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We'd found our third and last target. He was going to be a lot easier than our first two, who'd been constantly surrounded by other people. This one was a true loner. He didn't even frequent prostitutes. That figured. In Germany his reputation for ascetic self-sacrifice was exceeded only by the Fuhrer's himself. A perfect fit as the loyal adjutant to an important SS gruppenführer.
Mara and I looked forward to an uncomplicated job. Our adjutant wouldn't offer any significant physical resistance; he hadn't been one of the SS's strongmen. His crimes had been those of acquiescence and complicity, not brutality. He was hiding out on a squalid avenue in the Latin Quarter, where the local constabulary was preoccupied with the inevitable offshoot of freedom from the Gestapo's greedy hand: vice had become egalitarian. The streets were once again the appropriate theater for prostitutes, petty thieves, drug dealers and shiftless hoodlums.
Our plan was to shoot the adjutant point-blank in the head with a silenced .22 Beretta on the top flight in his fourth-floor walkup. Even if our target was found that evening, the overworked gendarmes would take hours to answer the call. And with only two rooms on the top floor and the occupant next door often out all night, it was unlikely his body would be discovered until the next morning. We'd be on our train by then.
All week Mara had talked about a well-deserved vacation on the beach in Haifa. She said a good long swim in the Mediterranean would wash away the dirt. I told her I didn't need to wash away anything. On paper the first two targets had seemed difficult but for me they went down easy. Since we couldn't take them the way we normally did—gun to the temple, execution style—we worked from a distance. Although that meant we had to employ a larger weapon (a stolen 9mm German Lugar p.08), we didn't have to listen to pleas of innocence or watch the criminal's eyes cool to opaque marbles.
I had to admit that Paris was a dreary place. In the overcast mornings the city's gray stone buildings were indistinguishable from its November skies. Afternoons, the moist air swelled with exhaust from new five-horsepower Simca coupes, thrumming with the onset of post-war prosperity. And even though the city's late-night boulevards were charged with liberated desire, it wasn't something we wanted to share in. Not after being in Europe since mid-summer and watching naysayers point the finger of guilt elsewhere while tens of thousands of mass murderers slipped through Europe's war-weary fingers of justice.
The more I thought about it, I looked forward to being with Mara on the beach. After soaking up the sun for a few days, maybe she would become her girlish self again. When we were in the grip of work I missed the easy toss of her head and unexpected kisses. I pictured her throwing sand, kicking water and most of all laughing. So I was taken aback when she suggested we postpone the job. Although perhaps I should have guessed something was distracting her: I'd won three backgammon games in a row.
"Simon?" She often began a thought by forming my name into a question.
I nodded while she slid a red backgammon chip along the bottom of the board into a black triangle. Yes, something was off with her. Normally she'd slap down the chips with the machismo of hairy-armed Israelis.
"We lost him twice this week," she said.
"You think he knows?" I asked.
"If he'd made us, we never would have seen him again. That's what's so bizarre."
We'd shadowed the adjutant for weeks without a hint that he suspected he was being followed. Except the two times we'd lost him. The first was on the subway at rush hour. I blamed myself for not committing to memory each stop on every line. A few days later he disappeared in a busy department store. After half an hour I was foolishly checking the men's room. I say foolishly because if I'd actually bumped into him while I was searching a stall he surely would have remembered my face.
"Perhaps we've gotten overconfident," I said.
Mara shook her head with the authority of somebody who'd been carefully considering a problem. "He purposely took evasive action."
"Why just those two times?" I asked, picking up the chips mid-game. It was no fun playing with Mara when she didn't put up a good fight.
"He was going to visit somebody," she said, "somebody important who instructed him to make sure he wasn't followed. And we know how good our dear adjutant is about obeying orders from the right people."
"Gruppenführer Kunitz?"
She nodded. "We kill our adjutant and we'll never have the opportunity of finding his boss. It's only one day to Spain. I'm sure that's where he'll go after he takes care of whatever business he has here."
France was a more dangerous place for war criminals than Spain where the fascist Francisco Franco was in power. He offered ex-German officers a helping hand along the ratline to permanent hideouts in remote places like Argentina.
"Next time he might lose us for good," I said. "Why take the chance? Let's kill him tonight."
Mara had the angelically round face of most girls in their early twenties. Sometimes I tried to imagine how much more penetrating her glances would become when she lost her baby fat and her cheekbones revealed themselves. For now she had to settle for showing determination by drawing her mouth into an intractable little knot. "No. We'll get him to tell us."
Mara and I were assassins, not interrogators skilled in breaking people. And I was fairly certain that physical coercion wasn't going to work on our adjutant.
"We don't have the time to break a man like him," I said.
"And what makes him such a special man?"
"His entire life has been predicated on loyalty," I said. "Even in the camps it took the Germans weeks to break loyal Jews."
"We're not talking about God here," Mara said, tossing her hair and lowering the shoulder of her blouse to expose a bit of cleavage.
Since we'd been partners Mara had confined her sexual activities with targets to simple flirting. It was understood, though, that sexual seduction might be required. Yet I hadn't considered seduction as an option with our prissy adjutant. Still if she were successful, I couldn't deny that sex was potent medicine for breaking down a person's ego. The Germans taught us that dissolving a man's ego led to his enslavement. I'm sure the Nazis would have used sex to break us Jews if they'd been allowed. But the race-mixing strictures in the Nuremberg Laws forbade Aryans from contaminating themselves with us. That's not to say that during the Holocaust no Jews were ever raped. Rassenschande didn't stop Czech Nazis from ganging up on my mother while my father and I were forced to sit by and watch. One of those Nazis was even a family acquaintance, the son of my father's business associate.
"True, these Nazis have no God," I said to Mara. "But the adjutant also has no sexual history."
"That's exactly why it's going to work," she said.
***
Mara did not get a chance to tell me all the details of her first meeting with the adjutant until we were on the train to Versailles. She recounted proudly how she'd stopped prattling on in German to the French-speaking concierge, to look over at the tall pear-shaped man entering the hotel foyer. The perfect timing was not a coincidence. I'd been following the adjutant while Mara stood near a phone booth across the street from the hotel, waiting for my call from a local café. She'd slipped into the hotel and knocked on the concierge's door when he was half a block away.
Mara was an expert in languages and enjoyed repeating to me with proper dialectical inflection what each person had said.
"I don't have any idea what she's going on about," the matronly woman in a faded house dress said in French to the distinguished gentleman. In his belted tweed coat and silk cravat, Mara said he had to be one of the most elegantly dressed guests that cheap hotel had seen in years.
"Fraulein," the man said to Mara, bowing his head and clicking his heels.
"I'm from Switzerland," Mara stammered in well-practiced Berlinerisch.
He nodded as if everything was in order. Mara, however, knew the adjutant was from Berlin and could not have mistaken her accent for Swiss.
"Is there a problem?" he asked.
"No problem. My parents are wiring me money tomorrow."
The adjutant translated for the concierge, who said, "It is against the rules to let her have a room without a deposit."
"Ah, the rules," the adjutant said in a soft voice to the concierge. Then he spoke to Mara in a pronounced Berlin dialect: "Perhaps you'll give me permission to vouchsafe for one of my Swiss compatriots?"
Mara elevated her gaze, briefly looking up into the man's not unpleasant face, catching a faint smile on lips fuller than her own and nearly as feminine. Like opposing mirrors in a barbershop, she and the adjutant reflected one another's understanding—each was aware that the other had lied about being from Switzerland, and knew the other knew the other knew, and so on. Perhaps the concierge misread some sort of sexual innuendo in their reflective moment. Not that the jaded woman would have cared, as long as she got her three-hundred francs for a single occupancy or five hundred for a double. Mara, on the other hand, had no misconceptions that the adjutant had sexual designs on her. Nor had she counted on it. Her only hope was that he would come to the aid of a fellow German in hiding.
"Sometimes money can get held up from Zurich," the adjutant said.
"Bern," Mara corrected.
"Ah, yes, Bern," the adjutant said. "Even worse."
With a gentlemanly smile he reached into his coat and pulled out his wallet.
"No, no," Mara said. "I wouldn't dream of it."
"Of course you wouldn't," the adjutant said, discreetly sliding the wallet back into his pocket.
Mara told me he would not have bothered offering the money if he thought she was the kind of girl who would jump at it.
"Will you at least allow me to buy you a cup of coffee?" he asked.
She did not return to our hotel room that night.
***
Although I followed Mara and the adjutant for the next day and a half, I did not have an opportunity to speak to her until they stopped for afternoon coffee at the Café Danton, a few blocks from the hotel. From their table she signaled me to meet her downstairs, where there was a small entry hall to the men's and women's toilets.
I locked myself in the men's stall and waited a few minutes until I heard her footsteps. I opened the door and she slipped in after me. Our hands brushed in the close quarters. I wanted to take hold of hers but she pulled away.
"What has he told you?" I asked, trying to steady my tone.
"I haven't been able to get a thing out of him," she said.
I was taken aback by the frustration in her voice.
"You know as well as I do that Germans don't talk about these things not even among themselves," she said sharply. "They act as if it never happened—the world's gone crazy and it's out to get them."
I wanted to ask what she'd done to get information out of him, but instead reached out to touch her. Before I could, we heard footsteps outside the stall, and she lifted her arm to yank the toilet chain. I had to read her lips to make out what she said over the flushing water: "We'll talk tonight."
We arranged to meet at a student café on the other side of the Boulevard Saint-Michel, where the adjutant would not be likely to go. She instructed me not to follow them anymore; now that she was his constant companion it was unnecessary.
I waited for Mara and the adjutant to leave the Café Danton before wandering outside and loitering in front of the Metro Odeon stairs. I didn't have the heart to return to the hotel room where Mara and I had shared a bed until a few days ago. I wouldn't have been able to get the thought of her with him out of my mind.
Following the smell of roasted chestnuts I strolled aimlessly up Saint-Germain under the winter-stripped plane trees toward the Seine. Women went into fashionable shops as if the world was again the way it was supposed to be. Most wore fitted dark suits with hats, but some of the younger ones dressed more casually in full skirts cinched around tight-fitting pastel sweaters. They looked as untouched as Paris itself, which had escaped bombing during the war.
I found myself on the Rue de Rivoli and turned into the Marais, which had been considered a slum before the war, but now wasn't even worthy of that distinction. Its abandoned buildings looked as if they were about to crumble into the maze of narrow streets and alleyways reeking of waste. In a way it was a relief to find a Parisian arrondissement that showed affects of the war; although, the Marais' disintegration came from neglect rather than spent ordnance. Before the war, the Marais had been a Jewish section, and many of the 120,000 Jews the French had handed over to the Germans had come from here.
I wandered down the Rue des Rosiers, which had once been the center of Jewish life in the Marais. Only a few of its shops had been reopened, some by Jews and others by French proletarians who didn't mind a windfall at somebody else's expense—especially the Jews'. The rest had been looted and boarded up. Across the narrow street I saw a young woman who had the gray-green pallor of so many women who'd been broken by the war. She must have used a dull knife to cut her ragged hair that gave a ratty look to her young face. Her shabby dress looked as though it had been on her back since before the war. Its pale blue flounce collar was in tatters and the top two front buttons missing. She wasn't wearing anything underneath.
She stood on the curb staring off into the street as if she were taking in nothing. Without looking to the left or right she squatted on the curb, lifted her dress and peed onto the cobblestones. Just as she rose, a burly French butcher in a bloody apron came out of his non-kosher shop, glancing at his wrist watch.
"Come on, Esther," he said. "But we have to make it quick."
An old Jewish woman with a threadbare scarf over her head scurried out of the sundries shop next door. She grabbed the girl's hand and tried to pull her inside.
"Meshugana," the old woman said to the butcher, pointing to the girl's head.
"She knows what's what," he said, pushing the old woman away.
The woman stared at the girl who gazed back as if she were looking through a ghost. The old woman turned back into her shop, shaking her head as if to say, "What does anything matter anymore in this facocta world?"
The girl gazed vacantly at the butcher. He turned from her to look down the block at an Orthodox Jew dressed in black, who had just turned the corner. When the Orthodox glimpsed the girl he looked down at the sidewalk and spat in his hand three times, "Peh-peh-peh." As he passed her, still looking at the ground, he muttered, "traifeneh hin," which literally meant an un-kosher hen, but it could also mean whore.
The butcher yelled after him, "And it's going to remain putain traif. The war cleaned the slate. No goddamn rich Jew is taking my shop away from me."
The girl, who for some reason had turned to look at me, had not paid attention to the butcher. He yanked at her as if she were a distracted dog on a leash. Just before he pulled her into his shop, slamming the door and hanging up a Closed sign, her lips parted in a smile. Just enough to show her rotting teeth and two girlish dimples.
When my mother first gave me that same smile in Theresienstadt, I simply dismissed it as shameless—a shameless smile. That was many months after she'd emerged from the cocoon she'd woven around herself the day the Czech police came to take us away.
After they'd finished taking turns with my mother, they dragged her naked body out of the bedroom so that she could witness her husband's execution. The policeman who was the son of my father's associate did the honors. He gazed at me as he held the gun to my father's head; he did not bother looking at my mother, who was beyond receiving any further messages. There was no hesitation in his guiltless eyes; no doubt in his implacable face about the justice he was about to mete out. All the wrongs—every piece of ill luck, each slight to his manhood and Aryan destiny—were about to be set right.
Calculating, he pursed his lips like a suckling infant. He took a step to the side before firing, altering the course of the bullet so that brain and blood splattered my mother and me. I was ordered to wash and change clothes for both myself and my mother, who was no longer the master of her own body. We were then taken to the exhibition grounds where Jews gathered for transport to Theresienstadt.
It took weeks for my mother to begin to care about the smallest things. First she slowly accepted food and spoke a few childish words like gimme, no, mine. I did not think she was completely back to normal for at least six months, when she again started paying attention to how she looked. Whether believing she was back to normal was wishful thinking on my part, sheer naiveté or just plain denial, I couldn't say.
A few of the women who shared my mother's barracks took me aside. Did I know, they asked, how my mother was getting the little extras that constituted luxuries in Theresienstadt? I told them that I had used my position as a member of the Ghetto Guard, the camp's Jewish police, to help her with added rations of bread and cigarettes. One of the women clucked and told me to grow up. "How about her lipstick and makeup and that dress she parades around in?" she asked.
I found my mother sitting alone in her kumbal, a private cubbyhole I'd fixed up for her with a tufted blue bedspread slung over a rope. She was facing a paint-peeled wall, smoking half a cigarette; she'd broken off the other half for later. She slumped her body forward as she inhaled, surrendering to the invading smoke. When I told her what the women had said, she rotated her head just long enough to give me that smile.
"Darling," she said, "isn't wanting something better than not wanting anything?"
***
Mara sat at the bar drinking cognac, flanked by two young Frenchmen. The tiny café was humid with steam from the espresso maker, the air clammy with grease from a sizzling grill just a few feet behind the bar. The only other customers were a couple who sat huddled by the window at one of the four tables, sharing a cigarette and Perrier. The taller, darker guy at the bar talked to Mara non-stop, laughing while his hands moved through the air like a conductor's. His more compact, dirty-blond friend leaned sullenly against the bar's brass railing, registering no reaction as he glimpsed me in the mirror, approaching them.
"Come over to our table for just five minutes," said the talker, who had thick brown hair and an easy-going smile.
I tapped Mara on the shoulder.
"My boyfriend," she said with an implied finally.
"If I was your boyfriend I wouldn't have kept you waiting." The guy flashed me a disarming smile. "You don't know what you've got here, friend."
Apparently I didn't. When Mara turned to face me, she was wearing dark lipstick, eyeliner and eye shadow—very unlike her. Unless trying to lure a target, she didn't wear much makeup at all, partly because she didn't need it, but mostly it attracted the wrong kind of attention. I assumed she'd gone the extra length this evening to go in for the kill on our adjutant. Taking me by the arm she pulled me to a corner of the bar where we couldn't be overheard.
"What's wrong?" she asked.
"Nothing," I said.
"Please tell me you're not jealous," she said with exasperation.
"Jealous?" I pulled out a crumpled pack of Gitanes and offered her a bent cigarette.
She shook her head and reached into her purse, taking out a fresh package of Lucky Strikes. We had an unspoken agreement that we'd only buy cheap local cigarettes. I guessed that the two young Frenchmen hadn't given her the pricey American butts. She held one out for me to take. I put the stubby Gitane in my mouth and set the pack down between us.
The tall guy who'd been making a pass at Mara swooped over and snatched the Lucky from her fingers. Without skipping a beat, Mara took out another and put it between her red lips. I struck a match and lit Mara's cigarette first, then his and my own.
"Three on a match," he said in English, still smiling.
I rose from my stool, repeating, "Three on a match." He was a few inches taller than me, but I doubted his hands would be as slippery in a fight as they were with a woman. "But I assure you the unlucky one's not going to be me," I said in English, returning his smile.
His friend rose from the table and gave me a long stare. The talker continued to smile as he backed away, puffing on Mara's Lucky Strike and nodding a thank you.
"That's all we need," Mara said. "You end up in a fight with some idiotic Romeo and we get picked up by the French police." She took a deep drag off her cigarette.
"Why don't we just kill the adjutant and get the hell out of here?" I asked. "We don't have any orders about Gruppenführer Kunitz. Nobody will be the wiser."
"And so what if they are?" She tilted her face upwards to blow out a plume of smoke. "We simply tell them that we took advantage of an opportunity which would never present itself again. We wouldn't be the first."
I shrugged, watching the French guys out of the corners of my eyes,.
"What's gotten into you?" she asked. "You've never been one to shy away from a risk."
I shook the question off.
"What did you want to see me about?" I asked.
"First I need you to help me understand the situation," she said, flicking her cigarette against the ashtray.
"So far you seem to be doing fine on your own."
"Am I? He sleeps on the couch and I use the bed."
"Aren't you supposed to be the expert on that?" I said with a forced smile.
"He thinks of me as his fucking niece!"
"So invite him into your bed or climb onto his couch."
Laying the cigarette in the ashtray, she looked into my eyes.
"He's not like other men, Simon."
"Our handlers didn't teach you how to deal with middle-aged virgins?" I said, beginning to enjoy the situation.
"I want your opinion because in some ways he's like you," she said, glancing over at the two French guys and looking back quickly.
I laughed. "Okay, I'll bite, how is he like me?"
"Very suspicious of others," Mara said, concentrating on me with the steady focus she gave books, lying next to me in bed. "He'll only give me one chance, Simon. If I approach him the wrong way, he'll never trust me, and whether he sleeps with me or not will be beside the point."
Beside the point to her, I thought as I pictured the girl in the Marais and wondered what had happened to her family and friends. Had they died or simply abandoned her?
"Take off the makeup, for starters," I said.
She stabbed out her cigarette and got up to leave.
"I wouldn't confide my secrets to my niece or my whore," I said.
She gave me that focused look again, as if she were reading the fine print, and sat down. "Now maybe you're beginning to understand."
"You're the one who said it would be easier to break him because he has no sexual history."
"And it will," she insisted. "Once I figure out how to be a woman he trusts in that way, I promise you I'll break his heart."
She flicked her cigarette, lowering her eyelashes momentarily, then looked up eagerly, the way people do in the thick of business negotiations.
"What have you told him about yourself?" I asked.
"Just that I'm waiting for money from my parents in Switzerland."
"He knows you're lying," I said. "Stick to that story and you'll remain at arm's length—a German girl he's offered to protect. Turn it around if that helps. Imagine you were a Jew on the run from Germans. Would a Jewish gentleman take advantage of you?"
She picked up one of my Gitanes and lit it. "Then I'll have to make up some other story and explain why I lied."
"A confession of sorts might work," I said. "If you do it right, you'll be telling him that he's gained your trust, and in turn he might… "
Mara tilted her head into her long fingers, looking as angelic as a doe-eyed Madonna. She took several slow contemplative drags. "My husband was falsely accused of committing war crimes. I was being persecuted back in Germany because of him. I had to get out and there was only one way to earn the money."
"I like the 'falsely accused' touch," I said. "He'd know something was wrong if you admitted your husband was a war criminal."
Mara smiled at my approval and like an actress in a silent film put both hands in the prayer position against one cheek. "'My dear adjutant, I never thought I'd confess this to anyone, but I simply can't help myself. I cannot lie to you any longer. No, not you! It's not only your kindness…' And then I give him this look that says—"
"You're no longer his niece."
"Whatever he wants it to say."
"Be careful he doesn't take it the wrong way," I said. "He's not about to climb into bed with a whore, and even if he did, he wouldn't confide his secrets to her."
Mara thought for a moment. "Wasn't he a Lutheran before becoming a Nazi?"
I nodded.
"I bet he still believes in salvation. I'll explain it's not that I was really a whore, but, like him, I had to do distasteful things to survive. Once I've confessed, I'll have cleansed myself of my sins," she said, throwing her arms into the air. "Voila!"
"He'll be your John the Baptist," I said.
"Yes. I'll let him know that I'll feel cleansed if he takes me. And I can tell him that no matter what he's done, I'll also accept him completely, body and soul."
"Okay, let's say it works and he takes you into his bed. Let's even say he gives you his heart. How are you going to break it and still get information out of him?"
"That's where you come in," she said.
The two guys had gotten up from their table and were about to leave. The shorter one put a condom on his finger and shot it at us like a rubber band. It landed in Mara's lap. The tall talker looked at Mara and with an unchanged smile said, "Putain."
As if I'd never been through a day of professional training, I leapt out of my chair. But before I could get my hands on him, his blond friend caught me with a sucker punch from behind and I was on the floor.
When I came to, Mara was stooped over me and the guys were gone. "You needed something like that to wake you up." She gave me a fleeting smile I hoped was for my attempted chivalry. Her face became deadly serious. "We've got a job to do."
***
For a number of reasons we decided that eleven-thirty would be the best time for me to break in on Mara and the adjutant. First of all, his next-door neighbor would have gone out by then. Also the adjutant would have spent the last drops of his male aggression (and presumably some degree of his defiant spirit).
She'd left the door unlocked so that I could slip in unheard. He wasn't even aware I was in the room until she gasped at the gun in my hand. Mara sat up and covered her breasts with the sheet.
"Do you know this man?" she asked the adjutant.
"Why don't you get dressed and go now, dear," he said to her; and then to me: "She has nothing to do with what you want."
"She does now," I said.
Mara slipped on the adjutant's shirt and sat next to him on the bed. "The war is over. Why can't you just leave us alone?" she said to me.
I gave her a backhanded slap that threw her to the floor, where she crumpled and began to weep. The naked adjutant tried to rise but I pushed him down with the barrel of my gun. He would die stripped bare like the prisoners in the showers at Auschwitz.
"I tell you she has nothing to do with this," he said.
I went over to his desk. While keeping my weapon trained on him, I began throwing papers to the floor. I pretended to look at them, but if there were anything of importance Mara would have already found it. "And I suppose she has nothing to do with Gruppenführer Kunitz either."
The adjutant gave me a questioning look and glanced at Mara, who was still on the floor. She appeared disconcerted as she sat up and leaned her back against the bed.
"I have no idea who he's talking about," she said, putting her palm against her chest, melodramatically enough to make him wonder if she was telling the truth.
"Why would Herr Kunitz…?" He stopped himself.
"Trust you or anybody else for that matter?" I asked, still throwing papers to the floor. I moved over to a small shelf with a dozen or so books and turned one over to see if anything would fall out of the pages.
"Why is he still in France?" I asked. "Why are you, for that matter? False papers don't take that long. Unless you're trying to get somebody else out, somebody of high visibility who would be more difficult."
"That's absurd," he said.
"Then you tell me why Kunitz is still in France."
The adjutant said nothing, but I could see he was thinking.
I laid the gun muzzle against Mara's head.
"Okay," I said, "if that's the way you want to play it, I'll get the girl to tell me."
She got on her knees and began to sob. When I cocked the hammer she wept outright, trembling as I pulled the trigger and the hammer snapped against an empty chamber.
"Oh God!" Mara looked uncontrollable as she shook. She'd even wet herself. "He said he'd help me get out." She looked down with shame. "I had no other way."
"Gruppenführer Kunitz?" the adjutant said, his thick flesh drawn around his mouth.
"Please, Otto," said Mara. "I never lied to you, not really. I told you I've had to do things. But I meant every word about leaving with you."
"You and Kunitz!" the adjutant said. "Why me?"
"He was worried that you might have become an informer, trading your own future for his and his special cargo," she said.
"What special cargo?" the adjutant asked.
"I don't know," Mara said. "He doesn't trust me any more than he trusts you."
"No, no, no, this is not possible," the adjutant said, rubbing his hands through his disheveled hair.
"I'm so sorry, Otto." Mara put her hand on his leg. She turned to me and said, "Spare him and I promise I'll help you get to Kunitz. I hate that pig anyway. The things he made me do!"
The adjutant turned an ashen face to Mara. I'd never seen anyone so disconsolate.
"It meant nothing," she said. "You have to believe me, Otto. Nothing. And now that I've been with you, I know for a fact what a fake and liar Kunitz is. The things he said about you. A man is not a man simply because he can push people around and make women do disgusting things." She gazed into the adjutant's eyes. "He was going to use you, Otto, just the way he used me. He makes everyone he touches into his whore."
"Where is he?" I asked Mara.
"I don't know."
I put the gun to her head. "I promise you, there's a bullet in this chamber."
"Please, no," she said, grabbing my ankles and pressing her lips against my shoe.
"Why would you kill her?" the adjutant pleaded. "She's a girl who's done nothing to anyone. She's committed no crime."
"She's harboring a war criminal," I said.
"I swear to you I don't know," Mara said. "I meet him at a hotel in Clichy. I won't be able to take you to him until Thursday."
"I don't believe you," I said.
"Wait!" the adjutant said, looking at Mara with an absolute adoration she'd never seen in my eyes. He was prepared to forgive her anything. Anyway, he believed she would have been able to lead me to Gruppenführer Kunitz, so what difference did it make if he told us? "You must promise to spare her."
"If he's where you say he is," I said, "then she'll live."
He gave us an address in Versailles. Mara rose from the floor to her full five feet seven inches, no longer appearing the least bit fearful. The poor deluded adjutant's eyes were glued to her, as if he were responsible for her transformation by having sacrificed himself for her. I had no idea what she was about to do; it had certainly not been planned. She came over and kissed me on the lips. "Good work, darling."
The look I gave her must have reflected something akin to the adjutant's heartbreak. She gazed back defiantly like a judge who thoroughly believed in the harsh sentence she'd just delivered.
Still naked, the adjutant sank to his knees, lowered his chin to his chest and placed his hands behind his back. Rolls of fat formed around his midriff and neck. There'd been times in my life when I'd said I'd wanted to die, but those were only words to express a passing despair. The adjutant had no despair left. His eyes were as empty as Jews in the camps we called musselmen, those who'd utterly lost the will to live.
I moved as swiftly as I could, maneuvering around him so that his blood would not dirty Mara, who now stood behind me. I could see her clearly in the center of an old shaving mirror that hung above a small sink. The line of her mouth was straight and unwavering through the blur of lipstick. I could not fully make out my own face, though; the image was broken where silver had flaked off the mirror. As I pulled back the hammer, I could see my mouth purse like the Czech cop's when he shot my father. I tilted my head slightly. In the mirror it looked as though half of me split off in one direction and half in the other. The flash from the muzzle washed away all of our images. Like my mother and the girl in the Marais, we'd been transported into a world without shame.
If you enjoyed this story, then you will love Prague Spring by David Del Bourgo.