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For Pascal – my love, my life and my home. 





And in memory of Melanie Levensohn,
my namesake, who was deported to
Auschwitz in 1943, at age nineteen.










Author’s Note



Love and extraordinary coincidences not only changed the lives of the protagonists in this novel, but also my own.


When I married my husband Pascal in 2013 and took his last name ‘Levensohn’, I became the namesake of his first cousin once removed. Melanie Levensohn lived in France as a student in the early 1940s and was deported to Auschwitz in December 1943. No one knows for sure if she survived the concentration camp or not.


My husband found out about this part of his family history in 2005, at the bat-mitzvah celebration of his oldest daughter Amanda, when his cousin Jacobina Löwensohn revealed the existence of her half-sister Melanie. Her father had told Jacobina about his first marriage and daughter Melanie only on his deathbed in 1984 and made her promise to search for Melanie. Jacobina spent over ten years trying to find the half-sister she never knew. She contacted Holocaust organizations, experts and researchers around the world. All traces ended at Auschwitz.


Jacobina kept the letters and historical documents she compiled during those years in a binder labelled Melanie Levensohn and gave it to Pascal. Finding the binder in his office, I immediately immersed myself in her tragic fate.


The remarkable coincidence that, exactly seventy years after Melanie became a victim of the atrocities of Nazi Germany, another Melanie Levensohn – from Germany – joined the family, and the fact that I studied   in France, just like my namesake, caused an emotional upheaval in our family.


Melanie’s fate and our identical name captivated me completely. I felt an urgent need to create a special memorial for her. That’s what inspired me to write this novel. Yet, it isn’t a biography. Although the book is based on real facts and lives, my characters are all fictitious.


When I was pregnant, my personal coincidences and emotional connection with Melanie reached a peak with the due date of our daughter, Aurelia, being on Melanie Levensohn’s birthday.


Whether it is fate or destiny that inspired me to write  this novel, I hope that the readers of A Jewish Girl in Paris will share some of the intense emotions I experienced when crafting the twists and turns of this story.


Melanie Levensohn


[image: Start of image description, A head and shoulders, black and white photograph of Melanie Levensohn in circa 1942, aged 18. Levensohn has dark, shoulder length, wavy hair, and wears a serious expression as she looks into the camera., end of image description]
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Jacobina


Montréal, 1982


‘Blood . . .’ wheezed the old man, breathing heavily through his mouth. ‘Blood . . .’


His voice cut the silence like scissors through paper. The first word in two days. Jacobina, who was curled up on the narrow armchair next to the bed, sat up with a start and looked at her father. His eyes were half open, tiny flakes of skin peeled from his lips.


She had been sitting there in the overheated room for hours, watching him sleep. He lay motionless, the corners of his mouth turned downwards, the slight rise and fall of his chest the only sign that he was alive. A few times, Jacobina herself had dozed off.


Every fifteen minutes, the silence was broken by the muffled chiming of a church tower, a regular reminder that some more time had passed. Jacobina would then glance at her watch, to see which quarter of an hour had just been rung out. Was it half past three already? Or only half past two?


A nurse came in four times a day. In the mornings, the calm blonde woman appeared to take his temperature and blood pressure. She handled the instruments deftly and confidently, placing the cuff gently around the patient’s arm. Jacobina heard the rubber ball being pumped up, and a short while later, the hiss of the air being released. The sister made a note and disappeared.


In the afternoons, the red-haired nurse with the squeaky rubber soles came. ‘You should go home now,’ she said each time, in her broad Québec French, as she changed the drip or emptied the urine bag. ‘He’s exhausted.’ But Jacobina only ever shook her head, the nurse’s coarse accent ringing in her ears.


She did go eventually and spent the nights in a small hotel. The accommodation wasn’t particularly well maintained, but it was cheap, and right next to the hospital. Brown curtains, a saggy mattress. Jacobina heard the church tower every quarter of an hour there, too. Her head felt dazed. Images of her father whirled before her eyes, the lovable man from her childhood contorting into the emaciated one in the hospital bed. So far, sleep had been impossible.


‘Blood,’ repeated the old man, a little louder now, with a slight whistle on the ‘d’. Then his voice failed him. He pressed his lips together and tried to swallow, something that was clearly a great struggle for him.


Jacobina stared at him. Would he be pleased to see her?


‘Father?’ she asked softly. ‘Can you hear me?’ A hollow sensation spread through her stomach – a mixture of relief and uncertainty. Should she sit on his bed, take his hand and try to hasten his awakening? No, she thought. It was better to give him a little time. He would need a moment to get his bearings.


With halting movements her father pulled his arm out from beneath the blanket and wiped it across his eyes. He didn’t seem to notice Jacobina. He fixed his gaze on the wall opposite his bed and studied the picture, which was hung a bit low, and had probably been put there to give the hospital room a little colour. Even in the half-darkness, the Eiffel Tower was clearly discernible. A cheap reproduction of some Impressionist painting, Jacobina had presumed when she first entered the room. But not one of those typical Monet motifs that were always printed on wall calendars. She had never seen this picture before. In her long hours of waiting, she had studied it in detail. Not because she particularly liked it – she didn’t – but because it was the only thing in this room that didn’t make her think of death. Death and the expectations she would need to fulfil when it came – if it came.


Would she be able to cry? Would she be able to feel the grief you’re expected to experience when your father dies? That permanent ache that claims a space in your heart when you finally comprehend that the loss is final? Or maybe she wouldn’t feel much at all. She had already lost her father more than two decades ago. Back when she was barely twenty-one, when she left Canada for New York. He had never forgiven her.


Her mother’s death had been hard. After her talkativeness, it had taken Jacobina years to finally accept her definitive silence. She missed everything about her. The short, almost daily phone calls that always came at the wrong moment. Insignificant chatter.


‘Jackie, sweetheart, how’re you?’


‘Mom, I’m at the office. I can’t speak for long.’


‘I only wanted to see if everything’s okay.’


Mother’s unsolicited parcels, containing dark chocolate and bagels from the Saint Viateur bakery. Her letters, with the scrawling handwriting that Jacobina could recognize even from a distance. Winter was going on too long, her mother wrote, her health wasn’t good. Jacobina had almost never answered them. Every year at Passover, her mother sent more matzah bread than Jacobina could ever have eaten. There were more kosher shops in New York than in Montréal, but her mother refused to listen. Back then, this attentiveness had irritated Jacobina. Now, years later, she still missed it. Longed for the many phone calls. If only she had been more caring, she often thought; it was the least she could have done. She had realized too late that her mother had been her only home. Sometimes, even the magic of nostalgia fails to cover the pain of regret. The ‘what ifs’, the ‘what could have beens’. All the words left unspoken.


But her father. That was a different matter.


Jacobina’s gaze returned to his hospital bed. She wouldn’t miss his coldness. And yet she had still come to say goodbye to him. He had been through enough in his life; he shouldn’t have to die alone as well. The only child’s sense of duty.


Suddenly he coughed so violently that his head thrust forward in short jabs. Then he tried to speak again. ‘Blood,’ he spluttered, pausing briefly and then straining to continue: ‘. . . is thicker . . . than water.’ Groaning, he closed his eyes, as though uttering this sentence had taken the very last of his strength.


Jacobina flinched slightly. How often he had preached that in the past. It had always been his explanation for everything: for war and peace, for loyalty and betrayal.


Was he speaking to her? Or was he delirious? ‘A neighbour found him lying unconscious on the floor,’ the doctor had said when he’d called and asked her to come as soon as possible. That raised a lot of questions. ‘We need to watch him,’ the doctor had added.


Since arriving in Montréal, Jacobina hadn’t been able to extract much more information. The doctor was busy and had only taken a few minutes for her. It was good she was there, he had said. A brief squeeze of the hand. Her father was weak, it was just a matter of time.


Father had never spoken to her about the state of his health. Sure, his mobility had rapidly decreased in recent years, and he had suffered from insomnia for a long while. Normal signs of ageing. ‘Getting old is awful,’ he used to say. ‘All your bones hurt.’ But where more precise details were concerned, whether he was contending with high blood pressure or diabetes, whether cancer was rampaging through his body or why he swallowed those little white pills, on this Jacobina had no idea. And it hadn’t interested her, either.


A cleaning lady had mopped the floor over an hour ago, but the acrid smell of disinfectant still hung in the air. Jacobina stared out of the window that couldn’t be opened. Life outside seemed far away. Unreal.


Even though it was only four o’clock in the afternoon, the street lamps were already on. It was snowing again. The snowflakes made their way towards the ground in slanted lines. These damn Canadian winters. How Jacobina had always hated them. The unending darkness, the red, frozen hands. She had hated almost everything here. Why had her father never understood that?


But was it really the darkness of winter that smothered her, or was another darkness forming, something only she could see?


Jacobina stretched her fingers towards the switch to turn on the bedside lamp. But then she changed her mind and withdrew her hand. Her father loved dusk, she remembered with a sudden tinge of indulgence. The twilight, ushering in the evening and allowing everything to gradually calm down. At home he had often sat there in the half-darkness, content to let the peace swell over him as if it was a salve for some invisible pain.


She left on only the small wall lamp which the nurse had turned on that morning. Her father’s right cheek took on a dull gleam in its light.


He cleared his throat and opened his eyes again. Jacobina picked up a glass from the table, filled it with water from the jug the blonde nurse had brought that morning, and held it out towards him silently. But he didn’t react and again just stared, spellbound, at the silhouette of the Eiffel Tower. His face looked even more sunken now than in daylight. There were broad, black lines like fissures across his forehead, and the little hair he still had clung in strands to his head. My God, how old he looked! He was old. Eighty-two. Even though she had been staring at him for two days almost without pause, the gaunt figure with the grey cheeks seemed like a stranger to Jacobina. Nothing reminded her of the cheerful, slightly chubby Papa Lica who had held her tightly in his arms when she was a little girl and spun her through the air. Who had pressed his rough cheek against hers and whispered amusing things in her ear. His voice, his laugh, the scent of his aftershave – everything about him had exuded warmth and security. She was eight back then, and the world big and bright.


‘Wild Lica’, that’s what everyone had called him. Yes, he had been wild and loud. He had demanded a lot of life, respected nothing and nobody. Apart from the holy rules of the Sabbath, when Mother devoutly lit the candles, while he poured himself a generous measure of wine and blessed his family. Jacobina liked thinking back to the Friday evenings of her childhood. The house tidied, money and other worries postponed, the aroma of challah – the braided white bread that her mother took from the oven and sprinkled with salt – drifting through the rooms. When her mother was still alive and Lica not yet the crotchety cynic he became after her death. How long ago it all was!


Jacobina had tried in vain to suppress the other, less pleasant memories. The many arguments. The accusations. The silence. The silence would stay with her. His death wouldn’t change a thing.


‘Paris,’ said Lica, breaking the stillness as unexpectedly as he had a few minutes ago. His voice sounded raw but steady. He no longer had to clear his throat. ‘Judith . . . my child.’ He took a deep breath and fell silent again.


Who was he talking about? Was he hallucinating? ‘Father, it’s me. Jacobina.’


‘Paris,’ he repeated softly, almost melancholically, without averting his gaze from the Eiffel Tower.


‘Father. How are you feeling?’


He didn’t answer.


Jacobina leaned forwards and touched his hand. Why wouldn’t he look at her? Surely he must see her there!


A wistful expression lay on his face. He slowly turned his head to Jacobina and looked at her. Through her. He was somewhere else entirely. ‘How could I do that to you, Judith?’ He wiped the back of his hand over his mouth.


Jacobina stared at him. ‘What are you talking about?’


At that moment, the door opened. The ceiling light went on and filled the room with a bright neon glare. Jacobina blinked.


The red-haired nurse with the squeaky rubber shoes walked in and positioned herself at the foot of the bed. ‘Bonsoir, Monsieur Grunberg. Did you have a good rest?’ she asked in a loud voice, giving him a wink. Then she turned to Jacobina. ‘How long has your father been awake?’


Before Jacobina could answer, he spoke instead. ‘Water.’


‘Five minutes, perhaps,’ murmured Jacobina, standing up. She was just about to raise the glass to his lips, but Lica grasped it with his trembling hand and pushed her arm aside.


Typical, thought Jacobina.


He clasped the glass in both hands and took small, greedy sips.


The nurse walked around the bed, busied herself with the drip settings and pulled the curtains shut. Lica sank back down onto the pillow, loosening his grip. The half-full glass rolled across the blanket and fell to the floor, where it shattered.


‘Do be careful, madame,’ said the sister, as she grasped Lica’s slack arm and felt his pulse.


Jacobina leaned over to gather up the shards. Her legs ached from sitting still for so long.


‘Forty-four,’ said the redhead. ‘Quite low.’ She laid Lica’s arm back down on the blanket and made a note of the number. ‘Make sure he eats something,’ she ordered. She pressed the call button for the nurses’ office and said, ‘Dinner for room fifty-four.’ Then she left.


Jacobina pulled a few paper towels from the box on Lica’s bedside table, using them to clean up the last splinters from the floor. Don’t make trouble, she had promised herself, no waspish remarks. It wasn’t worth arguing with the nurse.


A young orderly came in and brought a tray with food and a pot of tea, placing it on Lica’s nightstand. He smiled shyly and wished Jacobina a good night. She glanced at the plate: a piece of bread topped with a square slice of cheese, and alongside it, a few dried-out pickles.


‘Garbage,’ snorted Lica, once they were alone again.


Jacobina smiled. That was the Lica from her youth – his loudness a deliberate slap in the face, the ‘I-don’t-care-what-people-think’, full-of-life man she had adored then. Maybe he was still there, behind the gruff exterior that had grown up over his years of loneliness. Perhaps the doctor’s fears had been too hasty. She brushed a strand of hair from her face, turned off the ceiling light and pulled her chair closer to the bed. ‘Would you like some tea?’


‘I need to talk to you,’ he said, without looking at her. His voice was quiet, but sounded very resolute now.


Jacobina looked at him in surprise. So he did know she was here.


‘Life is complicated, Jackie,’ he murmured, using the shortened version of her name he had called her when she was little. ‘We only have each other now.’


If he’d had this insight ten years ago, she thought, as the bell tolls rang their incessant reminder, it would have spared her a lot of pain. Anger was building up inside her. Now that he was suffering, he wanted to make everything good again with a few empty words. We only have each other now. The words echoed inside her head, just like those godforsaken bells. It wasn’t that simple. And it was too late. Far too late. Jacobina tried to breathe calmly and let her gaze wander around the room. No bitter comments, she reminded herself. She couldn’t lose her composure.


‘How should I put it?’ Lica continued, brushing his hand across the water stain on the blanket. ‘I . . . I did some things wrong.’


Some things! Jacobina felt like laughing bitterly. Everything! But she pulled herself together and stayed silent. She remembered the terrible fight they’d had on her last visit. When she’d sworn to never come back again. They had always argued, every time they saw each other. Intensely and angrily. As soon as the coffee and superficial chatter of the first hour was behind them, he launched into recriminations. About her life; the fact that she hadn’t completed her studies; that she contented herself with a job as a ‘key basher’, as he put it, even though she had brains. That she had exchanged Canada for the USA.


‘You should have stayed with Louis,’ he would then say, over dinner at the kitchen table. Heated-up stew from a can. The only thing he liked to eat. ‘He would have made something of himself. Then you’d have a good life now.’


Louis, her teenage boyfriend. She had never really loved him and didn’t feel the absence of either him or the boring life she might have led with him. ‘I do have a good life.’


‘In that shoebox of yours?’ One of his spiteful references to her tiny apartment in Manhattan. ‘Don’t make me laugh.’


It was pointless. What did he know about her? About her giddiness upon first coming to New York? The lightness that warmed her soul when she looked down from her apartment on the fifty-seventh floor? Her happiness and feeling of fulfilment because she was living her dream? Nothing. How could he? Her mother’s death had driven a wedge between them. And now, the distance felt too great to overcome with bedside small talk.


Jacobina couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a peaceful conversation with one another. In the first few years after her mother had died, that’s when it had begun. He had spoken with her less frequently, rarely answered the phone, and retreated more and more. He no longer greeted the neighbours and sat in front of the television all day. Jacobina had never stopped worrying about her father, and went to visit him for long weekends. Agonizing days. He kept the window shutters closed all day. Barely touched his food. Always wore the same grey cord trousers. No longer shaved. The house smelled musty; the garden lay neglected. And when he did speak, it was only to reproach her. His tone of voice! This darkness! Jacobina began to hate her childhood home, a place that had once held so much love.


But this heavy sense of duty gnawed away at her, something she couldn’t free herself from. And so she forced herself every six months to take the Greyhound bus and travel the hundreds of miles over the border to Montréal, in order to see her isolated father. She stayed one night, two at most. She couldn’t cope with any longer.


‘He shouldn’t be living alone,’ Iris, a neighbour and her late mother’s best friend, had said. She used to check in on Lica from time to time, and then telephone Jacobina with a report. ‘Try to understand him.’ But Jacobina hadn’t been able to, or wanted to.


On her last visit, he had been especially harsh. So harsh that, afterwards, she hadn’t contacted him for a year. ‘Someday you’ll get your comeuppance!’ he had yelled after her as she stormed angrily out of his house. ‘You’ll find yourself sitting there sick and old in your apartment, and you’ll regret your life.’ That was a few years ago now. Since then, she hadn’t visited him, she had just called now and then. Why was he so angry? And why with her? she often asked herself. She hadn’t done anything to him. Sure, she had disappointed him. She hadn’t brought a husband home or put grandchildren in his arms. But she was still his daughter, even if she had followed her own star.


And now he wanted to beg forgiveness for all the bitterness and rejection he’d hurled at her? An apology for everything? Would she be able to accept that? Jacobina crossed her legs, bobbing her right foot up and down.


Lica was staring at the Eiffel Tower again. ‘Paris . . .’ he said, ‘that’s where everything began.’


Jacobina looked up in surprise. She wanted to ask him what this was about. But then she decided to stay silent and wait. Perhaps he would tell her soon enough.


‘Claire,’ he whispered, ‘beautiful Claire . . . I loved her.’ He sighed and wiped his eyes. ‘Then the baby. It came too soon. Such a tiny thing.’


‘Who are you talking about?’


‘The midwife thought she wouldn’t make it.’ He paused and swallowed. ‘But Judith . . . she survived.’ Then he turned to Jacobina and looked her straight in the eyes for the first time. ‘Your half-sister.’


Jacobina looked at him in confusion. He was hallucinating. The medication. She would have to call the doctor.


Lica frowned. His gaze wandered back to the Eiffel Tower. ‘Claire and I got divorced,’ he said hoarsely. ‘I went back to Romania but I promised to write to Judith. To visit her. Send money. After that, I met your mother.’


Jacobina’s breath caught in her throat. She felt a sudden flush of heat rushing through her body. Was it the warmth of the room that was suffocating her, or his words?


‘Then came Hitler, and later the war.’ Lica paused. ‘The foolish Romanians joined the Nazis. They wanted to wipe us out. First, they came for Uncle Philip, then me.’ For a while, he didn’t say a word. As though he needed to summon all his strength to utter the last part of his confession. ‘I . . . I lost contact with Judith. I never saw her again.’


Jacobina’s stomach cramped, pain squeezed her head. Her gaze followed the black marks that the rollers of the beds had left on the floor. In the corner next to the window, small balls of dust had formed. Hadn’t the floor just been cleaned? Or had she simply imagined all of that, just like her belief that she knew her father? The church bell sounded again, hammering in Jacobina’s ears. This man lay there before her, old and deathly pale, and was spending his last hours thinking about a woman he had once loved and a child he had kept a secret for decades. Life was one big lie.


‘Why have you never told me before?’ whispered Jacobina. Small pearls of sweat had formed on her brow. She wiped them away with her index finger.


‘The curls,’ he murmured, ‘golden-brown curls . . . just like Claire.’


A half-sister. All these years, he had lived with this truth and she without it. He had shirked his responsibility as a father twice. Neither made the effort to find his first daughter, nor told the other one about the existence of her half-sister. What a coward! Jacobina wanted to tell him that. Now. To scream it out. Scream out the pain. But she only swallowed. Her tongue felt heavy and dry.


As a child, whenever she had asked Lica about his life, he had only ever motioned dismissively with his hand and said, ‘Oh, the war . . . it destroyed us.’


She had known about his deportation to a labour camp. That he’d been lucky he hadn’t landed in one of the extermination camps in Poland, but had stayed in Romania. Yet, he never wanted to talk about it, and always brought the conversation to an abrupt end. She didn’t know any of the details. All she knew was that, at some point, he had escaped and then immediately left the country and Europe with her mother and her. Jacobina had never pushed him into talking; she hadn’t liked the dark expressions that settled on her parents’ faces when they uttered the word war, strained and full of horror. The war had no meaning for her. Europe was far away. It was long ago. She had been a toddler back then, and couldn’t remember any of it. In her passport, Bucharest was noted as her place of birth. That was all she needed to know.


‘Soon it’ll be over for me,’ mumbled Lica. ‘I don’t want to carry on.’


‘You should have told me.’ Jacobina struggled to speak.


Lica turned towards her. His eyes were watery and had lost all colour. ‘I couldn’t,’ he said. ‘I was too ashamed, Jackie.’


Jacobina bit down on her lip. His honesty came as a surprise.


‘The last time I saw Judith was in Paris,’ he continued. ‘She was thirteen. Or perhaps fourteen already . . . Long before the occupation. It was springtime.’ He looked back at the picture.


Jacobina followed his gaze and noticed for the first time that the picture was at a slight angle. Lica made a few awkward movements with his arms, trying to pull the pillow out from under his back. He soon gave up and looked towards her. She stood up, grateful for the silent request for help, grateful to be able to do something that didn’t require speaking. She helped him to sit upright, pulled out the pillow, smoothed it out and placed it behind his head. As she touched his bony shoulders, she shuddered. There was hardly anything left of him.


‘We were sitting on the Champ de Mars. Admiring the Eiffel Tower. It was just like in this picture. Almost pink in the morning light. And proud, like its people.’


Jacobina raised her eyebrows.


The door opened and the young orderly who had brought the evening meal came in to remove the tray. The cheese-topped bread lay pale and untouched on the plate.


‘Do you perhaps have some soup or hot broth?’ asked Jacobina. Not out of concern that her father hadn’t eaten anything, just to say something. Something that wasn’t connected to what she had just heard. Something normal, something everyday.


The orderly, his face filled with freckles, looked at her through small, round glasses and shook his head. François was written on the name badge attached to his apron. ‘I’m sorry, madame. For special requests you have to fill out a slip and give it to the sister in the mornings.’


Jacobina nodded absent-mindedly as she watched the orderly pick up the tray.


‘Would you like a sleeping pill, monsieur?’ he asked.


‘He only just woke up,’ hissed Jacobina before Lica could answer. ‘You can’t offer him a sleeping pill now!’


‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ said the man hastily, taking a step backwards. The cutlery slipped around on the tray, clinking. ‘The pill is for another patient.’ He smiled meekly. ‘Long day today.’


Jacobina didn’t answer.


‘Life is long,’ Lica exclaimed. ‘Far too long.’ He gave the orderly a grim stare.


‘Would you mind leaving us now?’ Jacobina asked. Then she added ‘François’, in the hope that he would react more quickly if he heard his name.


The orderly hurried out and shut the door with a loud bang.


‘Turn off the light, Jackie,’ said Lica. ‘It’s blinding me.’


Jacobina flicked off the switch for the wall lamp and sat back down in the armchair. Then she loosened the laces on her boots and stretched her legs out in front of her. In the darkness, she could only just make out the contours of the bed. She saw the black outline of Lica’s head. He breathed raspingly.


Jacobina listened to the steps out in the corridor. Muffled voices. A brief laugh.


‘Jackie . . .’ Lica began after a while, ‘your mother was my life. After her death, everything fell apart.’


Jacobina’s eyes filled with tears. What about her? Didn’t she have a place in his heart?


‘The memories caught up with me,’ he continued, ‘everything came flooding back. Judith’s curls. Paris. And then Romania. The camp. We lived like rats, sitting in our own shit eating trash. We had lice. Typhoid. Without your mother by my side, I started to relive it all, day and night. It was unbearable. But I couldn’t talk about it.’


Jacobina bunched her hands into fists. ‘You had me.’


And then Lica said something completely unexpected. ‘I was scared of you, Jackie. You were so independent. You never listened to me, you weren’t afraid of anything. Just like I used to be.’ He paused briefly. Jacobina heard him rub his hand over his face. ‘Your heart was in the right place. I felt so small and old when you were around. What would have been the point of moaning to you about the war?’


Jacobina’s throat felt sewn shut. Her father’s words slid into the dark air of the hospital room like a confession and a balm. But what had gone unsaid between them for so many years felt too wide a chasm to cross.


‘I hated myself,’ he went on. ‘And I took it out on you.’ His voice sounded strained. ‘I didn’t know how to do anything else. I never was able to talk about emotions. Especially not with you.’ He fidgeted around in the bed, groaning. The mattress springs squeaked; a pillow fell to the floor. ‘Your mother organized our escape from Romania. She was so strong.’ Jacobina thought she could hear a gentle smile in his voice. ‘She made my life full again.’


Jacobina reached for the pillow in the darkness and laid it back on the bed.


‘I was able to carry on for years. Acting as if everything was good.’ His breath made a wheezing sound. ‘But nothing was good. I was pretending to all of us.’


Jacobina’s eyes drowned in tears. She desperately wanted to feel like she had when she was a little girl, when Lica and her mother had each other, when everything was right. But she swallowed the urge to weep, afraid that her father would hear her. Even now her pride prevailed, almost impenetrable over the years of hardness between them.


‘There’s no forgetting,’ he muttered, ‘and no escape.’ He coughed loudly, choked and spluttered for breath. Then he gradually settled. ‘Forgive me, Jackie,’ Lica whispered into the darkness.


Forgive me. The words she had waited so long to hear.


Jacobina could no longer hold it all back. The stored-up emotions were too strong, and they burst out of her. Her upper body shook. She leaned forwards, pressed her hand over her mouth and tried in vain to push down the tears.


‘Come here, my child.’


She gave a hiccoughing sob, reached for Lica’s hand and grasped it. His fingers were stiff and cold. Like the fingers of a corpse. For a long while, she wept without restraint, her face buried in the blanket. All those lost years, all those bad feelings.


‘You have to find Judith,’ said Lica. His voice sounded pleading. ‘Promise me!’


Jacobina calmed down at once. Had she heard right? She released his hand and raised her head.


‘I want you to . . .’ his voice failed him. He swallowed and inhaled loudly through his mouth. ‘I want you to finish what I’ve spent my entire life putting off.’


Jacobina, dumbfounded, could only stare into the dark.


‘Please,’ wheezed Lica. His hand searched the blanket for hers.


She stretched out her arm again. Lica gripped her fingers and squeezed them. The most intimate sign of affection from a broken man. A man who had pushed down his pain for years, suffocating it with fear, shame and self-control. Whose wounds were too deep to ever heal.


At first, Jacobina felt sorry for him, but then an overwhelming tenderness enveloped her – an unfamiliar feeling. She had a sudden urge to stroke his head. But how to cross over to this new place of affection after living so long in a world of anger? Her reticence won, as it so often did.


‘Promise me,’ he repeated in a scratchy voice, struggling for air.


‘I promise,’ Jacobina uttered. What else could she have said?


Acknowledging her pledge, he squeezed her hand once more.


Outside in the corridor, the industrious hustle and bustle fell silent. Jacobina listened to the stillness.


‘Can you open the curtain?’ asked Lica. ‘I’d like to see the snow.’


She got up and pulled the curtains aside. Clouds of snowflakes were swirling in the amber glow of the street lamps, reminding her that she didn’t have the proper attire for this weather. Her departure had been so rushed that she’d left her gloves at home and grabbed the wrong jacket. She was glad the hotel was just a few steps away.


‘I’m going to sleep a bit more now,’ her father said. His voice sounded light and confident, almost like he used to speak to her when she was a child. Had his confession so thoroughly unburdened him?


‘You should leave now, Jackie.’


‘I’ll stay here till you’re asleep.’


‘No, it’s fine. I’ll watch the snow. It’s calming.’


With great effort, he turned onto his side to have a better view out of the window. Jacobina looked hesitantly at the stiff silhouette of his back. But he didn’t say another word.


If he really wanted to be alone, she should go, she thought, and reached for her jacket. ‘Okay then. I’ll leave and come back tomorrow morning.’ Jacobina wound her scarf around her neck. ‘And I’ll bring you something nice for breakfast.’ Her stomach growled at the thought. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was.


‘Goodnight, Father,’ she murmured, stepping out of the room and closing the door with a gentle touch. On her way to the lift, she stopped at the nurses’ station where a young woman with long braided hair was sitting and distributing tablets into little plastic cups. Next to her stood a large mug of coffee and an open packet of biscuits. Jacobina knocked briefly on the half-open door and greeted the sister. ‘I’m leaving now. You know where you can reach me?’


‘Which patient?’ asked the nurse in a slightly confused tone, taking a sip of coffee. I love Canada was written in large lettering on her mug. Jacobina hadn’t seen the woman before.


‘Room fifty-four. Lica Grunberg.’


Without setting down the cup, the sister looked at the pinboard above the desk. ‘You’re staying in the Auberge. That’s fine,’ she murmured, taking another sip.


‘Please call me immediately if anything happens,’ said Jacobina, reassured to see that the sisters were well organized. ‘I’ll come back right away.’


The sister nodded and turned back towards the pills.


Perhaps she shouldn’t go yet after all, Jacobina suddenly thought to herself, turning around and retracing her steps. The red-haired nurse stepped out of one of the rooms. As she saw Jacobina, she mumbled something and pointed a finger at her watch.


Jacobina didn’t care that visiting time was over and walked past the nurse with her chin held high. In front of Lica’s door, she paused and looked around her. She felt as though she were being watched. But the nurse had already disappeared.


Jacobina placed a hand on the door handle and hesitated. He wanted to sleep, he had said. Tomorrow there would be plenty of time to talk. She would bring him fresh croissants and coffee, the coffee with lots of milk, just how he used to love drinking it. For the first time since Mother’s death, they would have breakfast together without arguing because he’d no longer fear her, and she’d no longer hold him in contempt. She would ask him about Judith, and perhaps tell him a little about herself too. They would rest together in the peaceful light of his confession. No more darkness. A new beginning, so close to the end. She let go of the door handle, turned and went over to the lift.


*


Jacobina flipped on the light. The hotel room was freezing; someone must have turned off the heating. In the depths of winter! The cold made the room even more unwelcoming than it already was. The maid had spread the brown blanket across the bed and placed two pillows with embroidered flowers at the head. Jacobina’s pyjamas lay on the nightstand, carefully folded. A water pipe was hissing somewhere.


Jacobina went over to the radiator and turned the dial up high. Then she opened the curtain, switched the light off again and sat down by the window. She kept her coat on. Her stomach was growling again, but she didn’t feel like going back out and eating alone somewhere. Not today.


She rummaged around in her handbag and pulled out an already-opened bar of chocolate. She hurriedly ripped off the paper and bit into it. The sugary mass made her stomach cramp, but the hunger abated a little.


She watched the dancing snowflakes, just like Lica was doing now too. If he hadn’t already fallen asleep. The street was empty. Now and again, a gust of wind whirled the snow in wide arcs through the air. At that moment, Jacobina felt very close to her father.


On the other side of the corridor, she heard a door opening. She settled deeper into the armchair and listened to the hum of the heating.


Lica had never made snowmen with her, she remembered. He hadn’t read fairy tales to her, nor had he helped her with her homework. Her mother had been responsible for these things. Lica’s influence and involvement had been on another level. He had read to her from the Torah, told her about the exodus of the Jews from Israel, and taken her to the synagogue with him. He hadn’t followed the rules of his religion with absolute precision: he loved seafood and, for him, kosher wine was nothing but sweetened dishwater. But he had placed great value on conveying to his daughter a sense of belonging, far away from their Romanian homeland, a feeling that had nothing to do with the geographical distribution of the world. As a child, that hadn’t meant anything to her. It was all she knew. What child ever realizes the value of such deep gifts? Father had given her their history, their story, their identity. And though she never pressed into her religious education with more curiosity, years later in New York, when she was on her own, it became the cornerstone of her life. Something that provided her with strength and community and connected her to the happy family she’d once had.


The room was gradually warming up. Jacobina peeled off her jacket and closed her eyes, the heat lulling her into a state of comfort. Images filled her mind. She saw her pale father before her again. Unshaven, sitting on a kitchen chair, his hands covering his eyes. A mug of cold tea in front of him. ‘Pull down the shutters,’ she heard him order her sullenly, ‘the light makes me sick.’


Years before. In spring. He was laughing and lifting her onto the small seat that he had screwed onto the middle bar of his bicycle. She, proudly enthroned between him and the handlebar, her breakfast roll still in one hand. ‘Be careful!’ her mother called after them as he rode with her to school.


A knock on the door woke her up with a start. Where was she? How long had she been here? Another knock, louder this time. ‘Madame? Are you there?’


Jacobina stood up, stumbled over her handbag in the darkness and reached out her hand towards the wall. Where, for God’s sake, was the light switch? ‘I’m coming,’ she called.


But the woman outside hadn’t heard her and knocked a third time. ‘It’s urgent.’ Her voice sounded agitated. ‘Are you there?’


Jacobina opened the door.


The receptionist stood before her, completely out of breath. Presumably she had run up the stairs. ‘Please come down,’ she spluttered. ‘There’s a phone call for you.’


There wasn’t a telephone in her room that the call could have been forwarded to. The hospital, flashed through Jacobina’s mind. Leaving the door ajar, she hurried down the stairs, over the faded carpet with the Oriental pattern. He wanted to speak to her. He wasn’t able to sleep.


But as she grabbed the receiver and held it to her ear, she knew that they were about to tell her something completely different. She could feel her heart pumping in her temples. A searing pain ripped through her chest. It had come. The moment she had been preparing for for days, years – it had come. The moment she had believed wouldn’t change anything.


‘Madame Grunberg?’


‘Yes,’ Jacobina whispered into the mouthpiece, holding the phone with both hands.


‘This is Sister Louise.’ She paused. ‘I’m sorry to tell you your father has passed.’


Jacobina said nothing.


‘It must have happened shortly after you left,’ the sister explained. ‘I’m so sorry.’


We only have each other now, Jacobina could hear Lica saying.


She stared out the window into the dark, a storm of emotions swirling inside her. The church bells rang out, their noise mingling with the quiet snowfall. How many different stages of the day they had marked. A lifetime of bitterness broken by a revelation, a confession that ushered in that long-forgotten feeling of grace and affection. She’d had it for only the briefest of moments, and now he was gone.


Was it enough to wash away the pain that was so ingrained in her? Years of resentment, neglect, the secret of her half-sister. Could she forgive him for unloading the weight of his guilt onto her shoulders so he could die in peace? Could she forgive him for leaving her with such an enormous promise she didn’t know she had the strength to fulfil? Could she forgive him for leaving her?


Only later, back in her room, was Jacobina able to cry for her father.
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Judith


Paris, September 1940


I was standing on one of the middle rungs of the rickety library ladder when I discovered the note. It was written on unusually thick, sky-blue paper, folded multiple times and hidden within Marcel Proust’s In the Shadow of Young Girls in Flower. Éditions Gallimard, 1919. 492 pages. The volume was well thumbed, the spine crooked; students constantly requested it. As part of my literature studies at the Sorbonne, I myself had battled my way through Proust’s labyrinth-like sentences and eccentric metaphors last year. Words like heavy perfume that I could breathe and almost feel but not hold on to.


My first thought upon seeing the slip of paper was that someone had forgotten their notes. I laid on the shelf the other books which I’d been clasping under my arm and pulled out the blue note. To Judith was written at the top, in small, neat letters. I stared at my name, puzzled.


A light gust of wind swept through the room, slamming shut the half-opened window. Startled, I almost lost my balance. I gripped on to the ladder, climbed down hastily and unfolded the paper.


The flowing movements of your delicate, pale hands that never rest, was written in black ink. Your slender figure, your effortless gait. Whenever you enter the room, you light it up. C.


My heart beat faster. I’d never received a message like this before. Who on earth was C? I turned the note over; perhaps the sender’s name was written on the back. But there was nothing.


Was this the beginning of something exciting and different, luring me into some sort of liaison dangereuse, so masterfully described by Choderlos de Laclos? Or could the letter be a door to the romantic journey I’d always yearned for but had only lived in the books by Flaubert, George Sand and Balzac?


Romance – what an audacious, forbidden idea. I folded the paper with a resolute gesture. Life was too unsettled and risky right now. These days, sometimes even the sunrise felt like a threat to me.


Around three months before, the French had capitulated and the Germans now occupied half of our country. A ‘ceasefire’ was how Marshal Pétain had named this humiliation of the French people. Since then, the Germans had settled into our luxury hotels, and our city had become alien to me. Signs shot up everywhere around us, bearing long German words which no French person could pronounce. A swastika banner fluttered on the Eiffel Tower, and we had to put our clocks forward an hour in line with Berlin time.


Someone called my name and I looked up. Monsieur Hubert, the head librarian, came towards me, running his hand through his sparse hair. ‘Have you already entered the new acquisitions into the card index?’ he asked. Behind his small, round glasses, his eyes twinkled good-naturedly.


At least one person was acting as though life were continuing as normal. It had, admittedly, normalized a little since the 14th of June, the day when the first German soldiers had reached the Porte de la Villette, at the outskirts of Paris. Many of the Parisians who, in fear of the German threat, had fled to the south in early summer had now returned. Cinemas had resumed their programming and cafes and restaurants reopened. The city seemed to be pulsing with life again. But things were not as they appeared. For weeks now, a ghostly uncertainty had been hanging over Paris.


‘Yes, of course, monsieur. I did it yesterday,’ I answered absent-mindedly, still staring at the paper in my hand.


‘Then you can go home now, mademoiselle,’ he said. ‘It’s getting late.’ He sighed softly as his gaze swept over the bookshelves. ‘There’s a long queue at Georges again. Supplies are getting scarce. Get yourself there quickly before everything’s gone.’


Dear, sweet Monsieur Hubert. I smiled at him. He was always thinking of others. He reminded me of my father, or rather the image of my father that I had composed from the few cherished puzzle pieces of my memory. Thanking him, I said goodbye, tucked the mysterious blue note into my skirt pocket and left the library.


As I stepped out onto the Place de la Sorbonne, I was greeted by a warm September day. The boughs of the grand beech trees that lined the square swayed lethargically in the afternoon breeze. The cafe on the corner advertised, as always, its plat du jour, and the latest editions of Paris Soir, Le Temps and Le Figaro were set out at the newspaper kiosk. But something was different. Even though the academic year had only just begun, the university square, usually so lively, was oppressively quiet. A few students stood together in small groups, their heads close together. They didn’t dare watch the passing German soldiers who were strolling across the square in their crisply ironed uniforms, laughing and smoking. They were handsome, the German occupiers. Tall, with close-cropped hair and powerful legs. They radiated an ominous strength and a repulsive virility. I looked away quickly. I didn’t want to risk making eye contact.


Blinking in the sunlight, I made my way towards Georges, the grocer in the Rue des Écoles. Even from a distance, I could see the seemingly endless queue which had formed in front of his store. There had to be well over fifty people in it! Yesterday it had only been half that. By the time I’d finally reach the front, there would be nothing left.


But I joined it regardless; there was no point trying my luck somewhere else. The hunt for food defined our day-to-day life in Germanized Paris. We had to queue up for every loaf of bread. Yesterday I got hold of three eggs and some real coffee. Milk had long since run out. Georges had said there might be some new deliveries next week.


A woman wearing a black dress was standing in front of me. A boy in shorts clung to her, and in her arms she held a screaming baby, swaddled in a shawl. She was talking to him in soothing tones. But the baby didn’t stop crying. The knees of the boy next to her were grazed, and in his hand he held an empty shopping basket. When I looked at him, he buried his face in the folds of his mother’s skirt.


I turned around and saw that at least another twenty people had joined the queue behind me. And there, between an elderly lady with a hat and a young man in a dark suit, I spotted my friend Alice. As children, Alice and I had been inseparable. Now that we were both busy with our university studies, we saw each other less often. Since the arrival of the Germans, we hadn’t got together at all.


I waved at her with a bright smile, excited about the surprise encounter. She briefly looked at me, and the faint trace of a smile appeared on her lips. Then she turned her head away and stared ahead.


‘Alice,’ I called.


‘Shhh,’ someone hissed behind me. The sound brought me back to our new reality. Life under occupation was different. Strange. No one was laughing any more. No one asked any questions. People were silent, but with tense expressions on their faces, a mixture of nervousness and fear.


I tucked my chin and looked at the ground. Shortly afterwards two German soldiers walked by.


A few minutes later, I pulled the sky-blue note back out and read it. Such beautiful, expressive handwriting. Even though the message was very short, it seemed well thought out. As if C had watched me from his seat for a long time until he had found the right words for me and every one of my movements.


I studied my hands. Were they really delicate? And was my gait as effortless as he thought? I looked down at my feet, which were encased in worn-out leather shoes. I resolved that on my next shift I would find the lending card for the Proust volume and look up who had borrowed the book today. I was curious.


After waiting for almost an hour, I finally stepped into the shop. I was lucky. Against all my expectations, not everything had been sold, and I got a few slices of cheese and four apples. Mother would be happy that I wasn’t coming home empty-handed.


When I stepped out of the shop, I looked for Alice again. But she had left.
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Béatrice


Washington, D.C., 2006


Click clack, click clack. She could recognize his hasty, almost stumbling gait even from afar; would have been able to identify it amongst thousands of footsteps. The quick, furious thud of his leather soles against the linoleum floor. Béatrice’s throat tightened. She knew what was coming. In a moment Michael would storm into her office, without knocking, his eyes squinting, his chubby face slightly flushed. He’d slam her press release onto the table and present his edited version. Her headline would have been chopped up, the introduction buried somewhere on the second page, and entire paragraphs would have vanished. Just to flex his muscle, he’d demand she fix it all on some impossible deadline.


She hadn’t yet finished her thought by the time he flung the door open. His frame rose before her as far as his small, stocky figure would allow. In his hand was a sheet of paper. Her text.


Béatrice’s eyelids twitched, her breathing quickened.


The stench of cold tobacco streamed towards her. How on earth he found the time to escape his tight meeting schedule every other hour for a smoke outside, she had no idea. Sometimes she saw him standing in front of the main entrance when she came back from her lunch break. She always hurried past, greeting him with just a nod.


Michael looked at her, his expression dark, and dropped the piece of paper on her desk. ‘Do I really have to explain how to write a press release?’ he snorted, as expected.


‘What’s wrong with it?’ she asked, trying her best to keep her voice firm and professional. ‘I wrote it just as we discussed. And the project manager liked it.’


Béatrice did not play the games everyone else did when it came to confrontations with Michael – pleasing him to get ahead. But their resulting tensions were exhausting. Toxic. His mere presence in her life triggered a nauseating combination of dread and repugnance she’d never experienced before. Nonetheless, she was committed to standing her ground. She had promised herself when she first started working for Michael that she wouldn’t let his arrogance or barrages of criticism cripple her. Her candour only fed the feud.


‘The project manager is an economist,’ he grunted. ‘Those guys know nothing about media relations.’


Béatrice reached for the paper and looked at her words. Unrecognizable. Red handwritten comments everywhere – above, between the lines and in the margins. Sentences were crossed out or underlined, with arrows running through the page to indicate a new, Michael-approved flow.


‘I can’t read what you wrote at the top here,’ she said as she raised her head, trying to look at Michael’s face. But he had moved so close that she could only see his tie, the ugly brown one.


‘You can’t read it? That’s all you have to say?’ he barked. ‘Start working on those stilted quotes from the president. He’d never talk like that.’


‘He used those exact words in a speech last week,’ Béatrice objected.


‘This is poorly written. End of story,’ Michael insisted.


Her heart dropped at the blunt insult. Keep your cool, Béatrice cautioned herself. Whatever she’d say, he’d find a condescending way to brush it off.


The number of times she had talked this through with her therapist! ‘Don’t let yourself get worked up by that man. Count to ten or use one of the breathing exercises we’ve been practising. That’ll help,’ he had suggested.


It didn’t. As soon as her Texan boss entered the room, all her good intentions and strategies evaporated into thin air, and she barely managed to transform her aversion into diplomatic distance. But there was also a deep-rooted insecurity that overwhelmed her at times, especially during his assaults of criticism. A feeling she had been trying to overcome in vain.


Life hadn’t been easy. When Béatrice was growing up in Paris, her mother had struggled to make ends meet as a nurse – there was never enough. That didn’t deter her mother from doing all she could, working day and night and through most weekends. And without the aid of a husband. Béatrice’s father had abandoned the family for another woman when Béatrice was still very young. She used to think, if only she’d been a better child, smarter, stronger, perhaps he wouldn’t have left. If only she’d been enough. But she wasn’t, and she would never understand why.


This mindset weighed heavily on her and became part of her personality. She trusted few but still craved affection, a dynamic she found difficult to reconcile. Yet, Béatrice refused to give in to this deep-seated angst. Instead, she let it fuel a burning desire to escape her condition, ultimately forging her path to success. She earned scholarships, graduated with distinction, and soon afterwards, landed a position in the French Ministry of the Interior. But it wasn’t until she was forty-one, when the World Bank hired her and she moved to the political epicentre of the world, that she’d felt she’d really made it.


No, she wouldn’t let Michael take away that hard-earned feeling of achievement and pride, regardless of what he said. And yet – Béatrice couldn’t shake off the distress his very appearance provoked in her.


Michael moved his hand up to his tie and straightened it. ‘I want numbers, Béatrice. Success numbers. How many times do I have to tell you?’ At the word success, his eyes flashed angrily. ‘I read in the report that, thanks to the bank project, thirty thousand more kids are now going to school in Haiti. That’s a major accomplishment. And you don’t even mention it in here. It should be in the headline.’


‘But Michael,’ Béatrice countered, ‘our experts didn’t agree over that number and requested additional information from the Ministry of Education. Until then—’


‘Our economists never agree on anything,’ he interrupted her. ‘And we can’t wait that long. The release has to go out tomorrow morning.’ Two deep creases formed between his eyebrows. ‘The bank pumped a hundred million dollars into the education sector in Haiti. People need to know how well their tax dollars were spent.’ His voice grew louder.


He reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a roll of breath mints. ‘Main title: thirty thousand more children in Haiti now going to school. Subheading: World Bank commits one hundred million dollars to support quality education.’ He tore the wrapper off the roll and a few mints dropped into his hand. ‘You get a good photo with a few schoolkids for the website and done. PR 101. That’s what you’re paid for.’ Michael popped the mints into his mouth and ground them noisily between his teeth.


Béatrice sighed but knew better than to continue to challenge him. Things would only escalate further, and she just wanted him gone.


‘Before I forget,’ he added, still chewing. ‘I don’t see our keywords anywhere: sustainability. Growth. Prosperity. Equal opportunity. That’s what we’re working for. That’s what the bank stands for. So get those in there too.’


The chemistry between them had never been right. Sure, he had employed her, so she must have convinced him in her interviews. But before even a year had passed, she had made the fatal mistake of correcting him in front of the entire team. Hearing him claim that the bank’s loan commitments to Africa were higher than those to Latin America, she simply hadn’t been able to keep quiet, and had quoted from the annual report, which stated the exact opposite. Since then, barely a day had passed when he didn’t try to get her back for showing him up.


But there had to be more to the story, she often speculated. Maybe he just didn’t like her personality. Or, could it be that he actually feared her? Maybe he was afraid that she, an attractive mid-career professional with glowing references, would take over his job one day?


Michael stepped away from the desk and went over to the door. Then he turned around again. ‘I want the new version on my desk in three hours, tops. Make an effort, Béa, otherwise we’ll have to have a serious talk about your future here.’ He slammed the door behind him with a bang.


Béatrice was sure that the rest of the team along the corridor had heard the entire exchange. Later, her colleagues wouldn’t say a single word about it. Brief glances, a knowing silence. But nothing more than that. They rarely dared criticize Michael behind his back, because somehow, he always found out. And then exacted his revenge. Not immediately. Not upfront. But in his own way. He would pass over certain employees when the time came for salary increases or promotions, withhold his approval on holiday requests, refuse to authorize business class for long-duty travel overseas. Béatrice had always believed that his secretary betrayed them to Michael. Veronica, the blonde Brazilian with ample curves and shiny pink fingernails. She loved to gossip. But Béatrice was no longer sure, because the previous week Michael had also given Veronica a lecture in front of the entire team.


There was a knock, and Veronica popped her head through the door. ‘The team meeting’s about to start.’


Béatrice nodded silently, looked at the scribbles in front of her and closed her eyes with a sigh. Three hours. She would never get through it.


*


Conference room I-8001 had an unreal feeling to it. White neon light illuminated the windowless room night and day. The tables were arranged in a horseshoe formation, and there was a small microphone located at every seat. On the wall hung an oversized screen, for the regional offices to be connected via video conference. One of the many feel-good World Bank marketing posters was pinned up next to the door, depicting a group of slender children of Asian heritage. They were laughing, revealing gaps in their teeth. Beneath them, in large letters, it read: Our dream is a world free of poverty. The World Bank Group.


The bank was one of the largest funders of global development projects. Every year, it provided up to thirty billion dollars in loans, credits and grants to developing countries. It supported poor countries in their reconstruction efforts after earthquakes and civil wars; battled corruption and climate change. It helped develop education and health systems, built bridges and dams, and boosted economic growth in countries that people had stopped believing in.


Back home in Paris, Béatrice enjoyed telling her friends how special it was to work for ‘the bank’, as staffers affectionately called it. She was proud of being part of an organization that had dedicated itself to the noble goal of battling poverty. Working here was more than just a job for Béatrice; it was her chance to make the world a little bit better.


But as is often the case, reality and high ideals don’t always match. Just one year after joining this gigantic organization Béatrice grew increasingly disillusioned. Everything took for ever, progress moved like an iceberg. She felt compelled to make a difference, but her job kept her out of touch with the lives of those she wanted to help the most. When she realized that the humanitarian goals of the bank and the reality of her job there had little in common, she decided to get involved in a different way: by supporting local charities with generous donations. Washington, D.C. had one of the highest poverty rates in the country. It was visible everywhere, even right in front of the fancy World Bank building where homeless people gathered every day, asking employees for some spare change.


Writing cheques to relief organizations in the District wasn’t much more hands-on either. However, knowing that some of the homeless Béatrice saw on her way to work every day would receive a hot meal made her feel a bit better.


Despite her professional disappointment, quitting her job was not an option. She couldn’t – and wouldn’t – return to France having blown her big chance. The bank’s moral shortcomings were undeniable. But Béatrice had grown accustomed to the perks. Regardless of her shattered altruistic dreams, she enjoyed a tax-free salary, excellent benefits, global travel and, best of all, she was able to help her mother. Besides, she was hopeful that once she could crawl out from under Michael’s shadow, things would change in her favour.


*


On most other days, conference room I-8001 hosted important political discussions. Debt crises in Argentina, water privatization in Bolivia, change of government in Brazil, trade between Latin America and China. This was where things were speculated, evaluated and decided.


Today the media relations team of the Latin America department was meeting here to go through the most important events of the week: the vice president’s visits and speeches, announcements of new development projects, and the publication of international economic prognoses.


Before the meeting even started, Béatrice was already shivering. The AC was on high, in March! So American. She buttoned up her blazer and pulled a woollen scarf from her handbag. There were many things she loved about the United States. Americans were open-minded and easy-going. They smiled a lot and felt comfortable calling strangers by their first name. But she would never adjust to the arctic interior of their conference rooms, supermarkets and homes.


Michael sat at the head of the table, his reading glasses pushed down low on his nose, an open folder and a can of Coke Zero in front of him. His arms were spread out across the table like wings. ‘Let’s begin with the VP’s visit to Peru next week,’ he declared. ‘First meeting with the new finance minister. On the agenda: priorities for the next three years. Ricardo will join and organize the press conference.’


Handsome Ricardo. Always well dressed, always well prepared. The women at the office had all lusted after him. Until the day they found out there was a man in his life.


Hearing his name, Ricardo sat up straight and brushed his hand through his black, smoothly gelled hair. ‘Everything under control, boss,’ he said loudly and clearly, with visible anticipation for what he was about to announce. ‘Here’s the plan. Lunch with minister and closest advisers immediately after arrival. Followed by a press conference in the ministry. In the afternoon, visit to a village which is part of the bank’s rural electrification project. Photo with VP, minister and mayor. Interview on location with El Comercio. Journey back and dinner at the Belmond Miraflores Hotel.’


Michael grunted a contented, ‘Excellent, Ric,’ and made a note in his folder. ‘Marcela? How far are we with the launch event for the Doing Business report?’


The meeting droned on. Béatrice listened but her mind drifted to her looming deadline. She would have to call Martine, the task team leader for the Haiti project, and discuss the number of school pupils. During their last conversation, Martine had emphasized the fact that there wasn’t yet any reliable data on the number of students going to school, and she referred to a footnote in some document. But Michael wanted a number that ‘screamed success’. He wanted the thirty thousand in the headline. What was she supposed to do now?


She would have to come up with another number. A number that was validated by the experts and of interest to the press. She needed to go through the statistics in the appendix once more. Look for figures on new school books and teachers employed. There had to be something else. Béatrice’s thoughts began to somersault.


Next, she needed to alert Alexander, the director of the Haiti programme, that a redacted press release would be coming his way. He had to sign it off before it was sent to the journalists. Alexander was based in Port-au-Prince, an hour ahead. The team there started work at seven in the morning and left the office around four in the afternoon. Everybody was expected to get home before dark. Security level I. This was a new regulation, introduced after Alexander’s driver had been shot at two weeks previously. Béatrice looked at her watch. She would call as soon as this meeting was over.


Then she still needed to contact the translation department and request that the press release be translated into French as a rush job, first thing tomorrow. That would mean being invoiced an extra fee. And that meant another unpleasant discussion with Michael about rising costs and budget cuts.


Her stomach was knotting up. Would she get it all done? In France, she had managed career challenges effortlessly, embracing fierce academic competition, and later the rigid demands of her superiors at the ministry. But here, under Michael, she felt stuck.


Béatrice took a deep breath, a single thought calming her: once she got her promotion she would leave Michael’s team for good. Her job interview two weeks ago in the president’s office had gone smoothly. Cecil, the hiring director, had wanted to bring her on to his communications team for a while now. He clearly knew she was a perfect match – she had seen it in his smile. She would get the offer any day.


‘Béa! Hel-lo. Anybody home?’


Michael’s growl tore her from her thoughts. Everyone was looking at her. Béatrice felt her face getting hot; it probably looked bright red.


‘How about an update on Haiti?’ Michael took a sip from his Coke and looked at her expectantly.


She had to stay factual. Like Ricardo. Trying her best to seem relaxed, she leaned back and tugged at her scarf. ‘I’m going to speak to Martine after this and then rework the press release,’ she said.


‘For heaven’s sake. You know very well that Martine has been on a plane since this morning,’ he snarled, slamming the can down so abruptly that some of the brown liquid sloshed out of the opening.


Béatrice cringed. No, she hadn’t known that. Why not? Had Martine mentioned it? But if she had, she wouldn’t have forgotten. Or would she? Her hands cramped up.


Veronica stood up and wiped the spilled liquid away with a serviette and a smile. Her fingernails gleamed.


‘Obrigado,’ said Michael, thanking her in his American chewing gum accent. It was the only word he knew in Portuguese, even though he claimed to be fluent. Veronica smiled and went back to her seat. Placating an angry cowboy was something she was now well versed in.


‘You’ll have to sort it out with Alexander himself.’ Michael turned his voice back to Béatrice, his tone icy again. ‘Right away!’


Béatrice grabbed her things and left the conference room. As soon as she closed the door, she let out a sigh of relief. Over. At least for a short while. But before she went back to work, she needed some fresh air to clear her head. Should she take that risk? Béatrice hesitated. Of course she should, she quickly reassured herself. If Michael could have his smoke breaks, she could take a few minutes outside as well. She would be back in her office before the team meeting was over and get everything done. No one would be any the wiser.
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