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To Ása, Júnía and Flóki,
to my mother and father,
to my friends, both living and dead.



PART I


THINE EYES DID SEE MY SUBSTANCE


a love story




I




1


‘If we were to enter by night the main square of a small town, let’s call it Kükenstadt, in Lower Saxony (judging by the architecture and the signs above the shops lining the square), we would find the atmosphere typical of such towns after midnight. Everything so wondrously quiet that it puts one in mind of the dormitory at a summer camp for obedient children; every house in its place with the night tucked up under its eaves; the whispering about the cares and events of the day fallen silent. A small boy with an umbrella has incorporated the town into his realm.


The boy may have continued his marauding westwards, but he has not left the little town of Kükenstadt entirely at the mercy of its dreams: in the middle of the square a statue keeps watch over the citizens.


It is the sculpture of a chick, caught mid-sprint, its neck thrust out and head raised to the sky, beak gaping wide and stubby wings cocked. The blue moon is mirrored in the black marble like a night-light left burning for a child who is afraid of the dark.


It is from this chick that the town draws its name, and despite its diminutive size – only about seven times larger than a living chick, and that’s not saying much – it ensures the inhabitants of Kükenstadt more peaceful rest than most big city saints can grant their flocks, for in the hearts of the sleepers the memory lives on of how the chick saved their forebears from being slain by a ferocious berserker who once rampaged across the Continent, annihilating everything in his path.


But were it not for the fact that my life-story begins in this very town which owes its existence to an inquisitive chick; yes, if it did not begin here, in a three-storey building on the square, we would tiptoe out of the dormitory town of Kükenstadt, closing the door softly behind us.


***


There’s a sound of moaning coming from the building, as those who have an ear for houses will notice, but these are not the sighs of the suffering or the sick, oh no, these are the agonised moans of ecstasy, the crescendo of sexual climax; the groan that results from being bitten on the neck and gripped tight around the buttocks.’


‘So it’s a whorehouse, then?’


‘A creeper sprawls across the front of the house, parting round the windows and the sign over the entrance: GASTHOF VRIESLANDER. The plant is in such a tangle under the eaves that it looks as if it’s about to lift the roof off.’


‘Lift it off! I want to see inside, see who’s moaning …’


‘This is no longer a house of pleasure but an ordinary guesthouse, run by an honest couple who upped sticks and abandoned their farm to make way for an autobahn. They didn’t get much for it, but God and good luck were on their side and they bought this den of iniquity for a song when the Party outlawed immorality from the land.’


‘Lift it off!’


‘Close your eyes, then. Can you picture the square? The chick and the shops? Gasthof Vrieslander, the tangled creeper and the roof? Good. No, don’t open your eyes. I’m going to put my hand inside your forehead – yes, go ahead and wrinkle it – and now you can watch it entering over the square, pale grey like a monster’s claw in the ghostly glow from the street lights and the moon over the church.’


‘God, how weird your hand looks – so huge. And what long nails you’ve got, I hadn’t noticed that before—’


‘Shh, concentrate! I press my thumb against the eaves of the roof at the front, grip the join with my fingers and gently prise the whole thing off, taking care not to break the chimney.’


‘Yes, we wouldn’t want to wake anyone.’


‘Then swing it over the square with a smooth flick of my wrist and set it down, and now the chick has acquired a roof over its head. More importantly, it can’t see what we’re up to. Listen to it cheeping with curiosity: “Can I see? Can I see?”’


‘Oh, it’s so adorable.’


‘Don’t feel sorry for it. It’ll soon give up protesting and stick its beak under its wing.’


‘Goodnight, little chick.’


‘It’ll fall asleep while we carry on exploring the house. Can you see me poking my long fingernails into the joint between the façade and the gables?’


‘Yes.’


‘And pulling the façade forwards?’


‘The joints are cracking like sugar glue.’


‘Now I’m laying it down on the square.’


‘It’s just like a doll’s house.’


‘Indeed. Here on the ground floor is the reception with an office leading off it; directly opposite the desk you can see the door to the dining room, and through that door there, the one with the oval window, is the kitchen. As you see, there’s nothing indecent going on here: the guests are respectably asleep in their rooms on the three floors, while the staff lie work-worn in their beds under the rafters.’ 


‘So what are those noises coming from the office, then? From what I can hear it sounds like panting and gasping.’


‘You’re quite right, let’s take a peep inside and see who’s panting …’


‘In a deep leather chair at the desk a red-haired youth sits hunched over the yellowing photographs of buxom girls, his hand working away in his lap …’


‘Who’s the pervert?’


‘The guesthouse servant boy, an orphan the couple brought with them from the countryside, who they use to do the chores no one else wants to.’


‘What’s his connection to your story?’


‘He’s only really a minor character, poor thing, but all will be revealed later: I’m not telling the story here and now, merely setting the scene. Well, do you notice anything else unusual when you see the house opened up like this?’


‘Like what?’


‘Well, take a look. How many rooms are there on each floor, for example? I’m not saying any more …’


‘Hang on …’


‘If I lift off the upper storeys so that you can look down on the first floor from above as if it was a maze, what happens?’


‘That’s what you mean, ah, now I see …’


‘The rooms on the first floor of the Gasthof Vrieslander have secret doors concealed in the wallpaper. They open into narrow, winding passageways that lead to the priest’s hole, a compartment behind the panelling of room twenty-three.


This once provided a refuge for the spiritual and secular leaders of the town, and any others who were forbidden from being seen in the company of ladies of pleasure, for the madam’s house contained many rooms to cater for the diverse needs of her children.


But what the mayor and priest didn’t know was that for a handsome sum the ordinary guests of the brothel could watch them through a peephole in the wall of room twenty-three; so the proportions of the pillars of society were on everybody’s lips, so to speak.’


‘But who’s that? Oh, she slipped round the corner. It was a woman, wasn’t it?’


‘You’ve got a good pair of ears. That’s an old man who lives at the guesthouse, because houses that play a major role in stories generally have a pensioner or two thrown in.’


‘He looked awfully effeminate in that nightie, with his arms held out in front of him like a hare …’


‘You hit the nail on the head there. His name’s Tomas Hasearsch, or “hare’s arse”, and he’s lived at the guesthouse ever since he was a boy.’


‘Then he must have a tale or two to tell from the days when clients could expect to find more than just a hot-water bottle waiting for them in their rooms.’


‘Wait, I’ll get him. Come on, old chap, stand here at the edge of the floor.’


‘He’s asleep.’


‘Yes, he sleepwalks, wandering the passages like a ghost in an English spine-chiller. He sometimes talks in his sleep too, and he can be pretty crude at times, I can tell you.’


‘God, it must give the guests the creeps to be woken by the sound of indecent whisperings through the walls.’


‘Shh! He’s moving his lips, lifting his geriatric blue hand and addressing the sleeping town—’


‘Can I see? Can I see?’


‘Quiet, chicken! This is unsuitable for young birds.’


‘Yes, shame on you for thirsting after smut!’


‘The old man goes on: There you are, poppet, ah, bring the towel here, pass Bellalolalululili something to dry herself with. So Lululilibellalola’s little man was spying, was he? And did he see something nice? No, goodness me, child, that’s nothing compared to his cannon; no, I’m not telling anyone his name: he comes here in the mornings when most of the others have left, my heart’s angel, wearing a black mask, and I’m the only person that knows who he is – well, and maybe one other. Oof, now Lolabellalililulu’s tired, be a good boy, rub some ointment on her bruises and tell her some funny gossip from town … What’s the postmaster been up to?’


‘Stop that right now – he’s grabbing his crotch!’


‘The old man continues: If boysy’s good to Lililolalulubella she’ll play with the little chap, she’ll give her little boy something nice around his winkle, oh yes, she will …’


‘Don’t get carried away with this filth.’


‘All right, all right. The old man falls silent – there, I’m pushing him back into the passage, and now I’m up to my elbow in the picture you’ve conjured up of Kükenstadt town square.’


‘Is there anything else I ought to see? I’m feeling a bit dizzy …’


‘Ready, now I’ll snap the upper storeys back on, then the front, and the roof on top. And now I’ll whip my arm out of your head …’


‘All I can see are yellow spots, shooting in front of my eyes like comets, but when I close my eyes the square appears just as you originally described it, only now I can see inside the guesthouse, I’m familiar with every nook and cranny.’


‘But don’t you notice a change from earlier? We’re drawing closer to the story and its first signs should be visible …’


‘Yes, wait a minute, that’s strange, now there’s a light shining in one of the attic windows …’


‘Marie-Sophie X is asleep.’


‘Who’s she?’


‘She’s the woman I come closest to calling my mother.’


‘A young girl sat reading a book in bed, the eiderdown in a ruck at her feet and her soles resting on the monogram embroidered on the cover in cross-stitch. She had piled up the pillows behind her back and tucked a cushion on to her lap, on which she was resting the book. A candle stub flickered in a holder on the chest of drawers by the bed, casting a syrupy yellow light over the contents of the room. There wasn’t much: a chair, a wardrobe, a chamber-pot, an oval mirror and a gaudy picture of a saint hovering in a forest clearing with a little hut in his hands. A maid’s black uniform hung from a hanger on the wardrobe door, books lay heaped on the chair. There were two doors to the room, one leading to the staff lavatory, the other to the landing.


The girl drew an invisible thread from word to word with a bitten-down nail, sensing the writing between the lines with her fingertips. Every now and then she would close her clear blue eyes and ponder what she had been reading, and her left hand would lift of its own accord to fiddle with the dark plait that lay over the lace front of her nightgown. Every time she turned a page she frowned, and when the story was full of action she rubbed her big toes together and drew up her feet.


She paused increasingly often to reflect on the book. The clock on the floor below chimed three and a moment later the silver bell in the town-hall tower struck four.


— This book’s a bloody thief of time. Oh well, I’ll read one more page, then I’m going to sleep.


***


— And the comets? 


— They’re angel dandruff, which burns up in the outermost layers of the atmosphere and the ash falls to earth where it turns into tiny guardian spirits for the smallest animals, plants and minerals, just as the volcanic ash from Mount Hekla has its origin in the embers that swirl from the devil’s beard when he’s careless around the fires of hell, but they, on the other hand, turn into demons that fight the good spirits for power over all living things. So the battle between good and evil is waged even in your socks – they look to me as if they’re made of cotton.


— What nonsense is the man telling you, little Siegfried?


— He was telling me about the stars.


— Is that so? We must be getting home now.


— What about elephants? Are there devils in elephants too?


— Come on, I said!


— Goodness me, yes, there must be quite a battle being waged in them.


— And in my braces?


— Ugh, yes!


— COME ON!


The slave was left standing alone by the hut as the man took the boy by the hand and led him over to the gate where the guards saluted and let them through. He watched father and son climb into a gleaming Mercedes-Benz and drive away.


***


— Marie-Sophie?


— Yes?


— Can I talk to you?


— Talk to me.


— You’re alone.


— All alone.


— Darkness hangs over the land.


— I can see it through the skylight; there are no stars.


— I looked out over the earth: it was asleep.


— Everyone except me.


— You too.


— But I’m reading a book.


— You’re asleep.


— Am I asleep? Oh my God, is the candle still alight?


— It is burning, as you too will burn.


— Now I’m in for it. This is an old house; it could burn to the ground in a flash!


— I’ll watch it for you.


— Thanks.


— It’s hard to find anyone to talk to these days. No one dreams any more; the cities are blacked out and the only sign of life among humans is the breath that rises from their houses on a cold winter’s night. But then I noticed you. You were dreaming; that’s how I found you.


— Me dreaming? I wasn’t dreaming; you were drawn to the light. Oh Lord, I’ve forgotten to close the shutter! I must wake up. Wake me up, whoever you are.


— Call me Freude.


— That’s no answer. Wake me up.


— I’m the Angel of the West Window, the skylight above you, and I’ve blacked it out – you needn’t worry.


— Are you here in my room?


— Yes, I’m always in your window, at your window.


— This is a fine mess you’ve got me into! I’m not allowed to entertain male guests at night. You’d better get lost double-quick or we’ll both end up in hot water. She’s tough on morality, the Inhaberin – the proprietor’s wife.


— Well, I’m not exactly male.


— I don’t care; your voice is deep enough. Get out!


***


The slave returned to the work hut, to his comrades in slavery, to the supervisors and the ceramic falcons that stood on the shelves, their fierce eyes glaring out over their creators: a shaven-headed congregation of men who kneaded them and formed them from black clay.


It was hot in the hut: cruel birds like these had to be fired in vast kilns in which the white flames licked the spread wings and splayed claws.


He silently resumed his work, dabbing yellow paint on to the eyes before the falcons went back into the fire.


***


— I’m not going anywhere, I can’t!


— Then shut up and let a tired chambermaid get some sleep!


— I’m bored …


— I’m not a diversion for bored angels.


— What were you dreaming?


— What kind of question is that? Didn’t you just say you’d been drawn to my dream?


— Yes, but you must describe it to me.


— I want to know who you are; I’m not accustomed to describing my nonsensical dreams to strangers. 


— But I’m not a stranger, I’m always with you.


— Well, I like that! You may hang around my window, thinking you know me, but I don’t know the first thing about you. For all I know, you may be a scoundrel, planning to get me in the family way.


— Now, now …


— Don’t now, now me, my good man. It wouldn’t be the first time in the history of the world that one of your lot has had his wicked way with a woman.


— Eh!


The girl tosses and turns in her sleep and the book slips from her hand, but the angel catches it before it falls to the floor. He opens it at random and skims the text.


— Marie-Sophie!


— What?


— I see here on the left-hand page that the slave has finished digging his way under the perimeter fence of the camp. Let me read a bit for you – then perhaps you’ll remember the dream …


— Oh, for goodness’ sake read, then at least you won’t keep prattling!


***


When he sticks his head up out of the hole a crow flaps by over the pale field, croaking: Krieg! Krieg! He vanishes back into the ground for a moment, then a suitcase and a pink hatbox with a black lid appear on the edge of the hole.


***


— That’s nothing like the story I was reading …


***


He crawls out of the hole and takes a deep breath. It’s unbelievable how fresh and invigorating the night air smells out here in the field; unthinkable that this is the same air that lies like a stinking fog over the village of death behind him.


***


— That’s nothing like my book …


— But this is what you were dreaming.


— You must be joking. I was reading a love story.


— When you fell asleep the story continued in your dream, taking a new direction. I’ve read the book from cover to cover, but this is a new edition. Listen:


***


But he can’t dwell on his thoughts about the sky: he’s on the run. Carefully picking up the hatbox, he wedges it firmly under his left arm, seizes the handle of the suitcase and sets off in the direction of the forest, leaving …


***


— Which is what you should do.


— He’s on his way here.


— So what? As far as I’m concerned, the people I dream about are welcome to visit me. Go and find your own book to fall asleep over …


— Goodnight, Marie-Sophie.


— Goodnight.’




II




2


‘Gabriel bestrode the Continent, his celestial soles planted on the Greenland ice-cap in the north and the Persian plateau in the south. The clouds lapped at his ankles, billowing the snowy skirt of the robe that hid his bright limbs and all his blessed angel-flesh. Chains of pure silver spanned his chest, azure epaulettes graced his shoulders and his glorious head was wreathed in twilight so the flood of bright locks would not turn night into day. His expression was pure as the driven snow; a crescent moon glowed in his eyes, a fire that erupted in an annihilating blaze at the slightest discord in his heart; an ice-cold smile played about his lips.’


‘Now that’s what I call a proper angel.’


‘Gabriel stroked downy-soft fingers over his instrument, a magnificent trumpet inlaid with opals, which hung about his neck on a roseate thong plaited out of poppies from the fields of Elysium. He spread his heavenly wings, which were so vast that their tips touched the outer walls of the world in the east and west, and the feathers swirled over the earth, falling like a blizzard on fields and cities. He shook back his sleeves, grasped the trumpet, braced his shoulders until the epaulettes touched his ears, flexed his knees and thrust out his holy hips. Hosanna! He raised the instrument.’


‘Hosanna!’


‘Shut up!’


‘No.’


‘Gabriel laid the trumpet to his lips, puffed out his cheeks, emptied his mind and prepared to blow. He concentrated on listening for the tune, hosanna, waiting for the right moment to let it sound out over the world that lay at his feet.’


‘And?’


‘Gabriel had long awaited this moment, but now that it was nigh he had difficulty pinning down his feelings; he wavered between anticipation and fear, euphoria and despair. On the one hand he felt like a well-trained player who has been forced to sit on the substitution bench for game after game, though everyone says he’s the most talented member of the team, and now that he has finally been sent on to the pitch it was to save the team from a hopeless situation. HOSANNA – he would do his best. On the other hand he was afraid of the emptiness that would follow in the wake of the clarion call; naturally there would be turmoil and confusion after he sounded the trumpet and he would take part in the cataclysmic events that ensued, leading a fair host of warlike angels into battle against the powers of darkness, but when it was all over he would have nothing to look forward to and nothing to fear. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. The angel didn’t know whether he felt happy or sad.


He was surprised at himself. He had always imagined that when the time came he would seize the trumpet in both hands and sound the blast without hesitation; that it would thunder in his mind like the very voice of the Creator, finding its way to his lips without hindrance; that all he would have to do was take up position and amen: doomsday in heaven and on earth.


Gabriel knitted his fair brows in an effort to banish these thoughts. He lowered the trumpet for a moment and ran the tip of his sweet tongue over his lips, closing his limpid eyes and swaying from his hips. He imagined the tune trapped in his nether regions, in his withered rectum, and that he could free it by rhythmic movements of his pelvis so that it would rise like a lifebelt from a sunken ship, ascending his spine to his wondrous brain where it would bob up on the surface of his consciousness. The angel’s head nodded, his neck veins swelled, his fingers clenched the instrument, his stomach muscles cramped, his knees shook a little, his feet trod sand and snow. The tune eddied in his brain fluid like blood in water: Leluiala, iallulae, aiallule, ullaliae, eluiaall, lleluaia, auaellli. The angel sensed it was coming, thank God. He drew a mighty breath through his sublime nostrils.


Stretching his eyes so wide that they shot out sparks into the abyss, forming seven new solar systems in the process, he glared at the doomed earth below. Aallelui! Sinful mankind lay abed, snoring, breaking wind, mumbling and gulping saliva, ugh, or grappling with another of its kind, drunk with lust, exchanging bodily fluids.’


‘That’s disgusting!’


‘The occupations of the wide-awake were no more savoury.’


‘Go on.’


‘Gabriel shuddered; it was clearly high time judgement was called down upon this rabble. He saw platoons of plague scouts storming over the Continent, sweeping from country to country, torching towns and cities; armed with hard steel they answered to tyrants who sat twisted with bloodlust in their underground bunkers, desecrating the map of Europe; with panzers, helmets, shields and guns they trampled growing fields, ripped up forests by the roots, pissed in rapids and rivers, massacred mothers and children, murdered and maimed; to strike and stab was their pride and joy: they paid no heed to judgement day.


The angel trembled with righteous anger. Hosanna, glory be to God in the highest, woe to them and woe to them; soon they would suffer the ultimate fate and their cold corpses be robbed of their robes of state.


Stripped of power they’d be nothing but worms’ bait.


He heard air-raid sirens wailing in the cities – those human fiends made a worse racket than the devil himself – but now they would get a taste of some real doomsday music. ALLELUIA! ALLELUIA! ALLELUIA! The tune surged against the angel’s inner ear, sounding absurdly like the death cries that emanated from below, strong and full of promise about the great battle in which the angels of heaven and devils of hell would strive for men’s souls in a magnificent showdown. Hah, mankind’s sordid struggles would end the instant the notes poured forth from his fair trumpet: Creation would be overturned, the firmament torn, the oceans set on edge, the rocks split and the guilty cast down while the virtuous were raised up to the highest heights on high. Yes, such is the song of the end of days!’


‘Bah!’


‘Gabriel tried to curb his fury, he must get a grip on himself: the trumpet was a sensitive instrument and the note would go awry if he blew too hard. He relaxed his shoulders, breathed out slowly and counted the tempo in his head: One-two-three A, one-two-three A, one-two-three A, one-two-three A, one-two-three A, one-two-three A, one-two-three A. Gabriel was about to inflate his magnificent lungs afresh when he caught sight of searchlights cleaving the night above the capital of the Kingdom of the Angles – a blasphemous name; oh, good heavens, they were groping like crude fingers up under the costly robe.


The angel was chaste, yes: no one was going to get an eyeful of his Jerusalem. He yanked his robe tight about his holy body and the heavenly garments swung modestly against the shining limbs, concealing the sweet treasure between his legs, which was a good day’s work by God and ineffable, Kyrie eleison. But Gabriel could not prevent the twisting movement from running the length of his body. His glorious head was flung back, one of his brightly glowing locks fell out from under the dusky headdress and obscured his view of the earth, and the tune went awry, slipping out of his consciousness and sliding into the amygdaloid nucleus of his brain like a snake into its hole.’


‘No!’


‘Oh yes! It was the work of Lucifer Satan – he who passes through the world with delusions and dirty tricks, sowing the seeds of heresy in human hearts.’


‘Woe to him!’


‘Gabriel smelled the scent of lady’s mantle (Alchemilla vulgaris) and brushed the hair from his eyes: he was standing on a verdant plain under a crystal sky; tens of thousands of suns cast their rays on fields and meadows; doves (probably Gallicolumba luzonica, which is marked out for the Saviour by its blood-red breast feathers) cooed in olive groves (Olea europaea), and she-tigers (Panthera tigris) gave suck to kids (Capra hircus) on the banks of a tinkling brook. Away on the horizon cherubs hovered over marble cliffs.


The angel was in Seventh Heaven, his home, as far from mankind’s vale of tears as could be imagined. He heaved a sigh of relief: doomsday appeared to be over. All was quiet, the Almighty had conquered – for ever: AMEN!’


‘Amen.’


‘Gabriel observed from the shadows of the olive trees that it was approaching suppertime in heaven (everything casts a shadow there even though the suns are always at their noonday zenith – I mention this merely for information) and suddenly he felt an overwhelming sense of fatigue throughout his colossal frame.


He was truly exhausted after his descent to earth, aie; now he had no greater desire than to return to his blessed lodgings in the house of the Father on the main square of Paradise City. He longed for a perfumed bath; to lie in the foaming holy water of the silver tub and let the tension seep out of his body. In the evening he would go out on the square and dance on the head of a pin with the guardian angels.


The angel spread his weary wings, adjusted the goodly trumpet, raised himself into the air and headed for his quarters.’


‘Praise be to God.’


‘Yes, let us praise His holy name, but don’t forget that Satan has taken charge of the Lord’s show.’


‘Oh dear!’


‘And although the story will now turn to other matters for a while, he has not had his final word.’


‘Gabriel?’


‘He’ll come into the story again – later.’


‘Kiss me.’


‘How much will it cost?’


‘You can have one free for the she-tigers: I identified with them; they were so utterly adorable.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Not at all, the pleasure was mine.’



III
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‘The cook was hard at work kneading a voluminous mass of dough on the kitchen table when Marie-Sophie came down in the morning. The servant lad sat at the end of the table, forming gingerbread men from the lump of cake-dough he’d been allotted, shaping small human figures with his large hands, digging a nail in the soft dough to divide legs and arms from body, pricking eyes and mouths with a roasting skewer.


— Thank goodness you’re here!


The cook turned her plump face to the girl without missing a beat in her kneading: the dough danced on the table, took to the air and smacked down, turned, stretched and contracted, like a squirming brat refusing to have its nappy changed. The cook was wholly in its power, her massive body quivered and quaked, right from the small feet, which performed quick dance steps under the table, to her double chin, which bulged and compressed, all in obedience to the origin of the movement – the dough.


— Well, I don’t know how much of a blessing it is, I’m not working.


Answered the girl, pretending not to notice the boy who was bending over his creations with a wolfish grin on his face.


— I haven’t had a Sunday off in ages.


— Sweet Jesus, I wasn’t going to ask you to help me, no, dear child, nothing could be further from … No, no, no …


The cook lowered her voice and motioned Marie-Sophie closer with a toss of her head, which is how she directed everything in the kitchen when she had her hands full with the cooking; with lightning-quick motions of the head she drew invisible lines in the air, connecting hand to pepper-pot, grip to ladle, fingers to saucepan lid.


— Why am I put upon like this?


The cook darted suspicious eyes at the boy, all the while nodding to Marie-Sophie until the girl was up close to her quivering flesh.


What is it with fat people, anyway? thought the girl, now partnering the cook in her dance. I always feel closer to them than I want to be. Is it because the distance between men’s hearts must always be the same, regardless of a person’s girth?


— What have I ever done to those people?


The cook raised the dough aloft and kneaded it at head height as if by this means she could absorb the impact of the dreadful news she was hugging to herself but now wished to share with the girl.


— Why do they have to stick him in the kitchen when you lot have the day off?


Marie-Sophie glanced over her shoulder at the pimply, red-haired youth, chief protagonist of the first major event of the day at Gasthof Vrieslander; the gingerbread figures dwindled in his hands and his face was so flushed that you’d have thought he was sharing the oven with his progeny.


— I do declare I’m afraid of him!


The girl found it hard to believe that the cook, who was still brandishing the ever-moving globe of dough aloft, would not have the measure of this scrawny boy – the dough must weigh nearly twelve kilos.


— Isn’t that going a bit far?


The cook squinted at Marie-Sophie and whispered:


— We’re not talking about physical violence, dearie, he’s not man enough for that, oh no, what do you think he’s gone and done?


Marie-Sophie couldn’t imagine what the boy had done that could take this worldly cook by surprise: the woman had experienced a thing or two in her time, after all, having worked with her backside and bosom under men’s noses ever since she could remember. The girl had heard all the stories after the rum baba distillations in the evenings: “Because you have to make rum baba in the evenings, child, as it needs to stand overnight.”


But today, apparently, the cook was shaken:


— He’s using psychological violence against me, the filthy little beast!


She slammed the dough down on the table so hard that the kitchen reverberated. The boy jumped and for a moment the grin fell from his face, but when the banging and rattling in the cupboards had subsided it lay again between his sticking-out ears like the gaping flies on a pair of trousers. He was agonised: he was the type who smiles when he gets into trouble – which led to frequent misunderstandings. This time it was the cook who misunderstood him: And he just sits there laughing at me!


The boy tried to hunch lower over his gingerbread in the hope that his face wouldn’t show – as if that would change anything. The cook had kneaded his disgrace into the cake-dough. The guesthouse regulars would eat it up with their morning coffee and later in the day they would pass it out the other end. And with that his unfortunate prank and the shame of being scolded like a randy dog in front of Marie-Sophie would have become part of the world’s ecosystem.’


‘So what on earth had he done?’


‘The cook began to knead life back into the dough, which had lain limp between her hands since being slammed on the table.


— Mein Gott, I can hardly bring myself to talk about it …


— Yes, you can, I’ll see that he gets his comeuppance.


Marie-Sophie pretended to glare at the boy. He was obviously relieved, though he was trying not to let it show. The poor wretch had been drooping in reception all night – honestly, it was rotten of them to order him, still heavy-lidded from the night shift, to assist the hung-over cook with the baking. Was it any wonder if the lad resorted to a little mischief to keep himself awake over the gingerbread?


— Just look!


The cook jerked her shoulder at a baking tray which was on a chair by the door to the backyard; it had been placed as close to the edge of the chair as possible without actually falling on the floor. Under a page from the Kükenstadt-Anzeiger, the town newspaper, a cake-shaped lump could be seen – this gingerbread was clearly a reject.


— What do you think it is?


Before Marie-Sophie could answer the cook began to edge them both in pursuit of the dough, which was creeping off in the direction of the rejected baking tray.


— Mein Gott, you’ll never guess!


The cook made the sign of the cross in the air with the tip of her nose as she transferred the dough from the table to the wall by the back door and proceeded to knead it there.


Marie-Sophie was no longer indifferent to this kitchen drama in which she had unwittingly become a participant. She felt queasy from having the quivering formlessness before her eyes, the heat from the oven was suffocating, and she was seized with the fear that she might never break free from her intricate dance with the cook. It was her day off, it was Sunday, she had slipped downstairs to grab a bite to eat. Her fifteen-minute date with a simple breakfast was developing into an interminable tragedy in which answers were sought to major questions about honour, morality and evil in the human soul. And, as befitted a great showman, the cook spun out her testimony to the very brink of anticipation:


— There it is!


The boy flinched. The cook spat out the words. Her proximity to the object of disgrace, the forbidden confectionery, made her blood boil to such a pitch that it seemed she might pass right through the wall into the yard and Lord knows where, with the cake-dough held aloft like a banner of censure.


Marie-Sophie no longer saw any chance of escaping with her sanity intact from this kitchen of the absurd; the cook would never bring herself to expose the evidence in the case of “Propriety versus Clumsy Hans”; the gingerbread men would end up so small in the boy’s hands that he would split the atom, and she herself would never make it to her date with that glass of milk, slice of bread and pear, even though her business was first and foremost with them on this Sunday morning – she would starve to death in a kitchen.


The girl now reacted quickly: she tore herself away from the cook and made as if to whip the newspaper off the baking tray when the boy leapt to his feet:


— I didn’t mean anything by it …


Marie-Sophie nailed him with her eyes:


— Yes, you should be ashamed of yourself. Apologise and then beat it to bed …


The boy scratched his fiery red thatch, untied his apron and moved hesitantly to the door.


— I’m sorry, Fräulein, Frau …


He yawned unconvincingly, shrugged his shoulders, examined his toes, turned up his nose, did his best to look chastened and directed his words at the girl and the cook in turn.


— Don’t know what got into me, no sleep, yes, just …


Marie-Sophie signalled to him to scram but now it was as if he were rooted to the spot: of course, he was waiting for her to uncover the tray, but she wasn’t going to give him that satisfaction. She turned to the cook who had stopped kneading and was now herself again: an overweight woman with a headache. Their eyes met and Marie-Sophie said what she had been meaning not to say ever since she set foot in the kitchen:


— I’ll finish the baking with you, shall I?


The cook shook her head.


— No, dearie, I couldn’t let you do that; you haven’t had a Sunday off in ever such a long time, my goodness me, no.


She handed the dough to the girl and trotted over to the pan cupboard from which she extracted a bottle of cooking rum and a cup without a handle. The boy was still standing by the door, staring rigidly at the cook. The grin spread over his face as she filled the cup.


Marie-Sophie laid the dough on the table: what an idiot the boy was, why didn’t he get lost?


She looked askance at him but her only answer was the grin now splitting his face in two, accompanied by a twitching of his shoulder towards the larder door.


The cook raised the cup and hissed at the boy as she sipped the rum:


— See what you’ve done to me!


And then Marie-Sophie understood what was rooting the boy to the spot; she heard what he had heard: from inside the larder came a muttering. She hushed the cook and the good woman crossed herself. Marie-Sophie crept to the larder door and put her ear to it: there was no mistaking the sound: someone was moving around among the jars of pickled gherkins, the wursts and wine – a thief? A pregnant woman with an insatiable lust for pickled gherkins? A sausage snatcher, or a dipso who had lingered too long in Paradise and been unable to make his escape when the cook turned up to work that morning? She tiptoed to the table and picked up a rolling pin.


— Sweet Jesus!


The cook was near to tears over what the Lord had given her to bear that morning. Marie-Sophie put a finger to her lips, handed the boy a meat tenderiser and directed him to the kitchen door: he was to watch the exit, she would open the larder and brain the thief, and if he tried to escape through the yard door the cook would be in his path and that was one female there was no getting round.


Marie-Sophie counted up to three in her head, took a tighter grip on the rolling pin, flung open the door and burst out laughing: a gaunt figure in a tattered rag of a coat, with a poor apology for shoes on his feet, was sprawled the length of the larder floor. Of course it wasn’t the man’s vagabond appearance that made the girl laugh but the fact that in his fall he had pulled down a string of sausages, which now encircled his head like a crown, while on his left breast a gherkin perched in place of a medal.


He was holding a hatbox. He was my father.’
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‘Head hanging, Marie-Sophie shuffled her feet on the plump angel that was woven into the carpet of the guesthouse office.


— When something like this happens, no one can have a day off, not you, not me, you must understand that?


The owner was sitting behind her in a red leather-upholstered chair, mopping the sweat from his brow with a white handkerchief.


— I’m far from happy about this, but we owe these people money. They brought the man here last night and we were forced to take him in.


Marie-Sophie bit her lip: the owner and the Inhaberin, his wife, had stormed into the kitchen just as she was about to wet herself with laughter over the scarecrow in the larder. And now she felt as if she had actually done so.


— I know no more about him than you do and we don’t want to know anything, remember that.


Naturally they had gone crazy when they saw the chaos in the larder, at least that’s what Marie-Sophie had thought. The owner had dealt the boy’s cheek three cuffs from his store of blows, then shooed him out into the backyard, while the Inhaberin steered the weeping cook out into the passage and poured the rest of the cooking rum down her throat, and Marie-Sophie was ordered to tidy up the kitchen and then report to the office where “they would have a word with her”.


After this they had stripped the thief of his regalia – the sausage crown and gherkin of honour – and between them lugged him upstairs to one of the rooms.


Marie-Sophie had done as she was told and now the owner was, as it were, “having a word”.


— If anything should happen – I don’t know what – we’re completely blameless, or you are anyway, I’ll see to that.


The girl said nothing.


— We take care of our people, you know that. And that’s why we want you to look after him.


The owner glanced around nervously.


— Can I offer you a barley sugar?


Marie-Sophie sighed heavily: what was she doing here? What was the man asking of her? To look after this sausage emperor or gherkin general or whoever it was that they’d found in the kitchen? She knew nothing about nursing: he could hardly be very important if they wanted her to do it. And what was this about “if anything should happen”?


— Or maybe you don’t have a sweet tooth? Good for you. 


The owner had risen to his feet and was pacing up and down the office, stopping short every time somebody walked past reception. He rattled on about sugar consumption and tooth-care and praised the girl to the skies for her abstinence in the sweet department.


Marie-Sophie didn’t know what to do. Every time she meant to put her foot down and tell him that unfortunately she couldn’t take this on, it was her day off, and anyway she was bound to kill the man instead of curing him, her attention was distracted by some aspect of the room’s furnishings: the curtains of wine-red velvet, the gilded desk or the risqué painting over the bookcase. These reminders of the building’s former role somehow hampered her in finding words for her thoughts.


She no longer knew how to say the vital “no”.


A movement at the office door sent the owner flying into his chair; he wiped his handkerchief quickly over his bald pate and almost shouted:


— Then I think we – I’ve covered the main points of the matter.


The Inhaberin swept into the room, slamming the door behind her.


— Well, I never! I didn’t know we were going to broadcast it all over town that we’re hiding a fugitive.


The owner waved the flag of truce in his wife’s face.


— You were ever such a long time, dearest …


The Inhaberin stuck her nose in the air.


— Huh, as if you had the faintest idea how long it takes to undress a full-grown man.


Her husband converted defence into attack.


— On the Western Front we had to—


She turned to the girl.


— Well, dear, he needs a bath …


The thief, who Marie-Sophie now gathered was not a thief at all but a desperate fugitive, was awaiting his nurse in room twenty-three on the first floor of the guesthouse.


He was sitting stark naked in a hip bath beneath the window. The curtains were drawn and in the gloom the girl made out the most pathetic figure she had ever laid eyes on: his head lolled on his breast, his arms hung lifeless to the floor and his legs knocked together at knees as swollen as bruised pomegranates.


— So, what do you think of the creature?


The Inhaberin pushed Marie-Sophie before her into the room and shut the door behind them.


— It wasn’t easy to get him out of those rags, I can tell you: his drawers and socks were grafted on to him like a second skin.


Marie-Sophie tried not to look at the pathetic creature in the tub: red flecks covered his back and arms, his belly was distended like that of a baby. He was shivering. The girl put her hands over her mouth: what on earth was the woman thinking of? Letting him sit bare-arsed like that in the empty bath? She grabbed the cover off the bed and wrapped it around his nakedness – that way less of him was visible too.


— He’s all yours, then. The boy’ll bring the water. He’ll put it by the door and knock – he has no business coming in here.


The Inhaberin clapped her hands together and turned on her heel.


Marie-Sophie nodded and wrapped the bedcover more tightly round the poor invalid: God, he was so thin that the shoulder-blades and vertebrae jutted out of his back like wings, like the teeth of a saw. She looked at the Inhaberin, shaking her head helplessly: what were they thinking of to place this corpse in her care?


The Inhaberin pretended not to understand the girl’s expression.


— When you’re finished, move him in there …


She pointed to a light spot, no bigger than the pupil of an eye, on the wallpaper above the bed.


— In the priest’s hole?


— I’ve put clean sheets on the bed and everything should be there. But if you need anything, ring the bell. 


Opening the door, the Inhaberin peered out into the passage, then pulled it to again when she heard someone on the stairs.


From the passage came a monotonous stream of senile complaint: Herr Tomas Hasearsch bade the Almighty Lord to take him away from this miserable place where God-fearing souls were cheated of their gingerbread men on their day of rest. They listened to him struggling with the lock of his room; after an eternity a door was heard opening and closing.


But now it seemed the Inhaberin was no longer in a hurry to leave.


— I bet the old sod’s laying an ambush for me. He can sense what’s going on; after all, he grew up in this house. Do you think he shut the door properly behind him?


The invalid sneezed.


Marie-Sophie hugged him tighter and looked daggers at the Inhaberin: if the woman was trying by her indifference to demonstrate that she knew nothing about caring for invalids, the message had been received loud and clear.


The Inhaberin screwed up her eyes. She surveyed the pair under the window for a long moment, then snorted:


— You’re young; you think you know it all, but I’d keep an eye on him if I were you. He’s not as pathetic as he looks: I thought I’d never wrestle that scruffy box out of his grasp.


She gestured with her left foot to the hatbox, which lay on the floor along with the rest of the invalid’s worldly goods: the ragged clothes and a suitcase that plainly didn’t have room for much.


With that the Inhaberin swept out, slamming the door behind her.


The girl Marie-Sophie stayed behind: in room twenty-three. On the first floor of the Vrieslander guesthouse. In the small town of Kükenstadt. At the mouth of the Elbe. In Lower Saxony. Alone with a half-naked man. An hour ago she had been ready to brain him with a rolling pin; now she was expected to nurse him. War raged in the world.


Marie-Sophie rolled up her shirtsleeves, dipped her elbow in the water and poured it into the tub.


— Right, dear, on with the washing.


The invalid flinched: the boy had brought the water in two buckets and was dying to get into the room: a tremendous stench rose from the tub as the soap began to work on the dirt that covered the man’s skin like a parasitic fungus: she’d told the boy that the Inhaberin had forbidden it; this was no amusement show: the red flecks seemed sore, she stroked them gently with her fingertips: then the idiot boy had said he wanted to see them: she carefully soaped the swollen armpits: See what?


— There, do you think you can stand up?


Marie-Sophie clasped the invalid under the arms and raised him to his feet to make it easier for her to wash his chest and stomach: The kittens, of course!


— See, you can do it.


The invalid stood upright in the tub, his arms dangling limply at his sides: she hadn’t known whether to laugh or cry: there were small scars on his chest as if someone had stubbed out a burning finger there: did the boy really think she was drowning kittens in the best room of the guesthouse?


— I suppose we’ll have to clean you there too!


Marie-Sophie quickly dabbed soap on the man’s privates: Yes, if they were to be dispatched to heaven the boy thought it only natural that it should be done in decent surroundings: she looked away and blushed: In soapy water?


— My God! Where have you been?


She snatched back her hands: Yes, the boy imagined it would be quicker that way: the invalid’s back was so burned with faeces and urine that festering wounds emerged from under the filth: the Inhaberin had told the boy and he wanted to see how it was done: she bit her lip and continued to run the bar of soap down the man’s thighs: Did she put the kittens in a sack or did she hold them under water with her bare hands?


— There, nearly done.


The invalid whimpered when the girl touched a badly healed sore on one shin: she had told the boy he was an idiot: the man’s insteps were bruised and chilblained with cold: the boy had lost his temper at that: she reached out, grabbed the bucket of water, stood on tiptoe and rinsed the soap off him: then she had added that he was a darling idiot: the invalid gasped as the lukewarm water sluiced over his body: this had mollified the boy: she helped him out of the tub and dried him: and the boy had said, with an enigmatic look on his face, that she could expect a little something from him later: the invalid buckled at the knees, she wrapped the bedcover around him again and led him into the priest’s hole: she had thanked the boy and gone back into the room with the buckets of water as she had to wash the invalid.


Despite its small size, the priest’s hole was the most luxurious room in the guesthouse. On the wall facing the bed there was a cunningly contrived trompe l’oeil window with a regal frame and curtains of the richest velvet. An Armenian rug, an Indonesian frankincense burner, carved bedroom furniture from China, hand-painted porcelain decorated with Japanese geishas, a dancing Shiva from India and a laughing brass Buddha from Siam were such a fair testament to turn-of-the-century taste that Marie-Sophie thought she had developed tunnel vision when she helped the invalid into the opulence: this embarras de richesse was to be their setting for the next few days.


She laid the invalid in the emperor-size bed, put a nappy on him, drew the bloomer-pink eiderdown over him and arranged the embroidered silk pillows under his head. 


Lying there in that enormous bed the invalid, who had looked frail enough before, now reminded Marie-Sophie of a piece of flotsam on a storm-tossed sea.


He was ridiculous.


She burst into tears.’
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‘Marie-Sophie sat on a chair by the stranger’s bed: she had rearranged his luggage countless times by the wardrobe: nothing could be touched until he regained consciousness and told her what was to be hung on hangers, what should be arranged on the chest of drawers or desk and where he wanted his shaving things; in his case or by the wash basin? Some gentlemen were so particular about their things; the cook had told her that shortly after the guesthouse opened an Icelander had stayed there, who never unpacked his trunk. One morning when she brought in his breakfast and straightened the bedclothes, she had spied him rummaging around in his trunk like a pig in a rubbish heap, muttering to himself something that sounded like “findin’, findin’”. Strange man, she’d thought; is he forever reminding himself of everything he does? She pictured him going for a walk in a forest, arms outstretched, grinding out words at every step like a mill: “Out for a walk, out for a walk!”


The girl laughed out loud at this thought and the comatose sleeper turned over in bed. She clamped her hands over her mouth and felt the blood rushing to her cheeks.


Here I sit laughing like a goose. What will the poor man think if he’s woken by the sound of giggling and the first thing he sees is me, scarlet in the face and shaking with suppressed laughter?


She swallowed her laughter and adopted a serious expression, but then she remembered the cook’s story of the muttering Icelander – “Out for a walk, out for a walk!” – and couldn’t contain her mirth. The cook had eavesdropped at the Icelander’s door to hear whether he said: “Eat, eat!” when he enjoyed his breakfast, but no, he recited a peculiar grace that seemed to have no end because in between chewing his sausage and swilling his beer he had continually apostrophised the Lord: “Gott, Gott!” At that the cook had run squealing downstairs to the others and could hardly stammer out the words to tell them about the phenomenon in room twenty-three. The following day all the guesthouse staff, including old Tomas, eavesdropped on the Icelander and had a good laugh at the man’s piety.


Ach, those foreigners can be a caution! I can just picture his face when he opened the door and found the passage full of people either howling or crying with laughter. “Guten Tak,” he said, after studying this parcel of fools for a long moment. “Guten Tak!” And at that even the Inhaberin couldn’t hold back a smile.


Tee, hee, “findin’, findin’, Gott, Gott”, – if only all the guests were like that Icelander.’


‘Ha, ha, ha!’


‘Later this man became a famous author.’


‘No, stop it at once, you’re killing me!’


‘Eat, eat!’


‘Ha, ha, ha!’


‘Marie-Sophie shook with silent fits of laughter, she ached all over, there was a shrill whistling in her ears, but gradually the spasms became fewer and further between and she felt the memory being shaken out of her like a fever. She dried the tears from her eyes: she was standing by the fake window.


Have I lost my marbles or something? I’ve staggered over here in a fit of cramps without even noticing, bent double and crying at the reflection of my own face. What on earth’s the matter with me? I’ve always been a dreadful giggler – and they trust someone like me with an invalid!


The girl exclaimed aloud at her reflection in the glass, gave a quick sniff and spun round. The invalid had lifted his shaven head from the pillow. She gasped; he examined her out of black eyes. They were brilliant with fever and seemed huge in his hollow face, enquiring: why were you laughing? She retreated from his regard and groped in the neck of her dress for an excuse.


— Once we had – here at the guesthouse, which is where you are by the way, at Gasthof Vrieslander, that’s to say – we had a guest, I know I mustn’t laugh at guests, the Inhaberin forbids it, but anyway he was from Iceland and there was a misunderstanding, like all jokes, you know, they laughed and laughed – Oh Lord, how are you supposed to understand when I don’t understand what I’m on about myself? – but they almost died of laughter out there in the passage, because, so, because he said “eat, eat”, that’s why I was laughing.


But she couldn’t come up with an answer.


Marie-Sophie closed her eyes in the hope that the invalid would copy her, just as long ago she used to lull her brother to sleep, but when she opened them again he had screwed up his own and enlarged the question: Am I in hell? She pressed herself against the window until the frame creaked and stared dumbly back: yes, he was in hell and she was the fool who was supposed to look after him. Was there something he’d like? Was he thirsty? Would he like a drink of vinegar? Hungry? She could ring down for some pepper mash, a stinging-nettle salad or pickled gravel. Was he hot, perhaps? She would place glowing coals at his feet. Cold? No problem, there was plenty of ice in the kitchen.


God, what on earth have I got myself mixed up in? What did they want to bring the man here for? This is no job for an out-and-out birdbrain like me!


The girl watched anxiously as the invalid ran his eyes over her body from top to toe: she was a puppet on a string; he was a puppeteer, taking her apart limb by limb in search of a flaw in the handiwork, a crack in the varnish. Were her legs well enough turned? Did he need to whittle a smidgen more from her waist? Could her elbows be better planed? And what about her cheeks, perhaps the red was a touch too hectic?


She felt inadequate.


What’s going through his mind? He’s behaving as if he owned me. He was better when he was dozing.


Marie-Sophie’s body parts hovered in mid-air above the bedstead, rotating before the invalid’s eyes, while her head loitered alone and uneasy by the window. It seemed to her that he paid particular attention to her hands: why was that?


She noticed that her right hand was clenched in a fist while the left was floating right under his nose, so she hurriedly clenched that as well to hide her nails, which were bitten to the quick. He gave a low whimper; the lines of pain around his mouth deepened and his eyes grew still larger. She started.


Oh, he’s frightened!


Hastily she opened her fists, clasped her fingers over the eiderdown and tried to smile reassuringly: it’s all right, it’s only me, Marie-Sophie, silly Marie-Sophie, it’s all right! But before she could say a word the invalid had closed his eyes again, let his head sink back on the pillow, turned to face the wall and sighed.


— Ugly, I know.


— No, it’s not that.


Marie-Sophie came to herself again where she stood by the bed, helplessly wringing her hands: now she’d hurt his feelings. What could she do? What should she say?


— You’re not ugly!


She shouted at the poor man. He gasped, screwed his eyes even tighter shut and didn’t answer: his shaven head twitched on the pillow, the eiderdown trembled and after a few panting breaths the invalid sank into a silent stupor.


***


THE CHILD AND THE DWARF


Once upon a time a child was travelling on a tram with its mother when a dwarf got on board and took a seat near them, attracting the child’s fascinated interest. It pointed at the dwarf and said, loud enough for him and the other passengers in the carriage to hear: Mummy, look how small that man is! Why’s that man so small? Mummy, that man’s smaller than me! He is a man, isn’t he, Mummy, isn’t he? Mummy, he’s so small, and so on. The dwarf looked around tolerantly because children will be children, and the passengers looked tolerantly back for the same reason. And since mothers will be mothers, the mother bent over her child and whispered in its ear: Shh! You mustn’t say that, we don’t say things like that, perhaps he doesn’t like being that small, no, just as you would feel if you had a big pimple on your nose, I’m sure he doesn’t want people talking about it, so let’s be nice to him and stop talking about how small he is.


The child shut up at these words, the dwarf stretched in his seat, straightening his coat on his shoulders, and the passengers nodded to the mother in recognition of her timely and successful intervention.


When the child and its mother had finished their journey, the child had yanked the bell-pull and the driver had opened the doors with a loud hiss, the child stopped by the dwarf on its way out and said in a loud voice: I think you’re big!’


***


‘Hee, hee!’


‘The silence thundered in the girl’s ears: a nice situation she was in! She drifted around the room, stopping by the bed every now and then and slapping her thigh in disgust.


That’s torn it, now you’ve gone and insulted a helpless man! What next?


Marie-Sophie was relieved that the invalid was asleep, or dozing, or at any rate that he was lying with his eyes closed: after her uncouth behaviour she felt she didn’t have any right to look into those big black eyes of his; that they were all he had left, the only part of him that was still alive, and a stupid girl like her should have the wit to leave them alone.


She pretended to make herself busy, drawing back the curtains and shaking them, then closing them again and shaking them some more. She arranged his belongings yet again, propping up the suitcase with the hatbox in front of it, then laying the case on its side with the box on top of it – from his luggage she couldn’t really see that there was anything that remarkable about the man. What kind of VIP was it whose only luggage was a grubby case and a hatbox? Admittedly it was odd that a man should be lugging around a box that was clearly designed for a woman’s hat – but hadn’t she herself arrived in Kükenstadt with all her worldly goods in her father’s hunting bag? And she hadn’t thought there was anything odd about that. Anyway, what had given her the idea that the invalid was remarkable? Oh, it was the way he had looked at her and taken her apart. Her soul blushed at the mere thought of it. And it was something the Inhaberin had said to her; yes, it was that he was important – she hadn’t said remarkable – and that they would come and have a word with her. The men who had brought him? But the Inhaberin had refused to say any more. Apparently it would be better for her not to know too much; her role was to keep him alive during the days he stayed with them. Days? The matter was settled!


Marie-Sophie smoothed the towel and examined herself in the mirror, tilting her head on one side and putting a hand to her cheek, smiling.


— Yes, Karl dear. You won’t get to see this maiden today – she’s looking after an important invalid …’


‘What nonsense is this about your father being important? Was he any more remarkable than other fathers?’


‘Shh, all will be revealed—’


‘I hope so, or I’ll begin to suspect you of exaggerating.’


‘All in good time, I mustn’t lose the thread, don’t interrupt …’


‘I’ll interrupt when I want explanations or have a comment to make. I’m your best critic, as you’re well aware.’


‘Marie-Sophie was about to sit down by the invalid’s bed when she heard someone entering room twenty-three.


She crept to the door and listened to find out who it was: the owner, and he wasn’t alone. She opened the door a crack and peered out.


— There you are!


The owner looked apologetically at the two men who were standing on either side of him, while they looked enquiringly at the girl.


— I can never remember where the entrance is to this – this den of iniquity …


Marie-Sophie had seen the two men before; they generally came in the evenings and drank coffee in the dining room. The owner used to join them and they would talk in low voices, sometimes till dawn or until he got drunk and the Inhaberin bore him off to bed.


— Would you mind having a word with these gentlemen, Maja dear?


Marie-Sophie raised her brows. Well, I never: Maja dear! The owner wasn’t in the habit of calling her Maja, no one called her Maja, nor did she want them to. But it was clear he was all of a jitter so she’d better do as he asked.


The owner introduced the girl to the two men and explained that they wanted to ask her some questions about the visitor. She needn’t be afraid; they had brought the man here. One of them asked her whether the man had said or done anything she thought they ought to know about.


Marie-Sophie thought hard but couldn’t remember a thing. It seemed to her only natural that the man should mutter in his sleep, and it was none of their business that he had dismantled her.


No, nothing had happened that was worth repeating.


Then they said they had heard voices when they came into the room, how did she account for that?


The girl blushed to her toes: oh no, did they have to ask her about that? Now she would have to tell them that she had been talking to herself, how embarrassing. The two men pressed her for an answer and she confessed to chattering to herself, adding that she didn’t have much else to do, left alone with a mute like that. Might she perhaps be allowed to pop up to her room for a book? She was afraid that otherwise the loneliness would drive her round the bend.


No, out of the question; the two men said that waking or sleeping she must keep an eye on the man. Reading books would only distract her attention from the finer points of his behaviour.


Sleeping? The gentlemen weren’t asking much. Marie-Sophie had the impression that they hadn’t a clue what they were asking her to do, or what they expected the invalid to get up to. Anyway, as if someone in as much pain as he was would have any tricks up his sleeve.


She asked if there was anything in particular they wanted her to watch out for? What if he used sign language? Should she perhaps peer under the bedclothes every now and then and try to read his hands? And what was to be done when she had to spend a penny – she was only human, after all – what if something interesting happened then?


Marie-Sophie pictured the invalid running round the priest’s hole with his finger in the air, following the skirting board, moving up the walls and ceiling, and muttering to himself reams of incomprehensible mumbo-jumbo.


The two men listened patiently to the girl’s ramblings, and in response to her last point asked the owner to see to it that she was given a chamber-pot for her use.


With that they took their leave of her, and the owner threw up his hands and followed them out like an obedient dog.


Marie-Sophie slammed the door of the secret compartment and plumped down at the dressing table: this got better and better! As if it wasn’t bad enough that she had to change the nappy of this stranger who lay there in bed as lively as a washed-up jellyfish, now she had to do her business in front of him as well!


The girl glanced round for some place where she could use the potty in private: leaning against the wall was a handsomely carved wooden screen.


She stood up, unfolded the screen and propped it against the bedstead with the decorated side facing the wall; it depicted Japanese women bathing in a pool, spied upon by greybeards.


— Better not give him any ideas, seeing as they believe him capable of anything …


If Marie-Sophie stood on tiptoe she could see the invalid over the top; squatting, she could see him through the joins, so there was no longer any danger of his leaping out of bed, talking some outlandish gobbledegook and behaving in an otherwise sensational manner without her witnessing the whole thing.’
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‘When seized with impatience, women – fictional constructs of the female variety, that is – often stalk over to the nearest window and stare out. Usually it’s the kitchen window, demonstrating that they are oppressed housewives, or alternatively the drawing-room window, indicating that the woman is a prisoner in a smart mansion in the best part of town.


As the woman examines the familiar view – dreary grey apartment blocks in the former case, the bright lights of the city in the latter – the thoughts that pass through her head are initially incoherent, aimless and connected primarily to what keeps them immured within the four walls of home. But as the interior monologue progresses, her thoughts become clearer. The woman manages to put two and two together, for instance placing an equals sign between what she wears and her husband’s penis, which she is required to admire at night with adjectives from his own mouth.’


‘Rubbish!’


‘In the end, the awareness of her miserable lot condenses in her consciousness, like the menstrual blood in her lap, until it bursts out in a primal scream: I want to be free! I want to know my body and own it myself. I want to live for myself and nobody else. I want the freedom to …


Yes, a series of visions follows in the wake of her declaration of independence, based on the noun “will”, the verb “to want”. The woman pictures herself in situations that are in reality symbols of her desire for freedom and consequently as varied as the women themselves. The woman’s level of education and self-realisation are also bound to influence this dream vision, this Holy Grail that she will dedicate her life to seeking from now on.


FREEDOM!


Isn’t it interesting how oppressed minorities invariably conclude their intellectual analysis of their situation with this same cry: freedom?’


‘No! Get on with the story.’


‘May I remind you that you are not sufficiently well versed in the history of narrative to start getting uppity. The fact that I’m introducing you to the basics of feminist thinking on narrative at this point is not irrelevant; I’m doing it so you’ll understand the singularity of my mother Marie-Sophie’s position in literature. She lived before the age of feminism and this will influence her behaviour in the story that is to follow.’


‘If you ever get round to it.’


‘I’ve sometimes wondered whether the naivety of those who go forth into the world to regain their freedom – note that I say regain, thus assuming that mankind is born free – is a consequence of that primal scream passing through their minds, hearts and right down to their colons, purging them of all impurities, all corruption. And whether the strength of these sword-girt fools lies not least in the fact that they will chop down their oppressor before he can choke to death on his last gale of laughter. Because what could be funnier than a fool fighting for her life?’


‘An intelligent person letting a fool bore her to death!’


‘Anyway, it was only after my attention was drawn to the detail about women and windows that I caught myself walking over to the nearest window when I was feeling churned up inside, and all I could think of was the analogy in those feminist books – because I, of course, am neither a fictional construct nor a woman …’


‘Or so you think!’


***


‘Marie-Sophie stood by the fake window in the priest’s hole, prattling away to the invalid. He was asleep but she had decided to act as if he were awake. She didn’t know whether he was aware of her presence: if he sensed her there it would surely be more entertaining for him if she showed some sign of life, behaved less like a female mourner at his deathbed and more like a dizzy girl who plucked amusing facts from existence – perhaps then he would want to live?


She pretended to look out of the window: the canvas, which was strung across as a fake backdrop to the glass, depicted a faded Paris street scene. The painter had managed to cram in everything that a straitened cleric in a small north German town would imagine as la vie Parisienne. There was the Seine, the coquettish demoiselles, the lanterns in the trees, libertines with unshaven chins, doves canoodling under the tables of pavement cafés, dandies with moustache and vanity cane, illuminated signs inviting people to come and peep under the skirts of the neighbour’s daughter, the Eiffel Tower looming tall and erect in the distance. But Marie-Sophie had no interest in this impoverished dream: she looked through the painting, across the room on the other side of the wall and out through a gap between the curtains …


— What can you see? 


Marie-Sophie spun round. No, the invalid hadn’t spoken; she had been thinking aloud. But what could she see? She might as well tell him; although he was asleep she could speak for them both. What else did she have to do? So she leaned against the window and pretended to look out:


— You’re in the town of Kükenstadt, which is situated on the banks of a large river and has a wharf for the barges that transport cargo down to the big port. Not many travellers pass through the town, most continue straight down the autobahn to the city, yet in spite of this you can always meet a handful of strangers in the square. As a rule these are tourists, that breed that wanders the world with the sole purpose of comparing it to life at home.


If they come here at all it’s to see the altarpiece in the modest church by the square. This piece, which is the size of a man’s hand, shows the Passion of Christ, and in addition to being one of the smallest of its kind in the world, according to the three lines devoted to the town in the tourists’ travel-bibles, the painter’s perspective is considered somewhat out of the ordinary as well, for the cross is viewed from the back and the only glimpse of Christ himself is of elbows and knees. The fact that the artist, whose identity no two people can agree on, didn’t widen the cross by the trifling amount necessary to hide the Saviour completely – thereby sparing himself the persistent slander that he couldn’t paint people – is precisely what makes our altarpiece such an ideal subject for controversy.


After the tourists have stood a good while before the altar, bickering over the merits of this palm-size icon, in muted tones of course, they emerge into the open air and shake off the solemnity that reigns even in the little church here in Kükenstadt, by poking gentle fun at that matchless work of art, the chick, which greets them in the square: naturally it is not the custom where they live to waste expensive stone on sculpting such humble little creatures.


More often than not, the tourists find the chick so hilarious that all the joking gives them a thirst and they appear, breathless with laughter, in the dining room downstairs. There they drain their beer, wink at one another and shake their heads in delighted wonder at having finally found people even odder in their habits than those who await them at home. But will you hark at me, prattling on about visitors? You’re one yourself and it would make more sense for me to tell you about all the other stuff. Would you like that?


Deciding that the invalid wanted to hear more, Marie-Sophie went on:


— It’s Sunday and the sun is shining, small clouds are floating on the horizon, the breeze is stirring the flag over the town hall: a yellow pennant bearing a red two-headed bird, a chick that has been lent an imperial cast, while in its claws – they are called claws, aren’t they, on chicks? – it holds an onion flower and a spray of hops. Those versed in heraldry know how to interpret this.


Anyway, men and women are promenading around the square with children in prams or milling around their legs, then there are those who are on the lookout for someone to take future Sunday promenades with, and finally those who have promenaded through so many Sundays that now they are content to sit about on benches all day.


As you can hear, this is a terribly ordinary square in a little town near the North Sea, a pocket version of the squares you find further south on the Continent – not that I’m suggesting it’s a direct copy of those …


— No, only an idiot would go to the trouble of planning a town square …


Marie-Sophie imagined the invalid’s voice as deep and strong, rather than wounded and weak like its owner.


— … they come into being of their own accord. Roads meet, houses come face to face with other houses, and one day when people step out of their front doors they find themselves standing in a square …


— Yes, and you must have seen for yourself that our square is just as you described; something that came into being without anyone’s attention or interference. Oh, what am I saying? What can you have seen? You only got here last night, under cover of darkness.


Now it’s day and the sunlight flashes off the golden boot over the cobbler’s, the golden pretzel over the baker’s and the gilded cutlet over the butcher’s. I’ve always found this last one rather ridiculous, but the butcher clearly got swept along with the rest when those pots of gold paint turned up at the grocer’s …


— So people gild their existence here?


— Yes, it became an obsession; the grocer’s, for example, is more like a temple than a corner shop. The owner got saddled with the leftover paint and used it up by decorating the shop inside and out, and I gather that his home is equally dazzling. By the way, the story is that the owner was sent off on the train with all the rest, and the man who took over the shop and flat was the son of the town’s Party chairman – but not many people shop there any more, though almost everything under the sun can be found in the countless boxes and shelves that line the walls. For one thing, the old owner knew exactly where to lay his hand on everything – every snip, every nub was in its place in an equivalent box or jar in his head – and, for another, no request ever caught him out. “Butterfly wings …” He would mutter the brand-name several times under his breath before abruptly falling silent, and then it was as if you could hear a compartment opening under his skull-cap; and in the twinkling of an eye he would have swarmed like a monkey up the ladder that slid along a rail round the shop and somewhere up by the ceiling he would open a tiny cupboard, then hurtle back down to the floor, where he would lay the object on the counter and begin slowly and meticulously to wrap it up. Ordinarily you never saw him move faster than a snail on its way across an infinite lawn, but it was as if the flurry and pounce in search of the required item were motivated by a terrible fear that he would fail to find the blackbird’s eyes, child’s rattle from Prague, or whatever it was the customer wanted, before the cupboard door slammed shut again – for the last time – in some recess of his mind and with that all these priceless objects would be lost in oblivion.


— Which is where he took them when he was put on the train …


— Ye-es …


Marie-Sophie sighed and fiddled with her nose as if waiting for the invalid to continue. They both remained silent for a while, then he mumbled and she jumped, remembering that she was his voice too.


— So today there’s no one left in Kükenstadt selling spare parts for Creation?


— No, the son of the Party chairman can’t for the life of him remember where a single item is kept in the shop; he’s insensitive to the smaller things in life – he worked in tank manufacturing before …


The figure in the bed groaned. The girl bit her lip: goodness, how boring she could be. Before she knew it she had begun harping on about the miserable side of life. She had meant to amuse the invalid with funny stories about Kükenstadt, but now here she was, standing over him, complaining that life in the town had taken a turn for the worse since war broke out.


She sat on the side of the bed, smoothing the eiderdown over her afflicted roommate: her patient, yes, she permitted herself to call him that, though she had no claim on him and would much rather be somewhere else: at the café between the barber’s and the bakery – Café Berserk – which, in spite of its splendid name, was more commonly known as “the Barbary”. Her boyfriend, Karl Maus, was probably sitting there at this very moment, looking sulky after the servant boy had brought him the message that she, his girlfriend, would not be able to meet him today. And of course it wouldn’t help that he’d had to pay the cost of a beer for the bad news: “People should understand that there’s a price list,” as the boy used to say. Which meant he had been rewarded twice for his pains, because she herself had paid him with a kiss on the cheek. That boy would make something of himself one day, though he was still a bit gormless, so spotty, scruffy and randy, but with the exception of himself God alone knew how rich he was in the equivalent of glasses of beer. On high days and holidays he ran errands for every Tom, Dick and Harry in town; no matter what the job, the price was fixed: everyone paid the same – except her.


Karl had once lost his temper when he saw her kiss the boy for ironing the kitchen linen. It was Christmas and she had wanted to get off early so she could go out on the town with her Karl: they were going to buy each other presents.


“How can you kiss that little twerp?” he’d asked as they sat on a bench in the zoo – so called by the town council because a handful of farm animals from the neighbouring countryside languished there in pens, allowing small children to feed them stinging nettles and gravel. She had answered Karl that no doubt she would one day employ caresses to cajole him into doing the household chores, if this war ever ended and if they, well, if they …


— Then I kissed his scarlet face in front of the children skating on the duck pond, and since then he hasn’t said another word about my dealings with the boy.


Marie-Sophie gazed bleakly at a shaft of sunlight that was piercing the peephole in the priest’s hole and flickering on the invalid’s eyes. He grimaced and tried in vain to shift away from the light. She stood up, went over to the hole and peered out through it while loosening the white ribbon that confined her hair in a ponytail: the brightness stung her gloom-accustomed eye, the pupil contracted in her blue iris and a tear sprang out of the corner. She dried her cheek with the ribbon, then plugged the hole with it and turned away.


— But the war goes on. Karl and I still sit in the park on my days off, though one night long ago all the animals were stolen, and eaten, of course; now there are no beasts left except the crows quarrelling in the trees, and us, and it doesn’t occur to anyone to call it a zoo…’


‘Now she’s going on about sad things again …’


‘It’s the times.’


‘Hold me.’


‘All right …’


‘The world went black before Marie-Sophie’s eyes: her account of the zoo’s fate had made her so unhappy that a lump the size of a twelve-week-old foetus formed in her throat and seemed about to choke her. The pain spread through every nerve, her senses grew raw; the dim lamp on the chest of drawers cast an unbearable glare about the little compartment; the smell of carbolic soap from the invalid hit her like a gust of wind.’


‘All because of a few animals?’


‘No, the animals’ disappearance from the park had made my mother realise that she’d been ignoring the war raging in the outside world; by concentrating on her daily chores and following the same routine on her days off she had managed to keep the world as it was. And because everyone she knew did the same, it wasn’t until she described the atmosphere in the town to my father that she realised the war was more than merely news of heroic victories in the lands of inferior races who had been impertinent to her countrymen; it had also had a deleterious effect on life in Kükenstadt.’


‘You mean that people don’t understand their destinies until they can talk about them or picture them?’


‘Yes, even Adam and Eve were content for the first few years after they were expelled from Paradise – they didn’t realise what their punishment was for the theft of the apple. It took young Cain to open their eyes to the fact that the human race had been deprived of its immortality.


And this uncomfortable fact gave rise to a new word: death.’


‘Marie-Sophie was roused from her gloom by a tap on the door.


Outside stood the cook wearing a secretive expression and holding a tray of steaming food.


— Well then, here I am …


She winked at Marie-Sophie and pushed the tray at her, but when the girl went to relieve her of it, the cook tightened her hold and jutted her chin.
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