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A LONG WAY FROM HERE, IN ANOTHER COUNTRY, A PART OF MY LIFE has been put on display. For just a few francs anyone can look at all there is left of our friendship, and strangers can gaze at the faces that we had more than fifty years ago.


The display case stands in a small museum down a side-street; I visited it for the anniversary. There are several cases arranged around the walls of a long room, beginning in August 1936 and ending just a few years ago. A scale model of the Versücherin stands in the very centre of the museum, its north face illuminated by harsh electric lights. No sun ever shone so directly on that face.


The model has been guillotined at east, west and south so that it resembles a, plinth. The north face, or wall, is triangular in shape and virtually sheer. An attempt has been made to reproduce not only its configurations, but also its colour. The base is turf-green, the exposed rocks black or brown, and the ice has been given a dead, whitish colour, like plaster of Paris. A series of labels has been attached to the wall, and broken lines in red and yellow and blue used to indicate the routes that have been used since the first attempt. Here is the cave, the flume, the web and, almost at the summit, the Kirchner ridge.


And yet the model seems without life and without menace. Although topographically exact, it bears as much relation to reality as a waxwork does to its original model.


The display case contains pieces of our old equipment. To modern eyes we must seem like creatures from the dark ages, with our antiquated methods and our woollen clothing. And yet we had been in the vanguard, and prided ourselves on our rapid Alpine-style technique and lobsterclaw crampons. My own crampons have been placed beside my boots, which look just as they had done on the day I gave them to Otto Seematter. The long strips of razored leather droop over the ankles so that they look like odd, spent plants. Here is my iceaxe, recovered after I had abandoned it, and here is the rope, its sliced end unravelling now.


Beside them are Hansi’s clothes, donated by his relatives when the museum was first established. His balaclava, his hat, his shirts and jackets and boots all look disturbingly new, and yet they belong to a vanished past.


At the bottom of the cabinet is an open tobacco tin, found at the back of our shelter by a French team who had climbed the wall fifteen years ago. A yellowing piece of paper is spread out beside it. Although the ink has faded it is still possible to read my name, and Jean’s, and the height, and the date.


Beside the case is a large photograph printed on a display board. Otto took it just before we began. Hansi and I stand on a small mound of turf and gaze downwards into the camera lens. Jean is standing between us. Beside our images a printed card explains that this is Ernest Tinnion, his wife, and Hansi Kirchner. We all look youthful and attractive; even my face seems to be good-looking in a strange, tense kind of way, and there is no trace of the priggishness I sometimes think I must have possessed.


Of us all, Hansi is the most photogenic. His open, even features show eagerness, self-possession and confidence. But Jean has not photographed well, and the light has angled across her face in such a way that her expression has been effaced by the heavy contrast. On her lips is a smile, but it appears to be forced, and although she is linked to us she nevertheless seems to be apart.


Behind us is the Versücherin, which is little more than an out-of-focus grey blur, and at our feet is the shadow of the mound. This has been printed a stark black, and we stand at its edge as if at the rim of a dangerous precipice. We pay it no heed, and stare ahead as if we are secure. Only Jean seems quizzical.


More than half a century separates us now, and yet my whole life has been spent in the shadow of that week. Not a day goes by without me thinking of it; who we were, and what happened, are as real to me now as they ever were.


*

The last part of our journey was by trap. A man with a long feather in his hat stowed our cases and set the horse at a trot. Despite her tiredness Jean was enchanted, and clung to my arm as I talked to the driver and pointed out sights as we headed up the valley. On each side of the road were houses and farms of whitewashed stone, with fretted balconies and shingle roofs and shutters that were pinned open. Some had painted gable-ends, and beside them tobacco and roses had been planted. Apples ripened in orchards, and in the broad floor of the valley there were fields of wheat, flax, maize, with brilliant poppies growing among the crops. A man with a milkcart drawn by a hound had stopped by a waterpump to give the dog a drink and, a mile further on, a solitary horse stood lazily flicking its tail with a ring of fresh bread hung on its pommel. The rider had dismounted and was standing by a roadside shrine, a tiny dovecot with an open front, which was fastened to a beech tree. Further on there were barns with owl-holes cut into their walls in the shape of goblets or axes. Soon we crossed a river by an old roofed bridge that smelled of hot fir. Our exit was framed with darkness, like a cinema screen, and we rode towards it with our jingling and clopping bouncing all around us. When we came out into the sunlight everything seemed bright, apart from a patch of darkness on the mountains to our right. That, I told Jean, was the north wall.


After another twenty minutes we reached the Seematters’ pension. I had stayed there before with Hansi, and Otto remembered me well. Up until a few years ago, Otto had been a guide. Since he had bought the pension he had lost the taut muscularity of the early photographs, but he still gave the impression of strength rather than indulgence. His shirts were never fastened at the top button, and sometimes he bumped into the furniture as if he had not yet grown used to his increased girth. He was delighted to meet us, and bowed to Jean, beaming with pleasure.


Clara, Otto’s wife, also came to greet us. This is Mrs Tinnion,’ I said, with all the self-importance of a new husband. Clara was grey-haired, stockily built, reliable. I was sure that it was she who really made the pension a success. It was not merely that she was ferociously houseproud and an excellent cook, but she was discreet and understanding, like a favourite aunt. I felt guilty because I had lied to her.


Otto took the luggage up to our room. The bedframe was made of polished pine, and on top of it was a thick mattress and a quilted bedspread made of white cotton. A plain crucifix hung on the wall; there was a dressing-table with a small porcelain bowl filled with newly picked flowers; the curtained French windows had been left open, and led out onto a wooden balcony with spectacular views of valley and mountains. Beside the door hung an oleograph of two Victorian climbers scaling a stylised Matterhorn.


Otto placed our cases on the floor, refused a tip when I searched in my pocket for a coin, and left discreetly, like a man leaving honeymooners alone.


Our lovemaking was confident, sweet, tiring. All the time a breeze from the valley lifted the curtain like a sail, sending it in a billow into the room where it relaxed and swelled again.


Clara had arranged for hot baths to be run for us. I lay in mine and thought of how our journey had begun. We had arranged to meet at the railway station, and I had pulled my hat down over my eyes like a nervous man affecting nonchalance, or pretended to read my copy of Time and Tide. Until almost the last moment I was not convinced that she would come.


When I returned I found that a bottle of spumante had been left for us on a tray, along with two glasses. Jean thought this a charming gesture. I poured us a drink each, and we touched the glasses together. Their click was like the sound of metal on ice. ‘It should be champagne,’ I said.


‘I don’t care; it’s a lovely gesture.’


We dressed and sat out on the balcony, one storey above the road, and looked down the long scoop of the valley. I tried not to look at the Versücherin. The sun was hot and a bee hummed near the window.


‘Are you happy?’ I asked.


‘You mean have I done the right thing?’


I was surprised that she put it so boldly. Ever since I had met Jean, her diplomacies and uncertainties had been punctuated by moods of unsettling honesty. Still, I did not expect her to rephrase my question so directly.


‘If you want,’ I said.


‘I don’t know, Ernest. Perhaps you can tell better than me. Have I?’


I laughed. ‘Why, of course,’ I said.


She squeezed my hand. ‘That’s all that matters then, isn’t it?’


That night, as we ate our meal, I noticed the other guests constantly glancing at her. We sat on our own in a corner of the tiny dining room. Floor, ceiling, and furniture were of seasoned pine, and the chairs were so thick they were heavy. Antlers and horns had been fixed along the beams, polished brass ornaments arranged along the stone mantelpiece, chintz curtains hung at the windows. To one side of the fireplace was Otto’s collection of climbing books and, most valuable of all, his three volumes of press cuttings. Fixed by the door was a combined thermometer and barometer and, above that, three photographs of the Seematters when they were young, handsome, and had the world at their feet.


Jean was cool and demure, and had dressed in the most fashionable English way.


Several times she extended her fingers when holding her glass, as if to show off the wedding-ring. She ate well, and seldom took her eyes off me. It pleased me to have further confirmation that others found her attractive and, perhaps, desirable. I also felt a twinge of uncertain and irrational jealousy.


Jean laced her fingers together, rested her chin on them, and looked at me with clear blue eyes. Her face was still pale from all our travelling. I thought of how our scheming and deception had come to this, and I was full of admiration for her courage. I wanted to take her hands across the table, to tell her that everything would be all right now. But I had a sudden loss of confidence, as if I was unequal to the demands of our affair. It was as if I had been handed a gift that was both delicate and puzzling, and I was mystified as to what I should do next. To disguise my weakness I began to talk about my boyhood among mountains such as these. I was urbane, knowledgeable, with a voice that was a little too loud. It must have seemed that I was exercising a hold on her that was both tenuous and coarse. But she did not complain, even though nothing that I said was new to her, and she did not check me even though I projected my words too much. Instead she remained quiet, and looked at me as if I was the very pivot of her life.


*

Apart from two Germans, the other guests were all Swiss. The Swiss left early and returned late, tired and exultant over their little expeditions. They were a group of colleagues from an insurance company, holidaying together in the high Alps. They treated us courteously, but never tried to strike up conversations, no doubt believing we wished to be left alone.


The older German was in his early or middle thirties. He had a broken nose which had been set at an angle, giving his thin, otherwise undistinguished face a lopsided look. When he laughed he showed one crooked incisor. His companion was much younger, about twelve or thirteen, and I took them to be father and son, although the family resemblance was not great. The boy had an air of obsession, as if all his emotions, all his thoughts had been funnelled into one zealously cultivated hobby. Often he could be seen with a frown of furious concentration on his face, and he was seldom completely relaxed. The two of them went for long walks together, the older man taking one, sometimes two, of the many cameras he possessed, and the younger carrying a bag full of jars, boxes, nets and traps. At mealtimes the boy talked with a kind of excited monotony about predation, reproduction, parasites and decay. The older man followed these monologues intently. Usually I thought that he was humouring the boy, and often he asked questions which seemed designed to provoke him into even lengthier bouts of explanation and description. They were both naturalists, I guessed, the younger following in the elder’s footsteps, absorbed in their collecting tour. They would be indifferent to the doings of ordinary men, I decided, and too involved in the details of accumulation and taxonomy. But the older man sometimes looked at me with a sharp, unblinking eye. If our paths crossed he would smile with a cool restraint, although the boy, locked within his own passion, would neither acknowledge us nor, if possible, even admit that we were there.


After two days we met them at a shop in the town. I had taken Jean there because it was market day. A brass band played around the statue of the armoured horseman, and the streets were full of stalls selling lace, cheese, cooked meats, caged birds, leather, clothing, and sugared cakes. We stopped to look at some highly ornamented pipes, and Jean held my arm tightly and said that perhaps we would become old Swiss together, she with plaits and a dirndl, I with my felt hat, neckerchief, and ridiculously elaborate pipe. ‘Never,’ I said, because I could not bear to look too far into the future.


We came face to face with the two Germans when they walked out of a shop selling cameras and binoculars. The older man was putting a film into his pocket, and for a few seconds we accidentally barred each other’s way. It was impossible not to speak. The man raised his hat while the boy wheeled round and gazed fixedly into the window of the shop he had just left. ‘This is an attractive little town,’ the man said in English, ‘is that not so?’


‘It’s lovely,’ Jean said.


He knew our names because, as he confessed with a disarming smile, he had asked Otto Seematter. His own name was Max Volkwein, and the boy was his nephew Bruno. They were on a short holiday together before Bruno had to return to his school.


‘You’ve been collecting lots of things, Bruno,’ Jean said. Max translated for the boy, who replied with a smile which vanished as suddenly as it had appeared.


Max began to talk about the statue of the horseman. It was, he said, quite interesting for a civic work; certainly the sculptor had been able to communicate a certain dignity and courage. I nodded. It seemed that Max was artificially drawing out the conversation, as if he wanted to strengthen our acquaintance. I took a step further away. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘you have already seen the church?’


Before I could say that we had Jean replied, truthfully, that we had not.


‘You should not miss it, because it is very famous. Mrs Tinnion, would you like us to take you there? It is only a short way, and the interior is very beautiful. But also, I think, quite bizarre.’ I could tell that he was pleased by his use of the last word.


‘That would be nice,’ Jean agreed, ignoring the sly cautionary nudge I gave her.


The church was cream-coloured, with a bulbous, Eastern-looking tower and narrow leaded windows. An old man dozed by the main door. A dog lay on the ground beside him, one ear flat, the other cocked. Max put some coins on a plate by the man’s feet and then pushed at the iron-studded door.


‘Is he an official?’ Jean whispered as we passed.


Max answered, ‘He will raise a warning if anyone suspicious approaches. He is tolerated, that’s all.’


Within the church the air was cooler. I could smell cold stone and wax. The interior was dark wood, flagstones, pale columns, speckled marble, gilded angels. The windows brightened and dimmed as clouds passed, their colours fading then swelling – gold, azure, blood. The central aisle led through rows of ornately carved pews to a double altar of helical columns as dark as ebony, but twined around with silvered leaves and gilded vines. At the base of the altar, behind a Byzantine crucifix of solid gold, there was a large glass case.


As we approached I realised that the case contained two mummified bodies dressed in jewelled robes and reclining on satin. Jean faltered, then walked forward. I could feel her shiver. Bruno walked quickly ahead of us, and stared into the dead faces as if into a great mystery.


‘They come many kilometres to see this,’ Max said, speaking in German now. ‘It is a bishop and a nun – look, you can see by the clothes they wear. I have tried to photograph them, but I cannot get permission.’ He nodded to the far side of the church. Two men in black vestments stood watching us.


‘They’re horrible,’ Jean said, staring through the glass.


Nearness revealed more detail. The desiccated, vacant faces showed nothing, but a camouflaging vitality shone from the precious stones that had been set in the eye sockets, and the ash-coloured mouths gaped to show jewels set among the blackened teeth.


‘Horrible?’ Max asked. ‘Yes, perhaps. But look at the richness of the garments – that is gold thread; think of the weeks, the months that must have gone into such embroidery. That, I think, is silk. And those are real pearls around the woman’s neck.’


I noticed that the bishop’s visible fingers had elaborate rings placed on them, although beneath them the knuckles were as yellow as the bones of a dead sheep. On the nun, however, there was only a bride-of-Christ ring, a thick band around a shrunken finger. For some reason I found this especially disconcerting, but I could not show my emotion with Max standing so close to me.


‘I am told that they died terrible deaths,’ he said, ‘although no doubt they died for what they believed in. What would lead them to such an end? Bad luck, fate? They may even have had a chance to turn their backs on destiny, and live out their lives without pain, but without glory as well. Look at them – they have become a shrine, a symbol.’


‘A symbol for what?’ I asked.


‘For the nature of suffering, of course. It is said that if a sick person touches these fingers then he will be miraculously cured. That is why the cases are locked, and that is why we are being watched.’


‘I feel quite ill,’ Jean said.


‘Of course,’ Max continued, lowering his voice, ‘what happened to these people must have been an insane and foolish tragedy. These priests know how to turn such a disaster into a justification and a triumph – one that has lasted for hundreds of years, and will last for much longer.’ He smiled confidentially at me. ‘Do you not admire people like that?’ he asked. ‘They are men after my own heart. I, too, must learn to make a myth from the weak and the failed.’


I smiled wanly, determined not to ask him to explain himself.


He chuckled as if he found my reaction amusing, and clapped Bruno on the shoulder. ‘Come,’ he said, ‘we must return.’


We walked back down the aisle, but when I was a few yards from the altar I turned to look back at the macabre exhibits. A powerful beam of sunlight struck through a high window and made the finery glow and sparkle, so that the bodies were lost within a glittering cocoon of reflection.


Max insisted on taking us back to the Seematter’s in his car. On the way he chatted, apparently inconsequentially, of the places they had visited over the last few days, and of the natural history specimens Bruno had collected. Jean talked to the boy in simple, halting German. He rewarded her persistence with a few perfunctory remarks.


That evening, after we had eaten, Max joined us while we sat at the front of the pension with our backs to the mural. Picturesque from a distance, the mural could be seen to be crudely executed if examined more closely. Two hunters struck melodramatically heroic poses while a fleeing chamois leaped an impossible chasm on legs that were anatomically unsound. Otto had already talked of having it repainted. A man further down the valley could do it, he told me; a man renowned for his draughtsman’s talent and his painter’s eye. Or perhaps, he mused, if the man were cheap enough, he could have an entirely new painting done, of a new subject – something heroic, but something unusual.


Jean was smoking a cigarette. She had already decided to give up smoking, for (she claimed) we could no longer afford such luxuries. Once or twice, however, she indulged herself.


Max sat beside us. Bruno had gone to bed because he was tired, but Max sat close to us as if he had a right to be there. All the time he had the demeanour of a man who was giving information on the understanding that he would receive some in return.


Our talk was steered by him so that it became too personal much too quickly.


Jean told him that we had been married less than a month. ‘Really?’ he asked, one doubtful eyebrow raised, before he congratulated us. In the church he had talked as if he had some grasp of the values of gold and precious stones; perhaps he was wondering why her wedding-ring was so plain and inexpensive.


I looked at him and did not give anything away by my expression.


‘This is a wonderful part of the world to come to,’ he said. ‘And these are beautiful mountains. I had hoped to climb some myself, but Bruno is more interested in life in the valleys. But perhaps you will be exploring them, Mr Tinnion? You look like an active man.’


To scale down a truth seemed less hazardous than telling a detectable lie. I told him a friend would join us soon, and that we may do a little climbing together.


‘You are on honeymoon, and yet you are meeting a friend? Surely your wife must be forgiving as well as charming.’


‘That’s why I married her,’ I said.


I was annoyed, but Jean did not appear to be. Instead she countered by asking Max his own reasons for being at the Seematters’.


Max pursued his lips, considered a moment, and then told us his story.


He and his mother were now Bruno’s guardians. It was not easy. The boy had begun to lose himself in his interests, but that was only to be expected. He had passed through a bad time recently. But Max was a single man who had to travel a lot for his work, and he was worried about his mother’s health. A boy as young as Bruno was difficult for an older lady to look after. A fortnight’s holiday here was a perfect break in routine. While they were away, his mother was visiting her sister in Frankfurt.


‘We live in Munich,’ he went on. ‘It is a fine place. I travel throughout Germany, and further, but I always love to come home. Now I take Bruno boating on the Isar, or show him our museums and those hidden corners of the city which only a few people know. He, too, loves the city. He was a little disappointed when the ornamental gardens of the Königsplatz were replaced by granite slabs, but soon he will grow to like the new architecture.’


‘He’s settled with you?’ Jean asked.


‘I believe so. I had to be in Berlin recently – I was at the Olympics, in fact – and during that time he cried a lot. But he is happier now.’


‘Are the boy’s parents dead?’ she asked.


I winced at her directness, but he did not take offence.


‘It is a sad story, Mrs Tinnion. The boy’s mother was no good. She deserted the child. His father – my only brother – was killed in an accident at his work a short time later. We had to change our lives for the sake of Bruno. I had to buy a bigger house, and move him and my mother into it with me. But I do not regret it.’


‘And his mother?’


‘Vanished. To another man, I suppose. My brother was a good husband and father, and yet she deserted him. I have no desire to see her again. And she has given up any rights she may have had over Bruno.’


‘She must have had her reasons, Herr Volkwein.’


She seemed to me to be at the dangerous edge of things, but Max merely said, ‘No doubt.’ When he looked at her, I could see a certain craftiness in his eyes.


I stared past him and looked down the valley. I was hoping to hear a motorcycle approaching, or perhaps see its light as it curved round one of the distant bends, but there was no sign.


Shortly afterwards Max stood up to take his leave. Once again he insisted on shaking hands, and this time he held mine in his for several seconds while he looked closely at me.


‘It is an unusual name,’ he said; ‘tell me – should I know you?’


I shook my head. ‘Not so unusual, not in England. And no, I don’t think you should.’


‘I have not read your name anywhere?’


‘I doubt it.’


‘My memory,’ he said, and tapped the side of his head while he smiled, ‘it must be playing tricks.’ Then he clicked his heels as best he could, and bade us goodnight.


I waited until he was out of earshot before I spoke to Jean.


‘I don’t like him,’ I said. ‘He makes me uneasy.’


‘Really? I think he’s quite interesting. And think of what he’s done for that boy. I admire people like that.’


‘There’s a certain cold smugness about him, don’t you think? And I would take a bet that his politics are far from liberal.’


‘What does it matter what his politics are? It’s what he’s done that matters.’


I stood up. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ I said.


I walked down the road for a few yards. Small insects swarmed in the darkness, and above my head the night was full of stars.


When I returned Jean put her hand in the hair at the back of my head. ‘My poor darling,’ she said, ‘is your friend so important to you?’ She took my earlobe between her teeth and exerted a slight pressure.


‘I thought he might be here by now. That’s all.’


‘Shall I tell you something? I don’t care if he doesn’t come. I’m happy as we are now, just the two of us, together at last.’


‘But he’s the reason we’re here,’ I said. Until I saw her face I did not think I was being unkind.


When we went to our room she lay on the bed while I stood on the balcony, gazing into the massive darkness and listening to the tiny noises that murmured against the silence. After a while she tiptoed out to join me, took me by the hand, and led me back into the bedroom.


During the night I woke with the certainty that Hansi had arrived. Cool air spilled into the room through the french windows. Jean’s body lay facing mine, the nightdress risen around her waist so that the curve of her hip was made ivory by moonlight. I left the bed and walked to the balustrade, feeling the grain of the wood beneath my feet. Beneath the stars, below the blackness of the mountains, the fields were a flimsy grey. On top of the nearest rise I could see an indistinct pale smudge which could be a tent. I watched for only a short while, then got back into bed. Jean stirred and, in sleep, put her arm across me. I was comfortable and warm, and fell asleep almost immediately.


At sunrise I woke up again, and saw that I had been right – a tent was pitched on the rise, near to a solitary chestnut tree.


Even though it was early, the morning was already warm. I left Jean sleeping and let myself out of the Seematters’ front door. There were noises from the kitchen as I passed.


I crossed the deserted road and walked up a grassy incline drenched with dew. In the angled light the silk of spiders could be seen trailing in thousands of brilliant strands across the hill. Small beetles rose from my steps, their wings shining, and the grass rasped across my boots like a cow’s tongue across a hand.


The tent was small and drab, the colour of camouflage. Across the valley, its face in full sunlight, the Versücherin was colossal, sharp, and chilling. Leading up to the tent was a thin track of flattened grass which was slowly springing back into position, stalk by stalk, and around the guy-ropes the ground had been trampled. A motorcycle stood near the tree, its casings gleaming but its tyres coated with broken stems and dried mud. High up in the air larks were singing, and from far away I could hear cowbells.


The tent flap was open, and fastened back. Inside Hansi lay asleep, naked but for a pair of loose shorts. At rest his face was untroubled, almost angelic. His breath was light, his ribcage moved only slightly, and under the lids his eyes darted, as if he dreamed.


I crouched, entered the cramped confines of the tent, and spoke his name. He awoke immediately. ‘Ernst,’ he said sleepily. He called me Ernst or Ernest as the occasion demanded. I extended a hand, but he sat up and embraced me, and suddenly we began to giggle like schoolboys at the pleasure, and faint absurdity, of our meeting.


‘I thought I would surprise you,’ I said.


‘You have done; it is good to see you.’ He struggled to his knees and put his hand on my shoulder. I could feel the strength in it, even though the grip was light. ‘Forgive me, there is something I must do.’


We crawled awkwardly from the tent. Hansi faced the tree and urinated on the grass, only partly turned away from me. I looked in the other direction.


‘I arrived about two,’ he said over his shoulder, ‘so I camped here. I was coming to meet you after breakfast.’


‘Eat with me. The Seematters are expecting you.’


Hansi came back and leaned on the saddle. ‘You said me. Does that mean that you are on your own?’
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