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Dogs are barking in the night.


He’s somewhere in the broken village on the hilltop opposite me. I can just make out the line of the rooftops against the dark sky.


The air is hot and I am tired, but that’s not why I’m waiting. Nor am I waiting to mark any moment of reflection either. Not even to honour Marian. 


I’ve chased him for over twenty years, and across countless miles, and though often I was running, there have been many times when I could do nothing but sit and wait. Now I am only desperate for it to be finished.


I am acutely aware of every minute detail of the moment. The grime on my face and neck, the smell of the still-warm grass around me, the throb I still get sometimes from my ruined hand, the weight of the knife in my right pocket.


Many times, over the years, I was lost, alone, unsure how to proceed, not knowing where to turn next, but now I know, and I’m waiting for one thing only: for the right moment, so I can do what I’m going to do, unseen.


Despite my concentration on the few lights in the village, on the sounds around me, on what I will do, I cannot help but remember some of the journey.


This story begins a long time ago; twenty years ago at least; maybe more somehow, I see that now. Yet in another, fuller, sense, my story begins centuries, millennia ago, for this is a story that must go back to the moment when blood flowed from some ancestor of ours; hot, bright and red. 


For me, however, it began in August of 1944, in Paris.


 


Still the dogs are barking.


One is near me, somewhere on the hillside, shut in a farmyard, but across the valley in the dark town a dozen or more answer it, barking till they’re sore, till they choke and splutter, and then start again. It ought to be disturbing, but it isn’t. Nothing can break my concentration now, nothing can spoil my waiting, destroy my patience.


I wonder what they’re barking at. At each other? Each being driven by the other into ever more frenetic howls and rages. I hear no voices, no shouts, no one seems to try to shut them up, and so they go on.


They bark frantically, not even in anger, but in wild desperation it seems, on and on, through the night.










ONE 


 


Paris


August, 1944


Demons that have no shame,


Seven are they!


Knowing no care,


They grind the land like corn;


Knowing no mercy,


They rage against mankind;


They spill blood like rain,


Devouring their flesh and sucking their veins.


 


They are Demons full of violence


Ceaselessly devouring blood. 


 


Assyrian incantation against the Seven Spirits










Chapter 1


 


Paris was free, and I was one of the very few Englishmen to see it. I was twenty-five, a captain in the Royal Army Medical Corps, attached to 26 Field Hygiene Section, and were it not for the fact that our CO had a strange whim one afternoon, I would not have seen what I saw.


For anyone who lived through the war, or who fought in it, or, as I did, found themselves in the fighting but did not fight, a thousand new paths through life opened up every day. Of course, many of those paths led to death, whether on the front lines, behind a hedgerow in Normandy or at home under the fleeting shadow of a rocket bomb, and that instilled a certain feeling in many people, something new that few of us had felt before. I saw, time and again, what living with the quotidian possibility of death did to people; making them reckless, or adventurous, heedless that they had a future self, an older self, who was relying on them not to destroy their lives before they could become that person.


Because, I supposed, it was an old age that might never arrive, in which case what use was there in protecting it?


But there were other possibilities besides death, many of them. Other possibilities that led people to strange events or chance meetings that would determine their living destiny, or, as I was to discover, that led to an increase in fortune, or wealth.


 


It seemed to me, even young as I was then, that I had merely shut my eyes one day. At the time, I was a newly qualified house officer at Barts, six months under my belt, Cambridge life still in my heart; I still thought of my room at Caius as my home, not the digs I’d taken in Pimlico. Without time to take in what was happening, I was called up and sent to Oxford to join an RAMC military hospital that was forming in the Examination Building. A moment later and I was on the Isle of Wight, for two weeks’ training on the Ducks. Then another brief moment, one of waiting, in the countryside above Southampton.


When I opened my eyes again, I was on Sword beach, watching the troops run behind the tanks pawing their way up the sand, making for the tracks the sappers had laid, all the while trying to get my trucks off the landing ship, for we, of course, came last.


I remember calculating that I was eighty-four days into my active service when I saw Paris. Less than three months, but already a lifetime, in that I felt I had changed, started to grow up at last.


While I would like to pretend that I saved the lives of one hundred, two hundred, three hundred soldiers as the Second Army fought its way across Normandy, that I saw death daily and grew fearless of its presence, I cannot. That was perhaps the case for other men of the RAMC, but life in the Hygiene Section was a different matter. It was our job to find safe sources of drinking water, to purify it if necessary, to set up showers and dig latrines. In its own way, our work was vital, for without these things an army quickly becomes ill and unable to fight, but there’s no way of pretending it was a glamorous business.


In truth, I saw little of the wounded, and though from time to time we would run across a field hospital, I saw very little blood, which is in itself a strange thing for an officer in the RAMC to report.


Of course, I had seen enough blood during my studies; but of that, what can I say?


Maybe I should here admit to the first time I saw blood. By which I mean not a smear on a grazed knee in the playground, or a few drops from a bleeding nose on the rugby pitch, but lots of it. Blood in quantity. Which I first saw as I observed a simple operation on a man in his fifties in the theatre in Trumpington Street. I can remember that moment well. There were very few medical students in Cambridge in those days and that particular day there were just three of us who watched: an emotionless intellect named Squiers; Donald, who would become a friend of mine, and who fainted as the first drops welled under the surgeon’s knife; and me. 


I watched . . . how can I describe it? It seemed to be a dream that I was in, and I watched from within it as if I was witnessing something secret. As if I was seeing something I shouldn’t; like seeing a couple making love. The colour, the sheer quantity . . . it seemed, quite literally, to be full of life, and I guess I began to understand something I have had much cause to consider since then: why it was that the ancients instinctively felt that life is in the blood. That blood is life.


None of that was clear in my mind, then. Then, I just marvelled at it, wondering if my reaction showed to those around me.


The surgeon and the nurses helping him barely stirred when Donald fainted – apparently that happened a lot – and neither did they seem to show much interest in the blood. I glanced at them briefly, reluctant to look away from the operation, and couldn’t understand why they didn’t seem to react to it, but were vaguely irritated by its presence, the awkwardness it gave to the procedure. Squiers was presumably making mental notes on the physiology, so I was left, taking in nothing medical at all, merely dreaming.


And yes, after that day, in my medical training and in France, I occasionally saw large amounts of blood. But none of the other times remains in my memory, until what I saw in a hole in the ground in Saint-Germain-en-Laye. 










Chapter 2


 


Like most young people, I had always wanted to see Paris. I had never been out of England before; my parents, while they had the money to travel, were not the adventurous type, and my childhood holidays had all been on the British coast – Brighton, Norfolk, Cornwall, Ayrshire. Scurrying on to the Normandy sand amid a German bombardment was not how I had imagined my first trip abroad. 


Though we were there to fight a war, there is so very much of a soldier’s time that is idle. This idleness meant that I had plenty of time to watch, to observe what I found around me. I looked closely at the villages we passed through, at their inhabitants, and I even tried to speak to them when I had the chance, though my attempts at French were timid and faltering.


For much of that time we were stationed in Plumetot, right by the Canadian Air Force base. The local people rewarded us with bottles of Calvados at almost every opportunity. Our CO, in return, attended to the medical needs of the villagers, something they were most grateful for. For the most part things were quiet. We watched the Engineers roll out a new asphalt landing strip alongside the existing grass one; we found supplies and purified drinking water. Of course, we never forgot the war; for one thing the German lines came very close to the far corner of the airstrip, from where snipers would take occasional potshots. 


Once the German armies were routed in the Falaise, however, things suddenly sped up, and we decamped and began to move east rapidly.


Then, towards the end of August, we were about thirty miles to the north of Paris when we heard on the BBC that the city had been liberated. It’s hard to explain how important it seemed, a cause for great celebration, a turning point; someone on the radio said it was the greatest day for France since the fall of the Bastille, and maybe it was. 


That evening, our CO, Major Greaves, called me over.


‘Ever seen Paris?’ he asked. Clearly he knew that I had not. I don’t know how old Major Greaves was. From the viewpoint of my youth I supposed he was ancient; from where I sit now I would guess he was in his late forties. I didn’t know him very well, despite the time we’d spent together since grouping before D-Day. 


He was a little shorter than me, with a slightly plump face, and there was always a little look in his eyes as if he’d rather be far away, doing something else, which I could easily understand. It showed in his voice, too, not really in the words he used but in the way in which he said them. I knew he’d fought in the First War too, and he must have been young then, and not a major. He would have seen some fighting.


‘No, sir,’ I said, anticipating what was coming next.


‘Well, you’d like to?’ he said, and I of course told him I would. ‘Good. We’ll take half the unit in tomorrow, you and I will stay overnight, and the other half will go in the day after.’


He stopped and waited for me to speak, but I didn’t.


‘Well? What do you say to that?’


I couldn’t help the smile that suddenly burst out of me from nowhere.


‘I’d say that was wonderful, sir,’ I said. ‘Really wonderful.’


‘Well, we have some time to spare. We can either spend it here and stop the men from picking holes in each other, or we can give them a treat. I’ve made some arrangements. You sort out who’s going on which day.’


 


I did, dividing the men more or less at random, and the next day I climbed into the Major’s jeep, a private at the wheel, and we led one of our trucks with the men into the city through the Porte de Clignancourt.


It was unbelievable. Of course, I knew London well enough then, but Paris seemed something else. We rolled down from Montmartre, towards the opera house, looking for the hotel where the Major and I were to stay. The city was quiet, the streets almost empty, with very few vehicles on the roads. Occasionally we saw American or French soldiers, who seemed amazed to see our RAMC truck with its red cross on the side, and they waved at us. When I waved back, the Major kept looking straight ahead, but I could see there was a twinkle in his eye.


There were local people on the streets too, and I was amazed at them. I don’t know if I’d been expecting scenes of starvation or desolation, but we didn’t see them. Of course, the city was damaged in places, but nothing like the destruction of London. And the people had their dignity, seemed well enough fed, while the girls looked stylish to us and every one we passed attracted cheery whistles from the men, returned for the most part with equally happy smiles.


 


We trundled along the Seine that afternoon, seeing the Eiffel Tower and the Champs-Elysées, down which, just two days before, de Gaulle had marched triumphantly after von Choltitz’s surrender. We learned later there’d been shooting from some high windows, no one knew who it was, but de Gaulle had just kept on striding along. I think we all felt like that; that the joy of the liberation made us all immortal, immortal for a short time. It was a strange visit, as if the war had never happened, was not still happening elsewhere, and yet it so obviously had, and was.


That evening, after we’d packed the men off to the rest of the unit, the Major and I headed back up towards Montmartre to see some nightlife. A couple of American soldiers we spoke to told us to try Pig Alley, which we soon learned was what they called Pigalle. 


I had never seen anything like it. Here was life! Though it was of a rough and dirty kind, that didn’t matter to us, we were simply glad to find that people were alive and having fun. Nor had I ever seen such things as the women standing on street corners and sitting in open first-floor windows, or such blatant drunkenness in the streets. Nothing had prepared me for these sights, but it only made me wonder, and the Major let a half smile spread across his face as we looked for somewhere to have a drink.


The Bal Tabarin and many of the most famous clubs were still closed, but there were plenty of smaller places open, doing good, fast business with the Americans. Once again I was struck by the strangeness of it all. A few days before, it would have been German officers who would have been here, though they must have known their time was at an end by then, felt as strange as we felt, though in a different way.


We found a bar, large enough for a small band to play in the corner, and to have people dancing. The Major bought us a bottle of wine and we sat to one side.


‘Charles, isn’t it?’ he said, pouring us both a drink.


‘Sir?’


‘None of that tonight,’ he said, looking very sternly at me. Then his face broke into a sly smile. ‘For tonight you call me Edward. Yes?’


I nodded.


He pushed my glass towards me.


‘Cheer-o,’ he said.


‘Cheers,’ I answered, and we drank.


He put his glass down, and put a serious face back on, but I could see it was a pretend one. Suddenly I was seeing a new side to the Major; playful, almost childlike.


‘I have a confession to make.’


I nodded, showing him I was waiting and willing to give absolution.


‘My concern for the men’s relaxation is only half the reason I wanted to come here. What are you doing tomorrow morning?’


The question surprised me just as much as our whole trip to Paris had. It was a question that seemed to suggest I was at home in London with a few vague plans for the weekend.


‘Nothing,’ I stumbled out. ‘Why?’


‘We should have a couple of hours before the rest of the men get here. There’s somewhere I want to visit. The Musée des Antiquités Nationales. It’s in Saint-Germain-en-Laye. I’ve always wanted to go there. They have the finest Palaeolithic collection. The Venus of Bastennes, for example.’


I must have appeared pretty ignorant, because I was.


The Major humoured me.


‘Not your subject perhaps? There are other remarkable pieces too, if something more modern’s up your street. Right up to the late Middle Ages. The museum itself is a chateau, with a long and famous history. James II lived there after his exile.’


The Major’s idea of modern was amusing, but he didn’t seem to notice.


‘Wondered if you fancied coming over?’


‘I’d love to,’ I said, not because I had any interest in archaeology but simply because it would mean I’d get to see more of the city.


‘Splendid,’ said the Major, and it was settled.


 


It meant an early start, but that didn’t stop us from staying late in the bar, talking when we had something to say, watching the dancing figures whirling to accordion, violin and piano when we didn’t. We smoked and drank, and then drank some more.


I stole glances at Edward, as I was supposed to be calling him, watching him watch the happy people. He had a gentle smile on his face that never faltered, and I found it hard to remember that he was my CO.


Finally we made our way back down towards the Opéra and crawled into bed in the small hours.


I had drunk too much, and slept badly. When I did, I dreamed, and my dreams were happy ones, holding no hint of the horror that was waiting for me, just the other side of sleep.










Chapter 3


 


The weather had been good to us since we’d arrived in the city; that morning was the same, and I was glad of it. The Major rapped on my door smartly at seven, and I dragged myself out of bed, hung-over, possibly even still drunk, for despite the frequent tots of Calvados at Plumetot I wasn’t used to heavy drinking.


The Major smiled at me, spoke briskly.


‘Captain Jackson? Shall we?’


I managed to nod.


‘I’ll see you outside in five minutes, then? Good.’


 


Our driver, the private, made a fairly blatant display of his displeasure at being up so early when he was supposed to be on leave and drove like a maniac through the empty streets, succeeding in making my hangover worse. From time to time he would briefly lurch to a stop to check a map he’d procured, and then we’d set off again with a squeal.


The Major showed no sign of noticing this; his good humour from the evening before remained, and in fact the fresh air and the sun started to help me feel much better, despite the private’s offensive driving.


 


I don’t know if the Major knew, but I certainly didn’t, that the Chateau de Saint-Germain-en-Laye had been German Army headquarters during the occupation, not for the city, but for France and the Low Countries: High Command West.


It was an incredible sight – it was the first large French chateau I’d ever seen, so regal, so ornate, so elegant, perched on the hillside looking back down across the river to Paris.


It had been evacuated a few days before the liberation, and was now in the hands of the Americans. I started to doubt if the Major knew what he was about; a British officer arriving on their doorstep caused quite a stir.


While the private lounged in the jeep in the sun by the gates, I hung at the Major’s heels while he explained what he wanted. As it slowly dawned on the American company commander what exactly that was, his mood relaxed, and then he waved a hand.


‘Sure. Go ahead. The whole place is yours. Just don’t take anything home with you, right?’


He laughed, and the Major gave a small, embarrassed nod, thrown by the directness of the American’s wit.


‘Won’t it all have been taken away?’ I asked. ‘Put into storage?’


‘Yes, some of it will, but they cannot possibly have moved everything. Look! You see?’


We walked through corridor after corridor, and the Major was right; on every side hung paintings and tapestries of obvious antiquity, but what the Major was after was many thousands of years older, and of that there was no sign.


For the first time since we’d arrived in Paris, his mood worsened, but then, as I began to think the whole thing had been a waste of time, a piece of luck.


As we stood at the top of a flight of stairs, wondering where to look next, a voice called to us.


‘Je peux vous aider?’


We turned and saw an old man inspecting us from a doorway.


‘Messieurs? Vous cherchez quelqu’un?’


The man was clearly nothing to do with the military, on any side. He was very short, had white hair and a slight stoop, and looked exactly like a museum curator should, which was almost exactly what he was.


The Major stepped forward, pulled his cap off his head, and stuck his hand out.


‘Edward Greaves. So very pleased to meet you.’


 


Monsieur Dronne was, in fact, a caretaker, but there was something about the way he referred to the place as ‘mon musée’ that told us he knew as much about the collections as the directors of it did. Probably more.


M Dronne confirmed for the Major what I had feared, that most things had been taken away and put in safe storage, but much had not, including items that didn’t appear to be obviously valuable, among which was the Major’s precious Venus.


The old caretaker led the way down to the lower levels of the chateau and into the cellars, where row upon row of cabinets stood.


By the feeble light of dim, bare bulbs overhead, the two men began to speak excitedly in a mixture of mostly French and some English about the pieces Major Greaves had come to see.


As M Dronne reverentially pulled out a drawer with a great show of drama, I could see the Major holding his breath.


‘My word . . .’ was all he said as M Dronne unwrapped it and placed it on the cabinet.


His Venus turned out to be a tiny piece of ivory, not two inches long, carved into the head and shoulders of a woman. I looked at it, and looked at it, but couldn’t quite get excited.


The Major’s hands, on the contrary, were trembling, and he was speechless, though not for long.


As he and M Dronne chatted away about how old it might be and where it had been found, who made it and how and why, they moved on to look at other pieces, and I, forgotten, dawdled behind them, gazing for a while at each one.


I looked again at the Venus; her face was a simple triangular shape, seemingly calm, with no sign of a mouth. Her hair hung in what seemed to be tight plaits. I looked harder and began to feel a little of its mystery, but there were other things to look at; more figurines found in the same ancient layers of earth as the Venus.


There was an engraved antler, the outline of a woman’s body scraped into the flat of the bone. A series of markings that were thought to be fish. And then there came something that did arrest me.


Another figure of a woman, again in bone. The figure was headless, and the arms had either been broken off or never carved. The breasts were absent too, and so the only thing that showed it to be a woman was a gouge for the vulva. Something nagged me about it as soon as I saw it and then I realised what it was. The carving seemed effortless, so that it did not intrude at all upon the depiction of the body; it was almost as if the bone had been found that way, so smooth and subtle was the carving of the body and legs. But the cleft between its legs was deep and scratched, a little clumsily done. Almost frantic, I felt, though I knew I was probably imagining too much. I speculated that perhaps the mark that showed her to be a woman had been done later, by another, more forceful hand. There was the faintest splotch of colour there, too. Brown. Maybe red that had faded.


The only other thing I remember looking at was a bowl, apparently Assyrian, which M Dronne showed us as a curiosity. It was a dirty white bowl, mostly in one piece, upon the inner face of which was a sequence of figures. He pointed at one couple. 


‘Ce pot, dit-on, montre la représentation la plus ancienne au monde d’un vampire.’


I looked closer, thinking I must have misunderstood him. It was a gruesome little scene, picked out in red glaze, of a man copulating with a woman. I should specify, a decapitated woman. It was a highly stylised depiction; the woman was slender, with legs awkwardly long.


M Dronne explained that the female figure was a vampire, and that the image was a talismanic device to ward off such creatures; if they did not heed the warning, their fate would be that of their colleague on the bowl.


How any of this was known, M Dronne did not say.


My head swam, and in the darkness of the cellars I felt a return of the nausea from earlier.


‘I’m going up for some air,’ I called to the Major, but I don’t think he even noticed me.


I climbed back up into the daylight and, suddenly feeling desperate for some air, found my way out into the grounds beside the chateau, overlooking the city.


In the distance I could see our jeep and the private with his legs draped over the steering wheel, so I turned away and took a walk around the park, breathing in as much of the gently warming air as I could.


 


That was when I saw it.


The bunker. In fact, there were several of them, two by the chateau alone, more in the park. I found out later that, as the HQ of Oberbefehlshaber West, Saint-Germain in general and the chateau in particular had had numerous concrete bunkers and air-raid shelters constructed there, but why I wandered over to the one I did, I have never known.


I wondered later if I’d heard something, but I don’t think so, not consciously at least. Maybe I just picked up on something without really knowing it and that was what took me over to the bunker’s mouth to look in.


Though it was a bright morning, little light penetrated beyond the open doorway, and yet despite this I felt compelled to enter. I put my foot on the first step, ducked my head under the low lintel of the entrance, and went down, into the gloom.


Then I did hear a noise, but it was very faint and I could not determine what it was. I trod quietly, the ground levelled off in front of me, and I took another step, waiting for my eyes to grow used to the dark.


 


There was that noise again, just a little way ahead of me, and without making a sound, I pulled a book of matches from my pocket.


I tore off one of the matches, lit it, and held it out in front of me, shielding my eyes from its light.


 


What I saw there . . .


What I saw there I saw only for the length of time it takes a single match to burn down, and yet it changed my life.


Crouched on the ground, just a little way away, was a man. He was hunched over something, and as I lit the match, he stopped what he was doing, and turned to look at me.


Underneath him, the lifeless body of a woman lay on a raised slab on the floor.  Her head hung back off the stone step, her hair splayed out. She was dressed, mostly, though her blouse was torn a little around her neck and breast. She was young.


I saw that.


At the same time, I saw the man. I couldn’t see what he was wearing – some dull uniform of sorts, but it was too dark to tell whether it was British or American. Or even German. His hair was short, dark, swept to one side, and from his mouth blood dribbled on to the woman’s once white blouse.


His hand was on her left shoulder, holding back her clothing to expose a long and fresh wound from which blood flowed freely, and from which, I understood at once, he had been drinking.


I didn’t move.


It might sound like madness, but I didn’t move. I can only explain it as if I’d come across a giant wolf in the woods, and my body and mind had frozen from the fear. Somewhere, at the back of my mind, that’s how I felt: frozen. And yet I also knew instantly that I was in terrible danger. As a medical officer, I was unarmed, but that was not the source of my fear; my fear came from the look on the man’s face.


He’d been discovered in the midst of some appalling act, and yet he didn’t even move, much less get up and run, or fight.


All he did was look at me, and it was the look that terrified me, for it was a look of amusement, but not at what he was doing.


He was amused by me.


 


All that, in the time the match took to burn my fingers, and then, though I am ashamed to admit it, I turned and ran from the hole, stumbling back up into the sunlight. I staggered away from the bunker to a bench, where I sat down and was sick.


I don’t know how much time passed. Suddenly I felt afraid again, as I realised I was sitting with my back to the hole, though it was perhaps a hundred yards behind me.


I stood, and turned.


Below me lay Paris in the August sunshine. The morning was wearing on, and the heat was building. I could see for miles, beyond free Paris, maybe as far as land still occupied by the retreating German Army, I didn’t know. Yet it reminded me that the war was still on, that this sojourn in Paris was some strange anomaly, not what life really was.


On the ground between my feet I saw the book of matches; I must have dropped it there. I stooped and picked it up, and turned back the way I’d come.


Forcing my eyes over to the bunker’s mouth again, and knowing I ought to do something, I set off towards the hole. Even in times such as this, times of great stress, the mind is still able to throw up irrelevant details. I noted the grim coincidence of the picture of the vampire I had just seen, and what I’d seen the man doing, and then I wondered if I’d imagined it all; if my tired and drunken mind had shown me things in the shadows that weren’t really there.


I think I was about halfway there when my steps began to falter and my legs to tremble. I stopped, forced myself on again for a few feet, and then stopped again.


‘Captain?’


I turned to my right and saw the private a few paces away. He appeared to be less grumpy now he’d had a bit more sleep in the sunshine.


‘The Major’s waiting. Time to go, sir.’


I nodded, but didn’t move.


I hesitated. ‘Private,’ I said. ‘Do you see that bunker there?’


‘Sir?’


‘Would you . . .’


I stopped. Wondered what exactly I was asking.


‘Would you . . . take a look in it?’


‘Sir?’


The private stared at me.


‘Are you well, sir? You don’t—’


‘I’m fine. Just do as I ask, will you? You needn’t go far in.’


The private nodded, seeming to think it would be faster to accede to my strange request than question it. He set off towards the hole.


Watching him about to enter, I felt a sudden pang of guilt at my cowardice. What was I doing, sending this man instead of me?


I caught up with him and, afraid to make any noise, made a dumbshow that I would come down with him.


At once the look on his face changed.


‘No, sir,’ he almost barked at me. Disgust spread to his mouth. ‘I’m not like that.’


He held my eye for a moment, and before I even realised what it was he thought of me, he turned.


‘I’ll wait for you at the jeep,’ he said. ‘Sir.’


The penny dropped and my face burned.


‘No!’ I cried after him. ‘No, no, I—’


But he was gone. My shoulders hung, and I turned to face the hole again.


I waited, glancing at the chateau, where I could see the Major talking to the private. 


My breathing had almost stopped, my chest tightened as, with shaking hands, I pulled out the matches from my pocket again, striking one as I rushed down into the hole.


 


There was nothing there. No one.


I began to doubt myself further, wondering if I had indeed had some strange hallucination, and I called out.


‘You there!’


There was no reply but a tiny dead echo.


My match went out and I lit another, approaching the place where I’d seen him, and then I knew I wasn’t losing my mind, because there was blood on the ground.


But no woman, and he had gone, too. Vanished.


My second match went out, and I lit a third, turning around.


I saw I was in a corridor, with the mouths to at least three other passages leading away to total blackness, into which I gazed for a moment or two, my heart beating hard.


Then my nerve left me, and I turned and ran up into the sunshine again, slowing to a walk when I saw the Major, climbing into the jeep beside him, sitting in silence as the private drove us slowly back into town.


 


I don’t remember anything else about my time in Paris, nothing in detail. I suppose it was around then that the men began to whisper about me, nudging each other and winking when they thought I wasn’t looking. The private had obviously been talking.


But I didn’t care about that. I had few friends amongst the men; I’d never found it easy to be one of them, as some of the other officers did. I’d always been set apart, and this gossip made little difference to me.


We left the city in the early evening and returned to station. Amid the noise and activity of the unit, it was easier to hide my silence. A torpor and introspection settled in me, and that night I lay half awake, replaying the scene I’d witnessed, again, and again, and again.


Of course, I hadn’t even dreamed yet of the full horror of the situation. That this moment would cling to the rest of my life, weighing it down, crippling it, pulling it in a direction I would never have wished it to go.


No, then all I could think about was the woman on the ground, the man squatting over her.


In my mind she became more beautiful every time I replayed the scene, though thinking back now I’d seen her in less than half-light, for a few seconds, in a moment of great shock. Maybe she had been very beautiful, maybe very ugly, I don’t know, but there had been an elegant curve to her jaw, finely shaped eyebrows, waves of thick dark hair, and I’d seen her as attractive.


I berated myself. Would it be any less terrible if she’d been hideous? Of course not.


And the man. Him.


I’d seen his face most clearly in profile, and then, as he turned slowly to look at me, in full. His nose strong but not big, his dark brows, his eyes, mocking me.


I could not understand everything about the way he had looked at me; that would come later. For the whole of that first wretched night, I was consumed by other, more immediate questions.


Who was he? Who was she? Was she someone he knew, or some poor girl he had lured into the hole in the manner the private thought I had been trying to?


Had he killed her? That seemed likely, but maybe not. Maybe he’d just found her, and . . .


What?


Cut her body and drunk her blood?


I questioned again if that’s what I had really seen. It was ludicrous; it was, as I’ve said, something I should not have seen, something wrong. Not just violence, not just murder, but something even more depraved than those acts.


My mind turned over and began to sink beneath these awful thoughts, but still sleep did not come till the very early hours, as daylight returned. And yet, even in sleep, and as I forced myself awake again, and as we struck camp that morning, and even as we began to roll further east chasing our men chasing the German forces, one question rose to dominate all my other thoughts.


It was the question that drove me to where I am today, that ate away at my sense of self for year after year, and it was this.


I said that the young woman’s body was lifeless, but even on the way back to the city in the jeep, I had begun to realise that that was an assumption I’d made. It was dark. It only lasted a few seconds. I saw a terrible and shocking thing.


I’d assumed she was dead.


But what if she wasn’t, what if she’d still been alive when I’d found her? What then?










Chapter 4


 


In March 1951, I went back to Paris.


After the war, I’d returned to London briefly, but then took a specialism, telling myself that it would offer a better career, though in truth it was more something that happened than something I chose.


The chance to move back to Cambridge was all I thought about, and when a position arose in the small Department of Haematology, I took it.


I had further studies to do, and I did them diligently. I worked hard, but I also enjoyed being back in the place I felt was home, with some old friends around me; people like Hunter, an English professor who was a lifelong family friend, almost an uncle to me, and Donald, who’d become a clinical psych-ologist, because, as he told me, it would mean he wouldn’t have to see blood any more.


I, on the other hand, both in the department and in Addenbrooke’s Hospital, saw lots of it, though mostly it was unrecognisable as such, mere smears of stained erythrocytes between two glass slides, under a microscope.


I became a consultant by the age of thirty-one, and was immediately disliked by my older colleagues at the hospital for making them feel stupid, though to a man they were all distinguished doctors. I made some efforts to break down their hostility but whatever I tried failed and so I withdrew into my work. There at least I made good progress; so much so that in the early part of 1951 I was invited to speak at a conference on leukaemia in Paris.


I was sitting in my office in Trumpington Street when I opened the letter of invitation. As I looked at it, I stood up, slowly, and then looked out at the cold Cambridge morning.


Students on bicycles hurried by, striped college scarves wound tightly around their necks; the bare spikes of trees stuck their fingers into the sky; the steps of the Fitzwilliam were still damp with melting snow. My mind was far away, on the edge of a piece of parkland by the chateau of Saint-Germain-en-Laye.


I tried to work out how I felt, and then realised that that in itself meant I felt nothing. But it was a strange kind of nothing.


I sat down and wrote a letter to the organising committee, telling them I would be delighted to accept, querying what expenses would be covered, and outlining what I would like to speak about.


 


At the back of my mind, of course, the memory of Saint-Germain lingered, but it did not bother me seriously. By the time the war had ended I had seen my share of horror, more than my share perhaps, as the fighting grew more intense as we made it further east into Germany. I saw worse things than I’d seen in that hole, if one can possibly compare one horror to another, and I’d seen enough to make me realise that what I’d seen was not unique; that war makes men do monstrous things, and that those things were not my fault.  


Anyway, I was excited. I had achieved the rank of consultant almost embarrassingly early; I’d been invited to an international conference; and Paris was, I reminded myself, a beautiful place. I had never flown; even that excited me.


If anything, I saw the trip as a chance to make things better. I know now that I believed that if I could go back to Paris and feel normal, it would lessen the meaning of what I’d witnessed in 1944. Just one more awful thing among the many that had happened during the war. 










Chapter 5


 


Paris was more or less as I’d remembered it, but cold and wet. It was a miserable March morning when my plane touched down at Le Bourget. 


A car had been sent for me, with a driver and an aide, a young Frenchman. Lucien was polite, had excellent English and explained that he was a medical student and had volunteered to look after me during my five-day trip. He was quiet, spoke only when spoken to, but answered my many questions about the city graciously.


I was asking him about how things had changed since the war, but there was a look in his eye that made me think he would perhaps rather not speak about it.


I could see for myself that there was more life in the streets, a few more cars on the road. Clothes were a little more colourful, food was better, and in short, Paris was Paris. But over the course of my first couple of days there, I began to sense in my conversations a certain malaise in the people.


I knew immediately what it was, because it was the same back home, especially in London. It’s hard to imagine now, now that war is far behind us, but back then, on a trip to town, something had become clear to me.


I’d been to the theatre in London to see a rather bad play at the Criterion, and stopped over for the night in an even worse little hotel in Half Moon Street. 


Walking down Piccadilly, watching the people rushing past, noses to the pavement, shoulders about their ears, I suddenly knew what was wrong, wrong with them, with me.


How ill we were! How sick our lives were, how empty, how grey. Without the war to tell us that life was precious, what were we? Threaten to take something from us and we grasp on to it with desperate desire; give it back to us, and how soon we grow tired of it! So we are left with our flat, ruined lives; humiliated, humiliated by many things. That we are alive when our friends are not, that we struggled through the dramas of the war only to end up in a dull, broken and impoverished world, that we had felt noble in the face of the dangers of life, and now we sat in a pile of ugly rubble, knowing we had turned German cities to rubble too.
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