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To Angélique


1

‘Beware the month Lenaion, ox-flaying days.’

The line had come to him suddenly, at six-thirty that morning. The men had been chipping ice from the windscreens of the lorries, their breath turning to steam in the bitter cold. They had cursed prodigiously as they worked, unleashing grotesque torrents of verbal obscenity. He had paced uneasily about the preparations, angry and impotent, wondering whether he should react, and if so how. He was too old for this sort of thing. Didn’t they realise he was seventy-one, for God’s sake? He was a scholar, not a porter’s foreman; a connoisseur, not a driver’s mate. Then he’d thought of the line of poetry, and taken from it an obscure comfort. Where was it from? The Greek Anthology, perhaps. Its repetition as the day unfolded had eased his spirit. Their progress over rutted and crowded roadways had been painfully slow, every delay knocking them further behind schedule; but he had clung on to the words, savouring them as some sort of link with civilisation, setting his suffering in a more sympathetic context. The month Lenaion: that was the Ancient Greek February. This was February too. And these too were ox-flaying days. But the Greek poet had lived two thousand years ago and could not conceivably have understood the agony of an ox-flaying day spent juddering across the plain of Saxony incarcerated in the cab of a draughty furniture van, the irregular pounding of its engine never quite loud enough to extinguish the low thud of distant Bolshevik guns. Dr Arnold Weil, Classical graduate of Göttingen University, was cold, peevish and afraid.

It was curious that he should now seek refuge in a line of Greek poetry. He had abandoned his Classical studies many years ago, turning instead to art history. Latterly he had discovered a gift for art restoration. In this capacity he had been working for the Dresden Museum for the past twenty years. It must be half a century since he had read those words in the original Greek; apparently forgotten, they had stuck in an obscure corner of his memory like barnacles welded to some submerged hulk. Now the shock of his present ordeal had dislodged them, suddenly, into circulation again. They spoke of another, vastly preferable world, where cold was no more than a picturesque feature of the pastoral idyll, where culture and reason might find a refuge unthreatened by Soviet artillery.

He sat perched on the passenger seat like a nervous crow. Glancing uneasily across at the driver, he delved deep into the pocket of his dilapidated great-coat for a cigarette packet. He clawed at matches with gloved fingers. Two in succession would not strike and fell broken to the floor. The most basic facilities of life were unreliable these days. There: at last he had done it. Light sprang from his shaking hand, and he inhaled gratefully. God knew with what substance they lengthened the meagre quantity of tobacco in these things: boot-laces, he had heard it suggested, or rat’s faeces. One of Dresden’s main industries was the manufacture of cigarettes, and some strange rumours had been coming out of the factories recently. But any cigarettes were better than nothing. He was putting them back into his pocket when he remembered the driver. Clumsily he proffered the packet.

‘Would you … er?’ What was the fellow’s name?

The man did not speak, but nodded his head curtly without removing his gaze from the road. He was blond, in his thirties, with three days’ growth of beard on his chin, and watery, unhealthy eyes. It was hard to tell whether he was actively hostile or merely uncommunicative. Weil hastened to remind himself in mitigation of his companion’s surliness that the road demanded concentration, and the preciousness of their load outweighed all other considerations. The way was pitted with pot-holes and patches of black, treacherous ice. You couldn’t afford to relax. Now, as Weil fumbled with the packet, the driver shot out a quick and practised hand to extract a cigarette and, placing it between his lips, motioned Weil to light it for him. Two more matches failed, then the third flared. Weil’s shaking fist moved the flame towards the inclined head whose eyes never left the road ahead. He lit the tip, just as the fire licked his own fingers. The pain was sharp and shocking. Weil dropped the spent stick and nursed his hand in his coat, determined to hide his distress from his companion lest it might compromise his authority. But he could not quite suppress a lingering sense of horror at the incident; an irrational but deep-seated horror of burning flesh.

He must speak to the driver again; the situation demanded it.

‘What time do you think we’ll get there, Gotz?’ he asked, and was relieved to find that the driver’s name had returned to him, drifting back into his consciousness with the same unexpected fluidity as the line of Greek poetry.

Gotz frowned. He slowed, in order to manoeuvre round a group of bedraggled refugees forlornly attempting to right an upturned cart on the edge of the road. He appeared to be considering whether the question was even worth answering.

‘Where?’ he said finally.

‘Schieritz.’

‘No chance. Not today. Not at this rate. Be lucky if we even make it back to Dresden.’

‘The road could be clearer later.’

‘You must be joking.’ They slowed almost to a standstill, reduced to the pace of the slowest straggler in a larger knot of hobbling refugees ahead of them. Gotz sounded his horn sharply, with suppressed violence. ‘Get out of it!’ Exhausted faces peered up at them with hopeless eyes. Some of these people had been on the road from Breslau for three weeks, denied all transport but the power of their own feet. But as the van charted a none-too-careful course around them, neither Gotz nor his elderly companion registered them. Gotz was concentrating bitterly on the road. The other man was peering back yet once more into the darkness of the hold behind them, checking anxiously on the cargo.

‘Is Walther still behind us?’

Gotz glanced perfunctorily in the mirror. ‘He’s there, Herr Doktor.’

Beware the month Lenaion. Weil wound the scarf once more about his throat and relapsed into silence, drumming nervous fingers on the briefcase resting across his knees. His worries were too great to quantify. These drivers, for one thing – Gotz and Walther. They had been foisted upon him by the authorities without sufficient preparation; they were completely unknown to him; their qualifications for handling pictures were non-existent. That much had been clear earlier in the day at Schloss Milkel, where over a hundred canvases had been loaded aboard with much swearing and maladroitness. In the biting cold of the winter morning, preserving their co-operation had been a delicate business, challenging his moribund powers of diplomacy to their limit. A few frames had been chipped, but there had been – thank God – no discernible damage to the picture surfaces. But the exercise had endeared neither the drivers to Weil nor Weil to the drivers. As the day progressed he sensed this undercurrent, not quite of mutiny, but certainly of obstructiveness. He was dealing with an alien force. He felt the same unbridgeable gap between himself and these men as he had felt when confronted with the porters in the old days at the museum, with the plumber who came to mend the bath in his small apartment in the city, or the garrulous, beery builder who climbed out of his window to repair the guttering on the roof and whistled at girls below. Their ultimate resort was physical; his was intellectual. That was the difference that precluded any sympathy or understanding between them. It was a difference that had special significance in these days lived on the edge of the abyss. For, as this quite intolerable war continued, as conditions daily deteriorated, as suffering, personal and communal, became ever more insistent, as the barbarian approached closer to the gates, so there loomed more threateningly that moment of ultimate resort.

At that moment what use was an art historian-cum-restorer by comparison with a plumber or a driver? Reason would succumb to might; civilisation would be submerged in chaos. Works of art would be employed not to adorn palaces and museums but to build barricades. Anarchy, glimpsed already rumbling not far below the surface, would finally erupt. They had heard those Russian guns not forty miles away as they loaded the pictures at Schloss Milkel. The Bolsheviks were the harbingers of unreason. For the first time, as he listened to their artillery, he had felt real fear of the hordes from the east. He shivered, a lonely old man weighed down by a responsibility too great to bear. On his inadequate frame rested, as it seemed to him, a terrible burden. The pictures with whose rescue he had been charged became emblematic of all German culture. If he failed to preserve them safely, everything was lost. It was not right that he should be subjected to this ordeal. It was too much for him, too much for any man. And yet what choice had he had? At the museum there had been no one else left to go. If he had not acquiesced, this crucial mission would not have taken place.

He took off his little round glasses and gave them a tentative rub with a handkerchief in order to relieve the feelings of mounting panic which bubbled up periodically. Beware the month Lenaion, ox-flaying days. He clenched his teeth and peered out of the window at the unyielding Saxon landscape, still solid with frost but bathed momentarily in a milky light by a pale sun. It was three o’clock: perhaps if they made better time now it would still be possible to reach Schieritz this evening. They had set out from Dresden at an ungodly hour, heading east. They had stopped to pick up pictures first at Kamenz then at Schloss Milkel, suddenly too close for comfort to the Russian lines. Now they were headed back towards Dresden, and beyond, to Schieritz, a further two hours to the west of the city. A further two hours into safety. His instructions were to unload there at two main destinations for underground storage. What blessed relief it would be to deposit the cargo intact at those points, his duty discharged, that moment of last resort kept at bay a little longer. He cursed the crowds of refugees who impeded their way, Silesians heading mindlessly westward in front of the Russian advance. Stupid wretches, with their children and their carts. Hadn’t he read that there were perfectly decent trains laid on for these people? That being so, why had they felt it necessary to clog up the roadways? The fecklessness of the masses was a constant source of irritation to him in peacetime; how much more infuriating was it now, when great issues were at stake.

Gotz brought the lorry to a sudden halt. Weil looked up, startled and concerned.

‘What’s this?’

‘See for yourself. Look ahead – hundreds of them.’

An apparently endless column of tanks, armoured cars, and troop transport lorries was approaching them, rumbling ominously east. Motorcycle outriders had motioned them to halt, and one was now knocking at the window.

‘Off the road,’ he shouted. ‘Pull over!’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Weil, shocked.

‘Get off the road. Come on, you heard.’

A sense of outrage overwhelmed all else in Dr Weil. ‘But we have priority. We can pass, the road is wide enough. We have to reach Schieritz tonight.’

‘Priority? Don’t make me laugh, you old fool. Why should a couple of furniture vans have priority?’

‘Here, see this.’ Weil fumbled in his briefcase, then handed over a sheaf of papers.

The outrider inspected them. He shrugged his shoulders and passed back the documents. ‘I’m sorry. I thought you were refugees. How many are you, just the two vans?’

‘That’s right.’ Breathless with the exertion of the interview, Weil peered back anxiously and was reassured by Walther’s continued proximity.

The outrider blew a whistle sharply and motioned them on. Solemnly they proceeded past the line of military vehicles, the tanks, the armoured cars, and the troop lorries packed with uniformed men who cast curious glances at the unfettered progress of two incongruous furniture vans.

Unexpectedly Gotz whistled. ‘Priority, heh? Those pictures in the back, they’re pretty valuable, then?’

‘Extremely valuable. Thank God the authorities still have the sense to understand that, at least.’

‘How valuable?’

‘How valuable? My dear man, you really can’t quantify these things. Let’s just say they’re supremely valuable. They have to be withdrawn from the vicinity of the front line, that’s of paramount importance.’ Weil paused, suddenly embarrassed that his speech had shown unprecedented animation, and uncertain how the driver would react.

‘So that’s why this journey has priority,’ mused Gotz.

‘Exactly.’

‘Supremely valuable,’ repeated Gotz, as if savouring the phrase. ‘Supremely valuable.’

‘That’s right.’

There was a pause, then Gotz asked: ‘What’s more valuable to the Fatherland, do you reckon, Herr Doktor, soldiers or pictures?’

Weil thought for a moment. Privately he felt it was preferable to sacrifice an entire division of men rather than imperil a single Rubens; but he was wary of the tone of Gotz’s question. ‘They’re both valuable, of course, to the Fatherland. But soldiers are … expendable. Most of these pictures are unique, irreplaceable. You have to understand that.’

Gotz gave a mirthless laugh and shook his head. ‘Who are they by, then, these irreplaceable masterpieces?’

‘Bruegel, for instance. Lucas Cranach. And about two metres behind you we are carrying a supreme work of French art. One of the greatest pictures ever painted by Gustave Courbet.’

‘They all come from the museum?’

‘That’s right. You’re from Dresden yourself, aren’t you? You probably saw some of them before the war, when you visited the Gemäldegalerie. Before they were all moved out for safekeeping.’

‘The Gemäldegalerie? I never visited any galleries. Why should I visit galleries?’ Gotz frowned, and there was silence for a moment. They were still passing crowded troop-carrying lorries, serried ranks of helmets atop sullen, steely faces. ‘There they go, poor bloody expendable soldiers.’

Weil shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Gotz went on: ‘I suppose you realise what my orders are once this jaunt is over?’

Weil shook his head. He would prefer this conversation not to proceed, but he saw no way of cutting it short.

‘I’ll tell you what my orders are, Herr Doktor. Just as soon as we’ve delivered these so-called irreplaceable pictures to wherever we’ve got to take them, the moment they’re under guard and tucked away out of all danger, then I’ve got to report straight back to the sodding clearing camp. You know what they’ll do to me then? They’ll shove another helmet on my head, stick another gun in my hand, maybe if I’m lucky they’ll find me a warmer coat, they’ll attach me to another division, then – how long? – seventy-two hours from now I’ll be one of those poor buggers on their way back to the front. Back to fight the Russians again.’ He stared implacably at the road ahead. ‘You see, Herr Doktor, I’m expendable.’

‘That’s the war.’

‘Once you get to that front line, you know who the lucky ones are, don’t you?’

Weil shook his head miserably.

‘The lucky ones are the dead ones, the people that get killed outright, because you know what those Russians do to you if they capture you, don’t you? They castrate you. No questions asked, they just cut you up and leave you bleeding. And another thing you should know, Herr Doktor: there’s no stopping the Bolsheviks. They just keep coming and coming, millions of them. There’s no stopping them, they’ll get us all in the end. And these bloody precious pictures, most likely they’ll get them too.’

Weil pursed his lips in disapproval. Such blatant military defeatism could not be condoned in a man like Gotz, of course, but what was even more upsetting was the image of greedy, philistine eastern hordes surging irresistibly onward. Eastern hordes appropriating the museum’s pictures.

‘I think you’ll find they’ll be safe where they’re going.’

But would they? The doubt was insidious. Where would it all end? He’d heard something on the wireless about a final push being planned, a magnificent last-minute counter-attack to wreak disarray amongst the enemies of the Reich, enemies who were already quarrelling amongst themselves. But was this likely, when every day brought new floods of refugees from the east – frightened, desperate men and women who had abandoned everything in the headlong flight, irrefutable testimony to the Bolshevik advance? There was a dangerous gap between what the leaders of the Fatherland were telling people and what one could see with one’s own eyes. He cursed them all – politicians, generals, those in authority responsible for putting him in this intolerable position. He had not asked to go to war. He was a restorer and art historian, not a soldier. His needs were modest. All he asked was physical warmth in his small apartment, enough light to work by, and the freedom to continue his work with pictures. He knew only one great challenge in life, that of entering into the creative mind of the artist whose work he was attempting to conserve and reconstitute. Up till recently his acutest anxiety had been the weakness of his eyes; some days were better than others in this respect, but if the Russians came what would it all matter? Their arrival would herald a new Dark Age akin to blindness.

Was it possible that this disaster would actually happen? This venture, hastily organised, to chase priceless pictures from one hiding place to another, further west, was bringing the full dimensions of the horror home to him. In the earlier years of the war, as news of fresh triumphs flashed out daily, he had indulged in an unthinking confidence in the people who guarded the destiny of the Fatherland. In Dresden there had been shortages, certainly, but not the deprivation and destruction that had undermined other less fortunate cities in the Reich. Up till last summer life had continued as a passable imitation of peacetime existence. But it was last summer that the cracks had begun to appear: schools shut down indefinitely in order to accommodate military casualties and refugees; theatres and opera closed; restrictions on travel; yet more stringent rationing. The nagging suspicion grew that the process of disintegration had set in ineluctably: the situation was now beyond the control of the authorities. A horrific image played in his imagination: a constant stream of refugees and pictures fleeing, from enemies in the east, from enemies in the west, from enemies in the north and south; Germany, safe, unviolated Germany, contracting in size daily like a puddle shrivelling in the sun, till the entire surviving civilian population and the entire cultural heritage of the Fatherland were concentrated into a tiny island in the middle. And then the enemy’s final thrust, bringing destruction, defeat and humiliation. Weil shivered. The ox-flaying days offered no shelter.

The cold grey clouds of the morning had ebbed away just long enough to reveal a sunset now, a recession of infinite melancholy. The sky in the west was suffused with a milky yellow light, pointing up the swathes of cloud strung across the horizon like contours of a distant seashore, an imaginary coastline. Running his gaze across the flat expanse of Saxon landscape below, Weil’s eye was caught and held by a series of lakes, perhaps no more than a pattern of flooded fields, in which the sun was momentarily reflected. He experienced that shock of familiarity which came to him periodically in front of exceptional beauty, the recognition of nature’s power to imitate art. Many of his sharpest perceptions of the outside world were conditioned by paint. The landscape which he gazed at from the window of the lorry suddenly moved him because he saw it painted by Caspar David Friedrich. He knew it to be true because it vividly reminded him of a particular picture in the museum’s collection, one in front of which he had stood many times before the war. And now in a moment of revelation he recognised it again, spread out before him, refracted through the eye of the painter: the evening light, the reflections in the water, the line of trees at the horizon, the melancholy. Friedrich had lived and worked in Dresden, painting the city and its surrounding countryside. His landscapes were mysterious, timeless, and hauntingly sad. But it was an innocent, romantic sadness, thought Weil, in the same way that the Greek poet’s Lenaion evoked an innocent coldness. The past was always innocent, of course. By contrast the sadness Weil felt now was more profound, tinged with the desperation of his times, a misery inconceivable to Friedrich; the cold, mixed with the horror of impending catastrophe, was more chilling than any winter the Greeks had known.

He was an old man with little hope and an unfair weight of responsibility on his shoulders. In the old days, the days before the war, when something had occurred to which he objected, there had been clear and civilised lines of recourse. In the museum, for instance, when he had met incompetence or inefficiency, he had proved himself a master of the sardonic memorandum: he had even rather relished the composition of those crisp little notes, drawing the director’s attention to this or that malfunctioning of the system. And very often they had produced the desired effect. He liked to think that his relationship with Dr Posse had been a special one: he had admired the man, and felt a reciprocal appreciation from the director. This was the man who enjoyed the confidence of the Führer himself, had been chosen to head the Sonderauftrag Linz, charged with the task of creating a collection of works of art of supreme quality for the city of the Führer’s birth. That had taken Posse away from Dresden for considerable lengths of time, and now he was gone for good. So there was no one in the director’s office to receive Weil’s sharp little memoranda any more. Written complaint had been superseded by physical action in the new scheme of things. He was a forlorn and solitary figure struggling in silence against intolerable adversity, unable to compete in the conditions threatened by the new barbarism. He drew his coat tighter about him and reached for his cigarettes.

It was all but dark when he distantly discerned a series of tiny lights, some flickering, some dimmed, but stretching in a wide arc across the horizon. For a moment he did not recognise what he saw, then, with a gasp of exultation, he cried out: ‘Dresden!’

‘About bloody time,’ said Gotz.

Even now the blackout was not strictly enforced in the city. The number of genuine air raids suffered during this war could be counted on the fingers of one hand, of course, and only two of them had done any damage to speak of. The first, back in October, had provoked only voyeuristic curiosity, with coach-owners running special excursions to view the blitzed streets in the suburbs of Friedrichstadt and Loblau. The second, last month, had been directed against the oil refinery and the goods marshalling yards. They had been exceptional events, not enough to alter the prevailing opinion that the enemy would not waste bombs on Dresden. Not Dresden. Not the Florence of middle Europe. Not when they had their eyes on it as the successor to Berlin as capital of the conquered Reich.

Now the sight of the lights momentarily charged the spirits of the footsore travellers beside them on the road. There was a marginal quickening of pace amongst the refugees, now that they saw their goal beckoning. The twinkling vision of the city enhanced its promise as a refuge for the weary, a miraculous haven from the conflict. For Weil, however, the approach to the outskirts only increased his anxiety. People flocked and milled along the way in ever larger numbers, impeding the vans. There were more vehicles, too. A feverish impatience seized him again.

‘I think we should head on to Schieritz tonight,’ he said again. ‘It would be better for the pictures.’

Gotz took his gaze from the road. For the first time in the brief acquaintanceship of the two men closeted together in the driver’s cab, their eyes met.

‘No.’ It was said firmly, unequivocally.

Weil looked away. ‘I mean, it’s not so late. The road will be clearer the other side of the city,’ he muttered.

‘We are tired. We must pass the night in Dresden.’

‘We have a very precious load. I do not like to expose it unnecessarily.’

‘What is there to worry about, Herr Doktor? The pictures will be safe locked in the lorries. And I do not think the Russians will come tonight. Another night, maybe, but only at the very end.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You will always be safe in Dresden. It is the safest city in the Reich. It’s true, you may rely on it: I heard it from a man who knows, a man with special contacts in the government.’

Weil was intrigued despite his preoccupations. The theory wasn’t new, but it remained seductive. ‘You cannot be sure …’

‘Oh yes, you can be sure. That’s just it. Why do you think we in Dresden have had so few air raids, when other cities – Hamburg, Berlin, for instance – have been attacked every night? It’s because our enemies propose to destroy Berlin, and when our Reich is conquered the new capital will be here, in Dresden. It’s been agreed.’

‘Agreed?’

‘Agreed amongst our enemies,’ declared Gotz authoritatively.

Weil considered the matter. ‘But the pictures must reach Schieritz as quickly as possible. I have orders.’

‘Screw your orders.’ Something snapped, frighteningly. It did not take much pressure for reason to give way to anarchy. Weil sat on in the silence of dread, uncertain how to react. They continued their unswerving route towards the centre of the city, driven forward by Gotz’s superior will power. Nonetheless, when Gotz spoke again he did so more gently: ‘You should have pity, Herr Doktor. Do you know what it is like for Walther and me, in our situation? This is our last chance. After this journey we go immediately to join new units, then straight back to the front, where we will die. Oh yes, we have no illusions. You, who stay behind in Dresden, you will live to see the city as the new capital of Germany once our enemies have control. But by that time Walther and I will be dead. So you must understand that we will not be denied our last night in Dresden. It is our last night to live, and tonight we will live.’

‘I think I have no choice.’

‘I think you have no choice.’

Defeated, the old man gave in. The fight was gone from him. He gazed unhappily from his window at the streets packed with thronging pedestrians, moving briskly in the cold, pummelling themselves to keep warm. The city was swollen with soldiers in transit to the front, fugitive Silesians, Pomeranians and East Prussians moving in the opposite direction, Berliners and Rhinelanders from the west, evacuees of all descriptions. It seemed the buildings could not contain them, so they spilled on to the streets, a mass of uncomfortable humanity. And yet, extraordinarily, when he looked closer he saw that here and there people were actually enjoying themselves, they were laughing and shouting, there were children dressed in carnival costume. Down another street he caught a glimpse of the brightly coloured lights of a circus. Perhaps this city was some sort of haven after all.

‘Look, it’s Mardi Gras,’ continued Gotz. ‘Carnival night. A time to enjoy yourself.’

The convoy of which Weil was the nominal commander rolled slowly towards the River Elbe. They passed over the Augustus Bridge and turned left on to the embankment, beneath the Bruhl’sche Terrasse. There, in the heart of the old city, they drew to a halt. Walther pulled up behind them. Three weary figures lowered themselves to the ground, swinging their arms to reactivate circulations. Weil’s whole body ached with cold and exhaustion. Beware these days, beware the month Lenaion. But at least he was back on familiar ground, surrounded by landmarks that he had known for the past thirty years: he peered up at the Frauenkirche and the Hofbau, monuments of continuing civilisation which loomed impervious to the flux of humanity below.

Gotz and Walther drew aside and entered into muffled conversation. They cursed and laughed. Weil found it hard to avoid the conclusion that their refusal to continue further tonight was long prearranged, and that they were congratulating each other on an objective attained.

Walther looked disturbingly like a rat. He was a smaller, darker, older man than Gotz. He grinned at Weil, revealing sharp little teeth.

‘So, we start again tomorrow, Herr Doktor. It is a wise decision you have made, I think.’ He gesticulated towards the lorries, laughing stupidly. ‘These treasures will be safe here, you can rely on that.’

‘I very much hope so,’ said Weil severely. ‘And I insist that we start early tomorrow. We meet here, seven o’clock.’

‘Ja, ja, seven o’clock, it is agreed.’

‘Are the lorries secure?’

‘Ja, ja. Sure they are secure.’ Gotz and Walther were already edging away into the crowds. Walther called back: ‘And Herr Doktor …’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s carnival, Mardi Gras. Enjoy yourself tonight. But don’t do anything we wouldn’t do.’ Guffawing, they disappeared into the evening, stepping over an elderly couple of Silesian peasants who had installed themselves with all their worldly goods on the pavement nearby and had apparently sunk into a dreamless sleep, oblivious even to the cold.

Weil felt in his pocket for the sets of keys he carried with him for both vehicles. He shuffled round the lorries, checking locks. At the back of Gotz’s lorry he paused, then on a whim fitted the key and turned the lock so that he was able to swing the door and peer inside. His eyes ran over the silent ranks of pictures, some in their gilt frames, some naked canvas, all tethered together for safety. There was the Bruegel. And the von Rayski portrait group on which he had worked extensively before the war. Slung precipitously across the top, almost touching the roof of the van, was the large Courbet. He nodded at them as if they were old friends, unchanging and reliable. Yes, they would be safe enough here for the time being. Tomorrow would be time enough for them to reach their refuge underground. He relocked the doors. This was a haven for them all, of course it was. Gotz was probably right about the special status of Dresden. It was to be preserved. He could sleep easily in his bed tonight. His apartment beckoned him. There would be no heating again, but that was nothing new, and he could sleep in his great-coat as he had done often that winter. He imagined the familiar smell of turpentine which would greet him from the small room that he used as a studio. It was reassuring. But God in heaven, he was tired. And at seven o’clock they must be off again. Beware the month Lenaion, ox-flaying days. He picked his way past the two sleeping peasants, swathed in derelict coats and blankets, and shivered. The idea occurred to him suddenly that they were not sleeping but dead. He hurried on without looking back.

Gotz separated from Walther two streets later. Walther pressed him to come to a place he knew where they could drink and play cards, but Gotz felt disinclined to indulge his companion’s passion for gambling. He had other plans. They had crystallised on the slow, infinitely tedious drive across the Saxon plain that afternoon. He remembered her from his last leave in Dresden, the one before Christmas. He had been on the way to rejoin his unit when he had met her at the Central Railway Station. It had been a short encounter in the refreshment hall. They had fallen into conversation at the bar and she had told him where he could find her, if he so wished, the next time he was in town. She worked in a tea-room; her shift ended at six. She was a widow – her husband had been killed on the eastern front last year. OK, she was no longer in her prime, but Gotz had cast a judicious eye over her and decided that the blondness of her hair was not unattractive and that her figure was still serviceable. More important, she wanted it, he could tell. A few preliminaries might be necessary, a little encouragement; to his annoyance there had not been time to put the issue to the test at their first meeting as he had had to catch the train. But the more he thought about it the more confident he felt that she would prove ultimately compliant. And compliance was an attribute to be prized above all others when you were choosing a companion for your last night of freedom. He hadn’t forced that miserable old sod Dr Weil to abandon the idea of driving all the way to Schieritz that night in order to spend the evening playing cards. Of course, she might no longer be employed at the place she’d told him, many things might have happened in the last two months, but he’d decided to try her first.

He saw her almost as soon as he got through the door. She recognised him and smiled. ‘You again? I thought you’d come in sooner or later.’

He approached her. She was piling plates and cups on to a tray. ‘Free tonight?’

‘Give me ten minutes.’

They drank beer in a bar, then, as she said she wanted to go to a circus, they went there, to the Sarassani circus in the Neustadt. She said she loved circuses, and she laughed uproariously at most of the acts, too loudly at times. Gotz didn’t laugh much himself, because his mind was on other things. The place was packed, so he pushed closer to her, rubbing his leg against her thigh. She didn’t move away. In the darkness he managed to put his hand on her knee, and under the cover of her coat work it further up the inside of her leg. She let him reach high enough to make him impatient to leave.

‘Let’s get out. There are only three more acts to come.’

‘Oh, let’s stay a little longer.’

‘No. Come on, we’re getting out before the rush.’

He pushed her out into the street. It was 9.30. Still the crowds jostled on the pavements. He drew her into a shop doorway and kissed her heavily on the lips.

‘Take me somewhere,’ she breathed.

He put his arm round her and guided her, back towards the Augustus Bridge which led to the old city. They crossed the silent Elbe, in the shadow of the Hofkirche, with the dome of the Frauenkirche looming in the distance. Then they turned left on to the embankment beneath the Bruhl’sche Terrasse.

‘Where are we going?’

‘You’ll see.’

He felt in his pocket. The key was still there. It was a simple matter to open the driver’s cabin door and hoist her in.

He kissed her again. Soon he felt her woollen stockings, and the ample flesh above them.

‘No!’ She broke away breathless, her lipstick smudged. ‘Not here. Not now. It’s too public, anyone could see us.’

He cursed and looked around. There were still pedestrians passing. The Silesian peasants slept on against the wall. Too many people in this bloody town. Too many people with nowhere to go, nothing better to do than tramp the streets.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘We’ll drive a little while, find a better place.’

It was 9.41. He switched on the engine, and at that precise moment a new sound arose, the shrill and plaintive moan of the air-raid siren, echoing suddenly and clearly across the length and breadth of the city, from Klotsche in the north to Rachnitz in the south.

‘Shit.’ He glanced across at her.

She leered back at him. ‘They’re always false alarms, you don’t need to worry.’

He released the brake and pulled out into the road. What he had in mind would not take very long.
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‘How are we doing for time, Dakins?’

Captain Victor Meer leant forward from the back seat of the jeep to ask the question. The sun was irritatingly hot for September, and his uniform felt heavy against his skin. He was sweating and uncomfortable.

‘Should be at Augstein in about ten minutes, sir.’

‘On schedule, then.’ The Americanism was distasteful to him, but he found himself using it nonetheless. He didn’t quite know why. The Army made you do strange, uncharacteristic things, speak and think in ways wholly alien to your normal civilian persona. Perhaps he said it to impress Dakins. But as far as he could judge Dakins was impervious to anything except an order. His driver was an emotionless machine. To anyone in authority he presented a bland and dispiriting front of expressionless compliance. It bordered on the insolent. God knows what the man really thought. He probably didn’t think at all, reflected Victor. And that was the clue to getting by, of course. It was the way you survived. You had to cultivate an unquestioning mindlessness. You had to become obsessed with meaningless detail. You must stifle all curiosity. Individual flair must be suppressed and submerged in the lumpen mass. The longer he served in it, the more contempt he felt for the Army. Military life was an affront both intellectual and aesthetic.

God, this heat. He ran a finger inside his collar and felt the wetness of his perspiration. They rattled along the dusty country road, and once more Victor looked up and about him at the ravishing Carinthian countryside under the clear blue late-summer sky. But the beauty gave him no pleasure. He had often imagined coming to Austria. Through the long years of war he had yearned for the great European museums which were barred to him. It had been an intolerable penance for his generation to pay, to be locked out of Italy for six years, to be excluded from France, to be kept ignorant of the major German collections. And Vienna, too. He was twenty-eight, and he’d never been to Vienna, never seen the treasure houses of the Albertina and the Kunsthistorisches Museum. Now, irony of ironies, the war was just over and he’d been posted to Austria. He was an Intelligence officer in the British Army of Occupation. He’d been here the best part of eight weeks, and had not got near Vienna. Nor was he likely to, as far as he could see. He was fretfully confined to duties here in the British Zone. He was starved of all that made life bearable: good food, good company, good conversation, good pictures.

Intelligence. When he’d first arrived here he’d wondered what on earth the tasks he was being required to perform had to do with that faculty. He’d spent most of his waking hours in checking lists, like some sort of automaton: lists of vehicles, lists of equipment, lists of towns, even lists of lists. He had felt suicidal with frustration and boredom. What the hell was he doing here? Oh yes, he knew the official answer, the Army’s answer, well enough. Colonel Keith, his commanding officer, had made it clear from the first briefing. They were here to de-Nazify the local population. But initially he’d scarcely encountered the local population. He’d seemed to be living in a vacuum at Brigade HQ, checking these bloody lists, surrounded by brother officers who were so profoundly unsympathetic that he could scarcely support being in the same room, let alone conversation with them. Then – thank God – his work had become sporadically more absorbing. That was when the lists he’d been allocated had started comprising people rather than things. Lists of known Nazi Party members, lists of known non-Party members, lists of people denounced as Party members, lists of people who had done the denouncing. And then, because he spoke fluent German, he had started actually meeting some of these people, fleshing out the bare names on the lists with details of their physical appearance, their characters, the evidence they had to give. A month ago he had conducted his first interrogation. Many more had followed. The experience had been something of an insight into the duplicity of the human mind, particularly the duplicity of the human mind when cornered or under pressure. He had been intrigued by the varieties of deception he had encountered: there was intentional dissembling, of course, out and out lying, people denying their Nazi pasts when it was a simple matter to check up on their careers in the Party records; and there were subtler forms of it, men and women coming forward with plausible stories about the transgressions of others, allegations that might be true or might equally be motivated by local neighbourhood feuds and jealousies; and entwined in all this was frequently a strand of self-deception, a belief held fervently that something was true simply because it was pre-eminently desirable that it should be true. Separating all these deceptions was a challenge that he had come almost to relish. Certainly it represented the only remotely intellectual stimulus in his present existence.

The succession of country roads along which Dakins was guiding him were for the most part deserted. These were roads where the only other motorised traffic was likely to be military, for fuel was a luxury denied to the native agricultural population. Occasionally they passed an Austrian farmhand driving a horse and cart laden with hay. Even in this year of upheaval the harvest must still come in, and those who worked the land had no alternative but to get on relentlessly with the task, reaping now under British occupation the crops that had been sown in spring under another form of political domination. Yet even here appearances could be deceptive. They had picked up one man last month from a gang of harvest labourers: he had looked as agricultural as the hoe he wielded, as though he had never known any other life but this simple regime of subservience to the seasons, impervious to the viciousness and violence that had disfigured Europe these past six years. But he had proved an impostor, a fugitive who had tagged on to the community only weeks before, an SS officer with a record of appalling crimes in concentration camps, crimes he had still been committing when the crops he was now reaping had been sown.

Victor had sat opposite this man, spoken to him at length, asked him questions, and concluded that he had never before encountered such naked evil. There were no personal qualities to him that in any way engaged his sympathy or his pity, no mitigating factors to temper the horror. Certainly no contrition. What had Victor felt, faced with this monster? A curiosity, certainly. And a sudden realisation that while man had within him the spiritual power to rise far above the beasts of the field, an obscenely warped intelligence could give him the capability by that same margin to sink below them. It had been a salutary experience. He didn’t think he’d ever forget it. Certainly not the last exchange: as the man had been led out, under guard, from the interrogation room, he had looked back suddenly over his shoulder and spat out at Victor two vitriolic words: ‘Verdammte Jude!’ Verdammte Jude. Jewish scum. He had felt slightly sick. He’d never thought of himself as looking particularly Jewish. But the man had instinctively recognised him.

The landscape grew hillier as they approached Augstein, and along the terraced escarpments it was possible to make out straggling groups of peasants picking the last of the ripened vines. The new vintage was already available in the heurigens. Casks of the local wine had been delivered to the mess last week. It was deceptively easy to drink, but it gave you a head like a donkey the next day. Beside him on the back seat lay three bottles of something rather more rarefied, a 1929 Hock that had been requisitioned for the mess in large quantities from a local hotel. He was bearing these as a peace-offering, a good-will gesture to the man he was on his way to meet. It was a liaison mission. He was approaching the extremity of the British Zone. By the time they reached Augstein in a few minutes they would hit the border with the Soviet Sector, and there, at 15.30 hours, he had an appointment with his Soviet opposite number. Their brief was to discuss ‘matters of joint concern’. Of course in practice this meant nothing very momentous. Policy was handled higher up: Victor and his Soviet colleague addressed themselves merely to joint problems of operation, to the cross-boundary pursuit of suspects, to logistical questions arising out of the need for the exchange of essential supplies. Nothing profoundly significant was ever decided at these meetings, but they were regarded – by Colonel Keith at least – as a useful point of contact. ‘We need to know what the Soviet are up to, Meer,’ Keith had told him briskly. ‘Keep your eyes and ears open.’

Victor had to confess that to date he had brought very little back in the way of hard information about Soviet activity as a result of his liaison role. But today at least would bring a development of mild interest: a new Soviet liaison officer was due to make his appearance this afternoon. No longer would the humourless, heavily jowelled features of Captain Sirov glower across at him, challenging his adequate but far from perfect command of spoken Russian. Sirov had been re-posted, and, as they drove into the small town of Augstein that September afternoon, Victor wondered vaguely what the new man would be like: Captain Boris Venetsianov.

They met in a tavern. It was a new venue, suggested by the Soviets. Dakins deposited him at the door and prepared for one of those infinitely tedious periods of waiting which men like him seemed to accept unblinkingly. Victor walked inside. The interior was old and unexpectedly beautiful: the mellow woodwork was carved lovingly but unpretentiously; here were tables and benches worn by sheer usage, moulded into gentle undulations by centuries of being sat on and eaten at. The smell of the place was distinctive, compounded of wine, wax and flowers, the flowers cascading out of the boxes at the open windows. On entering he felt a welcome coolness after the stinging heat of the sun outside. He placed his briefcase, bulging with superfluous military paperwork, on the table. Next to it he stood the three bottles of Hock. Then he strolled over to look at the view across the valley from the window, and lit a cigarette. A little later he heard the door opening behind him.

‘Captain Meer?’ said a deep Russian voice.

It was the first time he heard it, that voice which was to haunt him for the rest of his life.

He turned round to meet his new opposite number. He had expected another Sirov: the man he saw before him could not have been more different. He was much younger than his predecessor, like Victor still in his twenties. He was blond, tall, clean-shaven, with memorable blue eyes. Victor was instantly attracted to him. There was something about the way he stood there, the way his limbs related to each other, his whole physical presence, that stimulated Victor. He wanted to be near this man. He instinctively relished his company. It was absurd, really. Absurd, and exciting. But instinct also told him not to show any of this. Experience had taught him caution. You didn’t expose yourself to people, you didn’t allow them that advantage over you. So he replied gruffly: ‘Captain Venetsianov?’

They shook hands formally. Then Victor presented him with the three bottles of Hock. Immediately Boris produced six of powerful Russian vodka in return, and when Victor protested that his offering looked meagre by comparison he laughed loudly. It was the laugh of a man who enjoyed life. ‘No, no, Captain Meer. In our country vodka is like water. What are six bottles of water by comparison with these three magnificent bottles of wine?’

They finished their business within an hour or so. There was not much to deal with this week. Boris was as intractable over areas of disagreement as his predecessor, but he managed to convey his intransigence with infinitely more charm. Victor then suggested that they should open one of the vodka bottles and that Boris should join him in a drink. He surprised himself by the invitation. Such a thing would have been unthinkable with Sirov. But now it seemed the most natural course conceivable to seek to prolong time spent in Boris’s company.

‘Venetsianov,’ Victor said after they had toasted each other. ‘Are you by any chance a descendant of that excellent Russian painter of the early nineteenth century?’

‘Alexei Venetsianov?’ Boris asked, alert and intrigued. Then, unexpectedly, he shook his head in mock distaste. ‘That, Captain Meer, would be most unsound.’

‘Unsound?’

‘But of course.’ He grinned at Victor roguishly. ‘We are now taught that Venetsianov’s excessively charming pictures of the Russian peasantry show him to have been a prisoner of the bourgeois values of his time. I have heard respected Soviet authorities declaring that in his paintings the truth of nature does not achieve the truth of social reality. Therefore, while I think he may be a distant ancestor of mine, I do not make too much of such an embarrassing connection.’

Victor was enchanted. Boris was the first Russian he had met who was prepared to poke a little gentle fun at the system. It was thrillingly illicit to hear him talk like this. That he was prepared to do so to Victor seemed a personal compliment, formed an immediate bond between them. ‘But you have seen his work?’ Victor persisted.

‘Certainly, in Leningrad and Moscow. I have spent many hours in the public galleries before the war. But it is rare to find an Englishman who knows his pictures.’

‘Only from photographs,’ Victor admitted. ‘Perhaps one day I will see them in the flesh.’

‘Then you shall come to see my collection in Moscow also,’ Boris declared, pouring out more vodka. ‘To your visit!’

‘To my visit, thank you.’ Victor raised his glass again to this extraordinary man, and added, ‘I didn’t know there were such things as private collections in the Soviet Union.’

‘But of course there are. If you are prepared to look about you, there are many beautiful things to find in the Soviet Union. And I have been lucky in this war, too.’

‘Lucky?’

‘During the Red Army advance it has been possible to make some exceptional acquisitions.’

‘Really? Where?’

‘After the fighting finished, there was what you British like to call “mopping up”. I was in many places: in Prague, in Dresden, in Leipzig …’

‘And you found pictures in those places? Pictures you could buy?’

Boris smiled enigmatically. ‘Pictures I could acquire. One or two superb items, real discoveries.’

‘What were they?’

‘Ah. That is my secret.’ He shook his head. ‘No, to find that out, you must come to Moscow. Then perhaps I will show you, one day.’

‘One day,’ repeated Victor, staring into his vodka.

‘And you, Captain Meer,’ continued Boris, ‘I think you too love pictures? Am I right?’

He was right. Victor had always loved pictures. Even as a twelve-year-old he was already spending much of his free time in solitary visits to the National Gallery, escaping the atmosphere of moneyed philistinism prevailing in his parents’ house in St John’s Wood. To the chagrin of his father, a successful banker in the City, Victor had shown no aptitude for cricket. What did he get up to in those museums all day? There was something morbid about it, something unhealthy, when you could be out in the open air enjoying yourself. But Victor was not to be shaken from his passion. He had gone up to Oxford to read history. He had got a first. He had been toying with the idea of an academic career, but his real wish had been to work with pictures professionally. And then the war had come, changing everything, forcing him to join up and abandon his immediate ambitions. He told Boris Venetsianov a little of his life before the war, and his ultimate hopes. It seemed easy to talk to him in this sweetly scented room, with a third glass of vodka in his hand. Remarkably easy.

Boris looked at him very intently.

‘I think you and I have much in common,’ he said with great seriousness. ‘We shall be friends.’

‘I hope so.’

‘I call you Victor, yes?’

‘Please do.’

‘And I am Boris.’

‘Boris.’ The explicit formalisation of such intimacies would normally have embarrassed him, but now he felt no such unease.

‘So what do you think, Victor? Do you like being here in Austria? Do you like these Austrians we have to deal with?’

‘One or two of them, perhaps. I don’t really know.’

‘I tell you I have no respect for them.’ Boris frowned with contempt.

‘In what way?’

‘For me they have no dignity. Therefore I have no sympathy for them. They are duplicitous, not to be trusted. They laugh, they sing, they enjoy themselves. But they welcomed the Germans in 1938, and now they welcome us as liberators. They want to have it both ways, they are unreliable, insubstantial, like the froth on the beer. They want to be everyone’s friends, but beneath the surface they have only one loyalty, to themselves. They were the ones who decided to unify their country with the German Reich. Now, when they see the way the wind is blowing, they are claiming the status of an unwillingly occupied territory. They are cheats.’ He thumped the table with his fist. Victor was intrigued by his anger. There was something exciting about his passionate response to life.

‘You know,’ Boris went on, ‘I preferred the Germans. In Leipzig, in Dresden, their cities were shattered, but they still kept some pride. They still stood up to you. They were not for ever trying to win you with meaningless laughter.’

‘I wonder,’ said Victor. ‘Do you think the Austrians have always been like that?’

He shrugged. ‘Probably they have always been a frivolous people.’

‘Now come on, Boris. What about Klimt and Schiele? What about Freud? What about Mahler. These were not frivolous intelligences. I don’t believe these men were always laughing meaninglessly.’

‘But that is something else!’ Boris exclaimed vehemently. ‘That is the other strand in the Austrian spirit, complementary to the laughter but the reverse of it. How can it be expressed? A dangerous morbidity. A dark and self-indulgent introversion.’

‘You have a very low opinion of the inhabitants of this country.’

‘No one is past redemption, but now they must find it through socialism. It is the only way.’

‘We shall see what happens in the elections, then,’ Victor said. This first national poll was only a few weeks away, at the end of November. The country was being offered a much-vaunted opportunity for self-determination. ‘That will be the Austrians’ chance to embrace socialism.’

‘Yes,’ said Boris thoughtfully. ‘This is the moment when they must seize their opportunity.’

Victor glanced up, half expecting a glint of irony in the Russian’s eye, a flavour of that irresistible self-mockery which he had already shown him. But for once there was none. Boris was serious now. He looked closed up, suddenly impenetrable. So Victor said nothing more on the subject. He sensed that if they were to be friends, they must discuss politics on Boris’s terms or not at all. Instead he asked:

‘And what of Austrian art? Do you despise that too?’

Boris shook his head emphatically. ‘But of course not. There have been excellent pictures painted in this country in the past, I do not deny it.’

‘Such as?’

Boris looked up at him with sudden excitement. ‘Victor, you know something? You ask me what Austrian painting I admire? I tell you: I could show you an Austrian picture in a house not thirty kilometres from here which, if you saw it, you would not forget. I could bring you there, and I guarantee it would take your breath away.’

‘What is this picture?’

Boris looked at his watch, enthusiastic again. ‘Perhaps it is too late now, there is no time for it to be arranged. But next week, Victor, yes, next week we shall do it. After our meeting you shall be my guest for dinner. You come to the Soviet Sector, we eat, we drink, and I show you something you won’t forget. It will be a pleasure to show it to someone who will appreciate it.’

‘You’re very kind, I shall look forward to it. But won’t you tell me what it is that I’m going to see?’

‘No,’ Boris said, delighted at Victor’s curiosity. ‘You must wait, and come and see it yourself. And then you shall tell me if it was worth waiting for. Is it agreed?’

‘Definitely agreed.’

They shook hands and parted. Even as they said goodbye Victor found himself looking forward to next week’s meeting with an unprecedented intensity. This man was unlike anyone he’d ever met before. This man was beautiful, with his blue eyes and his big, bear-like body. This man loved pictures, made him laugh, and lived life with a captivating gusto. And in the end, a very faint voice in the depths of his soul was warning him, this man would be dangerous.

On the morning of Victor’s second meeting with Boris, he attended a briefing given by Colonel Keith. There were ten or twelve men gathered in the room at Brigade HQ, ten or twelve of his brother officers, laughing and smoking together. Victor sat a little apart, pretending to study a sheaf of typewritten notes. He contemplated his fellows sourly. He had little in common with them. They were a second-rate bunch of schoolmasters, junior civil servants and provincial university lecturers. Socialists to a man, of course. Not that Victor himself was a particularly political animal, but he had felt mildly affronted by the mood of pious self-congratulation that had prevailed when news had come through of Mr Attlee’s summer election triumph. What depressed him most was that these men clearly considered themselves the coming generation. They were smug, earnest, and anti-elitist. They were mediocrities, who would rather listen to a radio than contemplate a Raphael. If they were indeed the future of his country, then Victor wanted no part of it.

Keith strode in and everyone stood up, scraping chairs on the wooden floor. ‘Sit down, chaps,’ said Keith briskly. ‘Smoke if you want to,’ he added redundantly. He was a tall man who made a point of holding his shoulders unnaturally straight, as if he kept a coat-hanger in his tunic even when wearing it. He had a greying moustache, and spoke with carefully controlled vowels, as if in his larynx he had installed the elocutionary equivalent of the coat-hanger. Victor looked up at him, and wondered if any of his colleagues objected quite as strongly as he did to being addressed by Keith as a “chap”. He thought probably not.

‘I’ll come straight to the point,’ began Keith. ‘You’re all in the course of your various duties in regular contact with Soviets. I’m here to give you some revised guidelines for dealing with them.’ There was something about him that reminded Victor of his housemaster. The same futile lectures. The same futile injunctions to take actions for which there was no rational justification. The same inclination to impose rules dictated by the lowest common denominators of behaviour and intelligence. Perhaps it was just that the Army was essentially no more than a rather depressing extension of school life.

‘Now don’t misunderstand me,’ Keith continued, ‘the Reds are still officially our allies. No change there. But part of our job in Intelligence is to see one jump ahead. Plan for the future. There are changes in the air, and Stalin and his boys have got to be watched, watched very carefully. I’ve told many of you before, but I’ll tell you again, because it’s advice that’s worth repeating: don’t make the mistake of treating your average Russian as a European. If you do, chances are you’ll come to grief. Don’t necessarily expect from him the normal civilised European response in any given situation. No, Russians are Asians, and have to be treated accordingly. Bear that in mind, and you won’t go far wrong.

‘Right, you’re all bright chaps, and you’re no doubt aware of the way the wind’s blowing. National elections coming up, end of November. Free and fair opportunity for the Austrians to choose their own government. Except we know damned well that the Soviets are pushing their own candidates like merry hell, trying to manipulate the outcome. They want to stage-manage the return of a communist regime here. That would give them the authority gradually to edge out their co-allies from any sort of influence in this country. We’d all be standing in a very different relation to them then, very different indeed. We know it. They know it. And if they know it, you can bet they’re taking their own precautionary steps with regard to us. That means that all contact with them has got to be extremely guarded from now on. Don’t give anything unnecessary away. Think carefully what you really need to tell them. And don’t get too friendly with them.’ He paused, then gave the sort of breathless little laugh which with Keith generally preceded an attempt at a joke. ‘Not that that’s likely. Personally I’ve never met a Russian who I wasn’t perfectly happy to keep my distance from.’

Everyone laughed. Victor was obliquely reminded of his housemaster again. Of his housemaster lecturing him on the dangers of friendships with boys from other houses. What absurd and panicky restrictions the authorities in closed communities dreamed up for their members. Restrictions designed for idiots. They had absolutely no relevance for Victor, of course. As Dakins drove him to Augstein that afternoon, he relished the prospect of seeing Boris Venetsianov again. It was ridiculous to impute a political dimension to his friendship with Boris, to fear some sort of security liability. There couldn’t be. There couldn’t be, because he knew in his heart that he and Boris had something crucial in common: they both valued pictures more highly than ideologies.

Two hours later Victor was with Boris. They were penetrating the forbidden territory of the Soviet Sector, driven by Boris’s driver now. They wound through hilly country, past villages that had hitherto been only names on the map; villages that nonetheless looked from the outside remarkably similar to those in the British Zone – sleepy, agricultural communities under alien control, populated by peasants who were alternately surly and mystified at what was happening to them. For Victor, being on the other side of the line was intriguing but strangely unsettling. Ever since the conclusion of their routine business at the inn in Augstein, his excitement at being with Boris had been tempered by an anxiety that expressed itself in questions.

‘What about Dakins?’

‘Tell him to wait for you here. We shall use my driver, it is simpler.’

‘What time shall I tell him to expect me?’

‘We shall make a night of it, huh? Let him be ready any time from midnight. I shall drop you back here.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘To Murnsee. It is forty-five minutes’ drive, not more.’

‘Who are we going to see there?’

‘Ah, Victor, do not worry yourself with these questions. No one will kidnap you.’ He turned towards Victor and touched his arm, his mesmerisingly beautiful eyes filled with amusement. ‘We are going to see Kalb.’

‘Kalb? Who is he?’

‘Kalb is a man whose acquaintance I have made in the past two weeks. He is an artist.’

‘Why are we going to see him?’

‘You want the official story?’

Victor nodded.

‘Officially you and I are going to see him because he has significant evidence to offer in the Hauptmann case, evidence of such importance that I felt my British opposite number should hear it at first hand. It will be an excellent example of Anglo-Soviet Intelligence liaison.’ Boris laughed merrily, produced a hip-flask and swigged heavily from it, then passed it to Victor. It was vodka. Victor derived a guilty physical pleasure from not wiping the rim before he drank, savouring the secret taste of Boris’s saliva in his own mouth. His sense of bravado returned to him.

‘And unofficially why are we going to see him?’

‘Because he has interesting pictures on his walls.’

‘Is he a good artist?’

‘Victor, he’s the worst bloody artist you ever saw.’

They both laughed hugely at this, Boris presumably because he knew what the joke was, and Victor because his courage had returned. He was relishing his night out, he was happy in the company of this extraordinary man, and he was enjoying his merriment.

The terrain about them had grown more rugged, even mountainous. Suddenly, as they passed into a new valley, there lay spread out before them the picture-postcard lake of Murnsee. They negotiated the circuitous road which snaked down into the small town that bore the lake’s name. A lingering sunset had been visible higher up, but now the shadows of the hills had fallen across them and they were in twilight. There was a café at the water’s edge, lit by lanterns and fairy lights. It was late in the season, of course, but it was strange and a little eerie to see it deserted. For a moment Victor imagined how it would have been only twelve months ago: full tables, many Nazi uniforms, a lot of beer being drunk. And singing, probably, the sort of singing that brought sentimental tears to the singers’ eyes. The sort of singing that made your flesh creep. The sort of singers whose smiles masked hatred. “Verdammte Jude.”

Only a year ago. And ten years ago, who would have been sitting here then? A more international clientele, certainly. Americans, British, French; hikers, backpackers, and more leisurely tourists, rhapsodising over the Alpine scenery. Perhaps even the eighteen-year-old Victor Meer, had things worked out differently, on his way to Vienna. But these people too were gone for ever, swept away; they were the generation whose innocence was lost. It would never be the same, not for them, not for Murnsee. As dusk spread over the town, Victor sensed the atmosphere of almost tangible melancholy that inhabits holiday resorts bereft of holidaymakers. But there was also something more chilling here. All was quiet. But it was as if the town were not so much asleep as resolutely clenching its eyes closed in anticipation of some awful retribution.

They drove through the centre past the church, and about half a mile the other side of the village turned into the gate of a comfortable-looking villa whose garden sloped down to the water’s edge. Now the engine was switched off, they could hear the lapping of the lake.

‘Come and meet Kalb,’ said Boris, jumping down from the jeep.

They walked up towards the front door. In the gathering darkness Victor was aware of flowers and trees, gently rustling in the breeze. The garden felt peaceful, with a faint smell of autumn. A place to sit and think. A place to escape. He was safe out here, he could breathe. But this house? Suddenly, irrationally, Victor didn’t want to go in. It oppressed him, filled him with an overwhelming foreboding. No, more than that, a horror. A conviction that he shouldn’t see inside, that if he did it would set in motion some indefinable evil. But the next thing he knew Boris was beating with a suppressed violence on the door, and there was no way of avoiding what must come.

The man who answered the knock swayed indecisively in the doorway for a moment, peering out at them. He looked ill. He had thinning grey hair, a cadaverous face, and his forehead and upper lip were beaded in sweat. He said nothing, no greeting, no protest, but with a gesture of resignation he shuffled aside to let them pass into the house.

‘Kalb, I have brought Captain Meer with me. He is British, and a great connoisseur. He has come a long way to see your pictures. This is a big honour for you.’

The man nodded. He was rubbing his hands together distractedly. It was only now that Victor realised he was almost paralysed with fear.

Boris led the way into a salon. It was a musty, unpleasant room, overwhelmed by heavy late-nineteenth-century furniture. Victor shivered, and looked about him at the pictures hanging on the wall. There was a series of insipid Austrian lake landscapes. In one or two compositions nude women were bathing in the foreground, frolicking vacuously at the water’s edge. They simpered as they bathed, as if aware of the spectator’s voyeuristic gaze.
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