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. One

The Escape

1

At five in the morning on Claire’s twenty-sixth
birthday she was embraced by her friend Lini,
who gave her a hard-bcught gift: two sweet bis«
cuits and a pair of shoes. Claire, knowing their-
price, wept. Now, some hours later, she was eat-
ing the biscuits while she gazed with intense fore-

oding at the shoes. It was imperative that she
take them off her feet, but she was terrified of
doing so.

2

Once, in a world that was a century away,
the man Claire married had sent her a bantering
missive about her taste in shoes. Claire was think-
ing of the letter now in a vague, hazy way, recall-
ing not one phrase, but hearing faint tones from
the chambers of her heart:

PORTRAIT OF CLAIRE FOR POSTERITY
by
Pierre Barbentanne

She is lovely in a way that almost forbids
adornment. Her long, blond hair is the color
of corn silk and she wears it simply, twisting it
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into a bun at the back of her neck; since it is
feather-light, wisps of it are always astray at
her temples and over her forehead, and the
slight disarray is enchanting. Her complexion
is very fair, and there is such rich color in her
cheeks and lips that make-up would be glaring
and would cheapen%'—a_f)pearance; wisely,
she avoids it. Her features are almost, but
thank God not quite, classically perfect: qual -
face, high forehead, exquisitely intense, blue eyes,
a small, full, beautiful mouth. Yet the nose of
this aristocratic face is, I admit with pleasure,
a bit too long for perfection, with a slight rising on.
the crown.

This plebian feature is the most gracious.
thing that nature could have bestowed upon
Mademoisclle Olivier because, from adolescence
on, it has given her the sense that she is not
really lovely, but only passably attractive. As
a result, she has been saved from the cold and
lonely pit into which many beautiful women fall—
that of complacent .narcissismi, Far from dedi-
cating herself to her mirror, and to all of the ges-:
tures and poses of a sclf-conscious beauty, she has.
developed her intelligence to the fullest ... and
thereby has made of herself a whole,
woman, eager and alert, interesting and vital.

Her figure is splendid — the bosom small

and Welly flat, the waist narrpw,

1. narcissism: BB E., HEARME. 34 Narcissus JE-
THOBAKB T ETTIRREIE, RREXR,
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the hips generous, the legs long and beautifully
turned.

“This Claire, this sweetly natural, vividly
ripe, enchanting girl, whom I adore, has —alas !
— a serious moral dlaw)x She is addicted — not

to alcohol, drugs, flirtation, or kleptomania — but
to something less accountable and more outre:

the practice of wearing high-heeled shoes on all
occasions. Let us, for instance, plan a picnic in
the Bois* — along come those high-heeled mon-
strosities. She owns no sandals, flats, or walking
shoes, and I have no doubt that she wears heels
when skiing. I am too much in love to character-
ize this addition as sickly or fetishistic, but I won-
der what someone, more objective than I, would.
conclude ?”

3

For some time now Claire had not worn
high-heeled shoes, or done many other things
normal to her former life—brushed her hair,
bathed daily, touched the stopper of a perfume
bottle to her throat, read books, made love, even
menstruated: When a woman’s weight drops
from one hundred and twenty-eight pounds
to ninety-three in the course of two years of abuse
in a concentration camp, the ability to quulate
vanished, There remained of the former Claire

2. Bois: B, FE RN, XERERESEZMRAE Bols
de Boulogne,
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only two things that starvation does not change
in the human body: the blue of her eyes, and the
full-lj outh. With her shorn head hidden
by a kerchief, it was a pinched boy’s face she pres-
ented now: eyes enormous above cm
cheeks, the nose bony and more prominent, the
skin pallid. Her body, clad in prison striped dress
and jacket, had lost most of its femininity: the
limbs had been stripped of flesh, her throat was
cord and deep hollows, her bony chest had nip-
ples, but scarcely breasts. On this day, the eight-
eenth of January, nineteen forty-five, she had been
allowed to leave the camp, but the manner of
departure was not of her choosing: she had been
one of an endless column of ill-gla&%x/him}i woms
en marching blindly through a heavy snow-fall
to they knew not where, At times, very faintly,
they had heard the rumble of Russian artillery
———

and not one among them but had prayed for the
miracle of sudden rescue, and imagined it in fan-
tasy again and again. It had not come, and the
reality had been otherwise: a Wehrmacht® soldier
on either side of every fifth row of women, a
strong, well-fed soldier with a well-fed, snarling
police dog, a soldier whose orders were specific,
whose ammunition pouch was full, and who
silently took aim when a woman, who could go
no farther, sank to her knees in the snow..

Not quite five minutes had passed since

3. Wehrmacht: 25, EEN.
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Claire’s column had been directed into a barn
for a rest period. It was one o’clock; they had

marched fourteen miles since seven in the morn-

ing. Lini, like most of the other women, had
thrown her thin, ice-hard blanket over her body,
closed her eyes, and instantly fallen asleep ... not
so quickly asleep, however,that she forgot to safe--
guard her chunk of bread—thrusting it under her-

skirt, between her thighs. Claire, sitting beside -
her, was struggling stubbornly against stone-heavy

elids and the narcotic fatigue that clogged her

\;erei?—s&? knew that before the command came.

to march again she absolutely had to massage
some feeling into her feet.

The shoes, which she had treasured in the
morning because her old ones were tattered, had
wooden soles an inch thick, and uppers woven.
from jute that now were hard as metal from the
ice encrusted onthem. Theyhad beenlarge when
she first put them on, but they were so tight now
that neither had budged in her first weak effort
to remove them. She had eaten the two sweet
biscuits for the bit of energy they might give her
and she was trying a second time, using both hands.
on the left shoe, wrenching the heel, aided by the

fact that the foot gave her no pain. Twice she

paused to pant and gather her meagre strength
and then, finally, the icy heel pulled loose from the
iced flesh — and she tugged and tugged with both
hands at the front—and the foot came free.

She stared with shock at the swollen, alien

10
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