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All Souls’ Day


‘Nooteboom is one of the greatest modern novelists’


A. S. Byatt


‘A many-layered, multilingual text. The novel has much to say about art, music, philosophy, the nature of friendship and history, but its central meditation on the effects of intimacy and anonymity is its most moving theme. It is an outstanding addition to an impressive oeuvre’


Times Literary Supplement


‘A portrait of a city bursting with wit and poetry . . . [Berlin] is rendered superbly, with unflagging intimacy of knowledge and poetry’


Independent on Sunday


‘Tragic, comic and philosophical . . . a glorious portrayal of a social group . . . Few authors mix their genres with quite as much style’


Time Out


‘Cees Nooteboom would make a great companion on a long journey . . . the Dutch writer has an eye for detail that makes every object he mentions seem interesting. No matter how far he takes us off the beaten track, he always keeps us engaged . . . you feel that you are walking around a city with some impossibly knowledgeable guide’


The Times


‘Nooteboom is a writer of huge intelligence’


Scotland on Sunday


‘Stylish’


The Tablet
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So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.


—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby


However, the Sirens now possess an even more dreadful weapon than their song, namely their silence.


—Franz Kafka, The Silence of the Sirens









Arthur Daane was several steps away from Schoeler’s Bookshop before he realised that a word had stuck in his head and that he had already translated it into his own language. His brain had registered the German word for history – Geschichte – but quickly turned it into the Dutch geschiedenis. Somehow it sounded less ominous in Dutch. He wondered if that was because of the last three letters, the suffix nis, which also meant ‘niche’. A strange word. Short. Not mean and curt, as short words could be, but comforting. After all, a niche was a place to hide in, a place to find hidden things. Other languages didn’t have that. He began to walk faster, hoping to rid himself of the word that way, but his little ploy didn’t work, not here, not in this city, for every inch of Berlin was steeped in history. This word was going to be hard to forget. Lately all kinds of words had been getting stuck in his head. ‘Stuck’ was definitely the right word: once they were in there, they stayed put. He could also hear them – there seemed to be a voice attached to the words, even when he hadn’t said them aloud. Sometimes they even seemed to echo. The moment you plucked them out of the chain of sentences they belonged to, they would turn, if you were sensitive to that kind of thing, into something so strange, so terrifying that it would be better not to dwell on it too long, otherwise the world would slide out from under you. Too much free time, he thought. Yet he had arranged his life to achieve just that. He remembered reading about ‘the Javanese’ in an old textbook at school: the story of a Javanese man who, once he had earned a few pennies, would go and sit under a palm tree. In those long-gone colonial days, you could apparently live for quite a while on that amount, because the man didn’t go back to work until he had spent every last one. A disgraceful custom, according to the book, because you got ahead only by dint of hard work. Arthur Daane had seen the light. He made and produced his own TV documentaries, hired himself out as a cameraman if the subject seemed interesting enough, and every once in a while, if he needed the money or the mood struck, he would make an advert for a company owned by a friend of his. It was exciting as long as you didn’t do it too often, and at the end of a project he would take time off and lounge about for a while. He used to have a wife, and a child, but they’d died in a plane crash. All he had left now were photographs whose images seemed more remote every time he looked at them. Ten long years. One morning they simply took off for Málaga and never came back. A scene he had filmed, but never seen. The blonde woman with the child, a little boy, on her back. Schiphol Airport, the passport queue. Actually, the boy is too big to be carried on her back. He calls her name, she turns. Freeze, memory. There they stand, at a ninety-degree angle, for one whole second. She raises her hand, the boy waves, a few short waves. Someone else will film the arrival, which will vanish, along with the bungalow, the swimming pool, and the sea, into the hard, lumpy, blackened mass that swallowed up their lives. He walks over to the queue and hands her the small film camera. One last glimpse, then they disappear. He has closed himself off from the puzzle posed by the pictures. It’s too big, he can’t take it in. Some dreams are like that – wanting to scream and not being able to, hearing a sound you know you didn’t make, the sound of glass. He sold the house, gave away the clothes and toys, as if all their belongings were contaminated. Since then he’s been a traveller without a suitcase – a laptop, a portable camera, a mobile phone, a world-band travel radio, a couple of books. An answerphone in his flat in Amsterdam, a fax in a friend’s office – a man with machines. Free but tied down, invisible wires connecting him to the world. Voices, messages. Friends, mostly colleagues, who lead the same lives. They use his flat, he uses theirs. Or else cheap hotels and bed and breakfasts, a floating universe. New York, Madrid, Berlin. Each of them, it occurs to him now, a niche. He still hasn’t shaken off that word. Not the short suffix, and certainly not the long noun to which it does and doesn’t belong. ‘What is it about Germany that you find so attractive?’ his Dutch friends ask him from time to time. They make it sound as if he’d caught a terrible disease.


He’d managed to come up with a trite answer that usually served his purpose. ‘I like it there. Germans are so serious.’ ‘So they are,’ they’d say, or something else along those lines. Imagine having to explain the social codes of the Dutch. How could a foreigner, even one who’s learned the language, ever understand that a quasi-confirmation of that kind was actually an expression of cynical disbelief?


In the time it took for all these words to go through his head, he had arrived at the off-licence on the corner of Knesebeckstrasse and Mommsenstrasse, the point at which he usually wondered whether he should go on walking or turn back. He stopped, looked at the gleaming cars in the showroom across the street, watched the traffic on the Kurfürstendamm, then caught sight of himself in the mirror of a champagne ad in the off-licence window. The disgusting servility of mirrors – they go on reflecting your image even when you don’t want them to. He had already seen himself once today. Except that this time he was wearing his clothes, his armour. That was different. He had a fairly good idea of who he was and wondered how much of his real self was visible to others. ‘All and nothing,’ Erna had said. What was he going to do with Erna, now that she had popped up on the corner of Mommsenstrasse?


‘Are you being serious?’


‘You bet your boots I am.’ Only Erna could say a thing like that. So now he had not only Erna, but also her boots to deal with. It had started to snow. In the mirror he could see the powdery flakes clinging to his coat. Good, he thought, now I don’t look quite so much like an ad.


‘Don’t be silly.’ That, too, was something only Erna would say. They had discussed the subject often enough.


‘If you think you look like you’ve just stepped out of an ad, buy yourself different clothes. Not Armani.’


‘This isn’t Armani.’


‘Well, it looks like Armani.’


‘My point exactly. I don’t even know what brand it is. I bought it on sale somewhere. Dirt cheap.’


‘Clothes look good on you.’


‘Right, that’s what I’m saying. I look like an ad.’


‘You hate yourself, that’s all. It happens to a lot of men when they reach middle age.’


‘No, that’s not it. I just don’t think I look like the real me.’


‘You mean you have all kinds of thoughts you don’t talk about, and we can’t see that?’


‘Sort of.’


‘In that case you ought to get a different haircut. That’s not a hairstyle; it’s a disguise.’


‘You see?’


Erna was his oldest friend. He had met his wife through her, and she was the only person he ever talked to about Roelfje. Other men had male friends. He had them too, but Erna was his best friend.


‘I don’t know if I should take that as a compliment.’


Sometimes he phoned her, in the middle of the night, from some godforsaken place on the other side of the globe. She was always home. Men came and went in her life, moved in with her, were jealous of him. ‘That Daane – what a fraud. A couple of stupid documentaries, and he walks down the street as if he’s Claude Lanzmann.’ That usually put an end to the relationship. At least she’d got something out of all those men: three children, all of whom looked like her.


‘That’s what happens when you mate with such nondescript men. An entire gene pool out there, and you pick the losers. You’d have been better off with me.’


‘Ah, but you’re my forbidden fruit.’


‘The price we pay for the love known as friendship.’


‘Exactly.’


He turned around, which meant no to Kurfürstendamm, yes to Savignyplatz. It also meant passing Schoeler’s again. Nis was such a handy suffix in Dutch. It cropped up in all kinds of words: bekommernis, gebeurtenis, belijdenis, besnijdenis – solicitude, event, creed, circumcision. The snow had started coming down faster. That’s what happened when you worked with cameras, he thought – you were constantly looking at yourself when you walked. Not so much out of vanity as amazement. Amazement mixed with, well . . . that too had been discussed with Erna.


‘Why don’t you just go ahead and say it?’ ‘Because I don’t know what to call it.’


‘Nonsense. You know perfectly well what to call it. I can think of the word, so you must be able to as well. You just don’t want to say it.’


‘Okay, so what’s the word?’


‘Fear. Awe.’


He preferred awe.


In one long sweep the camera registered Berlin’s snow-covered Knesebeckstrasse, the majestic houses, the handful of pedestrians with their shoulders hunched against the snow. And he was one of them. That’s what it was all about – the pure coincidence of that particular moment. The lone figure heading down the street, past Schoeler’s Bookshop, past the photography gallery, that’s you. Why did such moments always seem so ordinary, and yet sometimes, suddenly, for one amazing second, so unbearable? Weren’t you supposed to take them for granted? Unless, of course, you were a lifelong adolescent.


‘That doesn’t have anything to do with it. Some people never stop to think. But that feeling of wonderment and awe is the source of everything.’


‘Such as?’


‘Art, religion, philosophy. I do pick up the occasional book, you know.’


Erna had studied philosophy for a few years, before switching to literature.


At the corner of Savignyplatz he was almost blown off his feet by a sudden snow flurry. This was getting serious. A continental climate. Another reason he liked Berlin. It always made him feel that he was in the middle of a vast plain stretching deep into the heart of Russia. Berlin, Warsaw, Moscow – mere stops along the way.


He wasn’t wearing gloves, and his fingers were feeling frozen. During that same conversation, he’d delivered a lecture on fingers as well.


‘Look – what are these?’


‘They’re fingers, Arthur.’


‘Yes, but they’re also pincers. Watch this.’


He picked up a pencil, twirled it around a couple of times.


‘Clever, huh? People are amazed by robots, but never by themselves. They see a robot do this and it freaks them out, but they do it themselves all the time without giving it a second thought. Robots made of flesh and blood – now that ought to freak you out. What a great expression! Anyway, robots can do anything, even reproduce themselves. And those eyes! Cameras and screens all rolled into one. The same instrument used to record and display. I don’t know how to phrase it – either we have computers or we are computers. Electronic commands, chemical reactions, the lot.’


‘Computers don’t have chemical reactions.’


‘Not yet. Do you know what the really strange part is?’


‘No.’


‘That the people living back in the Middle Ages, people who knew nothing about electronics or neurology – no, farther back than that, the Neanderthals, the ones we think of as primitive – those people were the same advanced machines that we are. Even though they had no way of knowing that when they said something they were using their very own audio system, complete with sound boxes, speakers . . .’


‘Oh, Arthur, cut it out.’


‘I told you, an adolescent. With the same sense of awe.’


‘But that isn’t the kind you meant.’


‘No.’


What I meant, he wanted to say, was a lightning flash of fear, a righteous trembling at the overpowering strangeness of things that presumably never struck other people as strange, things that at his age were supposed to seem normal.


He walked past the bistro owned by his friend Philippe, who didn’t even know that he was back in Berlin. He never let anyone know, he just came waltzing in.


At the corner of Kantstrasse the light was red. He looked to the left, to the right, didn’t see any cars, and was tempted to cross, but stayed where he was, feeling his body process contradictory commands: an odd kind of neural wave going to the wrong leg, so that one foot stayed on the kerb while the other stepped off it. Through the snow he watched the silent group of people waiting on the other side of the crossing. At moments like these the difference between the Dutch and the Germans was plainly manifest. As a pedestrian in Amsterdam, you were an idiot if you didn’t cross on red, and here you were one if you did, something the Germans didn’t hesitate to point out: ‘Tut, tut, there goes another suicidal maniac.’


He had asked Victor, a Dutch sculptor now living in Berlin, what he did when there were no cars in sight.


‘I cross the street, except when there are children around. Got to set a good example, and all that.’


As for himself, he had decided to make use of those odd, empty moments by doing what he called ‘instant meditation’. In Amsterdam no self-respecting cyclist had lights, stopped at a red light or went the right way down a one-way street. Dutch people always wanted to decide for themselves whether or not a rule applied to them – a mixture of Protestantism and anarchy that produced a stubborn kind of chaos. On his last visit he had noticed that cars, and sometimes even trams, had also started ignoring red lights.


‘You’ve turned into a real German. Rules are rules. There’s got to be Ordnung. The next time you ride the U-Bahn, listen to how they bark out commands: Einsteigen bitte! ZURÜCKBLEIBEN!! Well, we all know where obeying orders got them.’


‘The Dutch don’t like being told what to do.’ ‘Germans like discipline.’ There seemed to be no end to the parade of prejudices.


‘In Amsterdam the traffic is downright dangerous.’


‘Oh, honestly. It’s nothing compared to how fast the Germans drive on the autobahn. Now that’s aggression, one giant fit of rage.’


The light turned green. The six snowy figures on the other side of the street simultaneously set themselves in motion. Okay, you shouldn’t generalise, but there is such a thing as a national character. How had it come about?


‘From history,’ Erna had said.


What he found so fascinating about the idea of history was that it was based on a chemical compound of fate, chance and design. The combination of these three elements produced a chain of events that produced another chain of events, which were said to be inevitable, or random, or to happen according to a secret plan that was not yet known to us, though by now things were getting pretty esoteric.


For a moment he considered going into the Tintenmaus to read the paper. At least it would be warm inside. He didn’t know a single one of the customers, yet every face was familiar. They were people like him, people with time on their hands. Except that they didn’t look like ads. There was a plate-glass window across the entire front of the Tintenmaus, with only a few rows of tables between it and the bar. No one ever sat at that bar in the way people usually do – the attraction of the outside world was too great. What you saw from the pavement was a row of staring figures, engrossed in one long, slow thought, a silent contemplation so heavy that it could be borne only by the incredibly slow sipping of enormous glasses of beer.


His face felt frozen, but this was one of those days when he welcomed the sensation: a mixture of self-imposed punishment and pleasure, such as one got from walking on the island of Schiermonnikoog in pouring rain or hiking to a deserted village in the Pyrenees in blistering heat. Sometimes joggers had a similar expression of exhaustion on their faces – an almost indecent form of public suffering, like Christs sprinting towards Golgotha. Jogging didn’t suit him; it disturbed the rhythm of his thinking, or what he liked to call his thinking. It wasn’t really, but back when he was fifteen or sixteen he had decided that it was the best way to describe the process going on in his head. In order for it to work, he needed to withdraw into himself. Ridiculous, of course, but it had become a habit.


In the beginning he had been able to do his thinking only in certain places; now he could do it anywhere. The one prerequisite was not having to talk. Roelfje had understood that. They had been able to walk for hours without saying a word. The two of them had never discussed it; he simply knew that she knew that this process was crucial to whatever was good about his work. He had no idea how the mechanism worked. After one of these sessions it was as if he were able to remember what he wanted to say in a film, not just the concept, but how to go about it. Remember – that was the right word. The camera angles, the lighting, the sequence, everything he did seemed to be accompanied by a strange feeling of déjà vu. Even the handful of short films he’d made with film-school students had come about the same way, much to the despair of anyone who’d ever had to work with him. He’d start out with nothing, then make a death-defying leap – like a figure at the top of a tent hanging suspended in mid-air for several breathtaking minutes – and eventually land on his feet. The result usually bore little resemblance to the original proposal he’d submitted to get the job or grant, but they forgave him if it was good. Anyway, how could he describe the process? Somehow it involved emptiness – no other word would do. The day had to be empty. For that matter, so did he. Walking, he felt himself emptying out, as if he had become transparent or was no longer there, no longer belonged to the world of others, might as well not exist. Afterwards he could never reproduce his thoughts in tangible form, though ‘thought’ was too big a word to describe his indistinct, vague reveries, the jumbled images and snatches of sentences that passed through his head. The whole process resembled a surrealistic painting he’d once seen, whose title he couldn’t remember. A female figure composed of fragments, climbing a set of stairs that stretched into infinity. She had not got very far, and the topmost step disappeared somewhere in the clouds. You could tell it was a woman even though the segments weren’t connected and parts of her body were missing. Actually, if you stared at it for a while, it was downright disturbing. Wisps of fog wound their way through her body where her eyes, her breasts and her sex should have been. Amorphous software was inserting itself inside her – unrecognisable at this stage – but one day, if all went well, she might be transmuted into something he was unable to conceive of now.


At the corner of Goethestrasse the wind nearly took his breath away. Mommsen, Kant, Goethe – you were always in good company in this neighbourhood. He walked past the Turkish espresso bar frequented by Victor, but didn’t see him there today. Victor had made a point of what he called ‘descending deep into the German soul’. He had talked to both victims and perpetrators, and also written a book about them without using their names, short pieces that touched the reader deeply because of their complete lack of overt pathos. Arthur was attracted to people who, as he liked to put it, ‘had more than one person’, especially when those persons appeared to be opposites. Victor may have looked casual on the outside, but on the inside he housed an entire cast of characters: a pianist, a mountain climber, a cool observer of human life, a Wagnerian poet steeped in battles and blood, a sculptor, an artist whose eloquent drawings usually consisted of only a few lines and whose titles seemed, even today, to be a commentary on a war that had ended long ago. Berlin and the war had become Victor’s hunting grounds. He rarely discussed his work, but when he did he would shrug it off as a kind of joke, chalking it up to his childhood in occupied Holland, because ‘when you’re a little boy, soldiers seem very, very big’, and he had seen a lot of soldiers because he and his parents had lived near a German army base. His clothes were vaguely reminiscent of a pre-war vaudeville star – checked jacket, silk scarf – and he wore a thin, David Niven moustache, shaped like two raised eyebrows. As if his appearance was meant to suggest that there never should have been a war, that the 1930s should have gone on forever.


A walk through Berlin with Victor often began with ‘Look, you see that? Those bullet holes?’ At such moments he seemed to turn into the city itself, to pour forth its memories – a political murder, a round-up, a book-burning, the spot where Rosa Luxemburg had been thrown into the Landwehr Canal, the exact point the Russians had advanced to in 1945. He read the city like a book, a story of unseen buildings swallowed up by history – Gestapo torture chambers, the barren stretch of land where Hitler’s plane had been able to land up to the very last day, everything told in a continuous, almost chanted recitative. Arthur had once suggested making a programme about Walter Benjamin, which he wanted to call, using one of Benjamin’s phrases, ‘The Soles of Memory’. Victor would have been the perfect person to portray the flaneur, the aimless wanderer strolling down the streets of Berlin, because if anyone walked on the soles of memory, Victor did. But Dutch television wasn’t interested in a programme on Walter Benjamin. He could still picture the producer, a Tilburg University graduate with the usual mix of Marxism and Catholicism still clinging to him like a dirty nimbus – a musty middle-aged man in a musty office in a dried-up dream factory, where Dutch celebrities kept parading through the canteen with their carefully acquired indoor tans and throat-cancer voices. Arthur was out of the country so often that he was spared the necessity of remembering their names, but one glance was enough to know who was who.


‘I know you have two polar opposites in your . . . head,’ the producer said (he had been about to say ‘soul’), ‘namely action and reflection. But reflection doesn’t get high ratings.’ The shattered idealism of the Marxist and the wily corruption of the Catholic who had sold himself to the highest bidder for the security of a pension plan – it continued to be an irresistible combination.


‘That programme you made in Guatemala, the one about the missing union officials, that was absolutely first-rate. And the Rio de Janeiro thing, about those kids shot by the police, the one you got the prize for in Ottawa, that’s the kind of thing we’re looking for. It cost us a fortune, but I think we finally broke even. The Germans bought it for Channel 3, along with some Swedish channel . . . Walter Benjamin! I used to be able to reel off entire passages.’


Arthur saw the bodies of eight or so boys and girls stretched out on marble slabs, grotesque feet poking out from under grey sheets, labels around their ankles, names on pieces of paper that would perish along with them one day, interchangeable, bits of words that had already begun to moulder along with the broken bodies they supposedly named.


‘Poor Benjamin,’ the producer continued. ‘What a tragic fate. And yet, if he hadn’t lost hope, there in the Pyrenees, when the Spanish threatened to turn the group over to the Gestapo, he probably would have made it across the border. After all, the Spanish were fascist pigs, yet they didn’t hand their Jews over to Hitler. But no, he had to go and kill himself. I don’t know why, but suicide has always bothered me. If only he’d waited, he would have made it across, as the others did. Imagine what it would have been like if Benjamin had gone to America, if he’d been there along with Adorno and Horkheimer.’


‘Yes, just imagine,’ Arthur said.


‘God knows what would have happened,’ the man mused further. ‘They probably would have wound up quarrelling like the rest of the exiles.’


Some people, Arthur thought, manage to look, even when they’re fully dressed, as if they’re lying in bed in rumpled pyjamas and are never going to get up again. He glanced at the figure slumped by the window, then at the view: the opposite wing of the studio. So there’s where they produce the rubbish, the B grade sludge that oozes through the channels and inundates the country, the place where Dutch imitation is mixed with the mud of the mighty transatlantic example. All of his acquaintances swore up and down that they never watched TV, but he could tell from idle pub chat and conversations with friends that they did.


He got up to leave, and the producer opened the door onto a room full of silent figures staring at their computers. Death would be infinitely preferable to this, he later remembered thinking, though that wasn’t fair. What did he know about these people?


‘What are they doing?’ he asked.


‘They’re writing background material for news programmes, panel discussions. The kind of stuff we hand our geniuses when they’re obliged to talk about something they know nothing about, which is most of the time. Facts, historical analyses, that kind of thing. We condense the information, spoon-feed it to them.’


‘A spoonful at a time?’


‘Not exactly. Only about a tenth of the material produced in this room ever gets used. Viewers can’t handle more than that. The world’s getting smaller every day, but most people think it’s already too damn big. They wish it would just go away. In any case, they certainly don’t want to be reminded of it.’


‘So what about my union officials?’


He could picture them as well. Photos on the desk of a human-rights organisation in New York: hard, closed Indian faces.


‘You want an honest answer? You’re our alibi act. Besides, we’ve got a bunch of empty time slots that have to be filled. Everyone’s sick and tired of Bosnia, but if you’re dying to go to Bosnia . . .’


‘I don’t want to go back there.’


‘Then you could come up with something that’ll interest at least the select few of a select few. That’ll gain us some international prestige in the bargain. An award always looks good in the lobby. It’s hard to get approval for Third World stuff these days, but in your case . . .’


‘The Third World will be coming our way soon. Actually, it’s already here.’


‘Nobody wants to hear that. They want to keep it at a distance.’


Alibi act. ‘Boredom is the physical sensation of chaos,’ he’d read recently. No earthly reason for that to have popped into his head just now. Or was there? The figures in the outer office, those men and women – they weren’t human. Flash! That one second of inhuman, bestial boredom, that dislike, hate or fear, was somehow related to the monitors attached to those bodies: semimechanical dyads with fingers that gently clicked the keys that filled the monitors with words that would soon be scrolled away, but that for one brief moment represented all the chaos in the world. He tried to describe the sound of those keys in the bottomless silence. The nearest he could come was the gentle cluck of a sedated chicken. He watched the immaculate hands move over the keys. They’re working, he thought, this was work. What had the producer said? Condense, spoon-feed. They dish up the data – fate’s latest past tense. Data was Latin for ‘things that were given’. But who gave them to us?


‘I still wish I could make a programme about Walter Benjamin,’ he said.


‘Try the Germans,’ the producer replied. ‘They know you, and they know your work well enough by now.’


‘They want a programme on drugs,’ Arthur said. ‘And they want to know why we still hate them.’


‘I don’t hate them.’


‘If I tell them that, they won’t want the programme.’


‘Oh, well, thanks for coming. You know we’re always on the lookout for good ideas. Especially yours. Soaring crime rates in Moscow, the Russian Mafia, that kind of thing. Think it over.’


The door clicked shut behind him. He walked through the room as if he were walking through a church, with a feeling of total desolation. What right did he have to judge the people sitting there? Once again he was assailed by the same thought that came into his head now, in this other now, here in Berlin: What kind of person would he have been if he hadn’t lost his wife and child?


‘Thomas.’ It was Erna’s voice. ‘If you avoid using his name, it means you want him out of your life.’


‘He is out of my life.’


‘He has a right to his name.’ Erna could be firm. Still, he’d never forgotten that conversation.


There was something diabolical about the question. What kind of person would he have been? He certainly wouldn’t have had the freedom he had now, which clearly set him apart from others. Just the thought of it was enough to make him feel guilty, without knowing why. By now he was so used to not being tied down that he couldn’t imagine any other life. Yet freedom was also barren, destitute. Well, so what? The same could be said of people who did have children and who, as he had once told Erna when he was drunk, ‘wouldn’t have to die alone’.


‘Spare me the maudlin sentimentality, Arthur. I hate that.’


He smiled. All these thoughts had brought him no farther than Steinplatz. Amazing how much you can think in the space of a few hundred yards. On the door of a tall house on Uhlandstrasse he saw a copper doorknob polished to within an inch of its life, with a dab of snow on top, like a dollop of whipped cream on a golden mound of ice cream. (‘Aren’t you ever going to grow up?’) He leant over to wipe off the snow and caught sight of himself: a plump dumpling, a lumpy midget, the hunchback of Notre-Dame. He inspected his swollen, misshapen nose, his two fish eyes swimming off to the side. He couldn’t resist sticking out his tongue, the best way to chase away ghosts. But it wasn’t supposed to be that kind of day; otherwise he might as well go and get drunk. Today was supposed to be empty. He’d pass the time doing meaningless things, helped out by the snow – that well-known concealer – which would cover the anecdotal and the superfluous in a mantle of white.


Where do sudden urges come from? There were two paintings by Caspar David Friedrich that he had an immediate desire to see. Strange but moving canvases. Had there been a book about Friedrich in Schoeler’s window? Not that he could remember. Hmm, Friedrich . . . He didn’t particularly like the man’s work, yet he could clearly picture those two paintings. The deserted ruins of an abbey, dripping with symbolism. Death and despair. And the other one – an almost idiotic landscape with purple mountains, mist, a jagged plain and in the middle a tall, unlikely cliff topped by an even more unlikely cross. A thin cross, a slender cross – how on earth were you supposed to describe the thing? Anyway, it was taller than it should be, and at the foot of the cross was a woman in what appeared to be an evening gown, a lady who looked as if she had fled the ballroom of the Duke of P. without her cloak and undertaken a gruelling journey, in her delicate frock, to that preposterous cliff, where the crucified figure was hanging in unspeakable loneliness, bereft of mother and disciples, of Romans and high priests. It was too far away to see the expression on the faces. The woman was lending a helping hand to a man below her as he climbed the last few steps. She wasn’t looking at him, and he had the back of a man who was never going to turn around. The painting seemed to call for either a reverent, ear-splitting silence or an iconoclastic roar of laughter that would bounce derisively off those purple cliffs. But Friedrich’s closed world left no room for the latter interpretation – it sprang entirely from his own sullied twentieth-century soul. Not an ounce of irony in the man – the apotheosis of great longing. As he himself had said, Germans were serious people. Even so, one of his friends, who did have a good sense of humour, had written a book about Friedrich. Victor had explained to him why the men in Friedrich’s paintings always had their backs to the viewer – something about a farewell gesture, turning your back on the world, he couldn’t remember the exact words. Perhaps it would come to him if he looked at the painting, which was on display in Charlottenburg Palace, not far away.


‘Hilfe! Hilfe bitte!’


A cry for help. He couldn’t tell where it was coming from, which meant that whoever was calling – it sounded like a woman’s voice – couldn’t see him through the snow either, so she wasn’t addressing him, but the whole world.


‘Help! Help! Can somebody please help me?’


Blindly, he walked through the whirling white flakes to where the sound seemed to be coming from. The first thing the film director in him noticed was the scene, the absurdity of it: a woman in a Salvation Army uniform kneeling by a black man who might or might not be dead. Homeless people, tramps, vagrants, junkies, haranguers – in every part of the globe he went to, the streets were full of them. Ranting and raving, foraging for food, dressed in rags, caked with dirt, hair in matted tangles, they walked through the cities mutely or cursing or begging, like Stone Age creatures come back to remind humanity of something. But what? Something was always dying in this world, and they made it visible. He thought of them as having been transformed into the awe that struck him from time to time, yet he also realised that they exerted a strange, indefinable pull, as if you could simply lie down beside them, crawl into your cardboard box, good night, sleep tight, who knows if you’ll wake in the morning. Time – if anything had been eliminated in these lives, it was time. Not the light and dark of day and night, but the premeditated time of purpose and direction. Time that was going somewhere had ceased to exist in these lives. They had surrendered themselves to their gradual decay, which would come sooner or later anyway. One day they would no longer get up, they would have to be picked up out of the gutter, like this man here.


But this one didn’t want to be picked up. He lay, a heavy inert mass, in the arms of the Salvation Army woman, who was trying to get him to sit up. She was young, in her late twenties. Blue eyes in the pale face of a mediaeval saint. Cranach in the snow. Of course this had to happen to him. He repressed the desire to wipe the snow off her bonnet.


‘Could you hold him while I phone for help? Bitte.’


In the mouths of some women, German was one of the most beautiful sounds on earth, but this was no time for such frivolity. Besides, the man stank. The sister, or whatever they were called in the Salvation Army, was apparently experienced, because the smell didn’t seem to bother her, though it was all Arthur could do to keep from throwing up. The man, however, beat him to it, spewing out blood and vomit just as he was being transferred to Arthur’s arms.


‘Oh God,’ said the woman, and it sounded like a prayer. ‘I’ll be right back.’


She disappeared into the blizzard. Arthur had knelt beside the man and pulled him up to a sitting position, his head on his chest. He watched the snowflakes nestle in the frizzy grey hair, melt and glisten, only to be replaced by new flakes. With his right hand he scooped up a handful of snow and tried to wipe off the blood and vomit. He heard the traffic, the wet hiss of tyres on Hardenbergstrasse. In a few hours there’d be a huge mess everywhere, muddy slush that would freeze as evening fell. Berlin, a village in the tundra. How had she ever found the poor man?


He asked her when she came back.


‘When the weather’s like this, we go out looking for them. We know where they usually hang around.’


‘Who did you call just now?’


‘My colleagues.’


An odd choice of words in this case. Did people ever have affairs with Salvation Army women? Her icy-blue eyes looked dangerous. Cut it out, Daane. Here you are on your knees with a half-dead man in your arms. Just this once, try to feel you’re part of humanity.


‘Scheisse,’ said the black man without a trace of an accent. ‘Scheisse, Arschloch, Scheisse.’


‘Calm down,’ the Salvation Army woman said, then proceeded to clean his mouth with snow.


‘Scheisse.’


‘There’s no need for you to stay,’ she said. ‘Thanks for helping, but my colleagues will be here soon. I called them on the car phone.’


Soldiers of Christ, he thought. There’s always a war going on somewhere. The man opened his eyes, two bloodshot ochrecoloured orbs. The world as a series of visions. At the end of his life, how many of these epiphanies would he have seen? Where did they all go?


‘Beer,’ said the man.


‘All right, all right.’


Arthur had noticed before that whenever something unusual happened to him on one of his meditative days, he could think of it only in terms of clichés, the kind of thing everyone thinks – for example, that the strapping black body he had been holding in his arms had once been a child in a country in Africa, or even, God knows, America – all kinds of trite thoughts that led nowhere. It might have been better if the man had been left to die in the snow. They say you don’t feel a thing. As it is, the well-meaning Christian soldier would drag him off to a hostel and stick him under a shower.


A black man in the snow – just the kind of thing that might have appealed to Caspar David Friedrich. His canvases always hinted at an abyss that had become obvious only later on in German history. It was as if the painter hadn’t yet acquired the vocabulary, so he was forced to make do with peculiar crucifixions on mountaintops and abbey ruins, with monks transformed into bats, the bastard angels of decay. He heard the wail of an approaching siren. Through the snow he could see a vehicle with a rotating blue light.


‘Over here!’ called the woman in the bonnet. He struggled to his feet. The two men approaching through the snow looked like real soldiers. Time to leave. A quick rum on the corner, then on to Golgotha in the mountains. If you had nothing to do, you should stick to your original plan. He had no trouble visualising the painting. The ambiguity in art was that it showed both the abyss and the seeming order stretching across it.


He walked towards Schillerstrasse. There were only two cities you absolutely had to see on foot: Paris and Berlin. No, of course that wasn’t true. He’d been walking around places his entire life. But Berlin was different. He wondered if that was because of the dividing line between the two halves of the city, which made walking seem like a journey, a pilgrimage. In the case of the Seine, the line was blurred by bridges, yet you always knew you were heading somewhere else, crossing a border, so that, like most Parisians, you tended to stay on your own side of the river, in your own domain. Here, things were different. Berlin had suffered a stroke years ago, and its effects could still be felt. People who went from one side to the other walked through a strange rictus, a scar that would remain visible for a long time to come. Here the dividing element was not water, but that unfinished form of history known as politics, when the paint hasn’t yet dried. To anyone attuned to it, the line could almost be experienced as a physical sensation.


He came to the vast plain of Ernst-Reuter-Platz and noticed that the cast-iron streetlights on Bismarckstrasse (‘all that was left of Speer’ – Victor) were throwing a golden glow onto the whirling, scudding snow beneath them. He shivered, though not from the cold. How long had it been since his first visit to Berlin? He’d been a trainee at the time, and the Dutch public broadcasting service, the NOS, had sent him to report on a conference in East Germany. Already it was hard to explain what things were like back then. It was impossible to imagine if you hadn’t lived through it, and you didn’t want to be reminded of it if you had. History is full of periods like that – years in which events race ahead of themselves, in which page 398 has long forgotten what was written on page 395 and the reality of a few years ago seems ridiculous rather than dramatic. But he hadn’t forgotten it, the chill, the menace. He had obediently stood on a viewing platform along with the rest of the crew and looked across the stretch of no-man’s-land to the other world, the one he’d been filming just the day before. Even at the time it had seemed unreal. No; it had been impossible to talk about it rationally then, and it still was. If the telltale stones, the ruins, the construction sites and the gaps hadn’t been there, you could pass it all off as a bizarre figment of your imagination. Later he had often come back to this imagined city, sometimes for several months at a time. He liked to visit the friends he had made, and he managed to get an occasional commission from the local broadcaster. Yet this hardly explained why he was secretly attached to Berlin rather than to much more pleasant or exciting cities, like New York or Madrid. It must have something to do with its magnitude; on his walks through Berlin, he knew exactly what he meant by that word, though he’d never been able to explain it satisfactorily to others. Ich bin überall ein bisschen ungern, he thought. He could identify with that quote, which is presumably why he’d stored it on the hard drive of his brain. Underlying that ‘slight feeling of unease’ was a strain of melancholy that usually lay untapped. And here in Berlin it seemed as if his own melancholy combined with another, stronger, more dangerous element that could perhaps be thought of as melancholy, but that was on an entirely different scale: broad boulevards big enough to accommodate entire armies, grandiose buildings standing beside oddly vacant lots, the knowledge of what had been said and done in those now-empty lots, an accumulation of the causal and intertwined actions of both victims and perpetrators, a memento you could wander around in for years. The Berliners themselves, probably out of a sense of self-preservation, didn’t have time for such reflection. They were too busy bulldozing the scars. What kind of memory would you need to be able to deal with it? It would be unbearable, it would collapse under its own weight, swallow everything in sight, suck the living down with the dead.


*


The traffic on Otto-Suhr-Allee had thinned to such a trickle that you’d think an emergency warning had gone out, urging people to stay at home. The pavements were virtually empty, and the cold Siberian wind had free rein. In the distance he saw the first snowploughs, their neurotic lights flashing a deadly amber glow. The few cars that were still on the road also had on their bright lights. Just then the picture of a Greek island floated into his consciousness. Where had that come from? But he was used to it; things like that happened to him all the time. Suddenly, out of nowhere, an image – a church, a country lane, a handful of houses along a deserted coastline – would pop absurdly into his head. The scene would be familiar, something he’d seen before but couldn’t quite place, as if he carried a nameless but unforgotten globe around in his head, as if he’d once existed on another planet and the names had been erased. Sometimes, as now, if he put his mind to it, he could force his memory to reveal more than a few vague jigsaw pieces from a life masquerading as his own.


He had eaten in a Greek restaurant the night before, so he assumed it had something to do with the music they’d been playing, and he tried to remember the melody of one of the songs he’d hummed along to. A choir of dark, low, beseeching voices, the lyrics half sung, half spoken. His waiter had known the words, had recited them along to the tape. But when he’d asked the man what the song was about, he’d thrown up his hands and said, ‘It’s an old story, very complicated, very sad,’ and walked off in time to the music, loudly intoning the words, as if to catch up with the voices. All the while, the music had circled around the room – threatening one moment and resigned the next, almost pastoral, melancholy, a commentary on a dramatic event that had taken place long ago, leaving traces of great suffering. Aha, he thought, so that was it, he’d been seeing the coast of Ithaca, the bay of Phorcys, the hills like huge dark animals, the sea incapable of imagining such things as waves, at least not on that particular day, a deceptive onyx that would crack if you set foot on it. The Greeks had a word for that motionless water: galini. At last the other thoughts were beginning to come, he was again being ‘called’, as he put it. Not that he would ever tell anyone, not even Erna, or at any rate not in those exact words. Ithaca, the first big trip he and Roelfje had ever made, sometime in the late seventies. ‘Called’ – a ridiculous word. Buried in the mire of the past. She wasn’t literally calling him, and yet she was. He knew she was nearby, she had a message for him, she wanted him to think of her. At first he used to block out her summonses, to think of them as a dangerous pitfall, but after a while he started carrying on entire conversations with her, sharing a kind of intimacy that he had with no one else and that took his breath away. She didn’t call him often, but she hadn’t forgotten him, unlike Eurydice in the Rilke poem Arno had once read to him, the one in which she no longer recognises Orpheus when he comes to rescue her from the underworld and wonders who the stranger is, in that one poignantly uttered ‘Who?’ Why had he thought of her only now, and not last night, when he’d heard the music? Who was in charge of the timing? And then that other alarming thought: would he still recognise her? The dead don’t grow old, they stay the same age forever. What does change is the possibility to think about them the way you do about a living person. Present, absent. One time she had asked him why he loved her. An impossible question with a thousand different answers, and all he’d been able to come up with was ‘Because of your tempered gravity.’ Tempered gravity! But it was perfect. Every image he still had of her fit into those two words. He meant the kind of gravity you sometimes see in Italian Renaissance paintings, delicate fair-haired women who radiate light and yet seem totally remote. If one of those women actually moved, you’d jump.


But it was better to keep thoughts like that to yourself. Also the word ‘tempered’, which got you nowhere even though it fit her to a T. And of course he still remembered her reply, in the form of a question.


‘As in The Well-Tempered Clavier?’


‘Sort of.’


They had stayed in a pension, the Mentor, and swum in the cold water of the bay. Not many tourists, no foreign newspapers. While he roamed the hills among the holm oaks and olive trees, he had pretended that nothing had changed since the time of Homer, that Odysseus had walked here and seen the same things that he, Arthur Daane, was now seeing. Of course the sea was wine-dark, of course the ship on the horizon was that of Odysseus, of course the ramshackle hut before them belonged to the swineherd Eumaeus. Roelfje had brought along her copy of The Odyssey, and in the sun, on a hillside of poppies and clover, she had read parts of it aloud to him.


In school Odysseus had been his hero, and when he heard the same words and names being spoken in that very place, he understood for the first time the meaning of the expression genius loci. Even if it hadn’t happened in that exact spot, it had still happened here. In that field with the stones and tumbled-down terraces, that’s where the returning king, disguised as a beggar, had visited the swineherd and been reunited with his son.


His son – in what kind of ‘now’ did he find himself? That was the dangerous part of dealing with the dead. Sometimes they gave you back a moment. For one brief instant you felt you could reach out and touch them . . . but then the moment that should have come next turned to dust, disappeared, ran smack into the wall of time. The ‘now’ in Berlin and the ‘then’ in Ithaca, which had briefly wrapped itself in the guise of ‘now’, had tricked him, the ‘now’ of this moment pretending to be a place in ‘then’, just as – such was the power of Homer’s epic poem – when he and Roelfje had been there. Instead of reading the adventurous parts he used to admire so much, she had read the scenes that took place in Ithaca, the ones involving the old nurse Euryclea, whom Laertes, the father of Odysseus, had bought for twenty oxen. Years later Telemachus sets off to find his father, Odysseus, and the night before he leaves, Euryclea goes to his room. She packs his clothes, folds them, smooths out the wrinkles. You can picture her aged hands on the garments, see her leave the room, clasp the silver doorknob. You can hear the bolt slide in the lock. It had been another world, one in which servants were part of the family. You weren’t supposed to feel nostalgic about those days, but he had noticed that families had often been torn apart by the departure of their servants. There, in that field, the world had not yet come unravelled. Despite death and destruction, despite the labyrinthine journey, Homer had spun the threads of return. Return, reunification, man and wife, father and son. Arthur quickly suppressed the thought flickering through his mind. Sentimentality, he had quickly learned, got you nowhere with the dead. Once death had struck, they were incapable of action, but since they didn’t know it, you couldn’t discuss it with them. Natural laws applied only to those who were left behind, which meant that no Telemachus would ever go looking for him, and that he’d somehow have to get the tune from that Greek restaurant out of his head. However, he now knew that one of the ideas he’d been mulling over in that stone-studded field would be with him forever: the thought that the two of them on that hillside had been woven into the story, that the poet had included them in his epic. Not by name, of course, but by virtue of the role they played. It didn’t matter whether Odysseus and Eumaeus had ever existed, whether their hands had ever touched those stones. What was important was that they, the future readers who spoke the words in a language the writer could never have known, had been woven into the tale. That’s what made the stones, the path, the landscape so magical. That, and not the opposite. It is such moments that make ‘now’ eternal – the old woman over there with her goats is Euryclea, wanting to tell the tale one more time, how the hero came home, how she recognised him, how she watched the son depart, take the path down to the harbour, on a day like today, and therefore today, their day, because a poem is only finished when the last reader has read it or listened to it.


‘Slow down, Daane.’


Had he thought that, or actually heard it? ‘Slow down, Daane.’ In any case it helped – the flood of thoughts was checked. Only bits were given back to you, fragments, never again the whole.


‘You’d be smothered.’ That was Erna. And that other voice, whoever it belonged to, had brought him back from Ithaca to Otto-Suhr-Alle, where a signpost for bus Number 145 was sticking out above the snow. An old woman was sitting in the glassed-in shelter. She waved, and he waved back before it occurred to him that she hadn’t been waving, but beckoning him over, and that it was more of an urgent summons than a request. She looked ancient, ninety if she was a day. Ought to stay inside in weather like this. Suppose she really was ninety? One hand clutched the plate-glass wall, the other an alpenstock.


‘Do you think any more buses are going to come?’


‘No. You shouldn’t wait any longer.’


‘I’ve been waiting for almost an hour.’


She said it in the tone of someone who’s been through worse. Had she cheered Goebbels in the Sportpalast? Maybe, maybe not. You never knew. Husband killed on the Eastern Front, house blown to bits by a bomb from a Lancaster. You knew nothing about people. All you could say for sure was that she must have been in her forties back then.


‘Do you think the U-Bahn is still running?’


She had a thin, high, imperious voice. Nurse at the front? Or cabaret singer in the twenties?


‘I don’t know. We can check.’


Where are you going? A question he should have asked, but didn’t. ‘I can take you to the station at Richard-Wagner-Platz.’


‘Fine.’


It’s my day to save lives, he thought as he all but lifted her out of the bus shelter. It wasn’t far. They walked past Charlottenburg’s town hall, keeping as close to it as they could. A tall black building that rose up like a cliff. She held his arm in a firm grip while he cleared a path for her with his right foot.


‘Very kind of you.’


The sort of remark to which there was no reply. If he’d been a member of the new Romanian Mafia, what would he have done? Except that they didn’t go out in this kind of weather.


‘They would have snatched her purse.’ Victor’s voice. This snow harboured various ghosts.


‘How old are you?’ The question had just slipped out.


‘Eighty-nine.’ She stopped to catch her breath. ‘But longevity is not a virtue.’ Then she added, ‘You’re not German.’


‘No, I’m from Holland.’


The hand tugged at his sleeve. ‘We did you a great injustice.’


Not me personally, he wanted to say, but didn’t. The subject was too complicated. He hated it when Germans started talking about guilt, if only because he never knew what to say in return. After all, he wasn’t the entire Dutch population and she hadn’t done anything to him.


He might have answered that Holland had had the largest contingent of Waffen-SS volunteers of any occupied country. But that wouldn’t have been good either.


‘I’m too young,’ he finally replied. ‘Born in 1953.’


She paused by a helmeted dwarf and a giant king with a sword resting at his feet, a warrior.


‘My husband was a friend of Ossietzky’s,’ she said. ‘He died at Dachau.’


Actually, the word the Germans always used in these situations was geblieben – stayed, also when someone had ‘fallen’ at the front. Fallen, stayed. Had she really said that?


‘He was your age.’


‘A communist?’


She gestured, flicking her wrist as if she were throwing something in the air. Even as the image occurred to him, he knew it wasn’t right, because her gesture, which would be impossible to replicate, had been more subtle, only a slight movement of the hand. Still, something had definitely been disposed of, something that may have referred to all that had happened after the war. She would never say the words, and he wouldn’t dream of asking. Just as he could have confided that his father had been a communist, but didn’t. They were almost there. Side by side they shuffled past the display window of a tanning salon, where a cardboard cut-out of a woman in a yellow bikini was surrendering herself to the piercing rays of the sun. She was beautiful, but had a ridiculous tan.


The old woman stopped at the top of the stairwell. Down below they could hear the thunder of the U-Bahn. So it was still running. Someone had sprinkled ashes on the steps. Civic duties. He escorted her to the platform. No, she didn’t need a ticket, she had a pass. He hated to ask, but found himself asking anyway. ‘Do you know where you’re going? I mean, the bus was heading somewhere else.’


‘Perhaps I wasn’t going anywhere, and a detour will get me there just the same.’


No argument there. ‘And after that?’


‘At the other end, somebody will help me, as you did.’ She took a few steps, turned and said, ‘It’s all poppycock.’ She smiled, and, for one split second that no camera could have captured, you could see her face as it once must have been, at some random moment in her life, though he had no idea what that moment might have been. Most of the living were as inaccessible as the dead. Humming ‘it’s all poppycock’, he went back up to the snow.


In less than a minute he had been changed back into a vague white shape. Dachau, Napoleon in Moscow, the Two Grenadiers, Stalingrad, Field Marshal Paulus – this was more or less his train of thought as he neared the vanilla walls of Charlottenburg Palace. The cloakroom attendant held his coat as if it had dog shit on it. He peered through the windows in the back, which looked out over the highly regimented ornamental gardens. The circular fountain that children sailed their boats in during the summer wasn’t working now. Instead, a hopeless half-erection of grey ice was hanging crookedly from the spout. The path was lined with bushes in planters, now covered up against the winter cold – snowmen in battle array. A bit farther, where Prussian order had less of a hold on nature, tall trees stood like sentries, while an army of greyish black ravens flew back and forth. He had once filmed an interview with Victor in this garden, which is how they got to know each other. The interviewer had been way out of her depth. She had asked him to talk about typical German traits and elaborate on the differences between the Dutch and the Germans, and Victor had answered that the Germans talked about their blood circulation all the time and the Dutch didn’t; on the other hand, the Dutch were prone to back problems and were a major exporter of tasteless tomatoes. The girl had looked helplessly at Arthur and asked if they should shoot the scene over again. He had put his finger to his lips and slowly shaken his head.


‘Why not?’


‘It’d be a waste of time.’


Out of the corner of his eye he watched Victor wander off towards the palace, where he stopped to squint up at something that had caught his eye.


‘Why?’


‘I don’t think he wants to answer stock questions. Everybody always asks about the Germans and the Dutch. It gets to be a bore.’


‘Look!’ said Victor at that moment six years ago. ‘You see those statues up there?’


High above them, dancing and swaying at the roof’s edge, was a row of bare-breasted females in billowing skirts. Each plaster figure was holding an object that was meant to represent the liberal arts – a compass, a lyre, a mask, a book. At that distance he couldn’t get a good shot of them, so he filmed Victor instead. Victor holding his hands in front of his face.


‘They’re faceless – or haven’t you noticed?’


‘Have they deliberately been effaced? Did the Russians do that?’ the interviewer asked.


‘The Russians didn’t pass through here, sweetheart. No, they were made that way. Ovals without eyes. Just like de Chirico. You don’t need a face when you’re a symbol. As you can plainly see.’


When Victor had uttered those words, he’d been standing only a few yards away from where Arthur was now. One more bit of the past to add to the rest. And not even a very sad or significant bit. If all went well, he’d be seeing Victor tonight, so that couldn’t be the reason he was thinking of it now. So what was the reason? It had been a meaningless moment, one scene out of the hundreds of interviews he’d filmed; if he had to remember them all, he’d go crazy. Victor had deliberately botched the interview, there was no doubt about that. But it was more important to know why he’d remembered that fragment. Was it because a person’s character had been revealed for the first time?


‘If you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you a few questions about Dutch–German relations anyway. That’s my job. A lot of Dutch people find the idea of German unity, of a new and even bigger Germany, very threatening.’


‘Oh, bah,’ Victor said. ‘Isn’t it incredible? No face, and yet a mask.’


How is it possible for his memory to melt the snow, make the fountain flow, the flowers blossom? The soundman, he recalled, had been wearing a jacket, but he and Victor and the girl had on summer clothes. Of her he had only the vaguest recollection. In other words, she had been faceless. So where does that leave Victor, who never allowed even the slightest sign of emotion to show on his face? The mere sight of that empty spot out there in the snow, where they were no longer standing, had been enough to conjure up that summery conversation. That’s how it always went: a world full of empty spots, in which you showed up in a variety of configurations, talking, loving, quarrelling, and all the while a ghostly version of yourself hovered over those empty spaces, an invisible, worn-out doppelgänger without any atoms to fill the spaces, a former presence that had become an absence and was now mingling with the other absences on that spot, the others in the realm of the dead and the disappeared. You were only truly dead when you couldn’t even remember disappearing.


‘In Heaven a million souls can fit into a matchbox.’ One of Erna’s gems.


‘Where’d you get that one?’


‘From my mother.’ Erna’s mother had been married three or four times, and that had apparently been her answer when Erna had asked her which of her husbands she wanted to be reunited with after her death.


Once the interviewer and the soundman had cleared off – ‘Thank you; the channel’s going to be absolutely delighted’ – Victor had taken Arthur to the Mausoleum in the park behind the palace.


*


Spring, darting dogs, a violin player sawing away to the accompaniment of the mechanical orchestra locked inside the ghetto blaster at his feet. (‘Tiny little men and women who’ll never get out of there. A veritable cesspit of vice and inbreeding. Bah. By the way, you don’t play badly.’) Victor in an expensive leather jacket that fit him like the finest satin, with a knotted scarf around his neck – blue polka dots this time. Just like Lou Bandy. (‘You mean to tell me you know who Lou Bandy was?’)


‘There’s something I’d like to show you. Call it one of life’s lessons. And spare us the tears, please.’


Lou Bandy – it was indeed a wonder that he knew the singer’s name. Old 78s, from way back when. A strange, tinny voice, like the ones in old newsreels, as if people used to have different voices, as if voices could become extinct. Victor knew every single one of his songs.




Oh, I’m in love with Rub-Down Rosie,


She makes me feel so nice and cosy,


For charley horse or achin’ spine,


She’s got the touch, it’s so divine,


Satisfaction guaranteed . . .





‘The 1930s. Turned on the gas and killed himself after the war. Couldn’t bear his dwindling popularity. Always that trademark scarf. And brilliantine, eh? Pomade. Pomaded hair – also gone the way of the dodo.’


He had recorded the entire sequence, now being replayed without sound. Not only did Victor have a deadpan face, but he could also walk without expression, almost like a robot, and he led Arthur along the back of the palace with that same lack of emotion, as if being followed by the camera was the most ordinary thing in the world. It had been a long time since he’d seen the documentary, but he remembered a shot of long-stemmed geraniums – blood-red, tied up with stakes – which made it seem as though they weren’t ordinary flowers, but a rare breed that had been placed there deliberately. A prop for a nightmare. Victor turned down a side path, towards a kind of temple, in front of which were two marble pools with a tangle of rhododendrons planted in a semicircle around them, the blaze of purple so bright it hurt your eyes. The Mausoleum itself was closed. Bronze doors, marbled Doric columns, the rustle of tall trees.


‘That’s where she’s buried,’ Victor said, and he whipped a postcard out of his pocket, a magic trick. A picture of a young woman. Arthur looked at Victor, but his face was blank. Was he being sentimental, was he laughing at him, or what? He didn’t know how he was supposed to react. She was beautiful, but there was also a certain innocence about her. A loosely fitting white gown, gathered under the creamy breasts and tied with a pale-blue ribbon. Victor had thrust the card under his nose so insistently that he’d had to put down the camera. One thing was certain: the woman was looking at you as if she wanted something from you. Tiny curls peeped out from under a heavy, jewel-encrusted crown, and below her face the creamy skin of her neck and breast took on a rosy glow. Straight nose, too-small ears, the mouth a deeper rose, turned up slightly at the corners. Strangest of all were the eyes. A bright blue that matched the gems in her crown and the blue of her cloak, which seemed to slip invitingly off her shoulders. Large, wide-spaced eyes, almost lashless.


He flipped over the postcard. Queen Louisa of Prussia, 1804. Josef Grassi. So what am I supposed to do with the thing? Arthur thought.


‘Do you always carry this postcard around with you?’


Only later had he found out that Victor used it to test people, at any rate those he deemed worthy.


‘No,’ said Victor. ‘You invited me here. And I always visit her when I come here. I have girlfriends all over the world. They’re always happy to see me.’


His face remained perfectly expressionless.


‘I bought that postcard for you. I’m not the jealous type.’


Arthur still didn’t know how he was supposed to react.


‘You’re wondering what’s left of her,’ said Victor, pointing towards the sarcophagus. ‘Not a pleasant sight, I suspect. Probably all dried up. A pity. Nothing lasts forever. But if nobody had painted her, we wouldn’t have been able to look at her.’


Arthur glanced at the card, and later, after they’d gone inside the palace, at the painting itself. He had to admit, there was something about the woman, and not just her obvious sex appeal. It seemed as if she wanted to step out of the painting, as if she couldn’t stand having that frame around her. Of course the pin on her shoulder had been put there to be unclasped, just as the ribbon looked as if it could be untied in one fluid motion. She wouldn’t object, the painting seemed to say. Or perhaps it was merely the lasciviousness of the painter, who knew he could rely on the lasciviousness of the viewer. Unfortunately, she never took her eyes off you.


‘It’s not as if it’s a beautiful painting,’ Arthur said. Victor let his remark pass. His head was practically touching the canvas. You saw haircuts like his only in old movies, thought Arthur. Fred Astaire. Cary Grant. Impeccable, that was the word for it. Not a hair out of place.


‘A lamb being led to slaughter. You don’t find her kind of woman anymore. I don’t know a single woman with that same air. Very confusing. It’s become extinct. See for yourself. Some salamander is dying out, and the world screams bloody murder. But let a certain facial expression go by the wayside and you don’t hear a peep out of ’em. Things are dying out all around us. Well, Mr Cameraman, that ought to give you pause for thought.’


‘It does.’


No, he hadn’t said that. Not then. He’d merely listened. ‘Can you imagine how this woman must have walked?’ said Victor. ‘No, you can’t. It’s something airhead actresses in period plays try to imitate. Like the Kleist play I saw last week. Clothes don’t become extinct. They can be copied or saved, so we’re all right on that score. But what does die out is the way people moved in those clothes. The fabric falls differently when the movement is different. This woman could never have worn a bikini. She didn’t have the right walk for it, it hadn’t been invented yet.’


‘Who did invent it?’


‘Oh,’ said Victor, ‘time did. Or capitalism, though that amounts to the same thing. Working women, the production process, cars, jeans. Not to mention shorts. Women dressed like little boys – very peculiar. Smoking, heart attacks. So her kind of expression dies out. Maybe it had to. Take another look. That painting is downright mean.’


He leant closer, near the perfect curve of her right breast.


‘A question from the sculptor: Where do you think the nipple is?’


‘There,’ said Arthur, and pointed. Immediately an alarm went off, and a blue-uniformed guard came running over, shouting something in incomprehensible, staccato German.


‘That’s one thing that hasn’t died out,’ said Victor. ‘I told you it was mean.’


Even before the man had reached them, Victor had turned towards him, the very picture of contrition.


‘My friend here is inexperienced. He’s not used to museums. I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again.’ After the man had walked away, he continued, ‘But that was the right place. Mathematically speaking, rather than biologically, since that’s impossible to guess. Very soft, very pink, almost a blush. Nipples like that have also become extinct, by the way. The total opposite of those you see on nude beaches today – feisty little nubs. Wind and weather. Or push buttons, as they mutate to mechanical women.’


‘What do you mean exactly?’ Arthur asked. ‘An obsolete form of submissiveness, or availability, or what?’


‘I don’t know that I mean anything,’ Victor said. ‘Maybe just the past. Besides, the availability is greater these days, or so I’m told.’


This sparked a new set of questions that Arthur was reluctant to ask. After all, he barely knew the man. The next day the shoot had taken place in Victor’s studio – ominous objects in reddish stone, solid, heavy, rough to the touch. A far cry from the man who made them, and not connected to the past, unless it was to some prehistoric era, the sacred artefacts of a vanished tribe. This man could never have created those objects. Arthur could still recall one figure, that of a horse, made out of what looked like volcanic rock. Its head bent, on the verge of death. No tail, no hooves, a symbolic horse rather than a real one. The blackened surface of the rock gave the animal an aura of sanctity, made it seem like some prehistoric idol.


He had said that, but Victor had looked at him the way you look at a child who’s just said ‘wee-wee’ and ‘poo-poo’.


‘Not an art connoisseur, I hope?’


Then, then, then. Right now he had the choice of turning left, to the royal chambers, or right, where the Friedrichs were displayed. After all, that’s what he had come here for. If he went to the left, he’d be able to see Louisa’s portrait again. Indecent, the way paintings stayed the same year after year. He knew exactly what he would feel, and that’s not what he was looking for today. He’d been loath to mention it at the time, and maybe it was preposterous, but deep down he believed that Roelfje and this woman might have walked the same way. Demure, that was the word. Demure. Once he said it, he felt that the word no longer existed.


‘Dying out,’ Victor had said. ‘Packed off to a reservation.’


‘What is?’


‘Oh, Schubert lieder. You have to read the score and imagine what they must have sounded like back then.’


‘But they’re still being sung today.’


‘Not in the same way. Read a Jane Austen novel. That’s where you can still find demure women.’


He tore himself away from the window. The sky was nearly black. It seemed to get dark in Berlin earlier than anywhere else. It was only half past one in the afternoon, for God’s sake. As for the portrait and its resemblance to Roelfje, it wasn’t just a matter of demureness. There was something else that had to be taken into account – a certain provocativeness, even if it was only hinted at, even if it was no different from the twentieth-century horniness of a viewer who had never seen a demure look in his entire life. One time someone had said to him, ‘Your wife makes me think of that parable in the Bible, you know the one about the ten virgins with their lamps,’ but that reminded him of Amsterdam, and Amsterdam was the last place he wanted to be right now. To the right, then, to Caspar David Friedrich.


It was a Friedrich kind of day, he thought. But it was disappointing, for that very reason. Outside, the sky was getting gloomier by the minute, a perfect match for the paintings he’d come to see. He went towards them as if he were being guided there, though he could feel his body resisting. Why the hell had he wanted to come here? Friedrich’s world was a far cry from his own, yet he felt extraordinarily drawn to it. Another idiot like me, he thought as he stood in front of Monk by the Sea. What was the man doing there in that godforsaken landscape? Penance, lonely lamentation? Those thin white stripes on that churning dark-green water – were they seagulls? Breaking waves? Rays of light? The man’s body was curved at a strange angle. Apparently he was no more anxious to be there than the person staring at him over an abyss of two hundred years. What goes on in a painter’s head when he paints a canvas like that? The sand on the dunes was so fine and so white that it looked like snow, the horizon a straight line under a mass of gathering clouds – a barricade cutting off any thoughts of escape. And the woman he had wanted to see again, the luminous figure in his memory – how had she actually reached the mountaintop? Truly an exaltation in the most literal sense. She was being held captive by the craquelé, a butterfly in a net. Hadn’t anyone ever been tempted to take a knife to the painting, if only because they couldn’t stand that insufferable lack of irony? Attraction, repulsion – it definitely had something to do with the German soul, whatever that might be. Wilhelm Meister’s despair, Nietzsche’s weeping on the neck of a coach horse, Friedrich’s paintings, Kleist’s double suicide, Anselm Kiefer’s metal collages, and Botho Strauss’s Druidic ‘goat songs’ – they were all related somehow, a dark brooding unsuited to people from the wide-open spaces of Holland. So what was the attraction? The next painting showed a deserted abbey in an oak forest, under a menacing sky.


‘You forgot Wagner,’ Victor said one time when they were discussing it. Victor never missed the Bayreuth Festival if he could help it.


‘Can you imagine an English Wagner? Or a Dutch Nietzsche? The Dutch wouldn’t know what to do with someone like that. Anything out of the ordinary gets ridiculed.’


‘That would apply to Hitler too.’


‘Exactly. He shouted too loud and had a funny moustache. Not the kind of thing that endears you to your neighbours. Even our queen rides a bicycle. Hitler didn’t keep his curtains open so the whole world could look in. The Dutch don’t like that. We want to know if Mrs Hitler has hoovered the living room. As you said, Holland doesn’t have mountains. Everything’s out in the open. No mountains, no caves. Nothing to hide. No dark places in the soul. Mondrian. Clear colours, straight lines. Canals, dykes, polders. No caverns, no abysses.’


‘Sometimes it’s better to be without.’


‘Obviously. Anyway, brooding has to be dark. So far there have always been enough antidotes.’


‘Not during Weimar.’


‘Time for a history lesson? Do you remember what Hein Donner, the chess grand master, had to say on the subject? That Holland should thank God on bended knee that Germany had been willing to involve it in the Second World War – because that finally got us out of the nineteenth century. Besides, the Dutch weren’t half as heroic as they claim to be. If there are two kinds of people I can’t stand, it’s Dutch people who think that, just because we’ve spent the last four hundred years disagreeing with each other, we’ve invented democracy, and Germans who are always beating their breasts and shouting mea culpa. And before you ask, yes, of course there’s such a thing as guilt. But not for those who didn’t actually do anything.’


‘To hear you talk, it just happened to them.’


‘It just happened to all of us. Egad, this is turning into a real conversation.’


‘Still, a Voltaire or a Cervantes might have helped.’


They were back to where they had started: irony, or the lack of it. Irony had disappeared from Germany along with the Jews. The Germans were left to themselves, not something you’d wish on any society. Irony, distance, breathing space – the discussion had ended with words to that effect. Except for Victor’s final comment:


‘Boring, eh?’


Once again he stared at the abbey. One wall was still intact. A tall Gothic window let in light that couldn’t be explained by that sliver of a moon. Ruins, fallen gravestones, bare ghost-shaped trees, metaphysical light, a cross perched crookedly on a grave – it was all there. Darkness and despair, the hunting grounds of the German soul, which finally, at the close of this mad century, had run out of game. Whether because of the new clarity of thought, the disillusionment of defeat, the double punishment of partition, or simply, as elsewhere, the ultimate triumph of money, he didn’t know.


The paintings in the next rooms were inexpressibly dull. Coppery sunsets, harmless forests, bubbling waterfalls, virtuous women, devoted dogs – the world without original sin. You had to grant Friedrich that much: at least he’d had a suspicion. In that sense Victor was probably right. Art is nothing without a sense of foreboding. Not that it had to be beaten into you with a sledgehammer, but the forces of darkness did exist.


‘And in that case you need more than irony.’


No, it hadn’t been Victor who’d said that. He looked at his watch. Half past two. He walked to the cloakroom, with no clear idea of what he was going to do next. Through the windows on the south side, he saw another snowplough go by. The rotating amber light seemed to be trying to set the fast and furious snowflakes on fire.


Thomas. There was no protection from the dead, no matter how young they were. Thomas, seeing snow for the first time. He must have been about three. They’d wakened him from his nap and carried him into the garden to see the miracle. But he’d shrieked and cried and buried his face in Roelfje’s chest. Arthur remembered his exact words: ‘Don’t make me look, don’t make me look!’


It had been so long ago, yet he could still hear that shrill high voice. Amazing. How could faces gradually disappear, bow out, refuse to show themselves anymore, while one short sentence, one sound bite, could be preserved through all those years?


Outside, and fast. The snow pelted against his body, his hair, his eyes. He wiped away the wet crystals and looked up. He had to. Victor might have his painted mistresses, but he had his golden angel. High above the palace dome, balancing on a golden globe, she danced in the cold, her bare breasts lashed by the snow. Perhaps she could see her sister, the angel of peace atop the column in the Grosser Stern, likewise made of gold. Female symbols, whether they represented Peace or Victory, were always placed as high and as far away as possible.
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