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George suspected that the bar with its ten brightly lit windows bathing the dark stream of the outer boulevard in a sheet of flames would be a good place to start.  He figured that any man who grew up among the idle rich of Geneva would find solace in a place like the Folies-Bergère regardless of his circumstances.  Entering through the glass doors, he made his way past the crowd to the barmaid standing at the marble-top bar stocked with bottles of champagne, beer, a tray of oranges and two roses in a glass.  The barmaid was talking to a gentleman who wore a top hat.  She leaned forward to whisper into his ear.  He smiled. She turned to George and asked him what he would desire.  She was a striking creature, her short blonde hair revealing a full face and melancholy eyes.  Her body was slim, on the tall side, with heavy breasts accentuated by a black velvet jacket trimmed tightly at her waist.  George was aware of her small, sinuous movements.  He asked for a Pernod.

George could see himself reflected in the large mirror that spanned the length of the bar.  He looked past himself to the reflection of the full saloon – the patrons talking loudly, outbursts of shouting, laughter breaking through a murmur of hoarse voices.  Fists pounded on the tables, stressing the end of the joke, making the glasses tinkle.  Their hands folded on their stomachs or clasped behind their backs, the drinkers formed little groups, pressed one against the other.  A large crystal chandelier hung over the throng, illuminating them in starbursts.  George could not see anyone clearly through the smoky haze.  All George had was a daguerreotype portrait, taken twenty years ago.

When the barmaid returned with his Pernod, George said, “May I ask you a question?”  She smiled demurely.  “I’m looking for Monsieur Henri Dunant.  He’s about fifty years old, from Geneva.  He may, however, have changed his name.”

“Are you a policeman?”

“No, I’m a journalist with Die Ostschweiz.”

“A spurned lover or a husband on the run,” she said, half expecting the plot to unfold before her.

“No,” he said looking into the mirror, “but I suspect there may be a few of those in here.”  George took the daguerreotype print from inside his jacket and showed it to her.  

“A thief?” she said, discerning through the grainy surface of the photograph that this Henri Dunant was a sophisticate; he had warm eyes, a determined smile, perfectly groomed hair and beard; and he wore a dress jacket with a black silk bow-tie.  The man who had been in here several weeks ago was very different: “He asked for work, he was wearing a dirty black overcoat.  I offered him a drink, on the house, but he declined...politely.  He said he wouldn’t mind an orange. I gave him one from the glass bowl.  Men like him are escaping from something.  In his sad, tired eyes I could see he was evading visions.  He told me he’d been sleeping under the Pont des Invalides but with colder weather coming he was worried about his health.  I directed him to a hospice on rue de Chazelles where he could have a room in return for services.  He thanked me...he took my hand, brought it to his lips and kissed it.  His hands were soft, not the hands of a working man. He smiled and left.”

There was something in her telling that George suspected – she recalled minute details but she was holding back; something was not right.

The man at the end of the bar came over to George with a suggestive swagger, asking to see the daguerreotype portrait.  The man had a blond, amusing face, a silky beard and clear eyes. He was impeccably dressed in a long, black coat opened at the waist revealing a velvet vest and trousers.  “If you are searching, you must be alone,” the man said, “and if you are searching for another person, they are likely alone, too; and if you are searching for another you must be among strangers otherwise you would not be searching at all.”  George held back the urge to say something rude to the stranger: the French were always turning some mundane matter of the day into a philosophical rabbit-hole and it irritated George. Not because he couldn’t keep up but because it was time-consuming. “I find it fascinating, this similarity between you and this man.,” the stranger continued.  

“He’s not my twin, if that’s what you’re suggesting,” said George. “And, he has aged since this photograph was taken.”

“Then the photograph will not do you much good, will it,” said the man handing it back to George and returning to his drink at the end of the bar.  This further irritated George, this dramatic exit stage right with a flourish.

The barmaid turned to George “The hospice on rue de Chazelles is run by a Madame Boche.  If you look north from the Parc de Monceau you’ll see a huge statue of a woman imprisoned in scaffolding.  Walk towards her and you will find rue Chazelles.” She smiled. “This is Paris, Monsieur.  Believe in anything.”

George spread a few coins on the bar and finished his Pernod, “My name is George Lloyd-Craig and I’m staying at the Hôtel Boncoeur. If you hear from him please let me know.”  

“I will.”

“And you are?”

“Aline Monast,” she said.

George smiled and walked through the crowd and out to the street.  He was certain Aline had exaggerated and continued thinking so until he reached Parc de Monceau where scores of people stood in small groups or alone, motionless, all looking up to the sky to the north. When George saw it, he stopped, too.  At first he thought it a mirage, a vague outline through the coal smoke pouring from the chimneys.  A gentle wind blew and like a painting it revealed itself.

It was a huge statue cicatriced in scaffolding.  He raised his eyes slowly to take in all of its height, fifty metres into the grey sky, sparkling of raw copper so vast it absorbed all the light, the right hand extending up to the heavens gripping a torch.  The head was enormous, culminating in a crown of daggers.  It was a woman.  There was nothing in her eyes to indicate her personality but the line of her huge mouth and  eyelids told of a resolute female gaze that did not look down upon her subjects nor up to any God, but into the horizon.  On the scaffold platforms were many tiny men riveting her together, polishing the flowing stola that swept up over her shoulder down to her feet.

George continued on, making his way across the park and down an alleyway to the rue de Chazelles.  The buildings were lower here, no more than two storeys.  The woman with the torch loomed larger, her shadow undulating over the buildings.  George looked away from the statue and saw a short man standing in the middle of the street looking at him. He walked towards George with a limp. 

“This is Liberty Enlightening the World,” he said as if he were introducing a stage act.  “A gift to the United States, if they ever finish it.  And what is this gentleman looking for?”  

“Madame Boche’s hospice.”

The man held out his hand.  Not a word can be uttered in this city without a price being attached to it.  George dropped a couple of sous into it.  The man pointed to a doorway three buildings along.

George knocked on the door, looked up to the rows of windows spanning the four floors, their black shutters with broken slats lending an air of desolation to the expanse of wall.  The door was opened abruptly by a tall woman, her face carved with deep wrinkles.  “Oui, Madame Boche.”  George showed her the photograph of Dunant.  She stepped back and gestured to enter.  He followed her up the stairs. Madame Boche told him Monsieur Dunant left about a week ago for the same reason that everyone else has left this building: no money, no hope.  George looked up the empty tower of the stairwell, lit by gaslights.  The last one on the fourth floor looked like a twinkling star in a black sky. They continued up the greasy steps, plaster showing through the scratched paint on the walls reeking of human sweat. George could hear the rocking of a cradle through the gaps in the woodwork, the stifled cries of a child. There was a fight on the third floor with such a stomping that the floor trembled, furniture overturned, a racket of blows and curses.  Madame Boche trudged past, oblivious.

They reached the fourth floor where the corridor led off into darkness.  Madame Boche stopped and unlocked a yellowed door.  George followed her inside.  He looked round the room, its walnut chest with one drawer missing, a wicker chair and a little stained table with a cracked water jug on it.  George noticed that the wicker chair was placed precisely at an angle to the window facing north thus offering a perfect framed image of the upper torso of the Liberty statue.  

Pointing to the chair, George asked, “May I?”

She nodded.“He would sit there for hours looking at her. Why is a man such as this wandering the streets of Paris as a beggar?”

“That’s what I am trying to find out.”  George turned to her. “Why did you say ‘a man such as this’?

Madame Boche said in a whisper: “Solferino.”

“It was a terrible battle,” said George without any idea of how terrible it was.  He was only nine years old at the time. But he’d read Dunant’s own account of the 1859 battle, A Memory of Solferino.  That book had brought George to this wicker chair.

“All battles are terrible, sir, but they are more so when you lose your own.”

“I’m sorry.”

Madame Boche came into the room and looked out the window to the copper woman.  “My husband, my brother, and a cousin.  Not even their bodies made it back.  Our lives together had only begun.  In a moment it was all over, finished.”  Madame Boche turned to look sternly at George. “It is not right that the images he saw that day have been forgotten.”

“That’s probably why it’s called a memoir.  Memories are never forgotten.  How do you know the book, Madame Boche?”

“Being the concierge of a hospice doesn’t make me ignorant.”

“I never thought that.  The book was well known?”

“When five thousand Frenchman are killed in one day, yes, it becomes well known. For some it was the only account of what had actually happened to their loved ones.  And there are the walking wounded, over twelve thousand of them.  You met Vinent on the street?  He is one of them.”

“There must be many others who need this room?”

“I’m hoping he might return.  I can wait a few more weeks.”

There was a knock on the door downstairs and Madame Boche left to attend to it.  George walked around the room.  A pair of muddy trousers hung on the back of the door.  In the centre of the mantelpiece, between two cheap metal candlesticks lay two pawnbroker’s slips.  Why would Dunant have left these behind?  Was he giving up any hope of having the money to buy back the items or was he shedding his past?  George recalled reading A Memory of Solferino, horrific in each meticulous detail:


“...The stillness of the night was broken by groans, by stifled sighs of anguish and suffering.  Heart-rending voices calling for help.  When the sun came up on the 25th, it disclosed the bodies of men and horses covering the battlefield; corpses were

strewn over roads, ditches, ravines, thickets and fields; the approaches of Solferino were thick with the dead.  The poor wounded men that were being picked up all day long were ghastly pale and exhausted.  Some, who had been the most badly hurt, had a stupefied look as though they could not grasp what was said to them; they stared at one out of haggard eyes, but their prostration did not prevent them from feeling their pain.  Others were anxious and excited by nervous strain and shaken by spasmodic trembling. Some, who had gaping wounds already beginning to show infection, were almost crazed with suffering.  They begged to be put out of their misery and writhed with faces distorted in the grip of the death struggle...”



Walking across the park, George looked back at the Liberty statue receding below the rooftops.  He crossed rue de Courcelles jumping over the gutter flowing like a dark brown putrid stream.  

Two weeks ago he had gone to the headquarters of the International Committee of the Red Cross perched on a hilltop overlooking the clear blue waters of Lake Geneva.  It was a modest four storey government building devoid of ornamentation.  George had thought the story would be an easy one: he would interview Dunant, write the article and make his editor Conrad happy.  

He asked the young woman at the front desk in the foyer if he could please speak with Henri Dunant. “Who?”  George could not believe the response.  He repeated the name. The woman shook her head.  After some coaxing, he convinced the woman to fetch someone who may know the man he was seeking.

George looked at four framed daguerreotype photographs mounted on the wall behind the woman’s desk.  Four? What happened to the Committee of Five?  The photographs were of very distinguished gentlemen, noblemen in their own right:  Gustave Moynier, the current President, was in the middle; beside him General G.H Dufour and Dr. Théodore Maunier; and on the other side, Dr. Louis Appia.  Where was Dunant?  George heard the sound of rapid footsteps echoing down the hallway. Coming towards him was a tall man with a flowing moustache and intense brown eyes.  He put his arm around George as if he were an intimate, and guided him out the front doors.  Once outside, the man took his arm away and faced George.  “What do you want?” he asked sternly.

“Dr.Appia?”

Appia nodded.  “I repeat, what do you want?”

George told Appia who he was, the story he was planning to write and that speaking to Henri Dunant was essential.  Appia looked to the sky while stamping the ground with his foot. “I knew this would happen.”  George wished only to tell the story of the founder of the International Red Cross, his inspiration and the genius of his original ideas.  Instead he was in front of the building housing the organization Dunant founded, where his name has been seemingly obliterated, confronted by a man so angry that George feared he might punch him in the nose.

“Forget the story, Monsieur.  The Red Cross is young and does not need anything to upset its progress.”

“You realize, of course, your saying that makes it all the more imperative for me to write the story. How could anything about this man upset the Committee’s progress?  Where is Monsieur Dunant?”

Appia sighed deeply and shook his head.  “Last I heard he was in Paris but I don’t know exactly where.”

“There is no picture of him on the wall. Are you planning to destroy all copies of A Memory of Solferino to finish the job?  I already have that story. So, Dr. Appia?”

“I truly don’t know where he is in Paris. I’ll give you the name of a former diplomat there who worked with Henri when he was first seeking audiences with heads of state.”  Appia scribbled out a name on a pad of paper and handed it to George.

“But what happened here?  Why did he leave?  Why has his name been erased?”

“There was a scandal.”

“What? A woman?”

“No, no, no, nothing like that. Bankruptcy. He spent over ten years travelling throughout Europe, attending meetings, writing letters, visiting diplomats and presidents, establishing this very complex organization.  It took him two years alone to write A Memory of Solferino.  It became a best-seller within weeks.  But in all that time he didn’t appoint anyone to take care of his business interests. He had land and water holdings in Algeria and Italy.  He was worth millions at one point and he forgot it all.  He left it all for this,” said Appia gesturing with a sweep of his hand to the building. “By ’74, he was bankrupt and there were lawsuits. Investors wanted their money back but there was no money there.  There was nothing.”

“I still don’t understand.  Why didn’t the Committee hire him?”

“Monsieur Moynier wanted nothing to do with a scandal such as this.  It would be a black-eye against the organization at a time when we need support from many governments. Governments don’t like bankruptcy.”

“Is this Moynier’s doing?”

“I cannot speak to you anymore.  I must go.”  Appia turns to walk back into the building.

“Don’t you find it odd, Dr.Appia, that an organization devoted to the assistance of any human being in desperate need should turn its back on the very man who conceived of the whole enterprise in the first place?” 

Appia stopped.  “Find him,” he said, and hurried into the building.

Appia’s diplomat contact in Paris knew nothing of Dunant’s whereabouts. George now found himself on a winding street near La Maison des Arts, following Madame Boche’s directions.  He turned a corner hoping to see a street sign but there was nothing to identify this narrow wasteland of alleyways running off between the blackened walls.  One alleyway led into another, each narrower than the one before until finally he emerged into a small courtyard.  Four storeys above, a narrow opening admitted dull grey sunlight that cast over a storefront of dolls.  The dark windows of Au Bébé Bon Marché reflected a circle of large dolls.  Under the canopy  were a couple of dozen smaller dolls each fitted tightly within open packing boxes as if laying in coffins.  Did the store’s repair services include reviving dead dolls?  

Across from the doll shop three globes clicked in the gentle wind curling through the courtyard entrance.  In the pawnbroker’s window was an easel holding a painting that seemed to dance with vibrant colours, a dizzying array of swirls leaping off the canvas.  

George stepped inside the pawnshop where there were more paintings covering the entire length of a wall and up to the ceiling.  One painting of flowering apple trees scaling a hill; another of deep, fresh undergrowth, a seated woman, a child, a dog, a butterfly net; a maid with her charge – blue, green, pink, white, dappled with the sun; the Seine and telegraph wires and the springtime sky; a Parisienne with red lips in a blue jersey; a bare-shouldered dancer painted  in yellow, green, and rust, posed laying back on a fauteuil.  In front of him was a glass display counter, its shelves filled with rings and necklaces, watches and pendants, ornate vases and leather gloves.  From the back room George could hear an animated discussion growing louder.  A man burst through the beaded curtain, wearing glasses, engaged in an argument with his newspaper.

“Monsieur Marescot?”

“Yes, you have found him,” he said without taking his eyes off the front page of Le Figaro – Mercredi 22 avril 1885.  “Can you believe these bastards annexing Tahiti? What do we need an island of sand for? To fill flower pots? Who will pay for this imperialist stupidity? Dupes like us can’t find it on a map because it isn’t on any map.”

George handed Marescot the pink slips. “Am I in the right place?” said George,  walking over to examine the paintings. “These are odd for a pawnshop,” said George as he leaned in close to one of the paintings. 

“When people sell off their last possessions to buy a loaf of bread, one needs art to elevate one’s spirits.”

“An expensive hobby.”

“These artists will be famous one day, especially that one – Monet,” he said pointing to a landscape painting. “Today they are considered fools by the Salon.  But when they do become famous, these paintings will make me rich, so this is not a hobby.  Now, where did you get these?” he said, holding up the pawn slips.

George told him of his search for Monsieur Dunant.

“Yes, I remember him well and I know who he is,” said Marescot.  “One moment.”  He went to the wooden cabinet behind the counter.  “He took particular interest in the two Degas paintings over there.  The nudes.”  Angled towards the rays of sunlight the paintings were studies of nude women
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