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PROFESSOR WINTERTHORN’S JOURNEY


to Ben Sonnenberg





 









On a whim, Professor Winterthorn –


sixty years old, recently widowed –


resolves to attend. He’ll fly in the morning.







His conference-roving days are waning,


but, while he’s not been asked to speak


at this one, it’s on a theme close to his heart:







Nonsense and the Pursuit of Futility


as Strategies of Modernist, Postmodernist


and Postpostmodernist Literature and Art.







Just in case, he has a paper almost written


that he can tuck into his hand-luggage


and tinker with on the plane.







(But he won’t.)







Besides, what is there to keep him in London,


nobody at home, his friends dispersed


to the Baltic, the Peloponnese, the Mediterranean?







He’ll outstrip them! With satisfaction,


he buys online, immaterial tickets,


fleet fingers performing their keyboard tap dance:







laptop dancers!







Check details, whirr of print-out – and it’s done.


Good. He’ll soon be in a distant city


which he’s never visited and knows nothing about.







That’s the point.







Could even be fun.
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Now pack my bag:


not such an easy task.


Pondering and dithering,


deciding and undeciding,


he veers between wardrobe and suitcase.







Eight days away,


so a French week’s worth


of shirts, jerseys, underthings


must somehow be flung


harmoniously together.







But how can he know beforehand


what he’ll want to wear?


How both guess the weather


and avoid excruciating


colour clashes?







What did he do in the past?


Oh yes, he had a wife,


who was wise in such matters,


directing, advising, cajoling, dissuading him


in his difficult choices.







Tonight he must work it out for himself.


But the sock drawer is a bear-garden


of competitive voices;


none of his jerseys


wants to join in –







it’s not so easy.
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There’s a wallet of photos


of his wife and himself, and his wife alone,


that he must take too. 







Half a dozen snaps:


such flimsy documents


to bear the weight of a lost life.







Most precious and painful, perhaps,


is this one showing her


days before the final op:







gaunt, anguished, smiling, being brave.







About to slip them


into the heaped skip of his suitcase,


he blenches when it strikes him:







too much like a mass grave.
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So they can go into his shoulder-bag tomorrow


along with a wodge of as-yet-untranslated currency,


passport, flight details, insurance documents, what not,


plus reading matter he can only decide at the last minute:







some big figure’s neglected Collected Poems, possibly,


or austere classic that’s been giving his conscience a bad time:


Broch, Gombrowicz, Robbe-Grillet, Bernhard – something


bracingly foreign, difficult and ugly –







But that’s for tomorrow. Right now it’s bedtime.







[image: ]







Not so much sleep as a buffeting,


a duffing-over, by brutal dreams.







Obscurely vengeful, they pounce on him


and carry out a questionless interrogation. 







One after another, they arrive at his bed,


pop some idiot plotline in his head







and command him to follow it.







Which he does, like the accused in a trial by ordeal,


or contestant in a frenzied TV challenge show.







He awakes exhausted, sweaty, confused.


If not found guilty, he has at least been humiliated







and there is no appeal.
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Through bath and breakfast –


burnt toast, black coffee –


Winterthorn worries away


at the hidden significance


of these scrambled narratives.







Of course he is aware


that a dream is not a text,


and poorly remembered


this batch in particular


must be deemed corrupt.







But he remains vexed


that he cannot decode them.


What is most tormenting


is that, while Clarissa


failed to appear personally,







she must be behind them.







So what was she trying to say? 







Head full of this worry


and general pre-flight


flap and flurry,


he cannot stop to choose a book.


No problem: the airport rack







will yield some nice, fat, sedative paperback.
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Skids on, so praise


to the invention of the wheel,


and praise to our suitcase


manufacturers’


belated discovery


and application of it!







From locked front door


to waiting taxi


it’s an easy trundle.


Bumps and skips


against uneven paving-stones


add to the dash.







Ducking down and into


the cab’s ample interior,


he clocks the generic


deodorised odour,


squirt of morning freshness,


then chunks the door shut.







Glassed-in, upholstered


and rapid solitude


for this stage of the journey


is what he wants.


He snuggles into the corner


diagonal to the cabby. 







Not sure he likes


the back of that head:


scalp too intimately shaved


and dirtily dotted


with stubborn new growth –


but he needn’t look closely.







And once on the road,


at least the fellow’s not gabby


in that old Ealing Comedy


geezer style


of abhorrent opinion


and chummy oath.







Solitude and speed:


mile by mile,


London unravels


from stucco to stock brick,


leafed suburb to motorway.


Reverie of travel.







Till eventually straggles


and clusters of unreadable


airport buildings,


blank sheds, curved rampways,


gather him back


to himself and his purpose.







They’ve arrived.







That was quick.







[image: ]










Beyond the perpetually chomping glass doors


is where the process begins in earnest:


the rendering-down of the human unit


to what the system can digest and eject







thousands of miles away.







Winterthorn, from whom you might expect


resistance, has learned from decades of flying


all the arts of complying, and will obey,


scarcely feeling – or not showing he feels –







the assault on his inner self.







Check-in is slow but goes without a hitch;


he presents passport photo – tiny, yes, but me! –


joins the abattoir shuffle towards baggage inspection


and body frisk; and at last is admitted







to the great, luminous cavern of Duty Free.
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The dread realm of waiting,


where for almost two hours


the traveller must submit


to the twin powers


of commerce and tedium.







Where time is a trickster


and the tantalising concessions


of the flight indicator board,


its sly twitch and shift,


are not to be believed.  







Winterthorn would like to stretch


the exchange of his sterling


for improbable new notes


to an elaborate and lengthy negotiation,


but the girl is too brisk.







Purchase of a Speyside malt


takes no time at all;


ditto, detective novel.


So he joins the longest and slowest


queue he can find







at a coffee stall.
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A vast cup of latte


and a dough-grenade muffin,


which he begins to dismantle.







Pleasant, the picking-apart


of crumb-and-berry clusters,


pinched to make edible pellets.







Chewing slowly is an art


revealed only after long study


to the most enlightened masters.







But he’ll apply himself now:


a lone Zen pilgrim


camped and meditating by a muddy







lake of tepid latte.
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Thus he sets himself apart


from the carnival


of suspended life


that continues around him,


in order to dwell


on the deeper absence


within himself:







the wife who is not there.







Absence within absence.


Parenthesis


within parenthesis


within parenthesis.


And at the heart:


nothing. Empty brackets.


A drear vacuum







that howls like hell.
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Flight announced, he takes the long,


peristaltic trek to the departure gate.


A briefer and more concentrated wait.


He wonders which of the wondering strangers


he’ll be sitting next to.







On board, oozy music and shallow smiles


from the cabin staff. He’s near the back.


Is that good? Or dangerous?


Bag and bottle are put away up top.


He assumes his seat, new novel on lap.







Its weight is comforting.







(Not that he’ll read it.) 







His travelling companions on either side


are gratifyingly unintrusive.


Seats aren’t wide, but they settle down


without territorial elbow-play


or shoulder-assertion.







All in this together.







Enjoy the ride!
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Faith, hope


and aerodynamics


ensure safe take-off. 







Even so, he misses


a fourth force:


light squeeze of linked hands. 







Missing it, though,


means remembering it,


means feeling it – almost. 







A ghost of familiar


pressure registers


against his left palm. 







Then fades.







The plane continues


its steep, loud,


laborious ascent. 







They enter cloud.







Be calm, be calm.
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Professor A. J. Winterthorn


does not believe in God.


Even as a reasoning,


picturing and figuring child,


little Anthony found it too odd


that an old man living on a cloud –


broad and sun-paved like this one, perhaps –


should be looking down and watching


everything he did,


and everything everyone else did,


and deciding if it was good. 







How could He have enough eyes?







Now hurtling through God-void skies


in a people-packed metal pod,


he doesn’t exactly regret


the implausible, bearded, judging,


hymned-at, upper-case deity,


nor indeed the array of more modest


gods and goddesses


others might put there instead,


but he would like something better


to worship than the absurd.


As he’s begun to say in the paper 







that’s stowed overhead.
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Not writing, not reading,


he waits for the jolted and tinkling arrival


of the drinks trolley.


By stages, it reaches him down the narrow aisle.  







A double dose of Scotch


from twin toy bottles


emptied over ice in a plastic tumbler


should do the trick. It does. 







First lifting of that friendly, nuzzling fragrance


towards his nose


begins the treatment;


first, astringent sip continues it. 







The plan is to spend


as much of the trip as he can asleep –


he’s good at catching naps


in unpromising and uncomfortable places. 







This works better than expected.







The nap that catches him


is more like a trance, or fugue:


a state of elation and detachment that permits


awareness of all around him, while he stays 







aloof, invulnerable, virtually absent.







Flight within flight!


A higher plane of reality!


If anybody looked in his face now,


they might think he was mad. 







Eyes wide, stark upright,


without lowering the back of his seat


or changing his posture,


he’s away. But misses nothing. 







Lunch comes, on trays


that buzz close to his head


but do not land on his little table-shelf.


Lit daylight turns to artificial dusk.  







Others have ears clamped to music,


or eyes to movies –


a scattered and staggered multiplication of stories –


on tiny, private screens. 







In his hypersensitive daze,


he can watch and follow every one


simultaneously


through gaps between head-rests: 







dialogue, trite or witty,


easily, pentecostally lip-read;


intimate body language and cartoon violence


all the more immediate 







in their distance and silence.







Another meal.







Then general slumber.







The seat in front of him lunges at him


but doesn’t quite touch.


There are plastic clatterings at his back.


Twice, he gets up for his neighbour. 







But nothing disturbs


the ecstatic repose


of his somehow anaesthetised


and surgically extracted self. 







At length, however, he and his body


enter a sleep


that is real and deep.


When morning light shocks him awake, 







he feels resurrected.







[image: ]










The sky is cloudless, blameless.


Brown mountains below,


or are they hills?


Much of a muchness.


Same old sameness. 







Then flatter stuff,


with hints and sketches


of habitation.


Then suburban muddle’s


fuzzy edges. 







Then, loveliest of sights,


blue blaze of sea,


against which the infant


human settlement


trustingly cuddles. 







That’s the airport


tucked in down there:


journey’s end,


if we hit it right.


Out over the bay now: 







tilt, turn, aim straight, descend.
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From bump of landing to taxi queue,


it’s a breeze, a wave-through. 







He is standing in different daylight.


There are different colours. Different voices. 







Different trees.
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Different taxis. This one, low-slung, lime-green,


looks at a glance as trustworthy as any.


Its driver, too, is promisingly dour. 







Winterthorn takes it, names his hotel,


and off they go, slouching and swaying boatlike


into the flow and abrupt non-flow 







of freeway traffic.







Though progress is spasmodic –


to use a word he would normally scold


his students for using, but now seems exactly right – 







he is content to scan and make wrong guesses about


the passing scene: the special delight


of any new city, as he has learned from a hundred 







ill-prepared arrivals.







Indeed, it has given him the theme of his book


The Pleasures of Misreading: one of his many


incomplete, or unbegun, theoretical projects. 







Buildings, billboards, vehicles, landscaping,


roadside bric-a-brac, the whole topographic


razzmatazz, submit to his musings: 







there to be plundered.
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But the closer they get


to the heart of the city,


there’s something, there’s something – what?


peaceable? pretty? – 







about the arrangements,


about the appointments,


that denies Winterthorn


his habitual, witty, 







dissociative, internal commentary.







Here are banks and office blocks.


So they’re bang in the middle,


and yet there’s an air


of he won’t go so far 







as to use the word idyll,







but –
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But the hotel where he has booked,


the Intercosmopolitan,


is the usual bland asylum. 







In a lobby sluiced with muzak,


he presents himself for welcome


and electronic certification. 







The lift, a cage of mirrors,


takes him and his multiple reflections


up to the eighth floor. 







Room 808. He dunks


his key-card, shoulders open the door,


and there’s his new home. 







Superfluous square metres of bed.


Giant TV. A bathroom


that roars when you switch the light on. 







Nothing, of course, to tell you


who has stayed here before,


or who will in the future, 







or who is doing so now.
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Time to assert himself,


to make his presence felt.


There’s a sheet of telephone numbers


folded in his jacket pocket.


Contacts is the name of the game. 







Tony Winterthorn here –


That’s right, right on your doorstep.


Wondered if I could drop by


on this nonsense conference of yours.


Purely as a spectator. 







Ba-boom, he’s in! As ever,


the international freemasonry


works a treat, reminding him


how clever it is to be clever.


Now to unpack, step out 







and grab a bite to eat.
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He unpacks his suitcase


as he might unpack a novel,


to demonstrate to the author


what he or she really meant:


chaos of contents


transmuted to ideal order,


with separate drawers for each theme,


and wardrobe hangers







clarifying the plot.







In similar spirit, he spills out


the farrago of his shoulder-bag,


analysing and arranging it


on the dressing-table/desk.


That’s more like it!


Only suddenly it strikes him


like a ghostly blow to the midriff:


the photographs – 







He completely forgot –
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He sits on the end of the bed, winded, sickened.


How could he have allowed it to happen? 







Clear as day, he can see the SnipSnaps wallet


waiting next to his desk-lamp, half a world away. 







A crime, a betrayal, has been committed


and plainly his memory is the culprit, 







but it must have been aided and abetted.







So he’ll sit there on the bed and be self-interrogated


for as long as it takes. Till he coughs up the why and the wherefore. 







Till his stupid resistance breaks.
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From a long, eventless sleep, he wakes


to evening. City-lit dusk


seeps through wall-wide window-blinds. 







Unabsolved by dreams, he finds


that, while his remorse about the photos


is still acute, so is his hunger. 







Therefore he must get out and eat.


Too hurried to wash or shave,


he puts on his heaviest jumper to smother 







a two-day traveller’s musk.







Out in the street, with a simplified


hotel map – the kind he prefers – to guide him,


he sets off in any direction. 







Getting lost is a favourite occupation,


grist to the iBook, but right now


he hasn’t time for that. 







Nor for systematic crowd-dissection.


His one purpose is to take, to brave,


the first restaurant he comes to. 







Chinese? That will do.
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Delighted by the row


of hanging orange ducks –


Chinese mistranslation


of duck à l’orange! –


he orders one as a starter. 







Squid in chilli sauce to follow.


Lashings and lashings of MSG!


And to wash the feast down,


a rotund pot


of scented tea – 







refill later.







The chair on the other side


of the tiny table


remains unoccupied.


Photoless, he tries to see


Clarissa sitting there, 







but is unable.
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Twelve stories high,


twelve rooms per floor,


the hotel at night


is a hive of dreams. 







Room by room,


cell by cell,


dreamwork proceeds


on private themes. 







Don’t be misled


by grunt and zizz:


the purpose is


a healing sweetness. 







Prone on his bed,


Winterthorn,


a worker bee,


is employed as well 







at this mighty, snoozing industry.
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He sleeps and sleeps


beyond hotel breakfast hours.


No problem: a whole day


of dolce far niente


lies ahead


and, from what he can spy


of weather in the gaps


between odd-shaped office blocks,


it’s going to be a fine one. 







Leisurely, he shaves and showers,


enjoying the plenty


of pounding hot water


longer than he needs to,


then two towels


to get extravagantly dry.


After which, he dallies over


the ideal combination


of shirt, socks and tie. 
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