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‘… I am a voluntary exile, a wanderer by design, unwise with a purpose, everywhere a stranger and everywhere at home, letting my life run its course where it will, rather than trying to guide it, since, in any case, I don’t know where it will lead me.’
— Goethe, Italian Journey
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It was on an autumn day in Strasbourg that I first saw the Erl-King. I had not somehow crossed into another world in a moment of lax attention or dreamed the veiled figure into shadowy existence from my window. Instead, I was witnessing a genuine apparition on account of the news I had just received concerning my father’s suicide back in Crystal Palace. The trees, still memory-blind, had once more thrown off their leaves and the ground was amber with their dead. I can recall how I first found out about his – that is, my father’s – death, even if the words ‘Your father has taken his own life’ seemed impossible to imagine in any written form, never mind on the small, digital screen of my phone. But, suffice to say, the feeling it left me with was that I was now dead too, sharing in his action so to speak, as the Erl-King came for both our souls. I was near Place Gutenberg at the time, sitting in a cafe reading and writing as I had done regularly throughout the summer, enjoyably in the epicentre of the city watching its streets breathe with people. On receiving this news, my phone flaring up like an accursed beacon, I had been possessed by the unusual urge to strike at my own eyes, to slash my pupils and remove the potential of having to see our world again – a world which I knew my father, whom I had admittedly hated, to have departed from. Alongside this violent sensation, I felt a numbing delirium that, in my new state, I assumed resembled the slight few moments just after the heart had finally stopped beating, the blood slowing to a bare minimum before halting entirely and the world fading to a lasting crimson sleep. It was then that the black shroud of the Erl-King had drifted past the window, though only I noticed its shadowy movement.


Strasbourg lay all around me, familiar streets with cobbles, old buildings constructed in a mixture of styles, most of them incredibly preserved considering the many conflicts that had befallen the city over the years. My eyes, yet to be slashed in dismay, stared out of the window at the small groups of wandering tourists, who were thankfully blind to the Erl-King. I had found myself staring aimlessly with ease before I had received the burdensome news regarding my father, but now all windows possessed the potential for a black messenger to pass by, to intimidate and swallow the light. Images of my father’s sodden body, hanging from a rope in Crystal Palace Park, bothered the corners of my eyes every few minutes like a disease. ‘What were these tourists searching for?’ I recall thinking, as I thought I felt my father’s legs brush against me before acknowledging it as nothing. Someone had stopped to take a picture of the cathedral which stood impressively and deliberately at the end of the small road. Perhaps the photo was to be looked at on some future occasion when, with all then lost in a lonely twilight year, delight would once more be encouraged by the image of a blurry building. I wanted images of this place too, or at least this place before the Erl-King had roamed its streets, images taken before that moment when the words had appeared on my phone. Sometimes, like a terrible dream that lingered on awaking, I felt the essence of his death still around me like a silver mist. I batted away his hanging feet and legs from behind my shoulder, as if he had hanged himself, of his own accord, directly and permanently above me. I wished my mother, acidic and angry, hadn’t written the details of his death so casually; that second text did not need the detail of my father’s hanging, and not least in the detail of its location which brought to mind nothing less than those cartoonish figures of dinosaurs from my childhood visits. It was deliberate on my mother’s part, for we had what could be called an abrasive relationship. Of course she would want to plague me with images of my father’s hanging body, instead of a much simpler abstract death, suitable for a painter. Perhaps he had committed such an action so he could keep watch over his daughter, now sat in a Strasbourg cafe a long way from home and wondering what to do. The painter who, by all accounts, had failed to make any real success, had finally gone through with it and, in keeping with his history, had made more work to return home to.


I had been in the city for some weeks visiting my partner. He was now away travelling for several months around South America, and had already been gone for a few days when I received the news about my father. Occupying his flat in the Petite France area of the city, I was due to leave once more for England in his absence, back to the university and the emptiness of academic life, albeit in a new position acquired through several months of tedious labour and interviews. Accompanying him to the station earlier in the week to wish him farewell, I had wished deeply for him not to go, but also to be able to stay in his flat rather than return to England, which seemed to me to be sinking that autumn. ‘You know you can stay if you really want to,’ he wrote in a message before his flight. It was the sort of open-ended message I had grown used to, his inability to commit to even the smallest of things being his one true character trait, a consistency of subversion. Even if he had vehemently wanted me to leave, this would have been the same message sent, the same insinuation as to his true meaning. The flat was, after all, empty, and I still had some money left over to pay for the costs of running it in his absence, so there would be no trouble on his part. In hindsight, it was a blessing that he left before I heard the news of my father’s demise, imagining the coy, softly spoken words of comfort that would have subsumed us all in an awkward glaze. He could never do sincerity without a sickly sense of tenderness. I could not have conveyed or explained to him my behaviour that was to follow in those winter months either, his mind being logical; a cold logic that meant he was constantly wrong but simultaneously and technically right. England was impossible for me now that I knew what would face me on my return, and his beautifully empty flat was irresistible. More than any natural sense of dismay from returning home, as on previous trips, there would now be the addition of a weight of paperwork and the responsibilities that come with any death. I would not return to England then, no matter how much my scheming mother pleaded via texts and online messages. Her very words had been augmented by the habit of discussing everything through such technology. I imagined her posting about my father’s death with an added ‘Like and share if you agree’. Strasbourg was to be my island upon which to explore and seek refuge; to lose myself in the arms of the Erl-King. Anything to avoid the responsibility of such paperwork. I did not, however, know or decide any of this on the morning when I was sat in the cafe near Place Gutenberg, when my harridan mother had messaged about my father’s death. I felt little else in that moment, just a sense of drowning, a desire to blind myself to this world, to follow that shroud around the corner beyond the square. That is why I began to walk. My father’s veins were blackened for a time with a virulent greed for success, I thought, a perfect victim for the stealer of infancy, the stalker now of my dreams.


It was only when wandering out of this cafe later, after a further two cups of strong, bitter coffee which made my hands and knees shake, that the idea occurred to me; to, at the very least, not answer phone calls from England and to keep the news a secret from my partner now that he was on his travels. The idea to stay in the city, and in some sense map it, came later in the week. I was not to take my flight back to Stansted Airport from Strasbourg-Entzheim, or return to the university until, so I told myself, I had mapped the centre of Strasbourg, traversed the very epicentre of city, the Grande Île, turned into an island by the Ill, the tributary of the Rhine, and its water flowing to the east through the Canal du Faux-Rempart. Perhaps it was the Erl-King guiding my hands, or simply the current of the water which I felt unable to cross. I did not come upon this plan alone but by chance thanks to a stranger whom I spoke to later when wandering. I could not walk far in my dazed state for, as anyone who has been grief-stricken will be acutely aware, the body briefly forgets almost all of its basic functions and distinctions. There was no sign of the shroud that had presented itself briefly when first hearing of my father’s death. Death renders vision heavy, hence my desire to obliterate my sight, preventing new thoughts from spreading. But my sight was also two-tiered, seeing the shadow-world of history beyond the present under which a sepia placidity lay. I was at that moment near the cathedral that lay at the heart of the city, its stone designs staring out over the other buildings and towards me like a great mountain. I stared back, meandering forwards in one sense but totally directionless in another.


Is there such a thing as a destination after a father’s suicide? Is not all direction briefly lost when a parent, even one so loathed and ambivalent, is finally silenced? And yet, even in the haze of the news which descended quickly and sharply, each step had hidden within it some potential, as if I was about to walk into the ground, into a Dantean underworld. England was far in the distance, in its own manic silence, slipping beyond the waves. Strasbourg was, on the other hand, firm, and away from the home that was once mine, long since soured. I was in luck for distractions that day as, in spite of feeling totally alone, except for the Erl-King of course, the main road of Rue du Vieux-Marchéaux-Poissons had its bi-weekly fair of antiques and was therefore bustling with people, all alive and well and not plagued by shrouds. The street was lined with a huge variety of tents and tables, some specialising in specific items such as records or books but the majority contained a pleasing mixture of old objects with no discernible theme other than age. There were boxes of photographs, old crockery, swords, piles of unusual manuscripts, wooden objects whose use was impossible to discern, keys to unknown doors and an endless array of similarly mysterious things. One vendor took the time to show me a complex padlock built in India which required several cunning manoeuvres before finally unlocking its overhanging strip of metal bar. My mind wandered as methodically and as slowly as my legs while I smoked a cigarette, my own being dissolving pleasantly into each array of items, blocking thoughts of my father as I approached each table. An older man, who, after a later conversation, I found out to be a regular of the stalls called Monsieur Breon, was arguing loudly with the owner of one of the tables with its back to a small square. I saw that he was haggling down the price of a golden pocket-watch he had taken a fancy to. At that point, however, the French rolled so aggressively and precisely from his mouth that it was not too difficult to imagine that he was confronting a man who had been involved in romantic dalliances with his wife, or had perhaps stolen some land from him just like in the book by Zola that I had, until that day, been working my way through during my stay. The table I had stopped to look at was filled with interesting objects and, in those minutes, I felt my worries flitter away into the air with the smoke I exhaled as each thing was closely observed and handled. My body was on Rue du Vieux-Marché-aux-Poissons – a road that was to prove pivotal, as if it were the main vein to the heart of the city and my growing interest in it – but my eyes, far from staring up at the hanging body of my father in Crystal Palace, were looking at a miniature landscape built from paraphernalia of all sorts. This world was constructed from objects and knick-knacks fallen from a flowing slipstream of time and had gathered on the shoreline of those tables.


The man that the troublemaker, Monsieur Breon, was arguing with was called Brice. He looked like an inversion of everything Monsieur Breon was. Whereas the arguing man was rotund, wearing extravagantly patterned clothes and adorned with an array of patchy facial hair, Brice was excessively thin with black glasses and yet exuded a warm presence rather than a cold and rigid persona sometimes associated with slim, older men. Both of the tables there belonged to him, and I admired them as he bargained about the watch. ‘Non, c’est trop cher,’ Monsieur Breon repeated as a mantra, as if its repetition would somehow rectify the problem and Brice would give in. The watch, as I peered covertly over from my stance at the adjacent table, didn’t seem particularly special. The gold had managed to attract some dark patches on the rear made from a variety of substances, its hands didn’t seem to be moving at all and, by all accounts, it seemed a relatively redundant thing.


It was not to be Monsieur Breon’s day. After a final shake of Brice’s head, Monsieur Breon raised his hand, swiped it down in a gesture of theatrical nonchalance and walked slowly off, hands soon thrust deeply in pockets, towards another table nearer the square of Place des Tripiers, which was entirely bordered with rows of tables selling trinkets and antiques. Brice spotted me and came over to ask if I needed help, first in French, I remember, before he realised from my dress sense that I was probably at the least British if not English. At that precise moment I did not need help, except in escaping the Erl-King. Only moments later, however, I spotted a photo half covered by a transparent paperweight filled with colourful shards of curved glass. It was as if the inside of the paperweight was liquid, devised by a mind whose perception was interrupted and haphazard. It was not, however, the paperweight but the photograph safeguarded underneath that intrigued me. Most of the other tables and stalls had boxes of old photographs too, but Brice’s table had just this one, half hidden under the paperweight like a secret. It was an old picture, black and white when it was first produced but now rendered coffee-coloured by the passing of time. In the picture there sat a well-dressed man on a chair. It seemed unusual as the chair was clearly designed for indoor use and yet the picture was outside. The sitter had perhaps thought that it was a good idea for this portrait to be taken in the garden, and I imagined his pompous hassling of those around him as a chair was fetched from some great French house and sat on the grass of a large, expansive garden. The man was holding what could have been either a walking stick or a riding cane, his oversized hat giving the slight appearance of a cowboy out of place in the lost memories of Europe. He had a noticeable moustache and an unusual amount of skin before his ear decided to begin, seeming from the angle of the photograph as if it was attached at the last minute to the very rear of his skull in a moment of haste. The edge of the photo faded to a white border upon which there was some writing, composed in beautifully flowing black ink. It suggested ‘Bonjour ma chère Mathilde! Charles’ as well as having the date upon it, running up the side as ivy crawls up walls. I felt slightly self-conscious asking Brice for information about the photograph, considering that I had only just declined his help a few seconds before, but the seller didn’t seem to mind, especially as he could see the difficulty with which I slowly constructed my plea in French.


‘It’s a nice photograph,’ he said in slow but excellent English, in what I assumed was an opening gambit to bargain for a sale higher than it was worth. I agreed with him, playing along in this slight farce, as I knew from the moment I saw the photograph that, no matter what price Brice asked, I was going to buy it. There was something alluring about the picture; it seemed from a different world, not only one from before the death of my father but also entirely before my father had in fact existed. I could, so I thought, see the man in the photograph walking around these same streets; fitting in perfectly with the architecture that still stood all around where the dead man’s photo now sat being blown by the faint breeze on the stall. The friction, if such a ghostly rewalking could occur, would be from the multitude of shops, many of which were American, clashing their garish colours with this man’s clothing. ‘Four euros,’ Brice said, unable to hide the slight tonality of hope from his bargain. To his surprise, I instantly accepted and drew a crumpled five-euro note from my pocket. The swiftness of this action caused suspicion to rise briefly within the seller, who looked at the photograph again on both sides before accepting that he couldn’t see anything of value in it and taking the money. I assumed, rightly as Brice soon told me, that he was checking for some rare stamp, perhaps adorned on the back, that he had missed. ‘I wouldn’t have spotted it anyway,’ he said later.


‘There’s an interesting story with this man, though,’ he suggested as he collected my change from a small tin box hidden behind a pile of ephemera. ‘In fact, it actually has to do with that square up the road.’ I was surprised by how smoothly his English flowed, reminding me of how attractive I had found the same careful attention to language in my own partner when I first met him. But I had become used to other people’s proficiency with languages there, something mostly alien back home, and ashamed of my own lack of fluency. We began to talk, or at least Brice began to talk, and I took great comfort in his voice and the story that it slowly unwound. Even your voice is insufferable Isabelle, your father deserved better than you: we both did. Mere minutes before, I could think of nothing else in the world than my father’s body hanging from a tree in Crystal Palace Park and the hovering Erl-King roaming in search of souls, my soul perhaps. Now I was transported, feeling closer to the streets of Strasbourg, more so than I had in my previous weeks here, even with my partner, who hated having to leave the flat when not called out to the hospital for his internships in its various departments.


Brice continued his story, sometimes pausing to find a paper cup of coffee which must have turned cold with the insistent autumn breeze blowing through the streets. ‘The man in the photo,’ he said, ‘is Monsieur Jacques Cail, sat in his garden at the turn of the century. I’m not particularly fond of photographs – only a fool tries to make any money from them on these stalls – but I came across this picture of Jacques a while ago and thought it would draw someone’s attention. You’ve proved me, err, correct…’ He stopped. ‘Isabelle,’ I said, filling in the gap that his pause had quietly asked me to close. ‘Isabelle! Well, you’ve proved me right Isabelle. There is something that draws the eye, don’t you think? Jacques lived not far from here for a time, in a spectacular apartment on Rue de la Nuée-Bleue. Before that he lived in the countryside in a big house just outside the city. It’s funny really,’ he continued, ‘all that wealth and here he is, just a photograph.’ Brice could tell that I was interested in his story, not least from the intensity with which I looked at him during his little speech. I stared often with this intensity after that day, noticing people averting their gaze when meeting mine, as if I had become possessed. Taking the photograph, I asked, ‘What is the connection to the square? Do you mean Place des Tripiers here?’ I said this while making a motion with my head to indicate the direction, noticing the unusual bronze statue hidden in between the stalls. ‘Oh no!’ he exclaimed. ‘Place Gutenberg. Jacques’ history is connected with Gutenberg, as a matter of fact.’ If I had not already paid for the photograph of Monsieur Jacques Cail, I would have assumed that Brice was making up some extravagant story using the history of the city to make a few extra euros on a slow market day. But there was no reason for him to lie and so I let him continue, although he had already paused of his own accord. I considered the likelihood of this apparent connection to Johannes Gutenberg, the eminent goldsmith-turned-printer who began the print-publishing revolution of Europe in the 1400s. I half expected Brice to pull out one of Gutenberg’s famously expensive Bibles and attempt some sort of sale for the – undoubtedly fake – item. Yet he seemed serious, persistently looking over my shoulder in between talking, as if he also sometimes saw things hanging there, or drifting into view. ‘If you are really interested,’ he said as his eyes steadied back towards mine, ‘come back this time next week when the stalls are setup and I’ll tell you of Jacques Cail and Gutenberg. I think I may have some other photos to show you, if I can remember where I put them. No promises to sell them of course, as they’re of more importance to me than that one there. But, still, let us speak next week.’ That seemed an end to the matter for now and so, shaking Brice’s hand, I left the old man to look after another approaching customer and took off back up the street with the intention of circling around via Grand Rue, and eventually back to my partner’s flat on Rue du Cygne in Petite France; a modern terracotta block sat behind the hospital and in front of the city’s historic quarter.


Is this the cure, I remember thinking; the cure to the mourning of a hated loved one? Simply distraction? I barely felt any different from the minutes before I had heard the news of my father’s suicide when sat in the cafe near the cathedral. Even potential tears had failed to arrive. It was through my naivety, of course, that I assumed mourning to be an instant injury rather than a slow illness that ravages silently, that changes your whole behaviour until it is too late to remedy when finally diagnosed. The Erl-King was not to be shaken off so easily. I did not perceive then that I had subtly moved onto a different psychological track, one that required the very metamorphosis of the self. To fill the mind with details of the past and match its sepia glare, of the passing of time lived by others; that seemed to me, after that morning’s visit to Brice’s stall, the plain and simple cure. I no longer had the urge or surreal feeling of the need to remove my sight, to slash my eyes to avoid the hanging corpse; my initial reaction to my father’s death. My mother’s blunt words, digital and ephemeral, had equally vanished into a pixelated realm of non-memory. I had a different desire to earlier: to know Strasbourg, to see more, rather than blind my eyes. Perhaps through this, and in spite of being a terrible daughter to the remaining relatives – especially my harridan mother, who I knew would be left to handle everything – I arrogantly felt I could face the death of that failed painter in Crystal Palace alone. I wandered past the stalls that lined the Rue du Vieux-Marché-aux-Poissons and back up to the main square, lighting another cigarette.


I had never paid particular attention to the square before, only noting its name and never making any real connection to Gutenberg himself. It was just a name, like that of my father etched onto the corner of canvases and now fading into oblivion through finitude. Many roads and squares are named after people in many different cities around the world, so it did not hold true that such places would have a genuine connection to the person, even if only in the form of a statue as in Place Gutenberg. Passage Walter Benjamin further into the city, for example, had no connection to Walter Benjamin that I could find and had, so a dated website told me, only been so named since 1994. It was far from the Spanish hotel in Portbou where the philosopher had died, the Parisian arcades where he had wandered or the house where he had been born in Berlin. But his name had travelled, carrying his quiet tragedy to a small passage in Strasbourg, more an alleyway really. My father’s name would not travel, except into the ground as his paintings rotted and turned to compost in the garden on Gypsy Hill.


Though the buildings that made up Place Gutenberg were clearly incredibly old, most had a modern sheen to their ground floor sections. Many had extravagant clothing boutiques that clashed heavily with the architecture, showcasing expensive dresses, photographic blow-ups of models in a variety of different styles, and awkward mannequins in uncomfortable positions but still impeccably dressed. The thin bodies on display reminded me of my father; the lifeless but stylish figures causing a brief confusion, imagining his bones shining from a thinning corpse. But he soon faded as the square took a greater hold of my interest. I had walked it so many times already and yet had never really been within it. It had been a middle ground between destinations rather than somewhere to consider in itself. For the first time, I noticed the statue that dominated the huge area of pedestrianised walkway. I went towards it and realised, to my embarrassment, that the statue depicted Gutenberg himself, standing over the square, watching, and I had never noticed before. I later researched the statue, intrigued as to its qualities, possibly heightened by having simply ignored its presence in all my traversing through the square, either to the river, Grand Rue or Place Kléber. The statue, so a researcher had written on a local blog, was installed in 1837, the same year that the architect, Gustave Klotz, became master of the cathedral and in charge of its restoration. Klotz is now commemorated in a monument just like Gutenberg, though, unlike Johannes, Klotz crouches underneath one of the pillars in the cathedral, still bearing its weight upon his back and working to maintain the building’s state of grace even today.


Gutenberg’s statue was made by the sculptor Pierre-Jean David d’Angers, the renowned French artist who, among other things, was responsible for several sculptures of the writer Honoré de Balzac, including the writer’s bust that now sits with the gathering leaves upon his tomb in Père Lachaise cemetery in Paris. I remembered dragging my partner to see Balzac’s statue in another autumn; walking along the dark paths covered in the mushy remains of fallen leaves, and trying desperately to ignore his boredom at being in the cemetery, not helped by his hangover from drinking overpriced Belgian beers the night before in Belleville. He was going on about the future of coding, how the statue would one day be recreated simply by mathematical constructs, three-dimensional printers and the like. His world, that is our world, killed uniqueness. I had hated him then as we stood below Balzac’s bust. Pierre-Jean David d’Angers’ figure of the goldsmith stood just as confidently in Place Gutenberg, showcasing his invention to the world along with his first Bible made from the printing press. The whole figure was made of a dark material and his small invention rested at his feet, the little structure of wood and metal that would change the world with its ability to spread thoughts and ideas far and wide. The plinth was adorned with dramatic, busy renditions of the historical events shaped by printed and documented paraphernalia. One panel showed the signing of the American Declaration of Independence, another showing many writers and thinkers of Europe including John Milton, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and a perturbed Immanuel Kant, who looked surprised, perhaps at the realisation in hindsight that his skull was far larger and wider than the average German’s of his day, his eyes threatening to pop out with the pressure. The most intriguing panel, however, which took a few minutes to understand fully, showed William Wilberforce freeing the slaves, possible at last due to the documentation of the abolitionists. It was, so I thought, a moot point considering the numerous bureaucratic documentations that had allowed and aided the slave trade in the first place. The meaning and interpretation of Gutenberg’s invention was infinite.


I must have seemed odd taking note of this statue in such detail as I noticed several people looking in my direction with a general unease. A fairground ride was situated just behind the statue, spinning around with twee music and housing a number of children riding plastic horses and fairy-tale coaches to nowhere. Perhaps I was meant to be watching the enjoyment of the children, just as several adults were doing. But as soon as I noticed this whirling presence, it began to grate and annoy. The music it produced sounded like a twinkly Strauss waltz and felt a bizarre accompaniment to the image of the freeing of slaves. Gutenberg seemed to be doing his utmost not to notice the strange, new presence of the merry-go-round, glaring straight towards the building of the Concorde Assurance, now occupied by a Société Générale bank, a Cyrllius clothes shop and a lingerie shop called Chantelle which lay directly in Gutenberg’s eye-line. His modern view was to be the ever-changing collections of women’s lingerie and negligee, turning the body into lavish patisseries. In one corner, so I researched, the Pfalz had stood; where the city’s agency was conducted when it was still under its own rule. The building itself was demolished, I read later, but such was the city’s nostalgia for its days of self-governance, especially during its turbulent history in subsequent years when it changed hands between nations bloodily and often, that a model of the building had been commissioned in 1895. Strasbourg’s self-governance was finally taken away by Louis XIV, though it must be said that its ruling before this was conducted by a variety of large, powerful families and was far from democratic. Place Gutenberg itself was once named Place Saint-Martin, after the church and the prominent graveyard that had stood at the centre and heart of the city. I would soon begin to buy postcards of my various visits over that winter, including one of Place Gutenberg. A shop opposite my partner’s flat specialised in old postcards and, as the images in sepia seemed more accurately to express my hounded vision of the places, I preferred them to the photographs on my phone which were really nothing.


It was only when the music from the ride had ceased and the several children upon it had meandered off dizzily into the arms of impatient parents, that I noticed the unusual layout of the road and a strange reoccurring rumbling. Moving from the statue and further into the square, I realised that cars were vanishing and reappearing in the blink of an eye like apparitions, perhaps using the same gateway as the Erl-King. And then I saw that Place Gutenberg was now in fact the entrance to a large underground car park, used for ease of access to the many luxury shops that lined the surrounding streets. A sign near the opening of the labyrinth stated Parcus Gutenberg. On previous trips, I would hear my partner’s parents refer to the car park simply as Gutenberg: ‘Should we try Gutenberg for a space?’ I moved back towards the statue and sat at the foot of the plinth, watching the cars reappear and disappear for some time, memories vanishing and reappearing as the oncoming cold chilled the bare skin of my legs. I was becoming curious about Brice’s words earlier and took the photograph of Monsieur Jacques Cail out from the pages of the Zola, looking deeply into its faded tones. My eyes were constantly distracted by movements, not just of cars but of other, more trying things; shadowy shrouds seeming to dart around each corner. Even with such ghosts, Place Gutenberg itself didn’t seem quite real anymore. History was more tangible than the present; it was a disconcerting thought. Perhaps because of the authentic paraphernalia I associated with Brice and his stall, the seller seemed more connected to the genuine nature of the place. More so than the actual city around me, the past was real, for that distant past had no presence of my father, alive or dead; a void away from his decision to wander to Crystal Palace Park and face one final public humiliation, as had been the general trend of his work when he was alive. Critics were his murderers, reviews his gallows.


The car park, the various shops and banks and restaurants all around seemed at odds with the statue. I considered Klotz’s restoration projects for the cathedral, the man working at the same time as d’Angers on this statue; together, in their own ways, rejuvenating the public spaces of the city, then only decades away from being almost totally razed to the ground again by a variety of wars and conflicts. I only knew about Klotz from a tour I had taken around the cathedral some time previous, much to the dismay of my partner who wanted to wait in the American chain cafe around the corner. It was the only time I had been in the cathedral. I had laughed at Klotz’s squat statue, the face looking shocked at still having to hold up the cathedral’s pillars. It occurred then that information was key, that I could feel myself being absorbed by the city and moving away from any sense of having lost a father, just by recounting and learning about its history, scratching its streets onto my arms with my nails. I would rather consider Klotz crushed under stone or Gutenberg staring at lingerie, anything but the strange illusions in front of my eyes and the reality of England.
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