-eighty thousand. In this price range there was also the mountain landscape by Calame, a village idyll by Benjamin Vautier and some roses by Augusto Giacometti. After that came the oil paintings by less familiar names: Castan, Vallet, Fröhlicher, Zünd, Barraud. The remainder consisted of studies by the big names, Anker, Hodler, Vallotton, Amiet, Segantini, Giacometti and Pellegrini, drawings and watercolours at prices in the one and two thousand category. What he lacked was works in upper middle range, between one and two hundred thousand francs, and one or two ‘conversation pieces,’ as his assistant, Véronique, would put it: pictures and stories they could feed the press.


Véronique was sitting in the outer office, two computer screens in front of her; a square, black take-out box of Thai food beside her. Ever since the Thai place in the next block had opened she was constantly battling the temptation to pop down and get something. She went in secret when she could, hoping Weynfeldt wouldn’t notice her absence. Not because he would object – he was an easygoing boss. But like all addicts, she didn’t want to admit her addiction to herself.


Véronique was in her mid-thirties, with a round, heavily made-up, wrinkle-free face, framed by a blond bob, perhaps intended to make her face look longer and leaner. Her body was big and appeared shapeless thanks to the loose clothing she wore during this phase. Weynfeldt had experienced all her phases during the years they worked together; Véronique was a yo-yo woman. She starved herself as excessively as she ate. She was capable of passing through every BMI classification, from underweight to overweight, in a single year. The latter was more conducive to a good working atmosphere in Weynfeldt’s opinion, but of course he would never say something like that out loud.


He had been embarrassed himself when he caught her returning earlier with her Thai snacks. He had come through his door to the outer office as she came through the main door. Her taste buds had been bored, she said, as she always said when an explanation couldn’t be avoided. Weynfeldt didn’t react, just took the Segantini catalogue from her immaculately tidy desk – his own was submerged in hopeless chaos – and retreated discreetly. He took in the aroma of ginger, coriander and lemongrass as he closed the door behind him and gave thanks for the opening of the Thai takeaway; the nearest food outlet before that had been a sausage grill.


Weynfeldt would have been lost without Véronique. He was a recognised specialist in Swiss art of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; he was frequently asked to write expert reports, and even the rival auction houses preferred to have important works in this field valued by him. When it came to the administration, organisation and management side of his job, however, he was clueless. He was by nature an unsystematic and impractical person.


He had never learned to handle computers for instance. At first he hadn’t wanted to; they hadn’t suited his image of himself. Later, when he did want to learn, he had failed. And he was otherwise a quick learner. He had passed his degree with top marks, his PhD with summa cum laude. He spoke French, English, Spanish and Italian fluently – almost too authentically as far as some were concerned, and was currently learning Russian, which he didn’t find difficult even at fifty-four. But he had never been able to make friends with computers.


This was the reason Véronique had two screens on her desk. Computers were an indispensable part of Weynfeldt’s job. It was unimaginable that a Murphy’s expert could not be contacted via email, didn’t use search engines for his research or keep up to date with current prices and trends using the various art-market websites. Véronique dealt with all of that. She printed out his mail and typed up the answers he wrote by hand at the bottom of each message. Very few people suspected that Weynfeldt was useless with computers.


Mobile phones were yet to enter his life either. Each time Véronique tried to help him to make friends with them, he proved to be all thumbs. If she ever suspected him of deliberately feigning clumsiness to retain some vestige of freedom, she never let it show. Weynfeldt simply wasn’t available when he was out and about; but he called Véronique at regular intervals, from the increasingly rare telephone booths or from restaurants, to keep himself in the picture. He did at least have an answering machine at home. He didn’t know how it worked, but Frau Hauser, who managed his enormous apartment, did.


She had been his mother’s housekeeper and was approaching eighty – but still fighting fit. Weynfeldt had only recently been able to persuade her to employ assistants to help with the cleaning and to take his washing to the laundry. Since then he met women of various nationalities and colours in his apartment, who were rarely able to maintain Frau Hauser’s high standards for long and were swiftly and unceremoniously replaced – much to the annoyance of the bank’s security department which was forced to put each new employee through the bank’s complex security clearance procedure.


Frau Hauser was a very small, gaunt figure. Ever since Weynfeldt could remember, her hair had been white with a purple rinse. She entered the apartment every working day at seven a.m. on the dot, and left it at five p.m. – unless Weynfeldt was entertaining, in which case she served refreshments she had prepared herself, or, in the case of large-scale invitations, commanded the brigades of catering staff from the sidelines. She had taken over a former servants’ room adjacent to the utility rooms, where she withdrew for short breaks or, if it got late, sometimes spent the night. She had a habit of complaining half out loud to herself, not with words, but by sighing, murmuring, moaning and the occasional ‘aha, aha, aha,’ as if something she had long predicted had finally transpired. Weynfeldt only ever heard this; he never knew what precisely had aroused Frau Hauser’s displeasure since he avoided being in the same room as her, but he assumed each time that it related to his untidiness. No day passed without her mentioning his mother to him – what she had always said, always done, or was lucky not to be experiencing now.


He found it easier to get on with Véronique. Not only because she never referred to his mother, although she had known her personally; she never gave Adrian the feeling his disorganisation and inability to deal with practical matters bothered her. Weynfeldt and Véronique respected each other enough to overlook each other’s shortcomings.


Weynfeldt was seated on an office chair from his own collection, a comfortable leather armchair on a chrome-plated tubular steel base designed by Robert Haussmann in 1957. He leafed through the Segantini catalogue, unable to remember what he had been looking for. He paused when he came to Sul balcone. The painting showed a young girl in an indigo blouse and a long skirt. Her right hand on her hip, she leaned against the wooden balustrade of a balcony, her back to the windswept mountain village with its church tower, and the milky, translucent sky. She wore a white bonnet, her head bowed, thoughtful, gazing at nothing in particular. She was standing as Lorena had stood, he reflected, but on the other side of the balustrade.


Since that strange encounter it had not taken much to remind Weynfeldt of Lorena; much vaguer connections were enough: a female portrait without the slightest similarity, sometimes just an object, something Japanese because of her blouse, or a piece of furniture by Werner Max Hofer because she had sat on one of his chairs while she waited for him. Sometimes it took even less: similar weather to that Sunday morning, croissants, one of his white Sunday pyjamas. And increasingly it took nothing at all to call up the image of Lorena – of Lorena or of Daphne.


That dramatic Sunday morning was now over two weeks ago. He should have asked Lorena for her phone number. Her address, at least.


He had made four extra visits to La Rivière since then, breaking his normal rhythm, staying each time for two martinis which he consumed according to the same ritual. For the best part of an hour the glass stood at his elbow untouched, then he fished the olive out with the cocktail pick, ate it slowly and placed the stone on the little saucer the barkeeper provided with every drink. That was his sign that the barkeeper could clear the glass, still full, and replace it with a fresh drink. Once, and once only, had the barman attempted to serve him a martini with two olives. Weynfeldt had placed one of them straight on the saucer without comment.


He had not been able to muster the courage to ask the barkeeper for news of Lorena. But he undoubtedly realised why Weynfeldt was suddenly here so often. If he knew anything he would have said.


The telephone rang, and Weynfeldt forced himself to let it ring twice, three times. If it was Lorena she shouldn’t think he was sitting by the phone waiting for her to call.


But it wasn’t Lorena. It was Klaus Baier, one of his parents’ peers’ children nearly a generation older than Weynfeldt. Baier’s father had run a textile firm which did business with Weynfeldt & Co. The two fathers had remained friends long after both companies were taken over by healthier competitors. They had both been keen hunters, inviting each other to their respective hunting grounds, and travelling to East Africa on safari together in the 1950s.


The two sons had never had much contact. Initially because of the age difference, later because they had no mutual interests. While Adrian was focused on his passion, art, Klaus was interested only in money. Following his father’s untimely death in 1962, Klaus Baier began making risky attempts to boost his inheritance. He became a daring speculator, someone with a good nose, who frequently gambled his entire wealth, and on more than one occasion lost everything except his assets of last resort.


These reserves included a few valuable pictures, the remains of the respectable collection of Swiss art his father had bequeathed him. A seascape in oil and two watercolours by Ferdinand Hodler, a portrait of a woman by Segantini, two floral still lives by Augusto Giacometti and a notable nude by Félix Vallotton.


This modest collection was later to bring them back into contact. Shortly after Adrian had completed his doctorate, Klaus called and asked him to value his pictures. It was the first job of Adrian’s career and he went to great effort to come up with plausible figures. Like many people who speculate with money on a large scale, Klaus Baier was stingy when it came to small scale transactions, and Weynfeldt’s payment was simply dinner. Adrian didn’t care. Even then he was financially secure, and in the course of his research he had come into contact with Murphy’s Swiss art expert at the time, who subsequently engaged Adrian as his assistant for a symbolic salary.


Baier and Weynfeldt had met for occasional lunches or dinners at irregular intervals ever since, the initiative usually coming from Baier, hoping to avail himself of a free valuation. He would ask Adrian the current market value of his pictures; if the information was favourable he would pay the bill, if not he let Weynfeldt pay.


Baier’s most secure asset was the small Hodler seascape. The artist’s market value had risen steadily over the years with little fluctuation. The Augusto Giacometti was also a blue chip, which could safely be realised at any time. The riskiest item to speculate on was the Vallotton, however. Although the artist’s prices had seesawed over the years, an image such as Femme nue devant une salamandre was capable of achieving a sensational price, independent of the artist’s current rating. Nude Facing a Stove was extremely well known, a bestseller as a poster, yet shrouded in mystery: no one knew who owned it. In all the monographs and exhibition catalogues – and it was frequently exhibited; this enhanced its value – its status was described simply as ‘private collection.’ If it suddenly came on the market it would cause a sensation. Adrian Weynfeldt consistently valued it at a realistic figure, but always added, ‘Under the hammer it could easily fetch double that.’


Weynfeldt had soon grasped that Baier’s interest in the value of his collection was purely hypothetical. He never dreamed for a second of selling a single piece. He just liked to know how much money he wasn’t liquidising.


So Weynfeldt was rendered speechless for a second when Baier asked him, ‘Would my Vallotton fit in your current auction, Adrian?’


After a short pause he answered, ‘Yes, perfectly.’
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