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            On the surface this is a clever thriller-cum-horror story of three women and their descent into addiction, crime and madness. And at times it’s very funny. But don’t be fooled. The book also offers an exploration of the way the mind creates its own realities and – quite often – deludes us into believing that we control what is actually controlling us. Uncanny, indeed.
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            I can’t eat as much

as I’d like to vomit.

            
                

            

            MAX LIEBERMANN, 1933
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         She was inspecting the pink and green custard slices, the glazed tarts and fancy meringues piled high in the window of the patisserie. Her dress touched the floor, with only the toes of her shoes poking out. The dress was black and woollen, and around her shoulders sat a black lace mantilla, whose dipped hem was tucked between her armpits. Not exactly the most appropriate outfit for a warm day in early May. She had no intention, so it appeared, of buying anything; she simply seemed to enjoy gazing at the layers of light and dark chocolate, the white cream toppings and the colourful sugar decorations. Just as I was walking past – I was in a hurry that Friday evening; the supermarket was going to shut in half an hour – the woman turned around, looked me boldly in the eye and dropped her purse. She held her hand in front of her mouth as she giggled. I bent down and picked up the purse. Taking it back, she noticed the scars on my knuckles and raised her plucked eyebrows, which locked into sharp angles. Would you like to share a Gugelhupf? A whole one is too much for me, and they don’t sell them by the half here. She spoke in a very genteel way, which was at odds with the ill-mannered stare she had just given me. I said nothing in reply, but accompanied her into the shop. Catching the eye of the girl behind the counter, who was sporting a pink, box-shaped hat fastened to her black bun with hairclips, she told her what she wanted. The shop assistant cut a marbled Gugelhupf into two halves and packaged these in boxes like the one on her head. Three euros each, please, ladies. I paid my share and took the box. I was now in possession of half a Gugelhupf I had no idea what I was going to do with; I’d hardly touched sweet things for years. I tried to say goodbye to the strange woman, annoyed by the pointless purchase I’d been coerced into, but she ignored my attempts to leave. You know, even half a Gugelhupf is too much in the end. My housekeeper and I can’t eat it all between us. I’ll never be the sort of person to buy by the slice, touch wood. There’s something dreadfully sad about that and, in any case, the slices are dried out because they cut them early in the morning. My apartment is just around the corner; please do me the honour of joining me for a cup of coffee and some cake. Only for a while, I shan’t keep you long. In retrospect I can’t say why I followed her, but I did. That was my Saturday ruined. I’d have to go shopping in a supermarket heaving with people. And I really didn’t have a clue what I was going to do with half a Gugelhupf after stuffing myself with cake at this woman’s place. Even contemplating what might happen with my share was giving me a headache. I was annoyed at having got myself into this situation and displeased that now I was obliged to visit a stranger’s apartment. The best thing would have been to leave the cake right there; maybe somebody would be happy to find it. But the thing would probably end up in the bin. I mean, who takes abandoned cakes home with them? While she muttered away to herself I tried to guess the woman’s age. Her voice was very soft. You had to concentrate hard when listening to her. The skin on her face was brown and weather-beaten, like that of people who do a lot of hiking or sunbathing, and pronounced wrinkles were etched around her eyes and the corners of her mouth. Despite this she looked young, almost elastic, perhaps because of her upright posture, which emphasized her tall, slim figure. Her dark hair was plaited into an intricate coiffure. We turned into a narrow side street, only a few minutes away from my flat. She unlocked the front entrance to an old Viennese apartment block and we climbed the stairs to the third floor. I concealed my breathlessness as best I could. Ever since I’d been living on the ground floor I’d found going up stairs hard work. When we entered her apartment a dog with scraggly fur leaped up at the woman, standing on his back legs and hugging her with his front paws. He was an Irish wolfhound, almost as large as a Great Dane, with a rough, grey-brown coat and folded ears. His long, thin legs enhanced his scrawny appearance. He looked just like the picture that forms in my mind whenever the word dog is mentioned without reference to a particular breed. And yet this was an intensively bred variety of sighthound, more than 1,500 years old, which almost died out in the seventeenth century. It only survived by being crossed with other, similarly large dogs, stabilized, as it’s called in breeding terminology. I knew this from Charlotte, who read endless books about dog breeds, even though she didn’t have a dog herself. Mongrel, I thought as I looked at him. The woman wrestled with the dog for quite a while, before calling Ida! with a hint of hysteria in her voice. She must have shouted this name thousands of times in the past. A thin, concealed door opened and a fat woman of around sixty shuffled out of a cubbyhole cluttered with furniture. The woman stood by the opening, with ruffled, clumsily tied-up hair. She’d clearly been asleep; she was blinking and her face was crumpled, showing the lined traces of a headrest. She wore the same black dress as the other woman, without the mantilla, but it didn’t particularly suit her. It was the wrong cut, the arms too long and too wide, while the material was tight beneath the armpits. Wouldn’t believe she’s four years younger, would you? What a lovely beauty she was, my little Ida, my kedves Idám, she said, glancing at me. And now? Just look at her! Oh well, none of us is getting any younger. She shook off the dog and gave Ida, who acknowledged these comments with a grimace behind her back, instructions to make coffee and set the table in the drawing room. The dog sniffed at me and tried to thrust his stubby muzzle between my legs, which I nervously pressed together. Realizing he wasn’t getting anywhere, he went to lie down in Ida’s room. If only you knew the lengths I go to in order to – touch wood – keep my figure! But it’s worth it; I can eat what I like without putting on much weight. Madame eat like a sparrow, Ida called out unsolicited from the kitchen.

         
            *

         

         I was often present when they sewed her into her clothes. I would read her Heine poems or tell her about my beautiful Hungary. She could not get enough of the endless plains and mysterious forests, the wild horses and legendary riders. Her clothes had to fit as tightly as possible, and the only way to achieve this was by sewing her up. As undergarments she loved little, close-fitting camisoles. I would gasp for breath when I saw how tightly she had herself laced up. How she would berate her lady-in-waiting if she tied too loosely, and how the lady-in-waiting, now dripping with sweat and panting, would keep tightening the laces until the material started to crackle. Her waist measured no more than fifty centimetres; a man could have put his hands right around it. This was no surprise as she barely ate a thing. To appear even slimmer, she wore none of those voluminous petticoats which bulked out dresses enormously, but long drawers, made of silk in summer and the finest deerskin in winter. 

         
            *

         

         The drawing room was stuffed full of carpets, divans, small tables and imitation rococo armchairs, generating an oppressive intimacy that made you feel like an intruder. Dark-red brocade curtains hung in front of the windows. The nest of an alien species. In one corner stood a birdcage in which two light-grey parrots with red tail feathers and white eyes were jabbering away to each other. In another corner was an old television, beside it a video recorder and in front of it a bottle-green TV recliner with footrest and tilt function. The only concessions to the present. The present twenty years ago. Propped up all over the room were grainy photographs from the nineteenth century: boys in sailor suits and pirate costumes; girls in conical ruched dresses; women with top hats or wrapped in Arabic burnouses, surrounded by large hunting dogs or clipped poodles with lion’s manes; young men in uniform with sables at the hilt; even a portrait of Emperor Franz Joseph with his obligatory mutton chops, the embodiment of staid bourgeois life; as well as several pictures of the young Empress Elisabeth, including a small copy of the famous painting in which Elisabeth is dressed only in a nightie, her long hair tied in a thick knot in front of her chest. Some rings, the sort that gymnasts use, hung from the door frame between the drawing room and a second room, which was fitted out with similar rugs and furniture. The rings alleviated the sinister atmosphere somewhat. In an unfamiliar apartment my first thought is always how I would change the furnishings, what could be thrown out to make the room look better. Often it’s just a little thing upsetting the overall harmony, sticking with fashions that once made sense, or a temporary solution that over the years has blended in with the rest of the room and no longer appears makeshift to its owners. Here, there was nothing to do. The interior, including the gym rings, was perfect in its own way, although terribly depressing. The sooner I got out of this apartment the better. My hostess, who now introduced herself as Frau Hohenembs – she didn’t mention a first name – had sat in the only chair with armrests. The housekeeper pushed a trolley into the drawing room and put on the table the portioned cake half – the slices cut thickly – a pot of coffee, three cups and three small plates. The coffee sloshed out of the spout and the cups clattered on their saucers a touch longer than might have been expected, the sound ringing in my ears. The parrots made noises not dissimilar to the clattering; you might even have construed it as laughter. Ida had put on a white doctor’s coat over her dress. It was tight across the chest and too short, with the result that her dress showed beneath it and her overly long sleeves protruded from the arms. She folded a napkin twice and laid it on the tablecloth, hiding the coffee stains she had just made, placing on it a framed photo of a woman sitting side-saddle on a horse, her legs covered by a dress, and holding a fan to her face. She poured the coffee, first Frau Hohenembs, then me, then herself. Her fingernails were bitten to the flesh, something I’d never seen on an elderly woman. Ida took off her housecoat, hung it over the back of the chair she was sitting on and looked at Frau Hohenembs. Only when my hostess had taken a plate and broken off a piece with two pointed fingers did Ida start eating too. She now looked a little fresher than before: her hair had been put up again and her face was no longer marked with lines from the headrest. Her fuller figure meant she had fewer wrinkles than Frau Hohenembs, who definitely fell into the category of thin, if not emaciated. Ida rapidly ate four pieces of cake, one after the other, pouring herself a refill of coffee each time without worrying whether Frau Hohenembs or I had finished ours. Frau Hohenembs only sipped at her coffee, whereas my cup was already empty. Although I didn’t like the coffee – it was too bitter for my taste – I had knocked it back in two gulps. I crumbled my Gugelhupf on my plate. If I had cake now I wouldn’t be able to eat any dinner; I’d much rather be enjoying some salad or a cheese and tomato sandwich. This wretched cake was unsettling me. What’s wrong with you, don’t you like it? Frau Hohenembs asked, holding her gnawed piece of cake between thumb and forefinger. I put a large chunk in my mouth. What makes you think that? To change the subject I asked her why there were these pictures of the empress everywhere. She shrugged and gave no reply. I pretended not to have noticed this rudeness and looked around the room with a display of interest. I pointed to the rings that were set fairly high. Do you exercise on those? I said, trying a second time for an answer. Well, I used to, you know, in the past! Sometimes I still swing back and forth a bit, but I’m really too stiff these days. You’re very welcome to try them out if you’d like. I can talk you through a few exercises. Ida, lower the rings. No, thanks, I declined, even though I was quite tempted. At school the rings were the only thing I didn’t loathe. Better not, I might bring up my coffee, I offered by way of an excuse. In any case, Ida had ignored the instruction, pouring herself more coffee instead. At least take another slice, then, Frau Hohenembs said, offering me the plate after Ida had already put out her hand, which now grasped at thin air. I took a second piece of cake and devoured it in three mouthfuls.

         
            *

         

         As time went on my kedvesem rarely joined in with large family meals. If she ate anything at all, she would usually have the dishes brought up to her private apartments. The emperor sometimes came to see her at breakfast; this was the only meal of the day when she tucked in properly rather than indulging in her peculiar dietary habits. In the early days of her marriage she tried to introduce Bavarian beer at dinner, but her mother-in-law disallowed it, deeming the drink insufficiently smart for the ladies and gentlemen of the court. This, combined with the stuffy formal ceremony of mealtimes, thoroughly ruined her enjoyment of eating together as a family. From that time onwards she consumed beer less frequently, only when she visited the Hofbräuhaus in Munich. Instead she would drink milk from selected goats and Normandy cows, freshly squeezed orange juice and that horrible meat juice. On her beloved maritime voyages there always had to be two goats, which were usually seasick and gave no milk. They would start bucking the moment they came on board and the sailors had to drag them forcibly by their tethers across the deck. Many a lady-in-waiting suffered in similar fashion; my édes lelkem alone had the sea legs of an old captain, and she even had herself strapped to a mast in a storm – the more tempestuous the better as far as she was concerned.

         
            *

         

         I placed the cake on the kitchen table. The coffee had made me jittery. Coffee always unsettles me. After an initial hesitation I’d eaten the first slice of cake with some relish, the second was forced on me against my will by Frau Hohenembs, the third I helped myself to without invitation because it was irrelevant by now. I’d forgotten that it was always relevant; no matter how much you ate you didn’t have to keep eating just because it was irrelevant, you could always stop. I gazed at this thing with its light and dark marbled ribbons, like narrow flags blowing in the wind. With its round folds, it had the appearance of a bulging fan. In places the icing sugar on the ridges and in the valleys had worked into the crust of the dough and shimmered white. I picked out a knife from the drawer and let it slide slowly through the Gugelhupf. I ate the slice standing up. The soft, slightly crumbly mass spread pleasantly to all corners of my mouth. I could taste cocoa powder and lemon zest, with a hint of vanilla. I cut the next slice slightly thicker. On the third I spread apricot jam, which had stood unopened in the fridge for two years, and the fourth I dipped into a jumbo mug of cold chocolate, which I had made myself. I cut the final piece into two and held a slice in each hand, both thickly buttered, then took alternate bites from them while squatting down to inspect the fridge. I took out everything that was more or less edible and ate it, rapidly and silently. I was abandoned by the day. A faint trance descended onto me like a silk cloth. I went into the bathroom and regurgitated the whole lot. The grotesque face of my abnormality, which had lain dormant within me, resurfaced. It was the first time in fifteen years. I had always known that there was no safety net. But I hadn’t suspected that it would arrive so unspectacularly, that it would not be preceded by a disaster such as heartbreak or dismissal or a death. It was as if I’d absent-mindedly taken the wrong path when out for a walk. The silk cloth was pulled away. A visit to an elderly lady had sufficed. On the way home I thought about inviting Charlotte for breakfast the following morning and giving her the rest of the cake. That was unnecessary now; there was no way I could see Charlotte. How could I let her see me? I stood in front of the mirror and looked at my naked belly. There it was again. It had reannounced itself after a long phase of restraint or sleep, while I had painstakingly ignored it. Maybe all that time it had been waiting for this opportunity and was now demanding the attention and control it regarded as an ancient right. I’ve spent half my life pulling in my stomach. As if that could possibly fool anyone. I heard a banging and crashing in the flat above me, which could only be someone shifting furniture around or jumping up and down. The two pairs of double doors in my room creaked on their hinges. I resisted the urge to calculate my body mass index. I could not resist the scales, however; they showed half a kilo less than the previous evening. I pushed them under the chest of drawers. If I didn’t have to look at them everything would sort itself out; a single relapse wasn’t enough to send me into free fall. It had been a mistake to buy a set of scales, that was obvious now. At least they weren’t digital scales that calculated to the tenth of a gram. In the past I’d frequently get on the scales every few minutes. When my parents were at home I would slip into the bathroom and stand on the scales, very gently, so that nobody could hear the needle racing upwards. Before a meal, after a meal, before having a pee, after having a pee, naked and dressed, so I knew how much to subtract when I weighed myself with my clothes on, which was most of the time. And always very carefully, as if the scales could be cheated by sneaking up on them. Leaning on the edge of the sink and lowering the final half a kilo in slow motion. Making myself as small as possible (and thereby supposedly lighter), crouching. I can’t stand on scales normally, as men do – with a firm stride, making the needle wobble around noisily for several seconds. It was sheer torture for me if I weighed half a kilo more than on my previous check half an hour before. And indescribable joy if I weighed less. The mere presence of a set of scales causes me physical discomfort, that’s even without standing on them. The large scales you sometimes find at railway stations are particularly unpleasant. They entice me, I slink around them, I even check to see whether I have the right change. But I will never climb on them. A stranger could peer over my shoulder, glimpse my weight and draw their own conclusions. I really wanted an apple to get rid of the stale aftertaste, but I had eaten everything, including the apples. Eating and puking scrapes and scratches away till you’re empty, but some residue always remains. An empty vessel with persistent filth sticking to the insides, that was me. How quickly my muscle memory had returned, so horribly familiar. Fifteen years had been swept away. Perhaps I ought to ring Charlotte after all, I thought. But the moment I articulated this possibility, the outcome was a foregone conclusion.

         
            *

         

          From the very beginning she placed her trust in me. She was surrounded by people who were slavishly loyal to her mother-in-law. She impressed on me that I was to listen only to her and not let anyone tap me for information, which a variety of ladies-in-waiting attempted to do from the outset, in subtle and not so subtle ways. But I told them nothing. Édes szeretett lelkem, I was hers and hers alone. As the emperor’s mother had a keen dislike of Hungary and Hungarians, she naturally loathed me. The Bohemian ladies-in-waiting at the Viennese court, who prided themselves on speaking French and Italian, but could not master Hungarian, seethed with rage whenever we used my mother tongue in their presence. My lovely mistress! What an enchanting accent she had. My rosy petal! How I missed her when we were apart; I thought about her incessantly. Her pretty face. Her proud demeanour. She was herself like a Hungarian. To me she was all the world.

         
            *

         

         We had gone for a walk by the old racecourse, Frau Hohenembs, Ida, the dog and I. The two of them were wearing the same black clothes as the day before, the dog the same rough greyish-brown coat of fur. I was the only one dressed appropriately for the occasion, in jeans and a T-shirt. Frau Hohenembs hastened along in high spirits, with us in tow as if on an imaginary lead. The dog ran ahead, came back, ran off again, came back again, panting and with his tongue hanging out, seemingly in anticipation. Probably of a stick being thrown. Ida was wheezing; she was too fat to keep up with this pace. More critically, she had the wrong shoes on, not practical boots like Frau Hohenembs or trainers like me, but pumps with spiky heels that kept sinking into the grass with every step. She was carrying a wicker basket with picnic things; that morning she had called me on the landline at my flat. I had no idea where she’d got the number from – I was ex-directory – and when I quizzed her about this she just laughed and said it wasn’t difficult, Frau Hohenembs had her connections. Then, on behalf of Frau Hohenembs, she had invited me for a stroll and a picnic in the Prater. I was about to wriggle out of it with an excuse – a walk on a Saturday afternoon with two elderly ladies was not exactly my idea of a weekend outing – but Ida was so pushy that I was left with no choice. She said Frau Hohenembs would be inconsolable if I declined. In the end, and to my astonishment, I accepted, perhaps to spare me further talk, but maybe I was also glad of the opportunity to leave the scene of my debauchery. I was dead tired. I’d erased all the traces: cleared up, swept, hoovered, mopped, washed crockery, polished all the work surfaces, the sink, the loo. This spanking cleanliness and the smell of detergents were a screaming indictment against me. As was the bulging rubbish bag standing beside the door like a self-satisfied, pot-bellied superego. How would I be able to explain this cleaning frenzy to Charlotte, who was well aware of how seldom I clean? I couldn’t have her enter my flat until it showed signs of being lived in again. The evidence of my personal devastation, too, would need time to fade. Swollen lymph glands and a bloodshot right eye. I offered to take the basket from Ida, but she wasn’t having it. Neither of them commented on my eye. Frau Hohenembs kept scuttling ahead and we followed on behind. She was looking for a suitable spot for our picnic, but nowhere seemed good enough. We circled the racecourse several times; by now I was wheezing like Ida, but Frau Hohenembs was in inconceivably good shape: her face registered nothing. Her breathing was calm and regular. The exertion was making me sick. To punish myself, I hadn’t eaten anything since the night before, and had drunk far too little, so now I felt dizzy. I said I couldn’t manage another step without some water and a bite of something to eat. I obstinately remained where I was, the dog howled and Frau Hohenembs looked at me as if we’d never met. Ida, give her some of the broth. Touch wood, it’ll help; it’s good for everything. Ida dropped the basket, reluctantly undid the leather belt tied around the middle, lifted the lid and took out a green Thermos flask and a silver cup, gilded inside. She half-filled it with a dark liquid by holding the flask up as high above the silver vessel as her short arm would allow and letting a thin trickle dribble into the cup. Her fingernails looked even worse than the last time, edged with dried blood. Without looking at me she offered the cup. It was slightly steaming and I drank down the broth in one gulp. It must have been some sort of thickened beef soup and I fancied that I felt myself instantly regaining strength. More! Frau Hohenembs ordered. Don’t be so stingy, and Ida hesitantly poured me another cup, once more filling it just halfway. This time I drank it with small sips and only now did I detect the various flavours. There was an intense taste of beef, carrot and parsley, viscous on the tongue, and I had a slight, not unpleasant feeling of fullness. I could go to sleep now, I thought. Already impatient because of the delay, Frau Hohenembs urged us to move on. We had to circle the racecourse one more time until she finally chose a place, and Ida and I sank into the grass. Frau Hohenembs looked at us both blankly. I’m used to this from Ida; she’s overweight and short of breath, but a young woman like you? She took a white damask cloth from the basket, unfolded it sloppily on the grass and, without any apparent system, started piling it with cutlery, plates, cups, dishes and terrines of various sizes with lids – everything made of solid silver – until there was no room for any more. Ida, whose job this should have been, lay stretched out on the ground, wheezing with a rattle in her throat. Her large belly rose and fell too quickly. If only I were in Corfu, she sighed. The tall-legged dog stood perplexed beside her, waiting. I poured some mineral water from a plastic bottle and offered a cup to Frau Hohenembs, which she took with gloved fingers, gave one to Ida, then drank two in succession myself. Frau Hohenembs paced up and down impatiently, commenting that Ida had rested long enough. Ida sat up awkwardly, holding on to the dog for support; it didn’t move a muscle. She started unpacking the food and arranging it on the dishes. There were little schnitzels, rice and peas in a ring, rolls of ham, stuffed vine leaves, potato salad, mayonnaise salad, herring salad, shredded pancake, stewed plums and Esterházy cake. Ida poured the soup I’d tasted earlier into two cups, giving one to Frau Hohenembs and keeping one herself; clearly there wasn’t any more for me. The dog lay down beside the blanket, gazing longingly with his canine eyes at the dishes. Frau Hohenembs, who by now had walked around our picnic spot several times, finally sat down in the grass and arranged her skirt, lengthening it by buttoning down the hem. She took off her gloves, had Ida undo the buttons on her sleeves, which were then pushed above her elbows, and held her pale forearms in the sun. Around her right wrist she wore a blood-red velvet armband, tied tightly; in the crook of her right arm were greenish patches and dots that looked like needle punctures. She sat up straight, surveying the dishes and comparing them with a handwritten list on laid paper that Ida had handed to her. Ida waited – no, lurked – until Frau Hohenembs finally started eating, then she slurped down her soup before purposefully embarking on one mouthful after another, chewing and swallowing, mechanically and tenaciously, as if called upon to solve a difficult task. Frau Hohenembs sighed at Ida’s eating habits. She herself ate slowly and only one or two morsels of each dish, as if she were her own personal taster, but was soon finished with her lunch. I ate only a little, one schnitzel and some rice and peas, none of the salads, which were too fatty for me to keep down. If I’d known that once Frau Hohenembs had finished her lunch, which she signalled with a sweeping gesture of the hand, Ida, her mouth full, would immediately pack away the picnic, plates, dishes and all, while secretly stuffing leftovers, I would have eaten more, or at least put something in my pocket. There was just time for tea out of tiny silver cups and a praline each before this hurried picnic had come to an end. How I would have loved to lie on the grass for a while, enjoy a short doze or stare at the sky, but Frau Hohenembs was relentless. She unbuttoned the hem of her skirt, pulled down her sleeves and held out her arms to Ida so that she could fasten the necessary buttons. Then she rounded up Ida and me and directed us to the fairground in the Prater, talking about a performance somewhere around here that we absolutely had to see. I bought a bottle of cola. With each sip I could feel it corroding the schnitzel in my stomach and to top it all I got heartburn. We wandered around for a while, the big wheel to our left, then to our right, but nowhere could we find any sign that the performance was taking place. According to Frau Hohenembs, a woman missing her bottom half was going to sing Viennese songs. During our odyssey she said breathily – as if by way of an apology – that she was magnetically drawn to the Prater. She couldn’t help it; it was at a place like this that she had earned her first and only money: coins that she had caught in her skirt after dancing in front of total strangers, as a child, to tunes that her father had plucked on the zither. She still had these coins; she was fortunate never to have been in such precarious circumstances that she’d had to spend them. She chuckled and then slapped her hand over her mouth – it was probably meant as a joke. Ida said that even if she wanted to she wouldn’t be able to spend the coins these days. She’d got them so long ago that they’d been out of circulation for years. I imagined that every few weeks Ida had to polish those coins till they gleamed. Offended, Frau Hohenembs said nothing and pulled at her gloves. Several times we passed the large area where strange creatures made of painted plaster wound their way out of the ground and over it, ossified in their movements, with distorted faces and grotesquely twisted limbs. The backs or bottoms of some of them were formed like seats. Presumably they represented cabaret performers, contortionists, fat men with top hats and tails, grimacing beanpoles wearing trousers that were too short, beneath which their ankles protruded like abnormal swellings, women half-naked or in garish circus leotards. I felt strangely disconcerted by this sight. Almost offended. Perhaps it was the painful body contortions that provoked my disgust, because they recalled some undefined torture, duress and ultimately death. Even Frau Hohenembs groaned when we passed them. These faces again, and she looked away, whereas Ida and I, despite the repugnance the figures induced in us, eyed them longingly, desperate to sit down and relax on their behinds. At every shooting gallery Ida had to ask where the dubious performance was taking place, but nobody had heard of it. We’d probably got the wrong day, or year, for they, the stallholders, were usually the first to find out about things like that. But Frau Hohenembs refused to give up and in the end we not only went to every shooting gallery and every restaurant, but also asked at the ghost train, in the sex museum and at the flying carpet. At the sex museum a midget had handed us a badly printed brochure which contained information about opening times and the attractions. Ultimately Frau Hohenembs had to admit that she’d been mistaken and suggested we visit the sex museum instead, which would be both educational and entertaining. She would buy the tickets. As we approached the till we noticed that the midget who’d given us the brochure was aiming a shotgun at us. We stopped; he lowered the gun and grinned. He sat on a bar stool in his tin booth, the door of which stood wide open, and waved us over. He had a hump on his back. Frau Hohenembs smiled at him and said, Three, please, then asked whether she might touch the hump as it brought good luck. The midget consented and pursed his lips. She stepped into his booth and removed her right glove. She rubbed her now bare hand up and down his hump, the red armband shimmering faintly, while he very slowly tore three tickets from a roll and then hesitated before offering them to her – a clear indication that this was quite enough hump-rubbing. She reluctantly took the tickets. By her own admission, Frau Hohenembs rarely had cash on her, so Ida paid. She enquired about a cloakroom and the midget said they didn’t have one, but they could leave everything with him, including the dog. Ida put the basket in the booth. What did you do to your eye? he asked casually as he bent down to tie the dog’s lead to his bar stool. Ida and Frau Hohenembs gave me a look of keen interest, as if they’d been waiting all this time for me to explain the state of my eye. I simply said, A burst vein, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. The midget nodded and started to stroke the huge canine head, which was now in his lap. He didn’t mention my swollen lymph glands, nor my scarred knuckles, for which I was very grateful, as I’d seen from his expression that he’d definitely noticed both of these, and I didn’t know how I would be able to account for them without exposing myself to ridicule. Painted on the lead sheeting above the entrance to the sex museum was the image of a woman, naked, with orangey-brown skin and long, wafting hair of an indeterminate colour, somewhere between beige and dishwater. Her legs were too short and too small in relation to her upper body. It looked as if she were shrinking from below, or was this a preliminary stage on the way to the woman without a lower half? An allusion to the midget cashier? If you were being kind, you might also say it was the view from a bird’s-eye perspective. But if that had been the intention then it had failed. Perhaps it depicted Alice in Wonderland immediately after she’d taken a sip from the bottle labelled Drink me and had started to shrink. And yet Alice’s shrinking was rather different; she closed up like a telescope. I’d have preferred to come to this place with Charlotte. We were now standing in a corridor lit by dim lamps; on the walls were pictures evidently by the same artist who’d painted the nude above the entrance. They showed a variety of orgy scenes and were definitive proof that the artist had failed to master perspective. In the first room, just as gloomy as the corridor, a sign said: The History of Sexuality. Behind glass hung daguerreotypes from the mid-nineteenth century, the beginnings of erotic photography, gleaming in sepia colours. Girls on their own or in pairs lying on divans, draped with veils or flowers, posing with feather dusters or leaning against trees, wearing happily mischievous expressions, seemingly oblivious to their fat thighs and bellies. This was quite different from the snarling, well-toned models of our era, who offer no more than a frosty smile that is claimed to be seductive. Frau Hohenembs, too, was fascinated by the pictures; she studied each one in detail. Why have these been kept from me for so long? she complained. But in every discount bookshop you can find books full of these sorts of images, filling entire walls of shelves, I said in her direction. She cried theatrically, But back then, back then! Ida! My album of beauty! In fact, where did that get to? These things always mysteriously disappear. Touch wood, you’ll get me one of those books first thing on Monday. Not too expensive, mind! Ida muttered something, the only word of which I could make out was Corfu, and took a closer look at the photos. She had to be short-sighted, her nose almost pressed up against the glass. Those diplomats must have kept these pictures for their own use, sending you only the clothed ladies, she said, seemingly delighted to have solved the problem. Villains! Frau Hohenembs exclaimed. Villains the lot of them. They always intrigued against me. Always! She fell silent and stared, her mouth agape, at a series of ethnographic photographs, showing black women wearing necklaces or naked without any jewellery. Some were painted or ornately scarified, most had their heads shaved; the hair of only a few was braided into little strands, entwined with string or decorated with pearls. Moors, she whispered, female Moors. They’re black Africans, you don’t say Moors these days, or Negroes, Ida instructed her. Really? Whatever takes your fancy. Are there books with black African women too? she asked me, pausing deliberately before uttering the word black. Of course, I said. There are books on everything. But they’re called black women. How do you know they’re from Africa? Excellent! Capital! Ida, on Monday you’re going to go and buy some books with Negro women in them. Ida didn’t answer; she was already in the next room. Frau Hohenembs could not tear herself away from the pictures of what probably were black African women after all, for where would these photos have been taken if not in Africa, by white ethnologists under the hazy pretext of the male spirit of research? The next section exhibited what were purported to be the first ever sex magazines, from the 1950s to the 1990s. It was scarcely conceivable that they hadn’t existed before then. As the decades passed the women got thinner and fitter. Whereas in the 50s they had cellulite on their thighs and powerful upper arms with dimples, and the beginnings of a tummy (be it small or large), they slimmed down in the 60s and even more dramatically in the 70s; in the 80s and 90s they became muscular and toned, which spoiled the eroticism. Men first made occasional appearances in the plush setting of the 80s, standing sheepishly with shining, pumped-up torsos beside women to whom they offered their stiff members like gifts, or stuck them straight into their mouths, vaginas or anuses. Masks ought to have been put on these men, for their inane expressions were anything but arousing. A wooden flight of steps led into the next room, which was devoted to Perversions; it looked more like the showroom of a sex shop. A skinny golden whip stood on a faux-marble pedestal, and in a cupboard beside it, were large handcuffs and leg irons, beneath them a sign saying: Middle Ages. A glass case had been placed in one corner, containing tack, stirrups and spurs, all thrown together, as if two horses had been unharnessed in a great hurry. In the opposite corner was a display of latex penises, in various colours as well as transparent ones, sorted by size as if they were the children of a Protestant pastor, the final and largest one in the row measuring fifty centimetres. I gave the latex penises a thorough examination: some were crafted realistically, others with pronounced veins or covered in warts and tassels. I compared the different bumps and grooves, but it didn’t do anything for me. Not my thing, Frau Hohenembs said behind me, brushing my shoulder with her gloved hand. I hadn’t heard her coming. She was making for the riding tack and whip, but they didn’t seem to please her either. Ida was already in the next room, dedicated to rubber and leather fetishes. Had there been a sign, it ought to have read: Bizarre. There were photographs of women from all continents and of almost all ages, laced in the most diverse ways into rubber and leather suits, with zips or cut-outs for the genitals. Some were wearing gas masks or had golf balls between their teeth. Others were strapped together or tied up like packages. There were no men at all. Frau Hohenembs stood by a photograph of a wet, naked woman whose dark, likewise wet hair practically reached down to the floor, and who was tied with coarse twisted rope to a ship’s mast. The ship was clearly in a storm, everything blurred and drenched by sheets of rain. Frau Hohenembs’s back was straight and stiff; she looked at the picture with intense concentration. I noticed that, apart from the buttons on her hem and sleeves, there were no other buttons or zips to be seen, nor any laces or other fittings such as hooks and eyes, with which you might normally fasten and unfasten clothes. She looked as if she’d been sewn into a case. The picture that Frau Hohenembs was studying so carefully didn’t belong in this gallery; it looked far more like a still from a film. The woman’s facial expression was not anxious or contorted with pain, but expectant. A female Odysseus resisting the Sirens. In the centre of the room stood a mannequin with a bright-red, screaming mouth, dressed in a black diver’s outfit and a diving mask on her head of blonde hair. Please touch, it said on a cardboard sign. With two fingers I stroked her thigh and placed my palm on her rubber-covered belly. It wasn’t a smooth rubber, but a slightly porous material or foam rubber. I would have preferred it to be smooth; a smooth rubber would have given stronger emphasis to the fetishism. Although it was exciting to put my hand between the mannequin’s legs, I found it embarrassing in front of Ida and Frau Hohenembs. The latter was gazing avidly at the photographs again and calling for Ida. Take a good look at this; there’ll be books with this in too, she said. Ida strolled down the photo gallery, pulled a small jotter from her ill-fitting dress and made notes.

         
            *

         

         At court they feared the picnics she organized for Gypsies, showmen and all manner of other shady characters. She had such a big heart, my beauty! Especially for the poor and disadvantaged in the world. Whether in the Prater or the Gödöllő Palace, the travelling people were always allowed to sit on the lawns and had to be served by the court attendants as if they were royal guests. For this the court attendants despised my szeretett angyalom, because they were obliged to wait on men, women and children dressed in rags. Each time they would count the silver cutlery and plates because it was plainly obvious to the servants that the Gypsies would try to make off with everything that wasn’t nailed down. She, however, would walk with her tall frame between the colourful rows of ragged individuals, sitting either on the grass or on benches that had been put there especially for the occasion. She would stroke children’s scratched heads, let the people fiddle for her or have them read her palm, baffling many an old Gypsy woman by turning the tables and telling their fortune, which these crones did not appreciate. Each to his own: this was the only thing that the Gypsies and footmen were agreed upon.

         
            *

         

         Charlotte was probably waiting by the phone. I ought to have called and said that I wanted to be on my own for a few days. She wouldn’t have understood – how could she if I didn’t tell her the truth? – and soon would have been ringing at my doorbell. The truth. The truth was that I’d visited the sex museum without her. She’d always wanted to go to the sex museum with me; she’d been talking about it for years. I’d have to go again and pretend it was my first visit. Sink once more into contemplation of the brightly coloured penises. Actually, why not? Charlotte isn’t thin, she’s got a powerful, well-proportioned body with pronounced hips and thighs. I was never bothered by other women not looking thin. On the contrary, I liked them being a little rounder. It was just pregnant women I couldn’t stand, with their overladen, gross bodies, which they proudly flaunted to all and sundry. That belly which kept growing bigger, which dominated all else, the triumph of proliferating flesh, spreading obscenely over the bones and covering everything. I, on the other hand, wanted to be pale and starved. Whenever my grandfather said how terrible I looked, like a skeleton or concentration-camp victim, I took it as a compliment, without the slightest understanding of how malicious the expression concentration-camp victim was. If my grandmother heard this she’d say, Oh, come on, Josef. By that she meant that you couldn’t compare me, her granddaughter, to concentration-camp inmates, those poor devils. However, the more sunken my cheeks and the darker the rings around my eyes, the more I felt content. If my grandmother said I looked well, so healthy and with such round cheeks, I felt ill and bloated. Her ideal of beauty came from another era. I did not wish to be associated with food. I harboured the permanent desire to fall unconscious, but I never managed a proper blackout, only two or three instances of circulation problems with dizziness. I wanted to melt into thin air, vanish like a fugitive essence that dissipates the moment it comes into contact with food. I kept thinking of the consumptive women in literature, pale and delicate and thin, and forever passing out even if they did nothing all day – as in Thomas Mann’s Magic Mountain – except eat (the patients were served five meals per day: huge breakfasts, lunches and dinners with several courses and two snacks in between, because otherwise they would lose too much protein – I was particularly fascinated by this symptom of tuberculosis) and lie on sun terraces, 1,600 metres up, wrapped in furs and camel-hair blankets. They were given smelling salts, held in people’s arms or laid down on sofas. Then they were taken to their afternoon tea, where they would be offered milk or hot chocolate and large slices of fruitcake with a thick layer of butter. Five or six times I picked up the receiver and replaced it again. Charlotte mustn’t find out anything. I could only tell her about Frau Hohenembs. But even that would baffle her. Why had I spent my Saturday afternoon in the Prater with two elderly ladies I didn’t know? Because you can’t ever say no, Charlotte would answer. She always accused me of never being able to say no, of being sucked into everything, of being used in every way possible, of allowing myself to be saddled with everything to my own disadvantage, just because I couldn’t say no, out of politeness or misconstrued friendliness, which in truth was no more than cowardice. Frau Hohenembs had wanted to organize another get-together, this time in the Lainzer Tiergarten, which I had declined. So I was able to say no. After our visit to the sex museum we’d gone for a couple of beers in a pub. It was Frau Hohenembs’s regular haunt whenever she and Ida went to the Prater. The copper whale on the roof, covered with verdigris, reminded her of her past sea voyages. Although she’d never seen a whale, she had often spied dolphins off the Greek islands and the African coast. In her house on Corfu she’d chosen the dolphin as the heraldic animal to put on her crockery, bedclothes and letter-writing paper. Unfortunately, barely any of this was left; things had disappeared over the years, as they tended to – something breaks, something else is stolen. If Ida were to get the house she’d have to kit it out again from scratch. But she didn’t need much, dear Ida. She was a great deal more modest than herself, Frau Hohenembs added. You’ve been promising me Corfu for thirty years, Ida had snorted, briefly sitting up straight before sinking back down again, holding on to her glass. She had ordered a schnapps to accompany each of her beers. In front of the astonished waiter she sank the shot glass in her beer mug, describing the resulting drink as a submarine. In the meantime, Frau Hohenembs suggested one date after another for our next meeting. I cited urgent and unpredictable work as an excuse, which was partly true; I had to visit a new client the following week and didn’t know what would come of it. The firm I occasionally worked for, Hoarders Unlimited, had put me in contact with the man and described him as a serious case. Others refuse to believe just how many people are incapable of keeping their homes in a habitable state and are grateful for outside help, even though they feel ashamed at the same time. Clearing out clutter, getting rid of superfluous stuff within the shortest possible time, was the only thing I’d learned how to do. After all, I’d always had to remove the traces of my eating and puking as quickly as I could. The man had sounded utterly desperate on the phone; his flat was overflowing with old catalogues, magazines and mail-order goods he’d never opened; his daughter used to help him tidy up and chuck away, but she’d emigrated to Australia, came back only once a year and of course didn’t have any time for that sort of thing (You can’t begin to imagine! Couldn’t I?) I paced up and down my flat. It was Saturday evening and in the fridge were two squeezed-out tubes of mustard and a bottle of ketchup. Upstairs the usual crashing, which made the doors rattle on their hinges. I thought about being sick, but the picnic was too long ago. A squeamish aversion to the stench of semi-digested food prevented me from doing so. I’d been weaned off it for too long. My body was demanding to be filled up and then emptied again. I went from room to room, opened cupboard doors, looked in drawers, folded items of clothing or tossed them into the washing basket. If I passed the fridge I checked to see that I hadn’t overlooked anything edible. The childhood cakes, straight from the oven, the potatoes mashed with gravy – these didn’t exist any more. Strawberry jam cooked up for hours with fruit from our own garden, spreading the walnuts out on the kitchen table with both hands, the silent shelling of the large runner beans. Thrusting your hands into a bowl of the colourfully speckled beans and letting them run through your fingers. Picking the little, round currants from the branches, a game of patience that, in combination with the blazing summer sun, could put you into a trance. Being sent into the garden to fetch parsley and (for the hundredth time) coming back with carrot tops. Going to the vegetable patch with a bowl to fetch peppers and salad for lunch. The bolted lettuces, which against my better judgement I insisted on calling lattices. The certainty that today, tomorrow and the day after lunch would be on the table at twelve. I hadn’t come down so far in the world, thank God, that I was forced to make myself porridge out of polenta flour or oats. I hit upon the superb idea of getting drunk. That was the way out! Charlotte couldn’t raise any objections, either.

         
            *

         

         In her album of beauty she collected photographs of women from all over Europe. My kedvesem did not discriminate on the basis of class; she was just as happy with a Tuscan peasant girl as she was with the countess from St Petersburg. Lola Montez and George Sand were there, both in stages of advanced, mature beauty. But the main focus of the album was her sister Marie, ex-Queen of Naples; there were more portraits of her than anyone else. The two looked so similar, the same melancholy beauty was typical of both. The ex-queen dressed far more eccentrically than my dove, disapproving of simple elegance. My kedvesem had not included any pictures of herself, but with her grace she outshone all others like the majestic morning star. Austrian diplomats were instructed to send portraits from the upper classes in the cities where they were posted. Photographs of aristocratic women, all in the same studio setting, came from everywhere. The ambassador in Turkey was an exception to this rule. He sent pictures of exotic women from uncertain backgrounds, wearing pantaloons, short embroidered jackets and velvet slippers, as if they had come straight from the harem. In an accompanying letter he expressed his regret that the upper-class Turkish women, save for a few, refused to be photographed; not even their husbands could persuade them. I actually think that the Turkish men had their own objections and forbade their wives to have their picture taken. From Paris, on the other hand, came scandalous likenesses of artistes, actresses and ballet dancers in their professional wear, short skirts or even tight-fitting trousers that hid nothing. They appealed to her love of the circus and vaudeville; she was unperturbed; in fact she took particular delight in these photographs.
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