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December

There were more birds of prey visible than eveot®fThe long cold spell had
driven them out of the woods. They were perchetherfence posts between
fields and in the crowns of fruit trees. They crioed on the heads of saints on
bridges and on the crosses at forks in the roaely $at motionless in the winter
sun, their silhouettes forming dark threats agdimstields of snow and the
cloudless sky. Nothing moved. Ice and snow andasuahcold, the wide valley
and the hills at its edges; all sparkling whites gky pale blue.

She had to drive slowly. She was the first to mihgkfresh snow, carving a
track into the blank surface. But it was imposstblelrive smoothly. Her wheels
fell into the ruts of ice and frozen mud under ieev snow. In the mirror it
looked as though she was leaving a straight tedilrd her, but in fact it was a
bumpy ride. The car was being thrown this way dnad by the hidden grooves.
She wanted to drive the way driving looked, to gli®he wanted to glide,
smooth like the snow. But she slipped, and swefaetbo close to the edge of

the deep ditch at the side of the road.

She drove slowly, letting the car creep forwardtirig the wheels find their
own way into the grooves, bent forwards, feeling bamping and shuddering
against her stomach and chest. She looked out ahetitito the expanse of
snow, saw the white valley coming towards her &ss$ieed it in two, saw the

white valley passing her by and falling away oheitside.

She had noticed the buzzard on the parapet ofritigebfrom a long way off,
every time something hit the axle, every time tliegls grated against a
slanting rut. She assumed it would take off, flyagwflee. She began to squint.



She assumed it would launch off, would spread itgygvand take to the air. She
squinted in the hope that the sky in front of herdscreen would darken and

the bird would fill her gaze for a second.

She wondered how this bird found water, when ebéngtwas sunk in deep,
deep hibernation, the water in the little river éath the bridge a single, thick

stream of ice, snow blown over it.

The buzzard did not move. The buzzard stayed pth@parapet. Her foot was
barely touching the accelerator now. Her agingiered slowly over the
bridge. She looked at the bird, bending forwards$taming her head round to
gaze up at it. Its dirty-yellow claws clung to stene. Light-brown feathers
fluffed out like pantaloons above its talons, darkwn, speckled feathers
running up its body. She bent further forwards,faee almost touching the
windscreen. A moment. The bird. Its eyelids. Stve agellow iris, which was
immediately hidden by waxy skin. As she trundledtpia the bird looked away,
turned its head. The movement could only be seémeifleathers at its neck; its
silhouette was now in profile. Its head, now it lhahed, ossified again, its eyes

looking away. Turned away, not flown away.

She drove on, staring straight ahead, staring inbmdhe whiteness, bumped
and shaken gently by the movements of the steerimegl. Her sheepskin coat
dampened the bumps and knocks. The motor stutteregthe car faltered. She
pressed down on the accelerator and the car md/edain. She let it carry her
on. Then she put it in neutral and waited tillabee to a halt. Still lying over the
steering wheel, she noticed the slight irregularityhe valves in the
reverberations from the motor. The car stood atitl vibrated. The motor
hummed, but outside. She continued to gaze.



The sun was behind her, in front of her the snawryghing coated in snow,
smooth and glittery bright. Everything she could s&as white and soft under
powdery snow, the road ahead covered and no |l@ggparate from the fields.
She pulled the glove off her right hand and rea¢bedrds the passenger seat;
felt for the bottle without turning to break herzgaThe bottle was ice cold. It
had been in the car overnight and was as coldveasitoutside. She held it in
front of her and unscrewed the cap. But to drinkIshd to sit up. She leant her
head back and continued staring along her cheeklotethe whiteness. The
vodka felt icy and soft in her mouth. She heldlibéle in her left hand and
slipped her right hand back into the glove. Sh& tmother drink, and another,
and another. She stared ahead and waited fordbbal She hadn’t eaten. Nor

drunk so much as a glass of water. The vodka w88t thing that day.

The vodka within; fresh snow she thought, and wasefd to smile. When the
warmth and the cool dampness came they were fiendlexplosions in her
stomach or blows to her head. A leaden friendlirspssad. Inside her. Her body
filled up, starting in her stomach, and the vagssnese to her head, reaching
behind her forehead, behind her throat then segttirer her.

The white world slipped away. She smiled. That miae. She shut her eyes.
The car around her vibrated, rocked her. A lifflee glistening sun melted
through her closed eyes and filled her head. Iterfeat smile. She now sat on
the bedrock of the snowy world. She could see Has¢he buzzard had seen
her, a little blue car, tiny and remote, in thisdpbroad valley, where she was
the only person. She could see herself sittingisdar, the vodka inside her a

small cold lake in the darkness of her body.

Why though? Her eyes slid open and she lookedvghy. had that bird not

flown? Why had that bird not flown away? That moeem that aversion. Was



the bird tired? Tiredness. It had looked like doref Effort. An exertion. The
small movement one long exertion. And the disd@ire bird had disdained her.
It had chosen not to look at her. Not to look.dthaverted its gaze, in disdain.
Was this buzzard no longer capable of flying? Wase icold? So starved? Had
it been unable to find water for so long? She hiadgred past it in her small
blue car and all it had done was turn away. It hdtbd, hadn’t got away,
hadn’t been able to flee. Not got away, not fldglirfg. Flying away, in flight.
Above it all and free. That was sad. She reachethébottle and drank. The
vodka flowed ice-cold over her gullet. Perhapshibezard didn’t think she was
worth the effort. Perhaps the buzzard knew thabaeyapproaching in a little
blue Kia was unlikely to be dangerous. Had shed&ib frighten the bird
sufficiently? Should she have beeped her hornit@ diraway? She turned
round and stared back through the side windowfddustraight back onto the
seat and took another drink. She closed the kaitidy and held it upside
down. Nothing leaked out. She placed it in the glosmpartment. She had to

concentrate now.

The incident with the buzzard — that she was nattwits while — was about the
meeting. That came straight from the ten a.m. tee@ting, from the role play.
She looked ahead. She felt separated; and atnietgae part of the whole.
She could observe herself from above and at the siame she was snow. You
wish, she thought, and leant in front of the reawvmirror. As beautiful as this
soft, white, padded snow; no-one was that beautitlone and herself. She

looked the way she always looked.

She leant back. She should draw a line on the vbditée, make a mark. So that
she knew the dose, the exact quantity which woivd her this snowy-smooth
doubled feeling. The precise quantity which madesleperfectly passive. She
sighed. She wouldn’t make that mark. It would Is#art move, but she didn’t



make moves like that. She went into first geawdsn’t so important. Moves

like that pinned you down, and she would have toyaan drinking anyway,
later. If she was to get everything right she wdwde to carry on drinking.
Authentic — she was only authentic combined wittohbl, and no-one wanted
her to be smart. Malleable — that was what shere@sired to be, and doubt had
been expressed as to this. So she made hersedaialj with vodka it didn’t
hurt. With vodka it suddenly got interesting.

She drove. Made herself drive. In second gear.cBnéurched slowly through
the snow. She sat back, rocked and shaken. Anithefethe valley came the
side road, covered in snow. Then the road to thgoand, which had been
cleared. Traffic again, other cars, lorries, bugrgthing at a distance. She drove
with her arms stretched out like a racing drivdre &eld the steering wheel at
arms’ length and steered the car like one of ttle klectric dodgems at the
Prater which you bumped into each other in — aljinaihey were surrounded by
wide rubber tires. Then came the turning to FurtiWald, snow on the road
again. The gate. She fished her security card almemnd round her neck — from
beneath her thick coat, and held it against thersgra She watched as the gate
slid open. She would have to snap out of this pasgaze and get in gear. In the
car park she braked too fast. The motor cut outstuedrell forwards against the

steering wheel.

She was forced to grin. She remained flung ovewtheel and reflected: was
she grinning or smiling? It was probably a grinsttming on her face, this
distortion at the corners of her mouth — the way stnsed it, the way it felt.
This was not a smile. Smiling was intentional; @asamore intentional. When
you smiled. Smiling distanced you from ugly thingsniling: it made you, made
you unassailable. Untouched. As long as someonedithiey didn’t belong to

them. Much like herself. She grinned. This wasia.@he really shouldn’t



smile. If she walked into reception smiling... Shprobably be sent home.
Cindy would send her home. Cindy would immediatellise that she would
again be unable to contribute fully to the groud amould send her home. Cindy
did things like that. She would then have to geearch of Gregory and talk to
him and he would organise a meeting. She would lahave a talk with Cindy
about why Cindy could possibly have thought it vebloé better if she didn’t
participate. Gregory would then expect to see méis office and want to see a
report, and she would have to consider what Cindyld/tell him, and how she
could construct her story in order to corroborati \&indy’s report in a such a
way that she came out looking cleverer, as thendrecould contribute
leadership skills. But in the end Gregory would 8@t she should have
resolved her problem herself and not come runrargrh and bothering him.
And so she grinned and was assailable and malleabl®urst into tears at the
right moments. Cindy was happy as long as all tamen in the group burst
Into tears when she accused them of not pulling weight. “You think you're
something special because you're prettier than et was Cindy’s weapon
against her, Any, and there was no point returfineg If she didn’t start
crying... it would be assumed that she would havgetsent for basic training
first, because she was clearly still an unknowmtjtia able to smile. It would
be assumed that she had not been completely shgkd training programme
and was thus a destabilising element. Her motimatiould be doubted and she
would be assessed to see if she displayed sympmbtreachery. A person who
smiled, a person like that, they might as well &2a person like that didn’t
belong here. She would make her own decisionstamds best not to trust her.
Treachery. It was not about doing the job; it waky @ver about who might be
capable of treachery, and when. Cindy lay in waittie signs. Cindy was a
guard dog with breasts. With enormous breasts. @hthe other hand, Amy,
was new. She was the new girl. And so she grins@that no-one would

distrust her and so that she could now get in bthtecold and wouldn’t have to



leave straight away. And, she had better do it ibshe stayed any longer in
her car, flung over the steering wheel... She cbeldeen from reception; two
and two would be put together. She would haveitogren more. People put
two and two together here. She sat up and tookdrebag from the back seat.
Two and two. She imagined Gregory doing the matitsthen placing the
equation in the middle of the conference table, heviossed his hair back, the
dark lock which fell over his forehead, with findaie hairs emphasising the
shine. Look at this, is what that gesture of thadheould say. Look at this. This
Is the equation and we must guard ourselves. Gyagould sweat a little —
Gregory sweated around his temples — and everylwod{d be forced to

consider whether this was provocation or an obhjecti

She took the key out of the ignition; everythingswaprecise with these thick
gloves on. She swung the door open and turned roarlde seat to get out. She
heaved herself onto her feet, supporting hersethersteering wheel and the
door. Standing up was not easy; she had drunk tahmodka. She hadn’t
realised because she’d been sitting down. She wiwaud to walk cautiously. If
she slipped on the smooth snow and ice in theard.pEveryone would come
over, and help her up, and smell the alcohol. Wiaatld happen then? She
would probably be transferred to a special unieréhwas undoubtedly a
separate compound for such personal problems. Sbeot the only one; Heinz
was drunk most of the time. But Heinz was depunbh manager. In his case
Anton would be the one required to take action, lamevould never... not
against Heinz. Not possibly. They were comradesnfback in the day.

She shut the car door. Standing up proved easiarshe had expected. She was
able to let go of the door straight away and wdtk$he pressed her handbag
against her chest, to keep her balance. But gheeslion the ice under the snow

and a laugh escaped from her. She exaggeratetipgfamd sailed towards the



entrance. She could see Gregory standing behingldlse. He was watching
her. She stumbled over a ridge of ice and was foirt® a run to avoid falling
over. Gregory rushed to open the door and sheoraartls him. She thought he
wanted her to run into his arms, but he steppeatkaand she was unable to stop
till she reached the middle of the foyer. She samediately why he had not
caught her. Cindy was standing alongside Gertrinhidethe reception desk,
watching her. Gertrud was seated, on the telephl@ney had one hand on
Gertrud’s shoulder, a cup of coffee in the otheedsry took a sip of his coffee.
‘Our Amy. Isn’t she a skatrix.” He gazed over tima of his coffee cup and
drained it.

They could get started; everyone was now thergutidis cup down on the
reception desk and turned to Amy. Cindy took the and returned it to the
coffee machine. She clinked the spoon againstupgamake a point, passing
close to Amy and almost hitting her. Amy turnedadok at Gregory but he
didn’t respond to her raised eyebrows. She felsheulders sink. It had already
begun. There had probably been an early morningingealready; HQ in
London had certain expectations. Or wishes. Orctors. And Gregory and
Heinz and Anton had expressed very different opisii@and Cindy had cosied
up to Heinz. And because she couldn’t attack Gredwectly she would have a
go at her, Amy, Gregory’'s protégé. And now Cindyekeher because Gregory
had put his cup down on Gertrud’s desk rather thkimg it back to the coffee
machine himself, as everyone was supposed to. Heamaged to take his cup
back to the coffee machine; why was Mr Madrigahipable of this, Cindy
would scream at her. And if she replied that it waghing to do with her what
Gregory Madrigal did, Cindy would ignore it, becaubkat was what people did
who were in the wrong. Cindy would simply go on dffensive and say she
should teach him during one of their sex sessi®hs.should practice it with

him. Some men could only learn through conditionfdgme men only



responded to teaching by rote. Like rats. Cindyic¢cdwell at length on this
scenario. Cindy had a well-developed imaginatiomd £indy had trained at the
Stasi academy. Cindy hated Gregory. Gregory wasithissary from London
and had his eye on all of them. Gregory had broAghy here, and when he
was in a good mood he reproved Cindy and explaiméer that pretty women
such as Amy also had a role to play in an orgaoisatch as theirs. He did not
wish to underestimate Cindy’s achievements. Ciraly $et up an impressive
logistical structure, but this was also about indlnals, and thus sometimes also
about attractive individuals. ‘Beauty is a weapi&e bny other device, and we
are in need of all possible devices and therefa@@ed Amy.” When he said
things like this she could feel the sharp knifeap®with which Cindy longed to
lacerate her face. At moments like this... Sheestisis individual's intentions
as if she were actually carrying them out. As & sfas actually carving a grid
into her cheeks. Or her breasts. But the otheey, khew nothing of this. They
seemed not to notice a thing. Gregory spoke atibt of ‘understandable
feelings’. Cindy had worked largely without supsren and had done a
fantastic job. He had rarely encountered such frierft set-up, everything
always on standby ready to go. But Cindy was waitor something. Amy
could sense that too. She had no idea what it noghlt had a sexual flavour to
it. Whatever Cindy was waiting for was sexual, #8md was disconcerting. It
was disconcerting for everyone. That much was c¢fetre team meetings,
when the talk was of emergencies, or of an oparakweryone then looked
particularly serious so that no-one noticed thgitagion. But the men shifted
around on their seats and Cindy looked at theidb@md her mouth tightened

into a feline smirk.

It was hot in the foyer. Amy unbuttoned her coat polled the high collar away
from her neck. Cindy returned from the coffee maerand whispered at her in
German: why didn’t she just leave; they didn’t néed sort. ‘| don’t speak



German,” Amy said to Cindy’s back. Cindy shrugged $houlders. Cindy knew
perfectly well that she spoke German. Amy knewdtmuld have said so from
the start. But she had thought... at the beginsineghad thought that this was all
just a laugh, that it would be a laugh. She haéedto the whole thing so that
her aunt Marina in London would stop saying shesneid anything people
suggested, that she needed a career and thatabia shance for her. The call
came one morning, and by the evening Gregory had@ met her in Vienna.
Two days later she set off in the Kia. Gregory baticed her with the prospect
of a career without much work entailed and giventhe hotel address. And the
whole thing had come about as a result of a cheotktail event in the Savoy
in London for shareholders of a particular investtfand; Aunt Marina had got
into conversation with Gregory. And now she hagretend she didn’t speak
German because she hadn't ticked it on the foreaulme she had filled out the
form any old how, ticking the boxes diagonally freop left to bottom right
without reading a thing. Now she was a person wiewknothing about herself.
She was continually being told that she’d said ¢bing different on the form,
Heinz and Anton provocative and inquisitive, Cirtlgdainful and suspicious,
Gregory raising his eyebrows. Boris and Kunz didp¢ak to her at all. Gertrud
looked straight through her, never even sayingph&he didn’t know anyone
else’s names, but they were all staff of some kshe wasn’t sure what they
did. There were always different people at the teawtings. Mental training
units, they were called, and she was to accomgsem for a whole month at
first. Then they would be able to judge if she dtldne accepted for the training
programme, Anton had said. Gregory had picked peatihe hotel and brought
her along as a surprise, and since then she hadcbe@ng every day and as
soon as she arrived she was unsure why she wasahémwished she wasn't.
This had been going on for seven weeks.
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