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  FUERTEVENTURA


  «Please forgive my being indiscrete, madam, but under the circumstances I find myself obliged to ask you something...» His fingers drummed nervously on the table, then froze, and his words crackled like igniting gunpowder in the heavy silence that had gathered in that light-filled room. «Are you a virgin?»



  Erika Simon surveyed the stern faces of the three men and the woman who were sitting on the other side of the dark, solid mahogany table, ran her tongue uncomfortably over her lips, and countered,


  «Is it important?»


  «Very.»


  Silence. Then, after wetting her lips again, the girl nodded almost imperceptibly.


  «Yes» she admitted, «I am.»


  «Are you absolutely sure?»


  «For heaven’s sake...!» she said sardonically. «If I can’t be sure, who can?»


  Her reply had visibly disappointed – or rather disconcerted – the others, who were exchanging gloomy glances. Finally, the man with the carefully trimmed red beard, who seemed to be the one in charge, concluded as he closed the yellowing folder in front of him.


  «Very well, you may leave.»


  Now it was Erika Simon’s turn to look thoroughly embarrassed. She made as if to get to her feet, but seemed to change her mind straight away and stayed sitting bolt upright in the high-backed armchair.


  «Please forgive my insisting, sir, but the fact that you are conducting this meeting in person leads me to think it must be something truly important...» She drew her breath as if summoning her courage before adding, «Is my being or not being a virgin so very critical?»


  «I’m afraid so.»


  «In that case, may I remind you that this is a defect that can be remedied very quickly. It seems clear that you have ruled me out as a candidate for this assignment, and if that is so I do not see why such a trivial detail should lead to my being rejected.»


  «It is not such a trivial detail at all,» cut in the stern-looking matron sitting at the far end of the table. «We are looking for someone with certain experience.»


  «Are you referring to sexual experience?»


  «Precisely.»


  «And just how long do you think it would take me to gain it if I put my mind to it?» inquired the girl with a stab of irony in her voice. «A week? A month? A year?»


  «For goodness sake, my dear girl! Whatever makes you...?»


  «You bringing up the subject is what made me consider the matter,» she protested in her turn. «I have been stuck in a dingy basement room for nearly two years translating documents or copying reports, and when I come here with the feeling that my time has come, out you come with all this nonsense about my virginity. Who cares a damn if I’m a virgin or not?»


  «We do,» replied the phlegmatic redhead. «A great deal!»


  «Well if you take a break for lunch, by coffee time this little matter will have been dealt with...»


  More sideways glances, whispered words and disapproving looks, followed by a kind of referendum, and then the one in charge spoke out again:


  «Clearly you will stop at nothing, and let’s face it, in comparison with all that we will have to demand of you, losing your virginity does not seem an excessive sacrifice to make.» He had to clear his throat repeatedly before adding by way of conclusion, «I think you will regret having taken this step, but it is your decision and I respect it.»


  «Thank you, sir.»


  «There really is nothing to thank me for, I assure you...» More drumming on the table. «Now, to change the subject... What can you tell us about your family?»


  «I’m not sure, sir.»


  «What do you mean you’re not sure?»


  «What I said. My parents, brothers and sisters may be alive right now, or they may not... Who can say for sure these days?»


  «Quite! Times are hard indeed, particularly for someone like you.» He broke off, looked down as if to peruse the documents in his file even though he obviously knew them off by heart, and finally added, «From what we’ve heard it is clear that you are not married, and you have no lovers either...» His gaze became strangely fixed. «Maybe there is some friend with whom you have some very special bonds...?»


  «Nothing you would call really special,» she reassured him. «Work takes up most of my time.»


  «Good!» The Man in Charge paused a good while before deciding to go on, but finally did so in the firm, dry voice of a man used to giving orders. «In that case I will fill you in on the nature of you mission, so that you are in a position to decide whether you want to be part of it despite the ‘sacrifices’ it will entail...» He smiled almost imperceptibly as he said, «Have you any idea where the island of Fuerteventura is?»


  Erika Simon frowned and clenched her teeth as she scoured her memory, but finally had to own up: «I haven’t the foggiest idea, sir...»


  «Don’t worry... I’ll admit that up till a month or so ago I would have sworn it was in the Caribbean...»


  That night, back in her little apartment, the first thing Erika Simon did was to open up her old atlas and check that Fuerteventura was indeed not in the Caribbean: it was part of an isolated archipelago sprawling in the North Atlantic, barely a stone’s throw from where the Sahara desert meets the coast.


  She could not find any more information anywhere, and so had to conclude that it was indeed a tiny, very remote island that featured on the maps almost by miracle.


  She seemed to remeber that when she was at school the Canary Islands had been mentioned as an exotic place with volcanoes, beautiful beaches, palm trees, monkeys, parrots and half-naked natives who danced the local dances, but she couldn’t say for certain whether that recollection really did refer to the Canary Islands, or whether it was perhaps the much more distant Polynesia.


  «Never mind,» she said to herself. «That’s where I have to go and that’s where I’ll be.»


  At six o’clock on the dot a rather disquieting black automobile was waiting for her outside the hall. An inscrutable uniformed chauffeur loaded what little luggage she had into the back, and then drove her, in just over an hour and without saying a word, to a beautiful mansion built in old gray stone surrounded by tidily kept fields where fifty-odd highly-strung horses and dozy cows grazed.


  A man of around thirty, with very black, curly hair, clear eyes, average height and a pleasant smile was waiting for her standing at the top of the semi-circular stairway. He held out his hand for her, while also making an ample gesture of approval and winking.


  «Welcome! You are even more attractive than they told me... My name is Bruno.» He puckered his nose like a rabbit. «It could be said that I am your new ‘boss’!» He took her affectionately by the arm and led her inside the building with a quite genuine gesture of camaraderie. «In point of fact, I am not exactly your ‘boss’. Although I am in charge, our set-up is really a team that cannot afford the luxury of failing, and the key piece is you. So in fact we shall all be working for you, day and night... Is that clear?»


  «Perfectly.»


  «Are you hungry?»


  «A little.»


  «Good! We will have a bite to eat before introducing you to the people who will be training you. We have to be ready in a fortnight’s time, and you have to learn a lot over these fifteen days. Particularly about body language.»


  «Body language?» the girl queried, somewhat put out. «What do you mean by that?»


  «It means you have to learn to talk with your body. Tell us everything you have to tell us without uttering a single word, and without anyone looking at you knowing what you’re up to.» He showed her to a chair at the long table in the spacious and well-appointed dining room, and sat down beside her straight away. «But we’ll go into that when the time comes... Eggs and bacon, or steak and potatoes?»


  «Are you kidding?»


  «Heaven forbid! All I’m after is to fatten you up a little to turn you into an absolutely irresistible woman...» He patted her hand affectionately. «And that won’t be hard! Now tell me about yourself.»


  «You first,» came the calm reply. «If you are ‘the boss’ you must be perfectly well acquainted with my file, and to tell you more I need at least some idea of who I’m talking to, to square things up.»


  He tipped his head to one side as he looked at her with an air of amusement, narrowed his eyes and finally nodded with a wry smile.


  «Very well! Eggs or steak?»


  «Steak... Very rare please.»


  «Me too.» He turned round to the white-capped young waitress attied in a spotless apron who had just come to the other side of the table. «No doubt you heard, my dear... Two huge steaks swimming in blood with a huge pile of crispy fried potatoes... Oh, and the best wine we have left.»


  «Salad?»


  «Of course! We don’t get to welcome such a special person ever day.» When the waitress had gone out the door, he turned around to Erika again, and exclaimed, «Right! What do you want to know about me?»


  «Anything you think it is prudent for me to know.»


  «Fair enough. As I said before, my name is Bruno. Bruno Alvarado Powers, the son of a Spanish father and an English mother. For that reason, and also because I am a naval engineer and was born and bred on the Canary Islands, they chose me to coordinate this operation. I often feel that in fact I regard myself more as a Canary Islander than as British, but as you probably know better than anyone, priorities don’t count for anything these days... But let’s not get dramatic. Everything will work just fine. What else would you like to know?»


  «Tell me about the Canary Islands – you see, the truth is I have only the vaguest idea about them... Are they tropical, rainy, cold or  hot? How many people live there, and are they white or black?»


  «There are seven islands, all very different. La Palma, La Gomera and a lot of Tenerife and Gran Canaria are quite rainy, green, and very mountainous, but the ones closer to Africa – Lanzarote and Fuerteventura – are low lying, arid, almost desert-like.»


  «Hot?»


  «Not excessively, since the trade winds from the North cool things down a bit for most of the year.»


  «And the inhabitants are mostly black?»


  «Black?» repeated the man in surprise. «I can assure you there are a hundred times more black people in London than in the Canary Islands. They are not in the Caribbean, or in the Gulf of Guinea. They are in the North Atlantic, and if there are any black islanders, they’ll be descended from immigrants.»


  Erika Simon kept quiet while the waitress placed a huge bowl of crisp white bread and a mountain of real butter – not a common sight – in front of her. When they were alone again, she inquired keenly, «Before going on, could you tell me one thing... Did they choose you for this mission, or did you volunteer?»


  «A bit of both,» came the calm reply. «Like in your case; but the important thing is not how we came to be here, but us being the best people for netting the prize, as they say.»


  «Do you think that vessel really exists?»


  «So it seems. Our friend Redbeard’s men don’t go around wasting their time on rumors or chasing ghosts. They know what they’re doing, and to clinch it there’s the fact that they chose us in person.» He stuck his tongue out and crammed a huge piece of buttered bread into his mouth, but said with a smile before chewing it, «By the way, from now on your name is not Erika. Your code name is ‘Herman’.»


  «How come?»


  «Firstly, because it’s a good idea for you to have a man’s name to keep them off the scent, and secondly by way of homage to Herman Melville, since our operation will be called ‘Moby Dick’.»


  «A good choice, sure enough.»


  «Thank you! Have you read Moby Dick?»


  «When I was little... If I remember rightly it all ended in tragedy. If I’ve got it right, the giant white whale dragged the vengeful Captain Akab into the murky depths.»


  «Yes indeed,» he acknowledged. «Though I trust our story will have a very different ending, with Akab getting his whale.»


  «And you’re going to be Captain Akab?» Seeing his silent nod, she smiled gleefully. «That wasn’t hard to guess!» She watched him closely as she added, «And what makes you go in for this: personal hatred or the barrels of oil?»


  «I couldn’t say for sure,» came his sincere reply. «Though I don’t think Captain Akab was greatly interested in the profit he could make by turning the whale into oil.»


  «Of course not. It was hatred pure and simple that drove him, and what worries me is us ending up with a wooden leg too...»


  «Akab’s leg was not made of wood – it was made of whale bone,» Bruno Alvarado pointed out good naturedly. «But that doesn’t matter. But I would recommend you to re-read the book, since it contains many of the code words for our task, and  many of the false names of our folk are based on the characters in it.» Bruno, alias Captain Akab, stood up to stretch, yawning wide, with his right arm pointing straight up and his left straight out. «This means everything is going well,» he remarked.


  «Sorry?» she asked, surprised.


  «What I’m saying is that when you stretch with your right arm up and your left out, we will know everything is going OK.» Captain Akab winked cheekily at her as he changed position. «However, if you do it the other way round, you’ll be telling us that things are getting awkward and that we must come to your aid.»


  «Hang on a moment,» she interjected. «So like this means everything’s fine ... and like this that something’s gone wrong?»


  «That’s right.»


  «Seems easy enough.»


  «Well, it isn’t, I assure you. You will have to tell us all kinds of things from a distance of several miles, and so every gesture you make must be as coordinated as if you were speaking or writing. One mistake by you, or one misinterpretation by us, would mean failure, with all that that implies.»


  «So what did they invent radios and telephones for?»


  «So that any old fool could bug them and decode what you’re saying. Besides, where we’re going, there won’t be any telephones, and a radio message would be picked up and deciphered in a trice. Our language must be like the language of the deaf and dumb, but instead of using your hands, you’ll be using your entire body.»


  «And I have two weeks to learn how?»


  «No more, no less.»


  «Who dreamt up this weird scheme?»


  «I did. And there’s nothing weird about it. It based on an old navy system of communications using flags, the only difference being that in this case you won’t be able to use flags and you’ll have to do it without raising suspicions. Anyone seeing you must think you’re doing your gym exercises, because you have to make them believe your utterly obsessed with your physical condition.»


  «I hate gym!» snorted Erika Simon.


  «In that case you may as well go back home, my dear,» Bruno Akab pointed out dryly, almost reproachfully. «From my understanding of things, you will be spending many hours doing gym, on the ground and in beds of all kinds.»


  She looked at him disdainfully: «That was a coarse remark and quite unnecessary.»


  «Coarse it was,» he acknowledged quite freely. «Unnecessary no, because one of my duties is to make you understand what precisely you will be from the time you set foot on Fuerteventura, and what you will have to go through if you want to make a success of it.» He gestured towards the door. «When you came into this house, you ceased to be a ‘lady’. You may go on being a virgin for a few days, but from now on anyone is free to treat you like a prostitute. And the sooner you get used to it the better.»


  For a few long minutes, they devoted their attention to their thick steaks and potatoes in silence, as if allowing each other time to take on board what had been said so far.


  Erika Simon needed to take in that what the Canary Islander there at the table with her had just been telling her so grossly was nothing but the plain truth, while he for his part understood her feeling somewhat hurt and embarrassed.


  Finally, when the empty dishes had been taken away and they were settling into the coffee, the girl inquired with some bitterness, «Do you really think they are going to treat me like a common prostitute?»


  «I’m afraid so,» came his pained reply. «There is no way I can know what is happening there, or what their rules of conduct are, but the situation would not seem to be conducive to decorous behavior. I suspect they over-indulge in alcohol, and as everyone knows, alcohol and politeness or restraint never go together. There are few creatures as uncouth and repugnant as a drunken sailor.»


  «The one you call Redbeard gave me to understand that I will not have to deal with rank-and-file sailors.»


  «No, of course not. They are not rank-and-file sailors, but I can assure you that even an admiral can behave like a pig when he has had a few too many.»


  «Are you trying to get me to admit defeat before I even start out?» she complained, clearly put out.


  He paused, lighted up a tiny pipe with a lid over the bowl, puffed out some smoke, carefully deposited the match in the ashtray, and only then shook his head several times.


  «Not at all!», he said. «Nothing could be further from my intentions. But just as a sergeant teaches his soldiers to worm their way through barbed wire or how to handle a weapon to defend themselves, my duty is to warn you of the dangers you are facing and the problems you are going to run up against.» He let out a stream of smoke that hung over the table forming curious shapes against the beam of light coming in the window at the far end of the room, and added, «I don’t know whether you’ve stopped to think it over, but what’s at stake is your life.»


  «I realize that. Mine and maybe a lot of people’s.»


  «I’m glad you understand that. If Fuerteventura really is what we suspect, I cannot risk sending you there unless I am quite certain that you will behave as expected of you. Failure would amount to an irremediable catastrophe, since the enemy would thus be put on guard and we would not be given a second chance.»


  «I shall not fail.»


  «Are you sure of that?»


  «Quite sure.»


  «Fine! In that case, what would you say to me if I asked you right now to get under the table and give me a blow-job?»


  She looked at him in bewilderment.


  «A what?» she asked, her voice unsteady.


  «A blow-job.»


  «And what is that?»


  The man who called himself Captain Akab let out a hoarse oath intended to convey the magnitude of his frustration before explaining with affected delicacy, «a blow-job means a ‘blow-job’. A fellatio in fancy language. A ‘pompino’ to the Italians. You’re not telling me you’ve never heard of a blow-job?»


  «Just like Fuerteventura... Not the faintest idea!»


  «Well I’ll be blowed!» he sighed, unable to contain a mocking smile. «I must admit that the hard truth is worse than I suspected. You are twenty-three years old, you are very attractive and will be much more so when we’ve got you into shape, but you are still a virgin and you have not even heard of something that most girls do routinely. What kind of education did they give you?»


  «The best.»


  «That is plain, my dear, very plain. Though in this particular case the best education is really the worst, unfortunately. Did you study at a convent school?»


  «What an idea!», she said, deliberately employing a tone close on mockery. «You mean you haven’t read my file?»


  «Of course I have! And of course it is an absurd idea! But then all this is so absurd and so ... uncomfortable?»


  Erika Simon took her time before replying, and when at last she did it was to throw open her arms and sweep them around the spacious room and its table covered in a white embroidered tablecloth.


  «Uncomfortable?» she echoed. «Millions of people would give anything to feel as ‘uncomfortable’ as this. They are sending off thousands of boys to be killed after going through hunger, cold, fear and calamities, and you find it ‘uncomfortable’ to be talking about something completely unimportant?» She gestured towards his crotch, leaning forward slightly. «I suppose I have more or less gathered what this ‘blow-job’ business is. The word says it clearly enough, and to convince you that I can do my job well, I am willing to get down under the table and start practicing right now.»


  «Come now, please!» he said in alarm. «It was just a manner of speech. I am concerned about you, that’s all. I sincerely believe that you are the best we could have found for this mission, but I cannot forget that we must reinforce your weak point.»


  «My ‘weak point’ is usually the weak point with most women,» she said with an ironic smile. «It’s just that in some the weakness is excess and in others the opposite. We will just do the reinforcing and that is that.»


  «You are incredible.»


  «Aren’t I?»


  «You are,» he acknowledged. «And now let’s go and meet the rest of the group.»


  There were four men and two women, waiting patiently in a large, severe-looking library, and they simply held out their hands in silence, though scrutinizing every gesture of hers with minute attention.


  It looked as if they were all turning over the same thoughts: whether than apparently diffident young girl wearing clothes from a street market could be turned into an attractive and experienced high-class prostitute.


  «Magdala is here to show you all the tricks of the trade,» Bruno Alvarado said, resting his hand on the shoulder of an insolent-looking, brazen redhead, who seemed  proud to be practicing what had been dubbed ‘the oldest profession in the world’. «She is reputed to be the most expensive professional in London, and if we had to pay her by the hour, it would cost us as much as three tanks. However, she has agreed to reveal her secrets to you out of pure patriotism.»


  «I will try to be a good pupil.»


  «We all hope so...» said Bruno turning to them all, they now having sat down again. «As your know, her code name is ‘Herman’, and that is the only name to be used from now on.»


  «That’s a good bit better than the «Queequeg» you’ve slapped on me,» interjected testily a huge hulk of a man sporting an enormous moustache and looking like a boxer. «Melville describes him like some kind of savage monster, tattooed from head to foot.»


  «But he ends up being one of the key characters in the book, the best friend of the hero.»


  «Yeah, s’pose so,» conceded the other man grudgingly. «But when do we quit all this monkeying around and get down to some proper work? There ain’t much time left.»


  «We’ve made a start already...» The half-Canary man turned to Erika to inquire, «How are things going?»


  «Sorry?»


  «I said how are things going...» he repeated in a peculiar tone of voice.


  The girl looked bewildered for a moment, but then seemed to realize all of a sudden what was expected of her, and so she began to yawn loudly while stretching out her left arm, with the other one bolt upright.


  «Badly?» he queried in surprise. «Why badly?»


  All Erika Simon did to reply was to squat down, stay very still for a while, and finally smile, closing her eyes with a gesture of deep relief or satisfaction.


  «You need to go to the toilet?»


  She got up again, nodding.


  «I imagine that would be understood by anyone even if they were miles away...» she probed. «Don’t you think?»


  «Of course! Second door on the left.»


  When she got back, the girl found a somewhat strained atmosphere, clearly more tense, with no sign left of the warm smiles they had greeted her with at first. Most of the group had sat down around the large table in the middle of the room, and looked somehow expectant.


  «Is something up?» she asked Bruno.


  «I suppose it nothing that can’t be fixed,» he answered reassuringly. «There is no doubt that your English is perfect, but you certainly do have a slight accent, and that is resulting in some reservations and doubts.»


  «I can understand that.»


  He gestured around the room, taking in each of the people who were standing there in silence. «Most of the people here will be putting their lives in your hands,» he said. «All it takes is a word from you over there on the island to have them shot, and now, when they’re hearing you, they cannot but realize that in fact you were born in an enemy country.»


  «The enemy is an enemy we have in common,» the girl pointed out, «and one that is probably more of an enemy to me than to you, though your reservations strike me as natural enough. What can I do to dispel them?»


  «The would like to hear your story straight from you. They don’t want to have to read it up in some official report, they want it straight from the horse’s mouth, so that they ....»


  «... can be sure I’m not a spy?» with a trace of a bitter smile. «Don’t worry about uttering that world. It’s something that’s been happening to me every day, even with people who don’t know about my real origin...» She looked at the faces around her, sat down in the swiveling armchair clearly put there for the purpose, and inquired as calmly as could be, «O.K. What do you want to know about me?»


  «Everything about the reasons why you’re here, though without giving names or specific places, since although it’s good in terms of security for us to know each other well, it’s also good for us not to know anything about the full personal background of our colleagues in this operation... Is that clear?»


  «Very.»


  «Please go on, then.»


  Erika Simon took a moment to collect her thoughts, rummaged in her bag for a cigarette, lit it up while declining with a shake of her head a light that one of them was offering her, took at look at each one in turn, and then spoke steadily:


  «I was born in Germany – that much you know already – and I come from ... let’s say a «well-off» dynasty of bankers in a small city near Berlin. I’m one of a large family – my parents, brothers and sisters, grandparents, uncles and aunts, and countless cousins – with whom I spent a peaceful, happy youth. We lived in a huge house in the country, rather like this one, and I’ll admit that until about four years ago I had everything a girl could wish for. Everything, except the one thing that seems to matter more in Germany than good intentions, youth, wealth, intelligence or honesty ... a certificate of baptism.»


  She let out a deep sigh and let a while go by before drawing avidly on her cigarette, expelling the smoke and adding,


  «I am a Jew, my parents are Jews, and so are my grandparents, my great grandparents, and most of the people I came into contact with, and so the time came when this single «defect» cancelled out, in the eyes of the gentiles, any other virtue. It was as if a mere pea had blotted out the light of my universe just by sticking to my cornea. Nothing I could do or say was of any use. I was a Jew!»


  «And rebellious.»


  Erika Simon looked sharply at Bruno Alvarado, the self-styled Captain Akab, who had ventured that remark.


  «Yes, I was,» she grudgingly admitted. «I was a Jew and I was rebellious. My parents, my brothers and sisters, my family and just about all my friends took the view that the most prudent course was to keep a low profile until the anti-Semitic fever blew over, as had happened so often before in history. But at that time I was young and impulsive, and so I adopted the stupid attitude of showing pride in my origins, openly confronting any Heil-Hitlering bastards that insulted me.»


  «A very dangerous attitude, for sure.»


  «It was, I see that clearly now. But I was irresponsible then...» She cleared her throat and stubbed out her cigarette as she insisted, «Such a dangerous attitude in fact that my fiancé’s parents warned mine that if I persisted in that attitude, the wedding would be endangered, and the old dream of uniting two powerful families of bankers would be shattered forever.»


  «So you have a boyfriend?» inquired an elegant woman who was listening attentively from the farthest corner of the table.


  «No. He is not exactly what you’d call «a boyfriend» in the sense the term has here. In my family’s milieu, things are not done like that. Almost from the moment I was born, my parents agreed that I would eventually marry a distant cousin, one I’ve only seen in fact a couple of times, and even then a long time ago. Right now I haven’t the faintest idea where he is, and of course I haven’t the faintest intention of marrying him.»


  «I always thought that arrangements like that were only the custom among barbarians...» said an anonymous voice.


  «The most advanced societies often keep up barbarian traditions,» she replied calmly. «You can see proof in the way royal families keep marriage amongst themselves. I was brought up in those beliefs, and ever since I could think for myself I got used to the idea that my main duty was to keep myself intact until the time came for me to start a family that would contribute to making my people stronger. I had been taught that it was only by preserving the purity of our race and our age-old traditions that we could survive the traps laid for us by the gentiles.»


  «That sounds a bit like the purity-of-blood theory preached by Hitler: the supremacy of the Aryan race over all the others.»


  «Maybe, but with the difference that the Jews practice that peacefully through family union, while Hitler’s arguments are his tanks and cannons. All we are asking for is to be allowed to be ourselves, though without rejecting or despising anyone else. And that, as far is I know, is not how the Nazis go about things.»


  «It certainly isn’t!» Bruno Alvarado exclaimed. «That much is clear, and that’s why we’re here. Please go on...»


  «Where was I...? Oh yes. I was saying how I wouldn’t knuckle under, and that by taking that attitude I was endangering the rest of the community, as some saw it, and so my parents decided that the best thing to do would be to send me to England until things got back to normal.» She sighed again. «A year and a half later, on the ninth of November as I will remember for as long as I live, the terrible Kristallnacht or Night of Broken Glass broke out. Hitler had made a ferociously anti-Semitic speech that day, and then his storm troopers went for my people in a most brutal way. A few days later, when I became aware of the scale of what was happening, I went along to the headquarters of the War Ministry and offered to join the fight, not against my country – I want to make that very clear – but against those who had turned it into what it is now.»


  «Where is your family now?»


  «I have no news since they were deported.»


  «Have you tried the Red Cross?»


  «I’ve tried every institution that might be able to give me information, but to no avail. All I know is that one day they came along and forced them to leave our house, put them on a train, and that was the last that was seen of them. My brother is fourteen years old now, and they may well be forcing him to dig trenches at some front in the war.»


  «And you are seeking revenge?»


  Herman looked long and disapprovingly at the young man responsible for that remark, and seemed to be about to answer irately, but she thought better of it, studied her finger-nails attentively, and without looking up said,


  «My mother taught me that vengeance is the most useless of pursuits, since it always comes when the damage is done. And my father taught me not to waste my time on pointless things...» Then she did raise her eyes and look straight ahead. «Right now I do not know exactly who I should exact revenge upon, but what I do know is that what is happening now in Germany must not be allowed to spread to the rest of the world. As I see it, it is much more important to stop the Nazis than to take revenge on them.»


  «Do you reckon you’ll be able to keep your cool when you have to get into bed with a Nazi?» the brazen prostitute that Bruno Alvarado had called Magdala wanted to know.


  «Your mission is to train me for that,» she replied calmly.


  «Don’t get it wrong!» said the hardened professional. «My mission is to teach you to pretend you love a man, not to pretend that you don’t hate him. They’re very different things. I have been to bed with hundreds of men who meant nothing to me, but I wouldn’t be up to getting into bed with one I suspected of having wrecked my family.»


  «I’ll have to learn to live with that.»


  «You won’t find it easy.»


  «Nothing is easy in the times we have to live in,» intervened Captain Akab, who evidently wished to bring that line of discussion to an end. «We will all have to try to bury our hates and hide our feelings. And I can assure you from experience that it is much more difficult not to throw down your gun and start running when a tank is bearing down on you than it is to pretend you feel what you don’t feel. If thousands of boys are learning to take on the Panzers without fearing death, I am sure that Erika will be capable of overcoming her repugnance when she has to get into bed with a Nazi...» Turning to her, he asked sternly, «Or am I wrong?»


  Lying on her bed and watching the drizzle forming raindrops on the window pane by the dim light of the lamp in the garden, Erika Simon asked herself yet again what she had already asked herself so many times since the moment she decided to accept that complex mission: Would she be able to disguise the revulsion she felt when one of  the men behind the disappearance of her family made to touch her? Would she be able to summon up the courage to return his caresses and to let him penetrate into the depths of her being?


  She remembered the boys who used to harass her, snarling that she was «just a Jewish bitch», and she wondered how she would react when the time came to undress in front of one of them, to offer him what she had always believed reserved for one man and one man only. And she recalled the disgusting look of that slobbering pig who had attempted to grope her breasts one afternoon in the park, yelling the Hitler salute over and over as he did so.


  Would she have to deal with that class of scum on Fuerteventura? Would it be the likes of him that she would have to satisfy in every way she could? Hadn’t she already suffered enough with the harm they had done her and the feeling of pain they caused in her, without having to go still further and become a mere object of pleasure in their service?


  She needed to think it over. She needed to get to the bottom of her own heart, even if it meant spending sleepless nights, because she knew for sure that if she were to fail she would be endangering the lives of all those who were going with her on that risky mission.


  Time and time again, she regretted having agreed to be part of it, only to regret her regrets an hour later. She weighed up the strength, and was appalled to find how little she had left. She tried to plumb her fears but could find no plumb-line long enough to reach all the way down. She counted her advantages on her fingers, and found she had a hand to spare. What could she do against the most sophisticated spearhead of the implacable machinery of Hitler’s war?


  The Führer’s troops had swept over Europe in what certainly looked like a walk-over victory, and everything pointed to them soon crossing the Channel with the intention of stamping out that annoying focus of stubborn, desperate resistance over in Britain.


  And there she was, the defenseless little Erika Simon, a despicable ‘Jewish bitch’, the girl chosen to attempt to inflict a severe defeat on the great leader where he least expected it.


  Fuerteventura! A significant name for sure: the «island of the great adventure», or perhaps the island which used to have an old fuerte – fortress – that must have been called suerte or ventura – luck or fortune. Nobody could tell.


  All she knew in fact was what Captain Akab had told her: that it was an inhospitable, almost uninhabited place, very close to the Sahara desert.


  How come the war had got down there? What ever had brought the German army there to that remote outpost of the universe?


  «The army? Nothing brought the German army there,» the circumspect Redbeard had told her. «But the German navy has reason aplenty to go there. We have reliable sources assuring us that the island of Fuerteventura is an essential point of reference for the submarines of the Atlantic fleet. And those cursed submarines are doing us irreparable harm. The prime minister is more worried about them than about all the air raids on London, since we British are able to get over the physical and moral destruction caused by the bombings, but we are not in a position to replace the ships that get sunk. We could survive without London, but without our ships we’d be finished.»


  The prime minister! Winston Churchill himself, the man who had confessed that he preferred to see Great Britain in ruins than to see it dishonored by enemy presence, thought that there was something worse than those ruins, and  something more dangerous still than the aircraft – and that perhaps the answer lay in the distant isle of Fuerteventura.


  Erika Simon knew that she had been chosen to discover that answer, and she was resolved to find it whatever the cost. When it came down to it, prostitution was a pursuit that went back as far as human beings themselves, and millions of women better than herself had been obliged to practice it for reasons much less important than hers. If so many other women had learned to repress their repugnance, she would learn to as well.


  Day was dawning by the time she had taken her decision, and the first light of day found her knocking gently on the door of the aptly named Magdala, who opened the door a few seconds later with sleepy eyes and a hoarse, cracked voice:


  «What’s got into you?» she grumbled.


  «We have a lot to do, and it’s time to begin,» she replied, forcing a smile.


  The other woman looked her up and down as if she were a creature from another planet, and the first thing she did was to throw the door wide open and gesture towards the bed, where the naked body of a man could be made out.


  «Now you listen to me, pet!» she grunted in a thick voice. «I am a top-notch professional in the afternoon, in the evening, at night, even in the early hours... But anyone who gets up my nose in the morning might just get torn into a thousand bloody pieces, right?»


  She slammed the door shut in Erika’s face cursing long and loud and leaving her standing in the middle of the corridor, pale and disconcerted, so much so that she did not notice that another door had opened behind her and that the elegant lady they all called Chanel Number Five was watching her.


  «Don’t worry, dear,» she said, making Erika start. «She can be frightfully coarse in the mornings, but after breakfast she shan’t even remember you woke her. Now come along with me! We shall devote our time to choosing your wardrobe. You must be very much aware that you have to become a pleasant, sophisticated and thoroughly elegant young lady.»


  She took her affectionately by the waist and led her into a spacious room crammed full of hangers with outfits of all kinds to suit any time of the day or night.


  «All continental,» pronounced Chanel Number Five punctiliously with a sweeping gesture unequivocally indicating the pride she felt. «Paris, a touch of Berlin, a hint of Vienna, since you cannot take a single garment or belonging that was bought in England with you.»


  «They’ve already drummed that in. ‘Officially’ I’ve never left Germany.»


  «Precisely! You’ve never left Germany, and you bought these French items in Berlin.» She wagged her finger at Erika. «And make sure you remember this: you don’t speak English. All you can manage is a few words they taught you at school.»


  «I’ll bear that in mind.»


  «You must never forget it. If we were put out by your accent, it arousing certain reservations, a German’s suspicions could be raised by a prostitute, however fancy, who spoke English too well...» She reached out and took a flimsy turquoise blue dress and held it up in front of the girl, studying the effect. «Very good!», she said, «we’ll start with this one... It goes with your eyes and it’s the right size... Would you be so good as to try it on?»


  An hour later the gym teacher – the mustachioed athletic type answering to the name of Queequeg, the name of the Polynesian harpooner in Moby Dick – came to rescue her from a veritable ocean of silks, brocades and lingerie.


  «It’s time to get down to some serious work,» he said. «All those rags won’t be any use to you if you don’t learn what you’ve really got to learn.»


  Almost the entire middle wall of the gym they had improvised in the main hall of the old house was covered with large diagrams that might look like to the untrained eye routine exercises for top athletes, though in fact each had been designed for a very particular purpose.


  «There are sixteen figures, and they represent the basic letters of the alphabet, since we’ve left out the ones that can be done without,» Queequeg began. «Got that?»


  «More or less.»


  «You’ll have to be able to form any word with these sixteen figures, even if it’s full of spelling mistakes. We’ll figure out what you meant.»


  «I hope so.»


  «Don’t worry,» her instructor said appeasingly. «We will try to keep our common vocabulary as small as possible, and we won’t care whether you say aerial or erial. The important thing is the idea, that you know how to move on from one letter to the next making it all look perfectly natural. Try and convey the message quickly, and then we can spend as long as it takes to work out the meaning.»


  Herman made no reply, her attention being occupied in analyzing each of the movements she would have to perform, and after a while she shook her head pessimistically.


  «I think I’m going to get all mixed up,» she confessed. «But even if I manage to do it, which looks impossible to me right now, what I can’t see is how I’m going to know whether you’ve received the message. It’s strictly a one-way system.»


  «Naturally!» came the reply. «It’s you that’s conveying the information. We won’t have anything to pass on to you. You’re to repeat each message twice, and it would be a poor show if we couldn’t figure it out from that. Then you won’t have to worry about anything else, since if we make a mistake it’ll be our fault.»


  «Does that mean I’ll be working blind?»


  «Blind as a bat!»


  «Well, what the eye doesn’t see the heart doesn’t grieve over, I suppose.»


  «That’s the spirit,» said Queequeg giving her a pat on the back that nearly sent her sprawling. «There are hard times ahead, and if we don’t keep our cool we’ll get nowhere.» He pointed to a corner of the room. «You’ll find the right kind of clothes behind that screen. Get changed and we’ll make a start on the exercises!»


  It was tough. Very tough. Switching from the life of a sedentary half-starved translator to a hyperactive gymnast forced her to eat four times a day, since apart from needing more energy reserves she had to try to put on weight, and that took levels of effort, dedication and willpower that were frankly to her credit.


  «I’m proud of you,» remarked Bruno Alvarado one night watching her tucking into a hearty meal. «Another week and we’ll have achieved the first part of our objective.» He stroked the end of his nose in a gesture he made with increasing insistence the more uncomfortable he felt. «But we still have unfinished top-priority business,» he finally announced. «How are things going with Magdala?»


  «Fine!» came the cheerful reply. «So far I’ve passed the theory,» she said with a wink. «I’ve already learned what a ‘soixante-neuf’ is, what a ‘Frenchie’ is, and what ‘going up the old dirt road’ means, and I’ve even begun to practice fellatio with a plastic penis...»


  «Please, my dear...!»


  «You blushed!» she cried gleefully. «Heavens above! The Big Boss blushed! I’ll have to spread that around.»


  «Not likely!» Captain Akab coughed and spluttered as if something had got stuck in his throat. «Now let’s be serious,» he pleased. «What are you thinking of doing about this?»


  «I’ll be spending next weekend in a brothel.»


  He took a while to recover from his shock.


  «What ... did you ... say?»


  «That Magdala and myself will shut ourselves up all weekend in a brothel in Soho, and so by next Monday I hope to have passed the practicals, and if I’m lucky with a high grade to boot.»


  «I can’t believe my ears!»


  «Well what did you expect? That I’d lose ‘my innocence’ at the hands of someone I’d always quite fancied anyway?»


  «Well, in fact...» he stammered «I... I... well yes, I did. I always thought you’d have some friend that you’d have some kind of relationship with, however minimal.»


  «And where would that get me?» asked Herman with surprising steeliness. «Showing that I can go to bed with a man? I know that already, I’m not stupid. What I have to show is that I am capable of going to bed with twenty of them no matter how repugnant I find them. That will mean I’m up to being a real prostitute! Anything else is a waste of time.»
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