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HE THREW A GLANCE at the beige leather trunk next to the other suitcases in the corridor. He turned to face Mrs Banfield, that dear Margarida Banfield, and reached out to grasp the glass of water she had offered him. He thanked her and drained it in a single gulp. He declined her invitation to inspect the house. He was already acquainted with it. He had loved each of its three tiny rooms and their simple, rustic furniture, the shrill, passionate birdsong outside, as well as how vast the valley looked from the veranda. A few kilometres to the south, the Corcovado and Sugarloaf mountains loomed like monoliths above the islands rising out of the sea—landscapes that hold a special place in the heart of the world.


Goodbye to the fog engulfing the peaks of the Alps, the cold immobile twilight falling on the Danube, the lavish luxury of Viennese hotels, the walks at dusk under the tall chestnut trees in the Waldstein garden, the procession of beautiful women in their silk gowns, the pyromaniac charade of men in black uniforms hungry for the blood and the flesh of the dead. Petrópolis would be the place of new beginnings, the site of all origins, like the dust that man had been born in, and where he was fated to return, the primitive world, virgin and uncharted, a land blessed with order and certainties, a timeless garden where spring reigned forever.


He stood still in front of the trunk in a sort of peaceful hypnosis, as if under a spell. For the first time in months, he felt carefree. He fished inside his jacket’s breast pocket for the key to his luggage, which he’d always kept on his person and often fingered like a lucky charm—amidst anxious crowds on platforms or piers while waiting for a train or a boat whose arrival time was shrouded in uncertainty. It worked its magic every time. Touching the key brought him back to the past. A single stroke of its cold metallic surface and he found himself in the horse-drawn carriage he used to ride around the Ring on his way to a premiere at the Burgtheater, or enjoying Schnitzler’s company at Meissl & Schadn, or holding a conversation with Rilke in a Nollendorfplatz brasserie.


There would be no going back. Gone were the leisurely moments on the Elisabeth Bridge, the walks along the Hauptallee in the Prater, the sparkling gilding of the Schönbrunn Palace or the sunsets casting their long reddish glow on the banks of the Danube. The night would last for ever.


He turned the key. A crystal-clear light shone out of his open trunk. The sun was rising for a second time on that corner of Brazil. Long since trapped in a dreamless slumber, his spirit experienced a calm elation, while his heart began throbbing, emitting a powerful echo. His heart had started beating again.


He felt a presence behind him, thinking it was the wind. He turned around, convinced that Lotte was there, surveying the scene, finding peace in all that anguish, looking serene and motionless, knowing how to share the solemnity of a moment with him, calm and stoical—reclaiming all she had lost to those days and weeks of endless fear, when they had made their escape, always on the move, the uncertain waits for visas, the interminable queues of faces shedding tears as they pleaded in vain.


All sanctuaries had been desecrated and there were no fixed addresses one might reside at. It had become a roving sort of life, like the exodus of old.


He gazed at her. Her face, which beamed with charm, made him ask himself what right he had to tarnish the radiance of her glances, to consign this youth to the ruins of a beautiful past.


The journey would never end.


Mrs Banfield had prepared some tea, would he care for a cup? He shook his head, but this time his refusal had nothing to do with his sombre reservedness, which led him to decline most invitations. It was a feverish and impatient refusal, but a promising one.


They had finally found a place to lay down their baggage in that autumn of 1941. Many weeks later, they would still be watching the same sunset. For the first time since they’d been in London, they had a fixed address, just a simple address—34 Rua Gonçalves Dias, Petrópolis, Brazil—where they could receive their post and write letters to their loved ones. But they had grown weary of London in the end.


Lotte started speaking to him, with a voice made gentler by her illness, which some days left her gasping for air—her incurable asthma worsened by all that travelling, which occasionally brought her to the brink of asphyxiation. On that morning, her voice did not betray the slightest ailment. Calmly, she said:


“I think we’ll be all right. The location is fantastic. I’m certain you’ll recover from all your travelling and get back to writing… Perhaps this is where we’ll settle into our dotage?”


He scanned his surroundings. The house was plunged in a penumbra. To the right, a narrow corridor opened into a square-shaped bedroom whose floor was covered with an old carpet. Twin beds on iron frames had been pushed together at the back of the room. There was a Bible and an ashtray on the bedside table. Plain white curtains were hanging from nails above the window.


The room gave onto a bathroom, where a couple of towels had been left on the edge of an aged enamel claw-foot tub. The kitchen appeared to be fully equipped. There was an oak table and four straw-backed chairs in the middle of the dining room, as well as a tired-looking leather armchair and a library. There were a few still lifes on the wall. It was a three-room house. They had only given him a six-month lease on the bungalow. In half a year’s time, he would have to pack up and find somewhere else to stay. He counted the months with his fingers. Come March, they would be forced to leave. Raus! The Zweigs, out on the street! Six months in this nook in the middle of nowhere. A bright, desolate place. Yet did he have the right to complain? His nearest and dearest were presently drowning in an ocean of spilt blood, forced to look for shelter at night, to beg for a hundred dollars to see them through the winter, petitioning anyone with influence for a visa. They were outcasts, the People of the Book, who belonged to the tribe of writers. Taking that into account, the little house in Petrópolis was the most sumptuous of palaces.


He needed to forget his house in Salzburg, banish the memory of that majestic building in Kapuzinerberg, that eighteenth-century hunting lodge whose facade evoked those annexes on the grounds of the Neuschwanstein Castle where the Emperor Franz Josef had played as a child. This is where he’d felt most at ease, closeted behind its thick walls, which guarded over his solitude whether he was writing or in the grips of depression. That noble abode where he’d lived happily.


He had to forget Salzburg. Salzburg didn’t exist any more, Salzburg was German. Vienna was German, a province of the Third Reich. Austria was no longer the name of a country. Austria was a ghost that haunted the minds of the dispersed. A lifeless cadaver. Its funeral had taken place in the Heldenplatz, accompanied by the hoorays of a people cheering their Führer. The man who had come to revive the dreams of yesteryear, to bring the lustre and purity back to a Jewified Vienna. Austria had offered itself to Hitler. Vienna, with its enchanting sights and crystal boulevards, where all hearts opened up, was wallowing in filth, withered by the winds of crime. Vienna was now a witches’ sabbath that stretched out its arms to welcome its prodigal son who, born in Braunau am Inn, had recently returned to his native country, where he had been endorsed as king of Berlin and kaiser of Europe by Cardinal Innitzer and hailed by jubilant crowds. It had been three years since the Anschluss. The witness accounts of those still trying to escape came thick and fast. They told of hunger, pain and misery. The extermination of Vienna’s Jews. The horrors that had unfolded all across Germany were now being played out in quick succession in the small capital, the place where he had spent some of the richest hours of his life.


They had looted the department stores, torched the synagogues, beaten people up in the streets and exposed pious old men in caftans to public persecution. Books had been consigned to the flames—his, as well as Roth’s, Hofmannsthal’s and Heine’s—Jewish children had been expelled from their schools, while Jewish lawyers and journalists had been dispatched to Dachau. They had passed laws forbidding Jews to practise their trade, banning them from public gardens and theatres, from walking the streets most times of day and night, from sitting on public benches, compelling them to register with the authorities, revoking their nationality, stripping them of their wealth and evicting them from their own homes. Lumped together, these laws effectively exiled Jewish families beyond city walls.


The Germans were a law-abiding people.


The tragedy played itself out in the city where he’d been born. “History’s greatest mass murder,” he had prophesied. No one had wanted to believe him. They’d said he’d lost his mind. When he’d packed his bags in 1934, four years before the Anschluss, they’d called him a coward. He had gone into self-imposed exile. He had been the first Viennese to do so, the first of many fugitives. “You are suffering from an imaginary emigrant psychosis,” Friderike, his ex-wife, had argued. He could have stayed there another four years, like Freud had done, deluding himself that all that evil was merely transitory. However, he had left in 1934, after the Austrian police had searched his home looking for a cache of weapons— weapons in the home of one of pacifism’s greatest apologists!


He had felt the winds of change blowing from Germany early on. The hateful speeches, the brutal acts that announced a coming apocalypse to anyone who kept his eyes peeled, as well as those who still paid attention to the meaning of words. He belonged to a race doomed to extinction: Homo austrico-judaicus. He had a sixth sense about these things and was well acquainted with history. He had written books on a variety of historical periods, on Mary Stuart and Marie Antoinette, Fouché and Bonaparte, Calvin and Erasmus. Through the prism of past tragedies, he had managed to glimpse into the future and divine the shape of the horrors to come. That war would have little in common with those that came before it.


His cousins and friends who had opted to stay and hadn’t wanted to listen to anything he’d had to say, were now in the full throes of misery and hunger. He had been sent accounts of how, from time to time, one of these banished men and women—hungry for fresh air, the perfume of the past and summoned by the light of the sun—would fearlessly venture out into the streets of Vienna, strolling down the Alserstrasse with the hope of enjoying a few moments in the sun. At which point, the accounts continued, some passers-by would recognize the crazed look in his eyes, the fear on his face, and stop him in his tracks, assembling a mob and calling him to order, the new order. Someone in the mob would send a rock hurtling through the air, another would slap his face, encouraging others to hurl themselves at the man in question, raining down blows upon him until blood would start flowing, going at it fiercely; and if an SS officer—who happened to be strolling along the Ring, going up the Florianigasse—ever caught wind of the commotion and came upon the scene, a confused sort of clamour would rise from the growing crowd and all would turn silent as the SS officer pulled a pistol from its holster. The man in the black uniform would aim his weapon, which would glint under the Viennese sun, a bullet would whistle through the air and death would come and resequester that lover of the great outdoors.


This is what a newspaper article he had been sent had had to say:




City authorities in Vienna have decided to cut off all gas supplies to apartments occupied by Jews. The ever rising numbers of suicides by gas have inconvenienced the population and such acts will henceforth be considered breaches of public order.





He breathed the warm air wafting in through the window, which had been left slightly ajar. He contemplated the view of the wide green expanse that the window offered, which extended beyond the city’s rooftops. His spirit succumbed to its sweetness. His anxiety subsided. He turned his thoughts to Lotte, as well as to himself. A feeling of shame ran through him, as did one of well-being. He forgot his shame. He smiled shyly at Lotte. He said he shared her sense of relief. That what had won him over during their first visit had been how the living room gave onto the veranda, where a mysteriously invigorating feeling hung in the air. Sitting in the armchair, he felt a certain familiarity with the place.




 





He bent over the trunk and examined its contents: there were about forty tomes in there. The books had accompanied him on his journey, all the way from Salzburg. He had sworn to bring them out only once his spirit had regained a measure of calm. That moment had finally come.


He pulled the books out, one by one. He slowly perused their covers and ran his fingers over their edges. Then, taking his time, he absent-mindedly—and a little comically—stuck his nose in the pages and sniffed them. These books hadn’t seen the light of day since they’d fled their house in Austria. The last fixed address they’d known had been his library in Kapuzinerberg. The passing of time or the crossing of oceans and continents hadn’t diminished their perfume. They exuded the scent of his living room in Salzburg. Over the years, the books had become impregnated with its smells: it was a mixture of pine, firewood, autumn leaves, earth after the rain, cigar smoke, apples, old leather, feminine scents and Persian carpets. After the initial enthusiasm and solemnity with which he had opened the first books, he stuck his nose into the other tomes. He inhaled their smell, filling his lungs with it. The pages had kept the fragrances intact. The past was neither dead nor buried. It had been kept alive between the pages of these books. The Gestapo officers had cordoned off the house for a long time, ransacking every nook and cranny, confiscating all the furniture and paintings by great artists, as well as thousands of his other books, but had been unable to make off with that living room’s smell. Part of the past had escaped those defilers. The books had preserved the perfumes of life, evoking images of Hofmannsthal smoking his Havana cigars, that poor Joseph Roth savouring his whisky, the revered Sigmund Freud and the aroma his pipe gave off. The memory of all those who had walked through his living room—Franz Werfel and Ernst Weiss, Thomas Mann and Toscanini—had been kept alive. Everyone who was either dead or living in exile would henceforth live on entirely through the smells their presence had once inspired.


When the trunk was finally empty, he felt a touch bemused when face to face with the humble stack of books. Rather pathetically, he groped around the bottom of the box, searching for other books that his eyes hadn’t been able to spot. His hand came up empty.


He heard Lotte’s voice coming from the veranda. It had the gift of pulling him from the threshold of despair. She had rescued him from depression right from their first meeting in London in 1934, the early days of his exile. Elizabeth Charlotte Altmann’s eyes betrayed a penchant for indulgence which his life no longer accorded him. As soon as he’d seen her face, something had become very clear. Instead of the usual bolt of lightning, a blessing had fallen from the heavens and landed right next to him. Hitler could go ahead and invade Europe and become the master of the universe, what did he care? Even today, when nothing seemed to shake him out of his macabre mood, his companion’s mere appearance served to instil in him the hope that the world might one day come back to its senses—and that he would live to see it. Neatly arranged, the books took up two shelves. Something to do with how they were aligned annoyed him. He reached for a book that was leaning slightly to one side and straightened it. He took a step back and examined the results, shook his head, grabbed another book and consigned it to a lower shelf. He smiled approvingly, then his face clouded over and he pulled two books from the bottom shelf and placed them on the one above. At which point, he plucked two volumes from the middle of the first shelf and placed each at either end. Then he pulled out another, put it on top of the bookcase, and then put it back. Lotte looked at him without batting an eyelid, though an ironic smile could be detected at the corner of her lips. The process went on for a further ten minutes. Each time he examined the results and seemed satisfied, he went back to work. It was as though he were playing a game of chess with his bookshelf, using the books as pawns. It looked as if the game would never end. Did he have a specific idea of how the books should be arranged? For a moment, Lotte thought her husband had lost his mind. She kept her distance, deciding not to intervene. Who could claim to have hung on to his sanity in those days? A second later, he moved another book, stopped, then turned around, neither looking at her nor uttering a single word. His face was marked by a profound helplessness and untold sadness, dispelling the cheerfulness the task at hand had lent it. He walked around the room in circles, then his shadow melted into the corridor’s penumbra. She heard the bedroom door shut and the bedsprings creak under the weight of his body. After that, she heard nothing at all.


His eyes were fixed on the ceiling. He recalled the countless shelves of books that had lined the walls of his house in Salzburg. They looked distinguished, their value was inestimable. Their presence inspired a feeling of tranquillity. When he would turn his head and look out of the window of his lounge in Kapuzinerberg, he could see the Eagle’s Nest in Berchtesgaden just across the border, where the man who was menacing humanity made his home. The books had been like a bulwark against him.


The vast legions of his literary masters, a myriad of books covering entire walls, all of which were annotated and whose pages were worn and a little yellowed—works by Tolstoy, Balzac, Dostoevsky, Hölderlin, Schiller, Goethe and Kleist. There was an entire army of autographed books by dear friends of his, such as Rilke, Schnitzler, Freud, Romain Rolland, Jakob Wassermann and Alfred Döblin, all the greatest writers central Europe had to offer, all the talents that had emerged during the interwar years. Then there were his own books, which he kept slightly out of sight, but which were his pride and joy since they were the only fruits his life had borne. Having remained childless, he considered them his own flesh and blood. Then there were the rows of handwritten originals and typescripts. He had owned almost four thousand of them. They ranged from little notes scrawled on bits of paper all the way to letters from Rilke and Goethe’s manuscripts. His most prized piece had been Beethoven’s journal—that genius’s record of his youth penned in his own hand, for which he’d paid its weight in gold at the beginning of the 1920s, and which was now part of the booty the Gestapo had confiscated and distributed among various Nazi officials. Yes, Beethoven’s manuscript was now in Goering’s hands! Goering, who it was said was an admirer of the Jew Zweig’s work. He pictured Goering leafing through Fear.


Happily, he had been able to safeguard the original score of Mozart’s Das Veilchen. It had crossed the ocean with him. Mozart’s eyes and hands had lain on these pages. How often had he attended recitals of this song, to which Goethe’s words had been set? He began to hum that tune and its lyrics. It was the first time he’d sung in ages. The spirit of the old Austria had survived in this place. Mozart watched over him.


His entire life rested upon these shelves. It was framed by its planks.


Nothing was left of the books that he’d kept in his Salzburg house. The people who had written them, those that were still alive, were now scattered throughout the world, fleeing wherever they could, hounded and miserable, penniless and devoid of inspiration, no longer able to tell their stories. Who could start a novel in those times, or weave a more solid and dramatic plot than that which was already being written? Hitler was the author of millions of unsurpassable tragedies. Literature had found its true master.


He pondered over the ridiculous direction his destiny as a writer had taken. Now he only wrote in order to be translated—into English, thanks to that good-hearted Ben Huebsch at Viking Press, and into Portuguese, by Abrahão Koogan. For nearly a decade now, German publishing houses had stopped printing works by Jews—not even Insel Verlag, to whom he’d been steadfastly loyal. He wrote using the language of a people who had outlawed him. Could one be a writer if he weren’t read in his own language? Was he still alive even though he was unable to write about his times?


He had been the most widely read author in the world, even though he was convinced that he was far less talented than Thomas Mann, or Schnitzler, or Rilke, or, of course, even Joseph Roth—and he didn’t believe a single word of what Freud had said when he’d claimed to prefer his work over Dostoevsky’s. He was aware of his weak points, was irked by his novellas’ repetitive plots, that limited technique of storytelling that he seemed unable to get away from—or the irremediably tragic way in which his heroes and heroines achieved their destiny either through madness or death. He had sold sixty million books. He had been translated into almost thirty languages, from Russian and Chinese all the way to Sanskrit. His biographies could be found in libraries all over France, Russia, the United States and Argentina. Crowds rushed to see films adapted from his stories. He had written librettos for Richard Strauss. His Jeremiah at the Burgtheater had been highly acclaimed. Five hundred theatres had staged productions of his Volpone. He had delivered the keynote eulogy in memory of Rilke, his friend, at the Staatstheater in Munich, presided over the opening of the Tolstoy House Museum in Moscow and preached the sermon at Freud’s funeral in London. He had encouraged Herman Hesse’s first literary efforts, and, were it not for not for his help, Joseph Roth might never have climbed out of the pit of his despair and written The Radetzky March. The great Einstein himself had asked to meet with him. He cherished his memory of their dinner at a Berlin restaurant in June 1930, where the scientist had confessed to owning all of his books.


His books haunted him. Their characters—Mrs C. and Dr B., Christine and Ferdinand, Irene, Roland and Edgar—lived on in his spirit. He thought about their fate. The sight of bonfires being kindled in the squares of each German town on that menacing night of 10th May 1933 flashed past his eyes once again. With those crowds huddling around those blazing fires one might have thought one were back in the Middle Ages. The Reich that wanted to last for a thousand years had instead turned the clock back to the year 1000. Once night had fallen and the bonfire was glowing, the ghastly street party had got under way as German youths, cheered on by the crowd, had thrown books into the pyre. The flames had climbed all the way to the sky and the ashes had scattered into the night. The heroes of his novels had been burnt to a crisp.


The sound of Lotte’s footsteps in the corridor stopped the train of his dark thoughts in its tracks. Did he want to come and take his seat at the dinner table? Mrs Banfield had asked the kitchen to prepare a Brazilian speciality in their honour. Lotte headed to the window, explaining how one shouldn’t sit in the dark. She opened the blinds to their fullest. A wave of light spread through the room. He told Lotte the journey had given him an appetite.


The housekeeper had set the table out on the veranda. In the sky, the seams between night and day had blurred. The air was cooler. Lotte rose from her chair to look for a shawl. They started eating. In her sweet husky voice, she said:


“You know, I think we can finally hang those Rembrandt etchings of yours. They will look splendid in the salon.”


Alongside his Mozart score, he had also been able to bring two little etchings signed by the master himself. All of his other Rembrandts, as well as his Klimts, his Schieles, his Munch, his Kokoschkas and his little Renoir, were now undoubtedly hanging on the walls of Goering’s house. He contemplated that enchanted, timeless landscape outside, banishing the ghosts that haunted his spirit, if only for a few seconds. The distant echo of military marches was supplanted by the sound of animal calls—monkeys, he assumed. In the eight years since he’d fled from Salzburg, he’d been searching for peace. Yet every time he’d set down his suitcases, the ground had crumbled beneath his feet. Everywhere he went, the war had caught up with him. He hoped it would never get past those hills. He had found the ideal spot for his eternal rest.


“You can finally get down to work on your Balzac.”


He nodded. The time had come.


Now that he was here, he felt ready. That biography of Balzac he’d begun writing in London was to be his masterpiece. It had to be important, bulky, and would put paid to those criticisms regarding his style. His friends—Klaus Mann, Ernst Weiss, the late lamented Ernst—had never spared him, accusing him of plagiarism and dilettantism. His Balzac, however, would command respect; it would be more meticulous than Marie Antoinette and more ambitious than Mary Stuart. It would stand as a testament to his work ethic and unwavering discipline. It would erase all trace of his mediocre and laughable Stendhal. Balzac would be his finest achievement. The novelist had been both his mentor and model. Balzac’s industriousness and rich abundance of characters fascinated him. He had already written the first part of the book, which dealt with the French writer’s life, in London. Yet he wanted to give this book a different spin. He aspired towards an exhaustive examination of Balzac’s work, its structure, its essence, something that would encompass the entirety of The Human Comedy and remain a useful reference to it. During his five years in London, he had accumulated an incredible wealth of material. Alas, he hadn’t been able to find room for it in his baggage. Thousands of files and notes, without which he could not continue his work, were gathering dust in a box on the other side of the world. His friend Ben Huebsch had assured him that this precious package would before long leave London, and that a transatlantic ship would deliver it to Rio soon enough. Though he never usually prayed, he began pleading with the Heavens that the ship might reach safe harbour. The Balzac had become his reason for being.


“You’re wrong,” Lotte said, “you’ve got nothing to prove. No one stands your equal. Your Balzac isn’t the only thing you have. Here I am, right by your side. Am I not worth living for?”


He acquiesced. Yes, she was more important to him than anything else. She was worth more than all the books he had written and those yet to come, more than all the novels that had ever been published. She planted a kiss on his hand. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She explained that they were of joy, caused by the happiness she felt at seeing the two of them together in a house far from the reach of men, all alone. Perhaps it had been their destiny all along to be forced onto the path of exile so that they might find one another, far from barbarians and their oaths, sheltered behind a mountain range and buffered by a vast ocean.


He would have loved to believe in destiny, to think that this voyage had been guided by a higher will. Yet he had never believed in God. He felt as though he’d left the keys to his fate in the lock of his house in Salzburg.




*





On the morning of the second day, a beam of light cut through the bedroom blinds and curtains. He partly opened his eyelids. Whereas he had usually needed a few minutes before mustering his energies in the past, he got out of bed immediately. The housekeeper, a friendly young lady whom Mrs Banfield had put at their disposal, made him some coffee, and he drank it sitting on the veranda. Although he had stopped dreaming long ago, it was so bright outside that he seemed to have slipped into reverie.


Lotte got up not long after him. When she came out onto the veranda, the sun cast a beam of light on her. She said she’d been woken up by the sound of birdsong: a primeval sort of choir, the likes of which she’d never heard before. “A tropical symphony,” she said, smiling. His thoughts drifted to his friend Toscanini when he’d conducted Pastoral in Monte Carlo in 1934. But he didn’t linger on these memories. He wanted to make a clean break with the past. Petrópolis had to clear all that dross and nostalgia from his mind.


Lotte had slept well. Her face said it all. Up until that point, the miles they’d travelled had seriously compromised her health. Her condition had worsened in the past few months. The ocean crossing had hollowed her cheeks, damaged her eyesight and chapped her lips. Lotte’s heart hadn’t coped well with London weather. After they’d left Britain, Lotte’s lungs had rejected the New York air during their stopover in that city. That was part of the reason they’d headed farther south. The first time they’d gone to Brazil, a year earlier, the weather in Petrópolis’s hilly heights had proved restorative. It was as if they’d gone to the Austrian Alps, to Semmering, Baden or some other spa town.


It had been a long time since her medication had had any effect on her asthma. Every night, around two o’clock in the morning, Stefan had been forced to look on, powerless, as his young wife gasped for air, hovering on the brink of asphyxiation, sitting on the window sill and looking as though she had wanted to breathe all the world’s air into her lungs. The continents they’d travelled through, the succession of hotel rooms and the endless uncertainties had accentuated her illness. Just as they had lacked for space throughout their exile, clean air had also been in short supply. Air had been a precious commodity for her. Now they had nowhere left to hide and their finances had run dry. They were even running out of oxygen.




 





They decided to go out to lunch. Lotte was wearing the beige silk dress she’d purchased in New York the previous month, a few days before they’d boarded the ship for Brazil. They had been living at the Wyndham Hotel on 25th Street, a corner of tranquillity they’d grown very fond of. America had initially looked welcoming. A second life in the New World. They had landed in New York at the end of June 1940, while the Britain they’d left behind was collapsing under the brunt of the German bombing raids. They had enjoyed a few days of happiness, but they had once again had to apply for visas, filling in a great number of forms, asking for references, simply to prove they had the right to exist, even to be there, living in the midst of constant uncertainty and temporary solutions. America hadn’t really turned out to be the promised land everyone claimed it was. The more Lotte’s asthma worsened, the more their liveliness was sapped. She started having coughing fits. At night, doctors would be at her bedside injecting drugs into her veins. Unfortunately, all that New York air wasn’t clean enough for her lungs. Or maybe all the wind stopped at the city limits. Or the breeze that blew over the Hudson was too weak. Or it was all too late and there wasn’t any hope left for her. She had contracted that terrible influenza. The fever had made her lose her mind. They had thought she’d been at death’s door. He’d spent a whole night nestled by her side on that hospital bed. When she had regained consciousness, she’d heard him mutter some words—but maybe her fever was making her hallucinate? He’d spoken into the abyss, stricken with grief. Her lips had trembled. She’d sworn he’d been addressing the dead, entreating them, telling them about his regrets. He felt remorse for having dragged his wife along on this escapade. His muttering had soothed her. She had fallen asleep lulled by the sound of his voice. After a few days, the fever had calmed down and she no longer wheezed like a coffee pot. Warmth flowed back into her fingertips. She was cured. Those frightening weeks had furnished them with ultimate proof that they didn’t belong in New York.


It was a shame as she would have gladly stayed, even though the weather didn’t do her any good, even though the lethargy of urban life and car pollution were asphyxiating her. Manhattan was enchanting. At the end of a night’s coughing fit, she had seen the city stir and spring to life by the light of dawn through her hotel window. She had gone down to the street. Walking past those skyscrapers had given her vertigo. Everything looked intensely romantic. The streets pulsed with power and a feeling of the unreal. The men and women who crossed her path looked like a new type of human being, one that inspired admiration. In the thick of those crowds, behind those tall walls, she’d imagined herself as the lead actress in a film, a colour film whose images superimposed themselves on the black scenes of that German film. She’d loved losing herself in the crowds on Fifth Avenue at closing time, when employees filed out of their offices—even though she still nursed the terrifying memory of those organized German masses and their outstretched arms. She had strolled through Central Park. The shadows cast by those towers didn’t frighten her in the slightest. When a ray of light would slide between two buildings, she would tell herself that the light had fallen from the sky. She would stand still in the middle of the pavement, her head craned up to those heights, her eyes half-shut, wrapped in that celestial brightness. Someone bumped into her. She scurried back to the shadows. She didn’t like anyone touching her. The brutal touch of strangers sent the noise of footsteps on the pavement, the shouting of the uniformed mobs, resonating through her mind, which she believed was just as ill as her body. She took a little sidestep and found herself once again in the light, where the air became lighter, where life became lighter.


In New York, Lotte had met up with Eva, her niece, who was the daughter of Manfred, her brother. Eva and Manfred were all that was left of her family. Her mother, uncles, aunts and cousins had chosen to stay in Frankfurt and Katowice, the town in Silesia where Lotte was from and which she had fled in 1933. She hadn’t heard from any of them in nearly a year. The courier must not have got through, Stefan had argued.


Lotte had seen her mother staring at her out of Eva’s eyes. The resemblance was striking. According to tradition, granddaughters bore their grandmother’s names. When Lotte had walked through the streets of Brooklyn with Eva, it had been as if she’d been strolling arm in arm with her mother around the Jewish quarter in Katowice. The department stores’ window displays, the restaurant patios and cafés had filled the adolescent with wonder and awe. On seeing the happiness of someone she still thought of as a child, Lotte rediscovered a feeling of insouciance. Eva’s peals of laughter effaced the memory of Stefan’s bottomless anguish. She forgot about the endless flow of handwritten pages which Stefan produced as he neared the completion of his autobiography, pages that Lotte would have to type out on an old Remington, some of whose keys were broken, working day after day without ever taking a break. She had worn her eyes out trying to understand each of the writer’s words, querying the meaning behind every deletion and judging whether his constructions were well balanced. She valued her eyesight highly. All that travelling as well as her illness hadn’t prematurely aged them, but the hours she spent reading that manuscript were going to damage them in the long run. Nevertheless, what did she care about her eyesight when all was said and done, so long as she was by his side?


Eva and Lotte had spent one last day together in Manhattan before the couple left for Rio. They had sat down on a restaurant’s patio. Three young Americans lunching at a nearby table had come over to ask if the ladies would care to join them. The episode lasted only a few minutes, but it sent a wave of sensual pleasure rippling through them.


They had gone into a little shop on the corner of 42nd Street and Madison Avenue, a tailor’s emporium whose window displayed sumptuous dresses at affordable prices. Lotte had hesitated on the threshold and Eva had dragged her in. Lotte needed a dress for her new life in Brazil. On entering the boutique the tailor, a short, corpulent man who was very elegantly attired, had welcomed them as though they’d been oriental princesses. He had brought them some tea and unwrapped entire collections for them.


“You know, people are wrong not to buy any suits and dresses. They’re going to need them for V-Day. Because we’re going to win, and when I say ‘we’, I mean the ‘People of the Book’. Can the Book-Burning People stand a chance against us?… By the sound of your accent I would say that you’re from… Cologne?… Frankfurt and Katowice? Me, I’m from Stuttgart… And when did you leave behind that dear motherland of ours that devours its children? Thirty-Three—you’re a real oracle aren’t you! I waited until Thirty-Six, and, what’s worse, I left my daughter Gilda there. Her husband didn’t want to leave. He said the situation couldn’t get any worse… what an idiot that Ernst Rosenthal was! My wife had predicted he wouldn’t be a good husband, my dear Masha, may her soul rest in peace, she didn’t survive the journey. Right after Hermann Flechner got here, having left his son behind in Munich, they were all deported out east. East, as if that were a place fit for Jews!? As soon as the war’s over, I’m going to box that Ernst Rosenthal’s ears… You know, in Frankfurt I attended my cousin Rivkah’s wedding in the big synagogue on Börnestrasse… What’s that? Your father was that synagogue’s rabbi? What a small… Here we are in August 1941 in New York and you tell me that your grandfather wed Rivkah and Franz Hesen, may his soul rest in peace. Franz met his end when the SA threw him out of a window in May 1933. Is there really no such thing as fate, madam? I haven’t even asked you your name madam… Zweig… Do you mean to say you’re Mrs Stefan Zweig? Please forgive me, I must sit down, this is all a bit too much for me, first your grandfather officiates at my cousin’s wedding, then you tell me all those books my daughter devours were written by your husband. Forgive me, I must seem a little too joyful considering the dark times we live in, but you should be wary of appearances, I’m no fool, I know all too well what the Reich does to our people, but were I to fall into melancholia, I might as well go ahead and close my shop, and then what would I do with the remainder of my days, without my wife and daughter? Nor am I going to spend all day waiting at Ellis Island, since they have shut the great gates, the gates of the mighty Reich and the gates of America. My daughter won’t stroll into my shop tomorrow. So I stick to dressmaking, but while that’s all well and good, I’m not uncultured, and I can recognize a great writer when I see one, and what’s more I’ve seen a photograph of him in the newspaper. Your husband is a man of rare elegance, please tell him to drop by, you know Max Wurmberg also does menswear, I have pure wool suits that are like the ones the best sewing shops in Berlin used to turn out, not than anyone wants to remember Berlin these days… You know, I only exhibit dresses in my windows because the future belongs to dressmakers, that is if there’s any future for dressmakers at all. I prefer not to think about the future too much, that’s what fooled Ernst Rosenthal… One day or another, the great Roosevelt is finally going to declare war, I only hope that when he does decide to send his troops over, my little Gilda will still be alive. It’s already August 1941, and if he keeps on waiting, I don’t know what part of Poland they’re going to find her in. It’s just that, you see, I would like to be a grandfather, look over here in this box, it’s a coat for the baby, with a brocaded velvet exterior, and cotton jersey on the inside. It’s for my grandson, look, I’ve stitched his name on the sleeves, he’s going to be called Max, just like me, according to our forefathers’ tradition.”


He had broken off to search for a dress at the back of the cupboard, saying that it was his favourite, and that he’d set it aside for his daughter, although Gilda would never dare wear it. It was a low-cut red dress that left the back almost naked. Lotte had tried it on, albeit a little reluctantly. The dressmaker had lingered in front of her, on his knees, sticking needles through the cloth and adjusting it. He hadn’t spared any compliments when praising her slender figure, her curves, her long legs. He had promised the dress would be ready before their departure.


“You’re going to look marvellous, Mrs Zweig, you already look marvellous, look at those hips, those shoulders, you’re a dream woman, you deserve the greatest of men.”


Then they took their leave.


“You’re going to look sublime in your red dress…” Eva had exclaimed.


Lotte hadn’t reacted. She walked like a robot, with a faraway look in her eyes.


“On the beach at Copacabana…” Eva had continued.


Lotte couldn’t picture herself strolling on a beach. Neither could she imagine her husband walking with her by the edge of the sea. She would undoubtedly never wear that dress.


“You’ll be in Brazil in a few days! You don’t seem all too happy about it.”


Happiness wasn’t a word she was accustomed to. Ever since she’d been a teenager, she had thought of joy as vague and out of reach. She wasn’t like the other girls. She had known that from an early age. She had the impression that the other girls were happier, more lively and more radiant. She dwelt in shadowy fringes. These days it was easier, people both praised and resented her—after all, she lived in Stefan Zweig’s shadow! She would never wear that dress. Her body had always seemed foreign to her. It was a sterile land. Then where did all her hopelessness, which left her feeling lifeless, come from? She’d had a happy and unproblematic childhood. Her father had doted on her, her brother had loved her and her mother had cherished her. They had looked after all her needs. They hadn’t denied her anything. Yet nothing but sorrow and suffering emerged from the unreal lands of her childhood. She had always been pervaded by a feeling of defeat. Her respiratory ailment had suited her perfectly as she hadn’t needed to adapt to it. She had always felt out of breath, wherever she had happened to be at the time, at home or at school. She had watched her family getting on with the business of living, heard her friends laugh and looked on as the days passed by. She would lock herself in her room, but nothing would happen. She ignored all happiness. She was well acquainted with fear in all its guises. She was afraid of the unknown, of the future, of not doing the right thing, of coming unstuck as well as succeeding; she was also scared of death, of illness, of other people and of fear itself, to the point that even the slightest thing would frighten her to the core. Life had always been like a test, one she found increasingly difficult to succeed at. The grip this misfortune exercised on her had caused her to stumble through those unhappy years. There was no doubt that Lotte had found herself quite at home in her husband’s bleak outlook on the world.


“You are the most envied of women, the wife of this century’s greatest writer… and you’re now the owner of the prettiest dress in Manhattan!”


“Stefan will barely notice the dress. He hardly notices when I’m around.”


“But you’re the reason he left his wife.”


That had just been a pretext… At the time, she must have seemed like a fountain of youth. Witnessing his own energies dissipate, he had hoped to draw on her vigour, not unlike when he had heeded a so-called doctor’s advice, who had prescribed him a course of hormones that were supposed to slow down the effects of old age. Alas, against all hope, Lotte had become just another responsibility, yet another burden. As though their life weren’t dangerous enough, stifling and shrivelled as it was, marrying her had gifted him with the promise of terrifying nights. What did he feel for her? Nothing but pity.


“Would you prefer to stay in New York with me? He would understand… especially when he’s reunited with his books.”


“But part of the reason we’re going to Petrópolis is for my sake. The town is situated at an altitude of eight hundred metres, he’s adamant that it’s going to do me a world of good. I can barely breathe here.”


“Come, we’re going to go all the way to the top of the Empire State Building, where you’re going to get a good fill of oxygen.”


“I’m going back to the hotel. This walk has tired me out. I didn’t take my medication at noon. Promise me we’ll spend another day together.”


She had hailed a taxi and dropped Eva off. Alone in the car, Lotte had thought about the tailor’s story. She had pictured herself getting married in the big synagogue in Frankfurt, instead of that soulless room in Bath, England, where she and Stefan had taken their vows. “Mazal tov,” she muttered, as if to herself. But there were no practising rabbis left in Germany. Her grandfather had lost his synagogue and was almost certainly dead. There wasn’t a single rabbi left in the whole Reich. German synagogues had all been burnt down during the Kristallnacht. The flames had curled up towards the heavens and the stars.




 





That evening, in their room at the Wyndham Hotel, Stefan had worn the sombre look befitting the dark times they were in. Yet another of his friends, Erwin Rieger, had committed suicide in Tunis, following in the wake of Ernst Toller, Walter Benjamin and Ernst Weiss. The chasm was widening all around him. The past was being chipped away piece by piece. The tickets to Rio had been purchased. They would board on the morning of 15th August.


Once again, they were on the run. They had fled the Reich, then England, and now the United States. Lotte’s health had of course played its part thanks to her weak bronchioles and ailing throat. There had also been the various bureaucratic annoyances to which Stefan had been subjected, being a foreigner from an enemy country. There was also the language barrier. While perfectly fluent, he’d never felt at ease in English. He had also railed against New York’s permanent state of frenzy. Everything was chaotic and frivolous.


But there was an altogether different reason for their departure. The real motive was rather shameful—how had her heart hardened to such an extent? Stefan was eager to leave New York because he had found all of Berlin and Vienna in its streets, run into a world of exiles who had lost all their splendour and who limited their talk to tales of woe and complaints. A defeated race wandering amidst the skyscrapers looking for kindred souls to commiserate with. Stefan was leaving New York because he had become a sort of Maecenas there, the person people turned to for support with their visa applications. He was routinely harangued by people wanting money or letters of recommendation. Even though the American authorities had only seen fit to give him a temporary visa, Stefan had been obliged to draft dozens of affidavits, certificates and documents—as well as undertake solemn commitments—just in order to act as a guarantor for a single exile coming out of Germany. He had become a virtual employee of the immigration department. The exiles thought of him as the Messiah. He had sent wads of cash to Roth, that poor Weiss, as well as Bergmann, Fischer, Masereel and Loerke. He’d fought tooth and nail to obtain an Argentinian visa for Landshoff and two Brazilian passports for Fischer. The phone never stopped ringing. People begged for his help, an affidavit, an affidavit, for Scheller and Friedmann, for those who were still waiting in Marseilles or Portbou. An old woman, whose son was living in Warsaw and whom Stefan had promised to help, had kissed his hand. His intercessions had saved four or five of his friends. Hundreds of people were asking for his support. He had become the First Consul of Stateless Jews.


His energies were beginning to flag at the same time as his premonition that the worst was yet to come was growing exponentially. 1941 was going to be the most frightening year in human history, and 1942 would be more frightening still. How could they possibly hope that a stateless writer could obstruct the machinery of death?


The world he had known lay in ruins: the people he had loved were dead; their memory plundered and looted. He had wanted to be a witness, the biographer of humanity’s richest hours; he couldn’t bring himself to serve as the scribe of a barbaric era. His memory took up too much room, and fear occupied too large a suite in his mind. His writing was fed only by nostalgia. He only wrote about the past.


People ensnared in the mousetrap on the other side of the Atlantic had placed their hopes in his hands. As soon as one survivor was granted a visa thanks to Stefan’s efforts, he or she spread the word that Zweig’s powers were limitless, that a single appeal on his part had saved an entire family, that the great Zweig will reply, so long as you write to him, Zweig will help you. Dozens of Jews hung around in front of his hotel. Zweig holds out his hand, Zweig shelters and supports, he frees and saves. One day, he will heal all the sick and restore sight to the blind. Enough! He wasn’t the Chief Rabbi of all Oppressed Jews, he was simply a writer. He hadn’t chosen to be a Jew, neither did he claim to be one. He didn’t believe in any god, he never prayed, he condemned Zionism, just like he did all forms of nationalism. Hadn’t he already endured enough because of an identity he didn’t even associate with? He had lost everything. He wanted them to leave him be! He was fed up of hearing people talk about their miseries, tired of dispensing alms, tired of stories of murders and tortures, of internment camps, of queues of starving people, of legions of exiles, of men who gave themselves over to death, of hearing of souls on the brink of falling apart. He yearned for the peaceful immensity of valleys and plains, for mountains rising from the living earth, the green froth of the sea, the enormousness of the starry sky. He yearned for Brazil.


He had to tell those beggars, lost in their torments, to go and find themselves another Zweig, all enquiries addressed to Stefan Zweig would now be poste restante. They should instead turn to Thomas Mann or Franz Werfel, or Brecht, who still held out hope in Germany, plead their case to Bernanos and Breton, Fierce Fighters of the Free French, they should go knock on Einstein’s door, who believed in such a thing as a Jewish nation, yes, those were the heroes and the Righteous.


He had been among the first to flee and was the last of the cowards, the last man, the last Zweig.




*





They walked together down the streets of Petrópolis. Looking into the distance, they could gaze on the slopes of the Serra dos Órgãos, whose impressive bulk cast a sort of serenity on the city, made it feel like it was protected, just like the Corcovado did in Rio. They headed towards the city centre, going through alleyways lined with hydrangeas in bloom. They came across a river where a young boy was fishing with a makeshift rod and where the air was imbued with the smell of herbs. A hummingbird came to rest on an orchid. A monkey’s cry rang out from the other side of the river. The hummingbird flew away. They resumed their walk. A wooden bridge spanned the river. A few metres ahead stood an astonishing palace with a crystal and iron facade. Stefan told Lotte about the history of that building, which an aristocrat had given to his wife fifty years earlier. The man had imported all the building materials from France in order to erect a monument to his wife’s glory. Hearing those words, Lotte began to dream of how Stefan might one day dedicate one of his books to her—like he had dedicated The Struggle with the Daemon to Freud, or Adepts in Self-Portraiture to Einstein—a book that would stand as a testament to their love. Rounding a street corner, they came upon a broad boulevard flanked by imposing baroque mansions. They might as well have been in a German city. Had fate brought them here? It was if Germany were stuck to their shoes. Petrópolis had been founded by Dom Pedro I, emperor of Brazil, in the previous century as a summer house for his wife, a scion of… the Hapsburgs. Farmers from the Rhineland had been invited to colonize the land and populate the city. Its neighbourhoods were named after German provinces, while blond children mixed with little mulattoes in the streets. Memories of Germany came crashing down on them. “You must be anvil or hammer,” Goethe had once said.
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