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         Paul was with Sylvia when he found out what happened to Amelia Dehr. In bed with Sylvia, who was sleeping, or pretending to, as blurred glimmers from outside, from the bateaux-mouches, bathed them, sweeping nonchalantly over their bodies, across the sheets, up to the ceiling. He mulled over how they might just blend into the space, into the surroundings, and maybe that was happiness, or the closest thing to it. Camouflage, really, Paul thought.

         There was a phone call, she was between life and death, and Paul knew there could only be one outcome. Amelia Dehr wasn’t the sort to hold back. This precarity, rather, betrayed just how fragile, how frail she now felt – must have felt – not in going through with it but rather in failing, with an imprecision wholly unlike her. An imprecision that convinced Paul that at the moment she had set to ending it all, she was no longer the woman she had been. She had ceased to be Amelia Dehr.

         The other possibility or interpretation – the idea that something in her was clinging to life, refusing to die; that the true Amelia Dehr, the one he had known, loved, yearned for, hated, this Amelia Dehr was now battling against death; the idea she was on the losing side, and was losing everything – was unbearable to Paul. He would rather believe that for ages now the woman about to die, the one struggling, had not been the real Amelia Dehr, that the relationship she bore to Amelia Dehr was the shaky one connecting a leaf to the tree from which it had fallen.

         She had sunk into insanity, Paul thought, she who at twenty had been resplendent, lively, wildly imaginative; she who, lying in the grass, seemed to be an extension of the grass, no, even more than that: its continuation, its tenderness – she who, lying in the grass, seemed to be the wisdom of the grass, its vivid essence. The last time he saw her, he had been shocked to see her unkempt. Worse than that; listless. Lacklustre, even. She was sure she was being watched. She had called him and asked him to come meet her in the courtyard. She trusted him to tell her; as he stood down there, could he see her at her desk? He hadn’t understood the question. He would rather not have understood, had been tempted to brush it aside. Out of tact, or cowardliness. Or a tact that was also cowardliness. Why don’t you go back up, he said, that’d be easier, that way I can tell you whether you can be seen. Or not. The look she gave him wasn’t blind, strictly speaking, not so much blind as unseeing. It was a gaze that simply took him in amongst other things. As if Paul himself were somewhere beyond his body. And he felt himself drifting away. His spirit or personality or soul was just floating off, away, towards this place where he wasn’t, couldn’t be, but where Amelia Dehr’s gaze fell. This was the kind of power she still held over him. She had clutched his hand and, in a rush, before her pride (because she had been so proud, it was so much a part of her) forced her to hold back her words, she had let out: No, I want you to tell me if I’m sitting there right now, you have to tell me, Paul, please.

         She was one of those people who destroyed everything and called it art.

         
            *

         

         At that time it seemed inconceivable to them that a young woman, a student just like them, could live in a hotel. It wasn’t even a particularly fancy hotel. On the contrary, it was one of those ever-sprawling American chains; but the mere sentence She lives in a hotel was provocative, explosive. An eighteen-year-old girl in an American hotel. Everyone thought she would become a writer, everyone except for her; it was her mother who was the writer, and the fact that her mother had been dead a long time didn’t change a thing. The writer meant her mother. And she, Amelia Dehr, was a character, and, as far as they could tell, determined to remain one. And whether she was the author who dreamed up that character, or merely a character in someone else’s story, nobody could quite say, and the question was never answered. 
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         1

         Paul couldn’t believe that she lived in a hotel. Better yet, or worse, he had known it, then forgotten. They talked about her on campus, rumours had preceded her, so much that her body already existed in whispers, but Paul didn’t care about gossip. He cared about girls, and women. Their mouths, their flesh. He was eighteen years old, and living multiple lives. By day he went to university, he stared at huge blackboards or whiteboards, he traded and compared notes with his classmates; it was odd how sometimes they would swear they couldn’t possibly have gone to the same lecture, until they landed on one or two identical sentences and had to concede that they had indeed both been listening to the same professor, but aside from those fixed points each of their notebooks meandered, diverged. The ones who understood best were the ones who understood nothing and, terrified by their own ignorance, had written everything down verbatim.

         They spent hours gathered together at the café: girls running their fingers over his scalp and stroking it, cold fingers probing the waves of his hair, exploring the topography of his cranium, light fingers slipping across the back of his head as if momentarily, unwittingly breathing life into long-forgotten theories, as if the bumps they found could reveal the secrets of his personality or his soul through the old, discredited markers of amativeness or acquisitiveness, or benevolence, or adhesiveness – even though the mystery these eighteen-year-old girls ever so gently touching his head were trying to decipher was simply that of their own desire, the desire they felt for this young man in particular or the desire they felt for young men in general. All these fresh-faced students were happy; they talked too much, their breaths forming small clouds in the cold air, they smoked too much, drank coffee in quantities that set their hearts racing. Deep down, they scared as easily as deer, even the boys, especially the boys, and so they shied away from open contact – would never have dared to lock hands, much less lock lips. Yet they were all so close together that just one of them had to catch a cold for all the others to catch it as well.

         In the evenings, at night, there were long, drunken, anonymous parties where Paul lost his friends in the crowd, intentionally lost them, because everybody swooned over him with his swimmer’s torso and his long lashes. Nights when people handed him glasses full of clear or cloudy liquids that sometimes plunged him into extraordinary slowness where everything flowed as if underwater and where gestures were never quite completed, where they barely got nine-tenths of the way through. Nights on rooftops or in basements or at mansions or in abandoned métro stations. Nights full of smoke. Nights when he lost sight of his friends then found them again, but sometimes it wasn’t them, sometimes it was just his face, just his own reflection caught here or there. Nights when people tried in vain to get him into bed. Nights when he was obsessed with sex because at that time Paul was under a curse or a spell, he just couldn’t get rid of his virginity, every time, the girl disappeared or he left or someone showed up or they had to go; but stranger still, even when he had sex, and whatever the definition one gave the act, whether it was ordinary or pornographic or legal or none of the above, even when he inserted his genitals into someone else’s, even when he came with an uncontrollable shudder and the deed had finally been done, he thought, finally! – the next day or a few days later, it was as if nothing had happened. He was a virgin again, and resigned to it. It was a nightmare for him.

         He slept little but slept well. Wherever he was, at the university or at the café, in an unknown house or at home, most of the time, just a few feet away would be a screen with flickering images of murders and investigations or funerals and tears or collapses and escapes or questions and answers, or only questions. And he, impervious to all these tragedies, slept peacefully. But that was before Amelia Dehr. That was before the hotel.

         There wasn’t much money. His father had been blunt: the classes were fine, the rest wasn’t. He took the first job that came his way, distractedly, without even realising what he was agreeing to; indifferent or inattentive, because what he cared about was beginning a new life. Security monitoring – or rather, simply monitoring – during the off-hours at the hotel. In the evening; at night. He got bored there. And he offset that boredom by watching the women. Watching them at a remove. He looked for them. Sometimes he found them, sometimes he lost them. In any case, it was a game he played without any of them knowing. This one leaving her room and immediately disappearing, vanishing. Only to reappear, somewhere he hadn’t expected, as if by magic, slipping from one small window to another, almost at random. There were nine cameras and just as many squares on the monitoring screen, Paul’s screen. He waited for surprises; he could only anticipate their trajectories to a certain degree, because that didn’t account for random stops, sudden about-faces. He stared at all those bodies walking around and thinking thoughts he couldn’t see on the screens. He couldn’t see what had been forgotten in the rooms, on the nightstands, in the bathrooms; and he had no hope of seeing any lingering afterthoughts. And every so often came one of Paul’s favourite moments: rare, unexpected, evasive embraces in the emergency stairwells. All he ever saw was a fire door slowly – lazily – closing.

         He couldn’t really say that he enjoyed his job, which he didn’t think of as a job so much as an accident – less than that in fact, an incident, nothing more: a casual thing. But he could say that he enjoyed watching women. That he enjoyed looking down at them, playing at (or so he told himself ) looking down on them – and only at the hotel, only at night, was that possible for him, specifically because of the cameras, aimed so sharply downward that he was positioned high up, like the sun, like some god. If the warmer air – the sighs they exhaled as they redid their make-up in the elevator’s infinite mirrors, the seismic heat their warm flesh exuded as they stood in these empty, thoroughly ventilated spaces – and these exhalations rising up, accumulating beneath the ceiling, could see, then that vapour’s gaze would be the gaze Paul now had. So dreamed Paul.

         When the women weren’t going in and out much any more or he wasn’t watching them much any more, he tried to study. He liked university but more than that he liked being a student, it exhilarated him, as did the pride his father felt – which didn’t keep him from being, deep down, a bit jealous of Paul, just a bit, in those little crannies of his heart of which he himself was unaware – actively, insistently unaware, in total denial. He would rather cut off his arm than admit it, because he was a good man, as proud of his goodwill as he was of his son, and a good man doesn’t envy his only child. But, at the construction site, he sometimes thought of that university and spat in the drywall, and sometimes pissed in the drywall, as people have always done – general hygiene notwithstanding – to bind the components, to (this Paul knew, even if his father didn’t) alter the pH, the acidity, the stability; and to (this his father knew, even if Paul didn’t) leave something of oneself in someone else’s space, in walls that construction workers laboured to build with no hope of ever living there. To secretly, silently spit or piss on other people’s comfort.

         Their origins were modest and they took nothing for granted, especially not university education; they lived, had lived, Paul thought, as if nothing under their feet was certain. As if they were on water – but that image didn’t occur to him then; he would only think it much later, after finally meeting Amelia Dehr.

         He tried to study but needed to take in far more than just his architecture classes, which sectioned off various eras, areas, and approaches. He had cut off – or so he thought – all contact with his past, which he didn’t think of as a past so much as an incident, more than that, an accident. The first eighteen years of his life had given him a particular body, and this body had a particular relationship with space, with others. He sensed that he didn’t quite belong. At the outset, he had observed. And imitated. First the clothes, which he stole. Then the haircut, which he’d had to adopt a whole new language just to describe, to ask for. It was a challenge he had never faced before, as complex as an international expedition, the greatest of conquests. Finally, he mastered the delicate art of talking. But this drained him. Some nights in the dorms he stayed in his bedroom, in the dark. Listening to the noises in the hallway, and all the other students’ chatter made him seasick; and if someone knocked on his door, he wouldn’t answer, the idea that it might be a mistake horrifying him just as much as the idea that it might not. He was terrified that it would never end and, even though it never did quite fade away, not really, still it only lasted two weeks, maybe three, and then it didn’t matter any more. He was already feeling at home, or so he thought. He had closer friends than ever, whom he loved intensely, for whom he sometimes thought he would have given an arm, a kidney, even. But sometimes he forgot their names. Or their faces. At three or four in the morning he would realise that all he retained of this friend, this guy or girl, was just a blurry shape. And sometimes it was just his face, just his own reflection caught here or there. Maybe deep down some part of him still lived in darkness. And maybe, worse still, he had gone on to think of this darkness, in bleak terms – all the bleaker given that he was an eighteen-year-old man with a swimmer’s torso, with long lashes, who now had a new self – as real life.

         
            *

         

         For some people, the Elisse hotel seemed to be not just where but how crimes were committed. It was the kind of place that stood in for reality, if reality was, first and foremost, disappointing. It was, in any case, no place for lovers of literature or even plot. Some member of an older generation might end up there on occasion, and Paul didn’t even try to disguise how he stared at them as worry and sometimes, rarely, death took root in their souls the same (thankfully) brief way they settled in a bedroom exactly like all the others for the night. It was a place that killed not by beauty or ugliness but, really, by indifference. Somehow, this no-man’s-land quality accounted for the chain’s immediate success: it was exactly what people were looking for here when they had some choice of here. It boasted every modern comfort, and the secret to this comfort was its neutrality, its anonymity. Nothing was more like an Elisse hotel than another Elisse hotel and so it was almost possible for someone staying there to wake up as someone else. Or, better still, as no one at all. Yes, in these mid-range spots it was possible to be oneself and someone else, oneself and no one at all. The windows were perfectly square and did not open; the air conditioning circulated microbes and distributed them equitably. All these forms of contagion mixed together. People were so scarcely themselves there that the coughs they coughed were those of strangers. Paul was bored stiff, and after enough time had gone by, gently swivelling his chair in front of the surveillance video screens, all alone in an empty lobby, some sort of trance came over him. The fountain’s unceasing flow did not help. He wasn’t lonely so much as he was feeling the cumulative effect of certain physical phenomena; not so much a state as an environment, like certain altitudes or depths, and eventually he started breathing differently, in a new rhythm. Sometimes his ears buzzed. He waited for something to happen and sometimes, out of sheer isolation, something did, just not in the way he hoped.

         For two or three hours, the usual clientele for this type of establishment would come and go: young and not-so-young executives, individuals passing through, here for a function or a mission, for union committees or academic colloquia. Some, oddly enough, seemed to have taken a shine to the place. Paul didn’t care about them, and they cared even less about Paul. This didn’t keep them from polite conversations or the occasional joke, but the moment they turned away, smiles faded from faces and faces faded from memory. Some nights there was a dead calm: nobody walked past for hours on end, Paul’s heel swivelled the chair left and right unthinkingly, no human sound rose above the flowing water which created what the hotel’s architects designated a climate – on those nights, something did happen. Paul didn’t realise it because he was waiting for something to happen in front of him, something he might see with his own eyes. Something outside him. What did happen, however, took place inside him. He sat amongst the monitor screens displaying empty elevators and deserted hallways and the television channel playing the news bulletin on a loop, and time went by, always slower than he liked, and suddenly, at the pinnacle of his boredom, something would happen. The sliding doors, for example, might sigh open, activated by the movement of a body nowhere to be seen. Or someone might walk past one of the nine monitor screens. Or, very specifically, he might suddenly insist that he could see a woman sitting, her hair damp, on the edge of the fountain where she’s just washed her hair. He knows she’s there, just as he knows the door’s just opened and someone’s entered – he’d swear on it, it’s a fact, an indisputable fact – until he looks up. The water dripping from her hair onto her shirt seems to darken her hair and her clothes, her eyes meet his, she takes her time, he does as well. In that moment he could almost foresee exactly where her eyes would be. But he’d look up and, sure enough, see nobody there.

         Paul dismissed these impressions as if they were figments of his imagination, the effects of exhaustion, the artificial light. He didn’t think of these moments, these mistakes, as events. He waited. He waited but, one night after the doors were locked – in the wee hours, guests buzzed at the door to be let in – he saw Amelia Dehr on his monitor screen, standing in the street like an apparition, and he panicked. He had never imagined that he might see her there, at two or three in the morning, at the place where he worked.

         Honestly, he wasn’t impressed. She struck him as a bit ridiculous. Or rather, what everybody said about her struck him as a bit ridiculous. On campus, he had never said a word to her and saw no reason to. But everybody else there thought differently, it was a thrum of childish delusions: her beauty was bewildering, her soul was black; whenever she walks into a room, someone runs out crying; her father was rich or dead or rich and dead; she was an heiress; she was the Elisse Hotels heiress; she had lovers by the dozen; she was this, she was that, a proliferation of clichés. The first time he saw her, when someone pointed her out in the cafeteria, where she was scanning the room, as if looking for a friend or the emergency exits, Paul wasn’t impressed at all. He found her, unsurprisingly enough, smaller than he’d imagined. Smaller and less symmetrical, her features less legendary. Whatever he had expected, it wasn’t that, certainly not a redhead. She had the sort of hair that, when it was backlit, seemed to be ablaze – but to actually touch it would be underwhelming, just as it would be for anyone wondering what it would be like to catch a fox, to grab it with their bare hands and stuff it in their coat. But what a silly idea that would be, what strange, dark eroticism, and of course, Paul thought, if this girl had such a reputation it was because liking her, liking her red hair, in fact meant liking a certain sort of danger, a danger that had real teeth; and courting it, and complaining bitterly after about having been bitten. Oh, that’s Amelia Dehr? Paul had said with a rather unconvinced grimace, and his scepticism had made half the table’s occupants quiver with relish and something verging on fear, as if he were questioning something far greater and far more fundamental than that girl right there. As if the uncertainty he had just breathed into this seemingly unambiguous fact – that Amelia Dehr was worthy of being looked at – could spread to other things that everyone at the table would prefer to stay stable and clear-cut.

         And now she was once again standing at the threshold of a place where he was sitting; but this was nothing like that day at the university when the presence of his friends had been a bulwark. This time, he was alone, as was she – her outside and him inside. So, he realised, it was true after all: she lived in a hotel. He contemplated not letting her in, leaving her outside all night. Yes, all night if he had to. She buzzed again, and Paul finally pressed the button for the sliding doors, which opened to let in Amelia Dehr. And then Paul did something he had never done before: he hid. He slipped down, calmly, as if his body had lost all form and his clothes were now drifting down, and he huddled beneath the desk. He heard Amelia Dehr’s heels clacking on the black-green marble tile that blurred all the silhouettes reflected in its sheen. He heard her pause at the front desk before walking on to the elevators. All this time, he was crouching beneath his desk, discomfited by how shameful it was to work where she lived, how horribly close that felt to working for her. His pride was so essential to him, so much a vital organ, that he could not accept this; if Amelia Dehr’s gaze ever met his, he and his pride would both burst. In his head, that made sense, but honestly, if anyone was to feel ashamed here, it ought to be those who lived where others worked, it ought to be Amelia Dehr who felt that shame. Paul did not realise this truth, but Amelia, to her credit, did. His sense of shame overpowered him. It wasn’t just that he was poor; he also felt guilty for being so. Yet when he wasn’t at risk of being seen by Amelia Dehr, he felt as if he lacked for nothing; and so he would rather be folded up, curled up, wedged into a crevice, would rather be under the desk than sitting upright in his chair in her line of sight, humiliation eating away at him.

         And so a haphazard two-step played out between Paul and Amelia, more specifically between Paul and the Amelia he saw on the screens, the Amelia he imagined, an Amelia who bore little connection to the real one. And young and not-so-young men came and went, waiting in the lobby, on the seats in front of the reception desk and in front of Paul, as he watched Amelia on her floor above leaving her room and coming down, unhurriedly, sometimes running her neat fingernails along the wall, almost gliding. He watched her redo her make-up in the elevators. Her motions seemed unexpected, almost violent to him. But as she peered into the mirror, bit her lips, pinched her cheeks, there was no way for the black-and-white video to show how the blood rose and gave her skin a healthy, attractive flush. And just as the elevator door opened, scarcely a few feet away, Paul would suddenly think up some urgent task he needed to deal with in the back room or he would become absorbed in an apparently lively conversation with one or two of his colleagues. Or he would simply, awkwardly turn his back for as long as it took Amelia to cross the hall and wave to her suitor (where did that word come from, Paul wondered; these men were utterly unsuitable for her). She would leave with him or maybe the man would follow as she turned and led the way upstairs. Paul would then spend far more time than he realised staring at the screen that showed the empty third-floor hallway, waiting for someone there who never did come out. Maybe they’re still all in there, Paul mused as he finished his shift. Maybe it’s one of those rooms you walk into and never leave again.

         Sometimes he saw her going down to the basement, to the gym; other times she came to sit in the empty restaurant. He wondered what she was doing in the half-light – there, or in the deserted meeting rooms. He watched as she tried the door handles to see if one was unlocked, which there always was since the staff were often careless, or not so much careless as rushed, and forgot to lock them after business meetings and industry conferences and all those deathly boring talks that went on there. Paul would sometimes go down, and, even though there was no one else to watch the monitor screens, anyone who did look would have thought he was locking all the doors, when in fact he was using the hotel key to make sure that one of them remained unlocked should Amelia Dehr feel the need for a meeting room.

         Once or twice there were disturbances, rowdy parties, smoke alarms going off, and once or twice there were screams. I don’t know what’s happening next door, said the worried guest whose name Paul never did learn; I don’t know what’s going on, but it sounds like something being broken. Maybe furniture? There are voices. Paul’s face remained impassive. She wasn’t deterred: what if it’s bones? That night Paul had no choice but to go up, this woman hot on his heels, and knock on Amelia Dehr’s door, even though they couldn’t hear anything from the hallway. He had no choice but to bang on the door, and Amelia finally opened it, slightly breathless yet steady – though her lips, Paul thought, seemed to have been bitten recently, bitten by someone else? As if by tacit agreement, they acted as if they didn’t know each other, as if each had never seen the other before. Is everything all right, miss? Paul asked, and Amelia replied: Thank you, sir, yes, everything is all right. Her eyes were unsmiling. He tried to look past her, into the room. An unmade bed. A lampshade, slightly askew. Nothing.

         
            *

         

         They were nothing to each other and then they were friends. Later on, they would be lovers – or they were lovers, and later on they would be friends. But before all that, before any kind of relationship, Paul and Amelia Dehr were rivals. Secret, stubborn rivals. She came out the victor. Paul saw this as a tragedy; later on, he would see it as a blessing. At the time, the undisputed celebrity of their university, of all universities (or so they thought) was Anton Albers; crowds of students thronged in front of the lecture hall at dawn, long before their class started, in order to snag a spot. The wait, Paul would say much later, was part of the class. The wait, Amelia would say much later, was the class. He disagreed adamantly, but he would come to feel that it was under Anton Albers’s auspices that he had become who he was. Amelia, by all appearances, hadn’t become who she was then. Amelia already was who she was. Paul saw this as a blessing; later on, he would see it as a tragedy. Now, she only had to unbecome herself.

         Anton Albers was internationally renowned, but Paul had no idea of that. There was so much he didn’t know when he arrived: he got lost in the streets, in the hallways and even in his own thoughts. It took him two weeks just to find the lecture hall for Albers’s class and when he finally walked in, he walked right back out, because the classroom was packed. The emergency exits were blocked; students sat in the aisles, on the steps, against the doors. They were listening to a woman, when it seemed perfectly clear that this professor he was looking for was a man. This was how deeply ignorant he had been. A wisp of a woman whose age was impossible to guess even though she did not hide it: she had been born in Buenos Aires, right after World War II, the daughter of a German engineer turned Nazi sympathiser, a regular correspondent with the architect Albert Speer and Wernher von Braun, the father of rocket science who had been welcomed to the United States with open arms. Albers’s father went to Argentina, where he met his wife and where their daughter Antonia Albers would be born, then to Chile, where the girl would lead a dreamy childhood, and she soon left on her own, as a minor, for Mexico, and the next chance she got, she was on her way to the United States. She had been a fleeting figure, if not necessarily a fleeing one; and only ever alluded to her earliest years in vague terms which, even though she mentioned no real particulars, made it seem all the more concrete: a father, a mother, sunshine on the patio. A dog. Notwithstanding her family’s past, it was her first name that she changed, lopping off the feminine suffix that was its final syllable. Antonia became Anton; the few photographs of that time showed what appeared to be a slim young man with fine lips and finer hair.

         Would you say, Madame Albers, that it was more difficult to have a feminine present, a present as a woman, than a chequered past? was one of the questions she was most frequently asked, and one she never answered. I’ll let you draw your own conclusions, she usually replied. It was hard not to admire this commitment to ambiguity. Other people were unimpressed by her refusal, of course, and considered it cowardly or simply unacceptable. Her biography was nebulous and spotty: she seemed to have studied on every continent and in just about every time zone. She had authored theses in history and law and urbanism on the topic of the night – or were they all the same unpublished text that her biographical note always alluded to? By the time she had become the icon she now was, equal parts revered and reviled, the bound manuscript was long gone from the dusty shelves at the University of California, Berkeley. When people asked about it, Albers’s only answer was a shrug and a mischievous smile. Her beauty had left with her youth, but she radiated a particular charm all the same; ever since her early thirties Albers had looked the way she did when Paul shouldered his way into the lecture hall, a sexless, impish, ageless mien reminiscent of a hermit or a nun. When exactly she had stopped trying to pass as a man wasn’t clear; maybe during graduate school, maybe later. In the sixties and in the American Southwest, she had hung out with artists, the sort who dug immense pits in the dust and called it art; the sort who bought craters from which to watch the sky and called it art; and who, without exception, ended badly. ‘Ending badly’ was a running theme amongst Albers’s closest acquaintances, or those who warranted the slightest bit of interest. Then came a surprise of sorts: somewhat late for the time, she gave birth to a daughter whose father’s identity she didn’t disclose. The child did not live.

         At that point, Albers’s work had already swerved towards a poetics of risk. The future of cities she believed to be the future of the world. From that point on, her career veered away from the traditional academic path and became something else: a philosophy, a vision. She taught all over the world, she lectured about lost cities and pirates, she delved into emotions that had been relegated to history books as well as those yet to come. She talked about the seal of Tutankhamen’s tomb, a knot that lasted 3,245 years. In the late eighties, she asserted, in answer to a question about the creation of post-war Europe, that the Europe to come would resemble nothing so much as a besieged city. When she was asked how she envisioned the twenty-first century, she responded, in painstakingly precise French, In the twenty-first century, everybody will be in security, which the journalist had relayed as ‘in safety,’ a misinterpretation that would inspire, Anton Albers suggested with her perpetually indecipherable smile, the labour of the next decade.

         In and of themselves, her lectures were strange and riveting. Her words were clear yet impenetrable; nobody else could speak such sentences. It was like watching someone foretell the future, not unlike those shows in which some clairvoyant made contact with souls from the hereafter, except Albers seemed to be in direct communion with the West to come, the future of capitalism and industrialism, whereas the people Paul thought of while listening to her were all, to a man, impostors. The semester’s lecture was called ‘The Cities of Tomorrow’, but so far it seemed she had only talked about fear. Hour by hour, week after week, she slowly assembled a history of the feeling. As they got deeper into autumn and icy rain pounded the skylight of the lecture hall, she still hadn’t made any mention of cities, much less of tomorrow, and so the rows thinned out. Paul continued to go, but he was not attending a class so much as a secret ceremony. Every sentence Albers uttered seemed to signify more than the words themselves, but this more, this subtext, kept escaping him. It lay on the tip of his tongue, always just out of reach. He couldn’t shake the feeling that, if he could catch it, it would have made sense of the days and nights and betrayals soon to be inflicted.

         Albers spoke of cities now gone, cities of single or double or triple outer walls, with underground tunnels capable of sheltering troops of a hundred knights, and she read out, in Old French, detailed protocols for locking the city’s gates at nightfall, and quarantining travellers who had had the misfortune to arrive at twilight and were left to wait for daybreak in limbo between two barriers of stone. And then she spoke of the city-dwellers’ fears, their fears of wolves, their fears of Turks; she drew bird’s-eye views from the ramparts, diagramming how, as she insisted, terror spiralled outward. What she meant to say, in this vein, about cities and about tomorrow, about the cities of tomorrow, remained unclear, but the first exam took the form of a single question: Can a city die of fear?

         The rows thinned out but, in the second term, when it was time to sign up for further seminars, both Amelia Dehr – who only ever seemed to show up on campus for Albers’s lectures, but was at every single one – and Paul were quick to put down their names for Anton Albers. She showed no hint of approval. Whether she simply didn’t know them yet, or whether she knew them better than they realised, there was no change in her demeanour: a vague look of detached contentment, or of contented detachment. She was a woman slowly (very slowly) doing what she had to do. Paul and Amelia jockeyed like precocious schoolchildren. They were besotted with their own intelligence, because it was finally being put to the test. Albers was the reason they were exploring areas that they otherwise might not have considered, or not until much later, excavating dangerous realms despite their dread of what they already knew, or began to sense, of the world – and despite their dread of coming across a sentence or idea that would prove the limits of their intelligence. Not unlike the retrograde fears of those who, believing the earth to be flat, set sail for its edge while terrified they might in fact discover it. They fought to be the first to read something; their intellectual tug-of-war played out through the gaps on library shelves, each missing volume an affront to Paul, a further proof not only of Amelia’s existence but of her potential superiority. All that was straightforward enough, but their simmering rivalry also played out on another battleground – although it was anything but a ground: it was an instability, a dark ocean. When it came to Albers, they competed the way only two motherless children could. And it was perfectly clear that Amelia had the upper hand, which very nearly broke Paul, but he resigned himself to that reality, as if he’d known from the very beginning that disappointment lay in store for him. The two women seemed very close; he tried to grin and bear it in class, but he was genuinely annoyed and kept wondering: why was Albers so taken with that girl? (The answer: Amelia’s intuition for disaster, her instinct for catastrophe.)

         One evening, during the February break when everybody seemed to be away, skiing or with their families – or worse still, skiing with their families – and he was stuck in the freezing, damp city, he discovered just how close his beloved professor and Amelia Dehr were. The entire month had been tough; money was so tight that he’d had to sign up with a temp agency and take on some night-watch work. He paced up and down dark warehouses and car parks amidst the echoes of his own footsteps. The uniforms he was given were a failed attempt at semantics, at a language of sorts, drawing inspiration from the gear of riot cops, exuding something almost military but coming up short. Every part was designed to evoke municipal troops, but not quite, and Paul was never more unhappy than when he wore his laced-up combat boots and reinforced nylon jacket, a truncheon swinging against his hip.

         Lonely and cold, he saw them coming down the underground ramp of a car park, a spiral burrowing into the city’s core. Really, he saw their silhouettes on a monitor screen. He panicked. A German car. Albers in the passenger seat, perfectly recognisable, her black bangs just starting to turn grey – although he couldn’t see that – and, slamming the driver’s door shut, a willowy woman a full head taller than her. They made an almost comical pair; one tall and one small, one young and one not so much. They could have been fox and hen. He watched with dread as the two women headed towards the exit and towards him. He had never contemplated what Albers might do with her spare time, outside those two hours during which she gently addressed Paul’s own fears, led him ever so patiently through deep-rooted, embarrassing anxieties, until she could show that he was in good company, demonstrating that these feelings were not his alone, were in fact shared by all – and a worthy object of study. Fear of the dark, fear of others, as well as the murky, abstract memories of widespread plagues, widespread purges retained in his bones and marrow – memories of things his body hadn’t experienced but which all the same had shaped him. People huddled in the dark, a communal terror circulating amongst them, through points of contact, shoulder against shoulder, palm against palm, hand against mouth – a huge, collective body of fear. Never had it occurred to him that the woman tracing the genealogy of this feeling might some day end up eliciting it in him.

         He heard their footsteps long before he saw them. It took them forever to reach his booth, like in some drawn-out horror flick, although one of the least horrible parts. The two women were talking, Amelia was carrying a cardboard office-supply box, the kind made to hold five reams of copy paper. Twenty-five hundred blank sheets that had meaning, or perhaps none – in a box rather like the ones some teachers filled with class materials, booklets, photocopies. Paul felt a sudden urge to yank the box out of her hands and run with it, as if digging through its contents could offer him some hint of the future that might otherwise remain painfully out of reach. Impulsively he hid (not again! he thought), sliding down in the sentry booth, and waited ages, pins and needles in his legs, until he was sure they were gone. Mercifully, they hadn’t seen him.

         Yet that night, at the hotel, the front-desk phone rang, late but not that late, some time around ten or eleven, and it was Amelia Dehr, suggesting that he come up and eat with her. At first, Paul said nothing. His instinct was to hang up. Then he found his words and said that he was sorry, but he couldn’t leave the desk. Amelia said, Of course, gracious but not fooled, perfectly aware that, in fact, he left his desk all the time for any excuse at all and sometimes even without one. In that case, she said, I’ll come on down.

         And in this way Paul and Amelia became friends – if that’s what they were.
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         After that, Paul kept waiting in the underground car park for the German car to reappear. He didn’t really expect to see it again, and when he did, he suspected it had appeared by sheer force of will, of desire. Once she was done parking, Amelia Dehr stayed in the car for a long while. Far too long, really. The camera’s angle kept him from seeing much, but he sensed that she was crying. He suspected that she was punching the steering wheel, struggling, trying to escape something inescapable. Staring through his small screen at the car no one had got out of, Paul felt a growing fear that he thought he had buried for good. A childish fear that rose up in him like sap. His world was now reduced to a rectangle that Amelia Dehr, by not stepping out of the car, stayed within; a frozen image on the screen that stayed unchanged. When the car door finally opened partway, he knew his weakness. He couldn’t look at the person stepping out of the car, the person who would be his Amelia but would not be; would be some other version of her; and he knew just as well that he could not look away. He had no choice but to look and not to look at the same time. My heart’s going to explode, Paul thought. My eyes are going to burst. She stepped out of the car, one long leg following the other. And then nothing. There was nothing to see on her face, nothing but a closed-off, sullen expression that would become familiar to him but which, for the moment, he considered unpleasant. This time, he did not hide. He stayed at his desk. She did not look at him and he decided that she was trying not to see him, that her indifference was feigned. He did as she did. But when he saw her later at the hotel, she was herself again, or rather she was that version of herself that he considered more consistent with her own nature (or with his own desire), and they ate popcorn together while watching the news on a loop, watched until the short bulletin began again, then a third time, until they knew it by heart and could recite it from memory. She did not mention the car park, and he did not ask.

         In the seminar, Albers’s digressions continued – the digressions, Paul would say much later, were the class, his eyes brimming with tears at her funeral; those words supplanted the flesh that no longer lived. Her meandering meditations on the cities of tomorrow led to a single end point: even though space can’t be extended infinitely, night can and does create many cities within one. Paul was transported. He was a disciple of Albers, and at eighteen, he saw very clearly the three or four or five decades to come: he would be at Albers’s side. He would become the architect of nights, of their light. His life’s work would amount to a footnote, an appendix to his professor’s missing thesis: he would shed light on the night. He would enshrine the night, and the night, he realised, would enshrine him in turn. 

         At some point in the class, each of them seized on something destined for him or her alone, something that sparked their deepest obsessions. For Paul, it was cities in darkness – a particular strain of darkness that now only existed, in the cities, to be eradicated. He was especially drawn to Albers’s digressions on night-time, and when he had to give a presentation, having never spoken in front of an audience before, he did so on the topic of urban lighting. The rise of gas and then, later on, electric street lamps; light as a new tool in the fight against crime. However, he said, inequalities remained. The nation’s unification in light might never come about. In the nineties, blue lights had been installed in his hometown; they were meant to look futuristic, although the future they sought to usher in was already outdated – a thing of the past. Like everything else in that city, a former industrial hub that was trying and constantly failing to rebuild itself, it had proven to be a dead end. Besides, he’d always heard – and still remembered, so well and vividly that it had become the very reason for his interest in these issues – that the blue light of the city centre kept junkies from finding their veins. They would pull up their sleeves to inject themselves – and nothing: turning their arms uniformly blue was how to clean a neighbourhood up and clear it out.

         Light was a wordless language that the body understood. There are as many neurons in the human stomach as in a cat’s cortex, Paul said; evidently he wanted to convey the intelligence of feeling something in your gut – a saying that science was only just starting to verify, as if the most hackneyed clichés were in fact mechanisms for sidestepping appearances and getting to the root of reality. There were a few laughs but he felt Albers’s benevolent eyes upon him, he knew that she understood, which to him was intoxicating. Amelia Dehr, sitting at the end of the first row, did not laugh either. She peered at him as if she were assessing their chances in bare-knuckled combat.

         Amelia was more reticent, or rather, her passion manifested itself in a more nuanced, strained way. She never missed a class, never skipped a sentence, but she refused to simply go along: the passion she felt for Albers was the sort a swimmer feels for the current against which she swims. Her resistance was proof that she understood. And what she understood was that fear extends the city. Doubles it. A city is forged out of its struggle against fear but fear seeps in, and so the city becomes the site of what it is supposed to keep at bay, outside its walls. There won’t be any fear in the cities of tomorrow, Paul replied, fear is to be eradicated, just as darkness has been. There hasn’t been real darkness since the nineteenth century. Amelia said: fear adapts. She pronounced that phrase once, distinctly, but never said it again; either she was too proud to repeat herself, or she wasn’t as self-assured as she claimed to be. Often, Paul realised, Amelia’s vehemence disguised a secret wish to be proven wrong. Often, Amelia Dehr was sorry to be right.

         Soon, without any apparent discussion, they started sitting together in class, not looking at each other, slipping each other pens and sheets of paper. For lack of money, Paul couldn’t buy all the books, and so he read with her, turning the pages as one might for a musician, sensing instinctively when she had finished. There was almost nothing to see there, but what there was to see was beautiful. That was how it was, at the beginning: almost nothing. One day, as Paul’s friends, the friends he was slowly abandoning, watched on in collective disbelief, Amelia, without turning her head to Paul, without showing any sign of particular attachment, nonchalantly draped her own coat across his too-wide shoulders. She apparently knew without looking at him that he was cold – and he knotted the sleeves around his neck without a word or a look, confirming her intuition, but not showing any kind of gratitude. This icy, blind consideration being invented there and then was rather erotic. In public they never touched each other, but this curt vigilance, amongst young people who played at brushing up against one another, was so effective as to be almost obscene, almost pornographic; and all the same they themselves almost weren’t even aware of it. They experienced this, of course, in a wholly contrary way: paralysed by timidity. But for someone with more experience than them, say, Albers – even if Albers never let on that she had the least opinion here – it was clear that they would be perfect lovers for one another. And this more experienced someone, whether Albers or somebody else, would have also foreseen something worrying, that their pleasure would inevitably grow almost mechanical and would, at some point, for the two of them or at least one of them, turn nightmarish.

         But at the hotel things were different. The hotel was where they could be together, where they could look at each other, walk up to one another, shy and aloof, until they could sense, before even touching, the radiant heat of the other’s skin, eager to be stroked. In the beginning it was Amelia who came down. They ate side by side at the front desk. Nobody in room service had ever seen such a thing; Paul was putting his job on the line and pretending not to know it. They watched the monitor screens and the hallway screens that played the news bulletin on a loop. After a while, a few weeks, a month or two – Paul was stubborn – he finally came upstairs. This room that he had imagined and obsessed over for so long – a room where things were breaking – turned out, when she finally opened the door for him, to be a room where everything was in its proper place. The blackout curtains. The bedspread, which she claimed (lying on it, propped up on her elbows, gazing at him sleepily or suggestively) emitted chemical vapours, having been sprayed with flame retardants – in case of fire, she said – and he nodded at her though he had never heard of such practices at the hotel. Their conversations moved circuitously from the most prosaic things to the most intimate, and so what was impersonal entwined with what was profound – all questions of favourite beverages or films or songs now freighted with vital importance. All the two of them needed of this ritual, this esoteric language, was for it to bring them closer together. Maybe, as they lay on the bed, they were each already holding the other’s hand, or maybe one of them brushed a leg against the other’s by sly accident: not yet a caressing gesture but still an act of bravery. The television was off, they didn’t talk, their minds were empty of everything except the other’s warmth – nothing to remind them of time’s passage. For them, the world had momentarily stopped, or rather it was pretending to pause. A moment of grace, perhaps, or the quiet before a storm. Soon one of them, the boy or the girl, would get up on an elbow, kiss the other; kiss the other until they couldn’t feel the arm they were leaning on, and they’d keep doing so anyway, one hovering above the other still lying on their back, until a limb gave way and their bodies realigned, but in the moment, time would be frozen. It was an unexpected blessing to be there, simply there, wholly ensconced in the anticipation, like the smallest animals in their sleep. All was now motionless. For once, they were outside the evil that flows in and permeates the heart of everything.

         
            *

         

         They loved each other. Paul would have said that. He did say that; his world hadn’t been defined by fiction. In his world nobody read books, and so he had been protected from novels and what novels did to young hearts in search of reflections. He was swayed by imagination, of course, by an intuition of the unreal, but the thoughts he had in this realm were wayward, frenetic, almost instinctual; what he saw was at odds with the trappings of grand sagas and as such, at twenty, he saw himself on equal footing with Amelia Dehr. The commonalities they shared were yet to be discovered. She, of course, concealed herself behind an aura, a kind of glow, of romance. She embodied all the clichés: dead mother, absent father, money, all this money that so often turns out to be the true subject of books, its subtext – the money between the lines, the money one misses and covets, the money that puts the words on the page – the money that kept people from being so quick to insist she was insane.

         Paul, however, wouldn’t have come to the conclusion that she was insane. Their minds were too similar for that, even if their thoughts and the products of their thoughts were wholly dissimilar. He put words together painstakingly, like a young man who knows that the language he’s speaking isn’t the one he actually dreams in; she more fluidly, due to the excellent education she had received and which led her to disdain any lines that came to her effortlessly. Her sentences were swift and perfect and elegant; form and content were inseparable. Paul was left in awe. Everyone was. She herself saw that grace as the result of violence, of being tamed and trained like a circus animal, her spirit demeaned and tamped down. I’m a little monkey, she said sometimes, a clever little monkey. He laughed. She bounced on the bed, letting out small inarticulate shrieks, a language beyond words that spoke to him.

         They loved each other. All the other men disappeared, at least from the hotel. He cast off his friends with relief, the way he might have pulled off clothes that were now too small or too heavy or soaked from a long run in the torrential rain, clothes so wet they would never be dry again, their fibres utterly ruined. What Amelia hated about herself – being domesticated, being subjugated – he now saw everywhere except within her. 

         The curse was lifted, the nightmare was over. So Paul believed. He wasn’t a virgin any more. Sex entered another phase, one that better suited him. It was simply that so far he hadn’t had the chance to learn what a woman liked, nor – back then this seemed like a minor consideration but it was clear now that it mattered – what he himself liked. They had sex all the time. She didn’t say have sex, she said fuck. He didn’t say anything, he would just look at her in a particular way, and she would understand immediately. They didn’t hold back, or rather the way they held back was in the moment, of the moment: there was always a screen somewhere, a screen turned on somewhere. He fell asleep while in her, or he came on her, on her stomach or her breasts, and then carried her to the bathtub, where he washed her scrupulously, and the faith he felt in his own gestures aroused him anew, and she laughed and sucked him off or he stepped into the water with her. Sex defined everything about their relationship. Even when they read side by side or face to face, it was sexual, even when he was stuck pacing warehouses or car parks or darkened stores for the night and she was having dinner with her father.

         This was an absent father, whose name rarely crossed her lips, a man who only ever existed when she, putting on makeup for the occasion, applied lipstick to the mouth that formed those words. Afterwards she and Paul came back to each other; he was exhausted and sad, and she consoled him, sucked him off again. She washed the crud of his night shift off his body and the red of her lipstick off his cock, and he wondered if it was the same lipstick she’d had on the night before, when she’d gone out, or if she’d redone her make-up some time that evening or early in the morning. How she’d redone it, in which reflective surface, in front of whom.

         Their teachers (Albers excepted) resented her for anything and everything, for being provocative or aloof, sarcastic or indifferent, or simply difficult. At the hotel, however, things were different. At the hotel (which, to Paul, meant where they could be together), Amelia was passionate and attentive and funny. She was also reclusive, but she still welcomed his company eagerly, gratefully, as only children did. Until they’d had enough and absolutely had to get away, out of sight. This did not bother Paul in the least, because nothing about Amelia bothered Paul in the least.

         She hid her books and papers under the bed, as it was the one spot the maid service always skipped; Paul knew, however, that they were perfectly aware of this habit, and expected it. She drove her professors crazy. They were exasperated by how she could look at anything and see exactly where that thing stopped being itself and shifted into another state, another realm. She upended the concepts they tried to instil just as unintentionally as someone might knock over a glass of water. Paul believed her intentions were pure. Yet, she wasn’t clumsy. She was something else; she seemed to detect limits and sense shortcomings, she craved instability, and had a vaguely destructive streak that no one but Albers managed to see properly for what it was: a fascination with catastrophe.

         Her brief stint in higher education was a long run of debacles. One revolved around monuments: from under her bed, Amelia pulled out a stack of Soviet photographs in which specific individuals had been removed and more or less successfully replaced with walls or plants; she presented these before-and-afters as examples of future monuments: not edifices but erasures, disappearances that had been wilfully planned out and executed. A history that erased people. A history that itself was erased. This was the truly monumental aspect that monuments – cast-iron pedestals, statues, commemorative plaques – hid from us. This was the architecture that she insisted be noticed. Not the way power makes itself seen, but the way it makes itself unseen.

         In this presentation, titled ‘The Astronaut in the Rosebush and the University in the Forest,’ she started by projecting retouched photographs, lingering on the one that Paul liked best, from around 1960, commemorating the seven applicants who had gone through a rigorous selection process to be named the pioneers of the Soviet space programme. Seven candidates, Amelia insisted, her hair blazing in the projector’s backlight, yet only six were visible. They stood in more or less triangular tiers like school sports-team photos, and maybe this vague, headless triangle hinted at the trajectory of a pilot’s career, akin to ‘climbing one of those ancient Babylonian pyramids made up of a dizzy progression of steps and ledges, a ziggurat, a pyramid extraordinarily high and steep.’ In this photograph of the Sochi Six, incidentally, there was indeed a staircase, a rather insignificant one – although, Amelia said, architecture should never be purely a matter of scale – and in fact, the staircase turned out to have actually been a man. Disappeared as thoroughly as comrades Trotsky or Kamenev had been; he had vanished outright. It took fifteen years to identify the missing man, Grigori Nelyubov, who had been assigned to an orbital flight but was exiled to Siberia after a drunken brawl by the space centre. To add insult to injury, he was subsequently erased, pure and simple, from the first class of cosmonauts. In this way the delicate art of dematerialisation had (in Amelia’s words) counterbalanced the monumentality asserted by Soviet architecture; in another version of this same photograph (an image that further proved her point), the unloved Nelyubov had been turned into a rosebush. We imagine, Amelia said – and this simple word, imagine, was so alien to academia that all her listeners shivered – we imagine that the second censor told to doctor this photo, the one who chose flowers over stairs, loved the unloved Nelyubov, or poetry, or both. We imagine that in disappearing the astronaut, in obeying the order to retouch the image, he added his own twist by choosing to incarnate one of the saddest, stubbornest lines of Ronsard: that in death as in life thy body may be roses.

         She paused theatrically and without any segue turned to a photograph of the Bois de Vincennes that Paul distinctly remembered her having taken during one of their walks. Trees, grass. This is what’s left of free revolutionary discourse, she said. This is what’s left of another way of thinking. There’s nothing left: it is by design that we have been circumscribed within what is, as if only what has already come to be could ever exist in the future. It is by design that such possibilities have been erased. What we see here, this outgrowth, this rewilding, is what we need to reach for. This alone will free us. These oaks here. That cedar there. Soon the forest will descend upon us. Soon the forest will meet our minds.

         And Amelia left the room. Everyone wondered what to do now. Nothing, apparently. The lights were turned on, and the photograph of the forest that she had left up went on haunting the class, the harsh fluorescent lights leaving it just barely visible.

         At an oral exam, she decided to recite a list of car bombings, and was given a fail. It didn’t bother her; she wasn’t like Paul, she didn’t want a diploma; she didn’t seek recognition or stability. She didn’t need to convince anyone, she didn’t need to earn money, she didn’t need to secure a future. Paul, on the other hand, played by the rules and wanted to win; she didn’t hold that against him. He was too young to wonder who these defiances were supposed to impress, what language these monuments of disappearance were meant to articulate, these cars on fire, what aphorisms and poems these restrained acts that were not yet events were meant to express.

         
            *

         

         They loved each other and time went by and several things came about. Slowly, without meaning to or even realising it, Paul became a rumour. This might have made him smile, or even laugh, had he been the least bit aware of it. It began at the hotel, since the comings and goings between room 313 and his desk were widely, almost collectively known – and yet this knowledge was fragmented, short-lived, just as fleeting as the seasonal hires. Paul, being in the flush of first love, did not consider how risky this – the nightwatchman with a hotel guest – might be. Both consenting adults, yes, but so young. The way his colleagues talked to him shifted, as though a rift in space and time had opened up and he was now so invisible that he could only be found in what people said about him.

         Another thing happened over time: Paul’s relationship with Albers deepened. He thought Amelia Dehr had won over Albers while he hadn’t; in fact Albers’s heart was capacious enough for both of them. He and Amelia would go to dinner at their professor’s, and he had never imagined, never dreamed of such a connection. Still pedagogical, yes, but in a different way: Albers stood on her tiptoes to kiss his cheeks (hovering, barely touching his skin); she brought out heaps of books, which she handed them with a few well-chosen, charming lines that gave them both the desire to read them all there and then as well as the impression, somehow, of having already read them; she offered them wine and laughed at Amelia’s jokes, or what she called Amelia’s jokes, and maybe she shouldn’t have. Maybe later on she regretted doing so. Paul, who wasn’t afraid of authority so much as aware and respectful of it – or so he thought – was perplexed that, after what would come to be known as the car-bombing incident, Albers wasn’t angry; on the contrary, she seemed to have been fully aware, before the fact, of the twist the exam would take. She simply shook her head, smiling, ever so amused, while Amelia, in a pale tunic with blue embroidery, a tunic that made her eyes sparkle and that gave Paul, who knew each inch of her veined body, the impression that she was not only naked but more than naked, that she was vitally there, bared, gorgeously so, snickered as she recited the list she had regaled the jury with. The rue Saint-Nicaise attack on 24 December 1800 that was intended to bring down General Bonaparte; the farmer Andrew Kehoe’s dynamiting of the Bath School in 1927; the Stern Gang’s booby-trapped trucks in Haifa in January 1947 and those of the National Liberation Front in Algeria, followed by the gory attacks the reactionary OAS carried out. In the 1950s, in Vietnam, the booby-trapped vehicles of choice were motorbikes; in August 1970, a van exploded in front of the physics department at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, its target being the Army Mathematics Research Center. They cut me off right around then, Amelia explained. She had taken off her shoes and her foot was nestled between Paul’s legs, under his thigh, right by his crotch and arousing wholly unambiguous thoughts.

         Before leaving, they went into Albers’s room to grab their things. Paul had been wearing a duffel coat, Amelia a dark-red raincoat and, in the street, he had been too hot and she too cold. Amelia lingered in Albers’s dim room, looking at the art on the walls, at the photograph above the bed of a woman and a bird, the woman holding the bird to her lips for a kiss. It was a photograph that the artist had given Albers. It had never been reproduced anywhere so it existed solely in this room, a strange and warm and, come to think of it, perhaps even threatening image. It looks like you and me, Amelia said, not bothering to say who was the woman and who the parakeet. The smile on her face was a teasing one, but maybe there was something to her words, considering that one day Albers would gift the artwork to Paul. That night they didn’t dwell on it; instead Amelia turned to the green marble mantelpiece – a sickly, repulsive colour, Paul thought – and pointed at a slightly overexposed photograph in a frame noticeably older than the print, older even than the people in it: a young man in a badly tailored tuxedo and a young woman in Mountbatten pink. The young man was not a man but Albers, and as for the other, Amelia said almost unthinkingly, That’s my mother.

         It’s always about dead mothers, thought Paul, who had a crude, forceful notion of what fiction was, and whose mother was dead. But he didn’t take it personally, since, at some point, the statement would be true of all mothers. At some point all mothers were dead, and lived in the stories that young lovers told each other in rented rooms. But this wasn’t the beginning that Amelia Dehr, being more cunning, creative or simply more wounded than him, had chosen for her story. It’s always about misunderstandings, Amelia said later, sprawled on the bed, Paul around her – it was hard to say which of them was supporting the other. Maybe they had slipped into a pact, Paul thought, ready to welcome this prospect, a shared space of sorts, almost an extension of the bed they lived in. What a tragedy misunderstandings are, she said, while his fingers traced the hand-sewn blue embroidery on her tunic. Even he could sense its delicacy, its complexity, he tried to convert the stitched thread into hours of work, into fingers numbed by holding needles and dioptres lost by straining eye muscles – was this how people became near-sighted, he wondered, was this how they went blind, by toiling away for women like Amelia? But he lost track of those calculations. The threads’ loop-de-loops along Amelia’s collarbones and arms, radiating around her solar plexus, oddly enough avoiding the outlines of her breasts, which could be glimpsed beneath the white, almost transparent cloth, and needed no elaboration – these patterns transformed, in his mind, into strange scenes that accompanied her voice, violent yet beautiful scenes that he had no hope of escaping, not even by shutting his eyes, the blue embroidery now seeming to be inked on the underside of his eyelids.

         Mountbatten pink was an invention of Admiral Mountbatten. A grey tint, verging on mauve, that was developed during World War II for strategic purposes – the admiral was interested in camouflage, in invisibility; he thought that the British Royal Navy fleet would be able to avoid being sighted by the Germans as a result, especially at those delicate hours of dawn and dusk; but in terms of disappearing its success was only relative. The ships actually seemed to be more vulnerable. Not to mention that they were, of course, pink. My mother and Albers decided to try their hand at the matter, but they had no luck. Or maybe they did. Or maybe one of them did and the other didn’t. In any case they were friends, better than friends, Amelia said; Paul was slightly dismayed by that declaration, and right then he couldn’t make sense of his feeling of having been let down. He moved even closer to the body he loved, but later on it dawned on him how profoundly it had hurt him. Amelia’s outlandish ideas, the disappearances and monuments yet to come, notions he considered quite original – he understood the extent to which all that had also been inherited. He understood just how alone he was in this world where his father had nothing to pass on to him, no actual or intellectual wealth, not even a vague nostalgia for better days. The legacy he did have would only become clear to him much later. Amelia told him the rest that night, above the retouched Soviet photographs, beneath the bedspread sprayed, or not, with flame retardants; between the sheets, deep within the particular world she lived in and into which Paul, without really realising it, had followed her.
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         Some ten years earlier, at the end of the twentieth century, her mother had tried to stave off a war, and then to stop it, and it had been the death of her. Amelia could have left it at that and nearly did. That sentence said it all, it was grammatically and factually correct, but even though the sentence said it all, it also said nothing, it wasn’t the language she spoke, the one she’d been taught, so she continued. Is it possible to be contaminated by a story, Paul wondered later. Are there tales that kill? But slowly, gnawing away, like those unusual martial-arts holds that appear to be nothing but a light touch, barely any pressure – but then, a year later, the heart suddenly stops. Could a story carry out such a perfect crime?

         This woman, her mother, was a peace activist: that was her calling, maybe her vocation, and so we can grant her the kindness of glossing over the enormity of her personal failure amongst the hundreds of thousands who died or disappeared. A city shelled for nearly four years, snipers on the roofs, blood in the streets, and, ten years later, cemeteries everywhere, in the stadiums, in the parks; cemeteries and oddly healed wounds; children who would become adults unable to sleep with windows open, or with windows shut. And the children of those children, who would inherit strange rituals despite not having lived through the war, the siege, so many perilous street crossings; who would sometimes keep their shoulders pressed close to walls, would sometimes raise their eyes, unsure what they were looking for – their eyes flicking up, checking for snipers lying in wait whose salvos they wouldn’t have actually endured. These ubiquitous realities: precision shots, mortar rounds, blackouts, tap handles turned only for no water to come – these sorts of experiences would be passed down in strange ways, from generation to generation. Some would go so far as to say that the fears in one era carry over to the next, or haunt the reptilian, most primal part of the brain, where I does not exist, or barely does, or only as a body in danger, gnawed at by hunger yet determined to survive; I believe, personally, that it’s a matter of language. A matter of stories – inoculated, as with viruses, by what people say, and also by what they don’t say. Paul, huddled against Amelia, had the distinct feeling that she was reading his thoughts, or rather that she anticipated them, and gave them a form that he could only blindly sense.

         It was the start of the European Union and in an odd way it was already the end of it, revealing to those who wanted to see it – or who had no choice but to see it – an absurdist performance of orchestrated powerlessness, arguments, and rhetorical questions – was this, properly speaking, a civil war or not; had there, properly speaking, been a genocide? Who knew what? Who did what, let what happen? The British knew but didn’t do anything. The French had acted, but hadn’t known anything. Or the other way around. A long chain of responsibilities that were interchangeable, power and powerlessness both leading back to the same thing; words that signified nothing. The mere mention of Americans sent a shiver down everyone’s spines that was either hope or dread, was a sickly gleam that flashed in everyone’s eyes. At the time everyone who had – or felt they had – some stake in this war had to read the signs, learn the secret language, master an alphabet of symptoms, delusions, pathologies.

         Amelia’s mother was what some might call an adventurer, or an explorer, or at least a traveller. She’d left her hometown at the end of the sixties as easily as discarding a dress she’d outgrown. She’d cut short her hair and her name alike before going to discover the world. In fact, all she did was cross the border into Switzerland. She was a poet, which now seems ridiculous to say, almost obscene; but she very much was. (I barely remember anything of this: I was ten years old when she went off, she left me with Albers, Albers took me to my father, everything I know I’ve had to piece together.) She was a twenty-year-old hanging around Geneva, around Locarno, effortlessly witty, draping her long arms just so along the armrests; someone saw she was bored, handed her the keys to an apartment in Paris, one of those hideouts that no longer exist, not as far as I can tell. It was a place with huge rooms and barely anything in them, and nobody cared whose name was actually on the lease; it was already lost in the haze of the past. People were invited over or simply dropped by unannounced, they scrounged up what coins they had to get extra keys cut, and then they loaned them out, lost them, or just gave them away; people stayed there for nights or weeks or years; it was an ecosystem of artists and intellectuals and revolutionaries and, like any ecosystem, it was self-regulated. At some point someone changed the locks, or the police broke down the door, looking for someone nobody knew or had ever heard of; once the place was all but empty, the whole process began anew, quietly at first, then gaining momentum. Places like it could be found in every city – those sorts of places were where Albers wrote her thesis. Those sorts of places were where they met each other. Two women looking for figures in the haze – the haze of tear gas. And so my mother, with her ridiculous belief in words, took up or made up a particular form that she called documentary poetry and was meant to be, or was, or should have been, an alternative to the journalistic language that had ground down our way of thinking and living to the point that we’d been hollowed out, in the face of reality (that’s what she wrote; personally I’m not even sure I understand what she means), to being starved outlines in a cave. That’s your so-called objectivity, she lamented. It’s in her first collection, you could read it if you wanted to, part of it was written in Mexico and something in the way it reads, the rhythm of the lines and the spaces between them, makes me think that she composed it not necessarily with Albers, but at the very least in her presence.

         In a way it’s a history book and in a way it’s a book specifically on vision. They were in Mexico in 1969. They might have met that man, the one who installed mirrors in the land, buried them halfway, or hung them in trees, and they reflected the sky, the leaves, and called it art; Albers saw in those acts of displacement a strange attempt to mend the wrongs the Americans had committed in Yucatán. A sort of white magic that was meant to restore what had been stolen: temples, innocence, sight. It was in the jungle that my mother wrote her book, which was also a manifesto, and told of the Americans who were there in 1840 in order to dismantle the old Mayan cities and send them, piece by piece, back to the East Coast – the rising centre of power, the one that would swallow everything. There was also a doctor amongst them, a man who was considered a practitioner of the surgical arts although he had no sample of his skill with him, and who decided to operate on the Indians of Merida for their inward squint, the strabismus that he interpreted as the embodiment of their inability to distinguish between meum and tuum. The book read like a report, or an essay, everything in it was true, but unlike reports or essays it wasn’t situated outside the surgical operation, on the contrary, it pulled you into it, you felt the knife in your hand and at the same time on your eye (there was no mention anywhere of anaesthesia) and gradually this became unbearable to read, physically unbearable because you could feel it from both viewpoints – that of the one operating and that of the one operated upon. It was drenched in blood, it was a nightmare, spoke to a primal fear. The theory of information, according to my mother.

         Did she really believe she could revolutionise reportage? That’s what Albers claimed, but I don’t think so, or maybe she, my mother, was out of her mind. Stark raving mad. But I don’t think she was. At least not at the beginning, and I hardly know anything about the end. Amongst the intelligentsia she remained something of a mystery. Even if Albers insisted that she was the point everyone strained towards but never touched. A vanishing point. I don’t know.

         When the war broke out in the former Yugoslavia, she took refuge in the Sarajevo Elisse (my god, Paul thought, who for the first time felt he was only just starting to understand and now mourned his ignorance). The hotel where, in short, the conflict had broken out. The roof on which two snipers had opened fire on a row of peaceful protesters. The hotel was made the headquarters of the international press and several intellectuals who, like Nadia Dehr, felt as though that was where they were meant to be, the exact location where the ideals of the twentieth century and its Realpolitik had culminated: in carnage. Drawn-out carnage. One of those places where violence was both extreme – bodies exploding in front of a water fountain, in a market – and sustained over time. The war drove my mother mad, Amelia said, because she was convinced she needed to find the right words to describe it and at that stage, there would be no option but to cease fire. She needed to find an artistic means to stop it, so that the scales would finally fall from the eyes of onlookers the world over. And she thought that was her task. The task of poetry. To find a way to transport this reality somewhere else. Beyond its limits, into the heart of the West, into the heart of those who read it and who, after reading and experiencing it, would no longer be able to ignore it. She wrote. Sometimes she ate with the others, the journalists, the intellectuals; sometimes they found Italian pasta and cooked and that, in their eyes, at that time, amounted to a banquet. Sometimes she’d call me on the phone. I’d cry; she wouldn’t. She was just writing. She was convinced that the breakdown in the peace process was her own fault, a failure of her own poetry. Of all poetry. After three years, she finally faced up to the facts: everything she wanted to show the world, the world already knew. Had known from the start. And didn’t care about. It wasn’t the fault of words, or of those who used them; it was the fault of human nature, of those who refused to listen. I suppose it was at that moment that she lost her mind. She stopped writing, she stopped calling. I have no idea what she was doing. I suppose she was digging tunnels. Literally or figuratively. I suppose she started working in the black market, that she put all her energy into trafficking food, trafficking arms, so that the besieged city could keep on going. Nobody knows what happened to her. Nobody ever found her body. After the war, I inherited a box. A cardboard box, like for printer paper. It was full of her fragments, full of all her attempts at documentary poetry, all her failures. That’s all I have of my mother, said Amelia. All I had, to be exact.
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