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         It was evening, and I didn’t know the name of the road I was taken to. It was as if I’d woken from a sleep: maybe because I’d arrived two days ago. I wasn’t tired; I was wide awake. But I’d have been lost without my contact. He told me which U-Bahn to take. I got off at Uhlandstrasse and climbed up the stairs. He’d been waiting for me.

         
            *

         

         At my talk, there was a furtive man. I haven’t decided if I mean ‘furtive’ or ‘entertaining’. There’s a kind of person who does dramatic things quietly, who pretends they’re invisible while blocking the view. It’s as if they believe that not being aware of themselves is a guarantee that others can’t see them. He was such a person. He stood out because he was Indian, but more because – as if he’d brought something to a wedding he’d now decided to pass off as a gift – he placed a mike on the table. It was as if only he could see the mike; it wasn’t the one that had been set up for me to speak into. I let it lie. He went and stood at the back. He had the deprecating manner of a man who knows everything is about himself. 2

         
            *

         

         At the end of the talk, four or five people came to speak with me, and he elbowed his way through with the air of someone who realises his train has arrived, apologetic, cheerful, pleased with himself.

         ‘Hello!’ he said. I heard a Bengali accent. He continued in Bengali. ‘Ami aar ki … That is, I recorded your talk but I want to ask you some questions. Can I see you tomorrow?’ I studied him, dazzled. ‘I am from Deutsche Welle!’ I didn’t know what Deutsche Welle was, but my contact gave it a gravitas-conferring nod. I relented. ‘When and where?’ I didn’t want to sound desperate, but I had few responsibilities. ‘I will call you,’ he said, without explaining how he had come by my number. He bent forward to give me his card. ‘Faqrul – my name,’ he said. On the card was ‘Faqrul Haq’. ‘Deutsche Welle’ was in italics.
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         The next morning I had a dark bread I’d never had before with coffee. I buttered it and ate it untoasted.

         The flat was new to me. I’d moved into it the day before yesterday in a hurry. It wasn’t the flat I’d arrived into. That was smaller: a kind of studio. The drawing room and bedroom merged with the kitchen. In another mood I would have found it charming. The first evening, though, I was depressed especially by the lack of demarcation between shower and toilet. The bathroom was narrow. On another day, I would have warmed to this. Which space do you own more entirely than the bathroom? But, that evening, I stepped out of the shower and saw the toilet was wet. I called Jonas.

         ‘I hope everything is all right,’ he said.

         ‘Yes it is. Yes it is, thank you … There’s one thing.’

         ‘Please don’t hesitate to tell me.’

         I tried to remember.

         ‘Isn’t it true … actually, I have the letter before me. Isn’t it true that the Böll Professor gets a two-bedroom flat?’

         I could hear Jonas taking this in. I’d only entered the 4flat an hour ago. I’d embraced it inwardly. I’d taken to its twentieth-century quality – but then rapidly began to feel doubtful, to reconcile what I’d been asked to expect to where I’d been deposited by Jonas.

         ‘Yes, the Böll Professor gets a two-bedroom flat. That is right.’

         ‘But this is a one-bed, I think … or a studio.’

         A silence.

         ‘Yes, yes. I see. Yes – I think they thought that since you don’t have your family with you, you won’t need a regular flat.’

         ‘Yes, I understand. The bathroom here is very small, Jonas. It’s not what I expected.’ I said, knowing he’d now dislike me, ‘I can’t be here for four months. I think I should get the flat I was promised. I’d rather go back if you can’t.’

         ‘No, no, no, no.’ I already had a sense that Jonas was courteous and unexcitable. He allowed himself a moment of urgency. ‘I will call Max right away.’

         Max, who had invited me, was on sabbatical in Arizona.

         ‘Thank you, Jonas.’

         I moved the next morning. The Böll Professor’s apartment was only two houses away.
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         It was spacious, with wooden floorboards. An expansive drawing room, with a TV near the window. The small bedroom had a bunk bed, presumably for children. I never went there. My room had a king-sized bed: unlikely to be put to full use. To not have a family felt like a windfall. The kitchen was to the left of the hall leading to the front door. There was surplus space here too. I registered this as I buttered my bread the first morning.

         The bathroom was almost miraculous. It was wide but long, with a bath and shower. As in a golf course, you felt there was always more to come.

         The toilet was a conundrum. I’d never seen anything like it, except in the studio flat. It was mostly a slab, like a dissection table. I decided to acclimatise myself. But I couldn’t bear to sit on it for very long. It stained easily because of the shape, and I started cleaning it as soon as I began using it. I wondered if it was part of an industrial heritage.

         
            *

         

         Using that toilet, my first thought was, ‘Oe must have sat here.’ He couldn’t have escaped it. And I felt a kind of 6empathy and embarrassment thinking of Kenzaburo Oe in this bathroom, seated where I was, of him then going out to the drawing room. Oe had won the Nobel Prize, but this is what it comes back to: our relief at amenities.

         
            *

         

         Jonas had told me that Oe had occupied the flat in the late nineties before it began to be assigned to Böll Visiting Professors. He’d spent six months in Berlin at the invitation of the German Academic Exchange Service. I had read one Oe novel – by chance, recently. It was about a man and his brain-damaged son, a seemingly insentient being who’s also a living conscience. It had been mentioned by a relative who himself was terribly bereaved: his son had killed himself. Oe’s novel was, I heard, drawn from life. All this – the relative; Oe’s suffering; my bum touching the seat that Oe’s had rested on – was on my mind in my first days in the flat.
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         The cell phone rang late in the morning. ‘Hello!’ said the voice. ‘Hello!’ I said. It was like an old-fashioned trunk call. ‘Hello kemon achho!’ I was rapt for a second. ‘Faqrul, aar ki.’ I’d forgotten our conversation. I’d forgotten about the talk last night. ‘We said we’d meet today?’ The reluctance in my silence may have been audible. He was a man who expected reluctance. He had a bridegroom’s thick skin. ‘I was thinking of getting some work done. What is it that you’d like to do?’ ‘Oh, nothing at all! An interview for Deutsche Welle, what else. We will have lunch. I will introduce you to a fantastic place. I will show you two or three fantastic places, but we can start today.’ My suspicion increased. ‘Fantastic place meaning …?’ He brushed me off. ‘You wait and see! I’ll tell you how to get there.’

         
            *

         

         He said I should walk to Oskar-Helene-Heim and take the U-Bahn to Görlitzer Bahnhof. I made him spell the name, because the way he said it – ‘gollitza banhoff’ – had me guessing. He was clearly a local. A Bengali local. 8

         
            *

         

         Görlitzer Bahnhof is old. I don’t mean that it’s getting on in years. I mean it’s familiar. Just as when you say ‘He’s an old friend of mine’ you’re talking not about the friend’s age but that he’s been your friend for a long time, Görlitzer Bahnhof felt known to me. It was my second time in Berlin; I had little memory of the first visit. I should add that the U-Bahn is misleadingly named. It’s hardly an underground line. Much of it floats over the city. Görlitzer Bahnhof is itself elevated.

         As I came down the stairs I saw a man in an ash-coloured plastic jacket smoking furiously. I’d forgotten what Faqrul looked like, but he smiled at me and I smiled back distantly. He had the huddled look of a man who likes snatching time to himself. ‘Be careful, they’re all pickpockets,’ he said. Africans had been waiting for me to descend. ‘Esho,’ he said, navigating. He was shorter and older than me. He wore thick glasses and had a moustache. He was strong.
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         We crossed the road. I wondered what we’d eat. He had a pre-emptive air: of someone who not only knew me for years, but could predict my questions. After seven or eight minutes, we came to an Indian restaurant. We went up the steps and entered a large yellow space. It had a luncher: an old man. Faqrul introduced me to a plump young man. ‘Here’s the person I was telling you about.’ The plump man ushered me in the way a prince of a small state might show the dignitary of a major nation his modest palace.

         Pakoras and mango lassi arrived. ‘Should we do the interview now or later?’ asked Faqrul. ‘Thhaak, let’s eat first!’ ‘Yes, we can do it later. If we don’t fall asleep after the meal.’ Faqrul’s compact being shook with laughter. The plump proprietor asked pointedly: ‘Tandoori prawn khaiben?’ I don’t like prawns in Indian restaurants in Europe because they’re frozen, but they were his most prized gift and I nodded.

         
            *

         

         I admit I was a bit disappointed. I didn’t expect to be having Indian food in Berlin on my fourth day. I asked: 10

         ‘Have you heard of Himalaya Imbiss?’

         ‘Himalaya Imbiss?’

         Faqrul had a deep voice – suited for radio.

         ‘A friend mentioned it.’

         ‘A friend? Achha?’

         I was thinking of Adhir Roy; a sociologist and misfit. He’d been here in 1987. When I told him I was off to Berlin, he’d gone into a reverie. ‘You must go to Himalaya Imbiss,’ he said. ‘It’s a small place. Very nice. You can get curry there. I’d sit there for hours.’

         ‘His name’s Adhir Roy.’

         ‘Adhir Roy …’

         Faqrul frowned with the authority of one who’s on first-name terms with everyone worth knowing in Calcutta, though he hadn’t visited it in forty years.

         ‘No, don’t know him,’ he said.

         Then he addressed the proprietor, who happened to be passing:

         ‘Afzal! Do you know Himalaya Imbiss?’

         ‘Himalaya …’ said Afzal, with a practised blankness. In my head, Himalaya Imbiss had become the only place in West Berlin in 1987 that served Indian food. It came back to me that Adhir Roy hadn’t lived in Berlin in 1987, but 1989. But any history before November 1989 was so continuous that Adhir could be embedded in it in any point. That was eternity – with its Himalaya Imbisses, 11never to pass. Adhir was a film fanatic – he’d come to Berlin to pursue Alexander Kluge, both the man and his work. He told me that he’d been to dinner with a Left–Green group the day before people were given licence to clamber over the wall. ‘None of us knew,’ he said, ‘that it would end. When it did end the next day, it felt inevitable.’

         
            *

         

         There was a wave of food: chicken bhuna, daal, pilau rice, tandoori prawns. Soon I’d find out that lunch was gratis. Faqrul – I didn’t know it then – was a well-known exile. He was a poet, booted out of Bangladesh in 1975 for insulting the Prophet Muhammad in a poem. Buoyed by blasphemy, he’d gone to a careless extreme. His imagery was scatological. He found refuge in Calcutta. There, he became a literary scene regular. Then the West Bengal government, belatedly nervous, or realising the poem had denigrated every known deity, reconsidered his domicile. Around this time, Günter Grass was in Calcutta, discovering, Columbus-like, its garbage heaps and poor. He hung out with writers, heard of Faqrul’s tenuous situation. He must have liked him, because he began making arrangements for Faqrul to get asylum. Faqrul emigrated to Germany in 1977. I wasn’t nonplussed by the waiving of the bill, as I knew of the generosity of the Bangladeshis. I didn’t know then that Faqrul 12– despite his beliefs or lack of them, despite the infamy that had descended on him in 1975 or because of it – was held in awe by proprietors of Indian restaurants across Berlin, all God-fearing Bangladeshis. They periodically served lavish meals free to Faqrul and his distinguished visitors, among whom I suppose I was included.
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