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I undertook to enlighten him … From that day on my van Gogh made astonishing progress: he seemed to have an inkling of all he had in him, hence that whole series of sunflowers on sunflowers in the full light of the sun.


Gauguin, Avant et après (1903)







JULIUS


Berlin 1923




I


Julius took the night train back from Paris. He slept fitfully, a thin sleep threaded with whistles and the jolting clatter of wheels. It was still dark when he rose. In the dining car a yawning waiter brought him a cup of weak coffee. With its teak panelling and glass-shaded lamps, the diner was all that remained of the elegant Nord-Express which had run this route before the war. Julius stared out of the window. There was no moon. The passing telegraph poles sliced the blackness into squares.


He supposed he should feel anger, grief even, but all he could summon was the weariness of defeat. His marriage was over and the end, like so much about Luisa, was both tawdry and unutterably banal. The pair of them writhing and grunting in her tumbled bed, their frozen horror as he switched on the light. He gave them one minute to get out of his house before he called the police. Frau Lang covered her face with her apron as they fled down the stairs, their clothes bundled in their arms. He should have done the same. I worship the nude like a god, Rodin once said, but there was nothing godlike about their nakedness, their shrivelled cocks, the skinny white shanks of their legs.


And later Luisa, oblivious Luisa in the bottle-littered drawing room, her make-up smeared and her dress falling off one shoulder, her arm around Lehmbruck’s Kneeling Woman, a silver straw between her fingers like a cigarette. Her contemptuous smirk as she leaned down, eyes glittering, and snorted cocaine from the sculpture’s cast stone thigh. When he told her he wanted a divorce she laughed, shrill and sharp, like glass breaking.


‘I’ll drink to that,’ she said and, hoisting a champagne bottle by the neck, she put it to her lips. The wine ran out of her mouth and over her chin.


The train slowed. Above the dark curve of the hills a grey dawn was breaking. Quicksilver balls of rain rolled diagonally down the window. Julius closed his eyes, his fingertips kneading the back of his neck. Though it troubled him to admit it, he was as much to blame as she was. Such a weakness you have for beautiful things, his old friend Bruno said drily when Julius first introduced them, and Julius only laughed. He was fifty-three, recently demobbed and dizzy with desire. Luisa was twenty-four. In the bleak, broken-down months after the armistice her loveliness was a kind of miracle. He could not get enough of her. In her arms the past grew hazy, shedding its horrors, and the future was ravishing and new. He thought she would heal him, that he could wash himself clean in the clear, cool stream of her. By the time he understood that he was wrong, that her exquisite face masked a crude, incurious mind and what he had taken for innocence was nothing but ignorance and lack of imagination, she was already his wife.


Five years, three of them more or less wretched. They were neither of them what the other had imagined them to be. Their arguments, once fiery, grew bitter, hard with disappointment. There were no more passionate reconciliations, only silences, brief distrustful breaks in the bombardment. Like opposing armies they dug into their positions. Julius returned to his bachelor habits, burying himself in his work. Luisa shopped and danced and shrieked till dawn.


He was ashamed, that was the truth. He had built his reputation, his whole life, on his ability to see, not only with his eyes but with his heart. In The Making of Modern Art he had railed against an establishment blinded by the seductions of technical virtuosity, urging them to seek instead the heroic struggle that was the soul of great art, and yet, confronted with Luisa, he had made all the same mistakes. He had succumbed to the surface of her, mistaken her physical perfection for a purity of spirit, for something transformative and true.


A couple came into the dining car. The woman was short and dark with sleepy Modigliani eyes. She smiled at Julius and wished him a good morning, her German heavily accented with Russian. Julius nodded in return. He would do the decent thing. Since the Kaiser, with characteristic compassion, had deemed insurmountable aversion insufficient grounds for divorce, it was necessary for one side or the other to take the blame. Adultery was cleanest. In cases of proven adultery, divorce was granted automatically. The newspapers might still take an interest, but there was none of the public scandal that dogged a contested hearing. He would talk to Böhm this afternoon, have him make the necessary arrangements. In Berlin there were plenty of women who would pretend to have fucked you for a fee.


He would pay for his principles, of course. Only guilty husbands paid alimony. And while a part of him raged against financing any more of Luisa’s extravagances – for the bourgeois daughter of a money-doesn’t-grow-on-trees bank manager, she had always displayed a staggeringly can-do attitude to prodigality – a larger part was glad. An honourable man paid for his mistakes. He took his punishment, however harsh. There was a kind of purification in it, a humility that was almost grace. And it was not as if he did not have the money. The van Gogh book had proved a runaway bestseller, not only in Germany but in France and Britain too. America beckoned. The royalties would have left him comfortably off even without the recent collapse in the value of the mark. With exchange rates as they were he could afford to be generous. Besides, there was the child to think of. People would gossip, they always did, but he would not have anyone say he had mistreated the mother of his son.


In Berlin the rain was falling steadily. It was the busiest hour of the morning. People jostled and pushed on the pavements, umbrellas raised like shields as the trams clattered past and the omnibuses sent up arcs of dirty water. It was nine thirty when the taxicab finally pulled up outside the villa on Meierstrasse. Julius paused on the pavement, gazing up at the house’s elegant façade. It was a long time, he thought, since he had looked forward to coming home.


A red-faced Frau Lang greeted him at the door. She did not meet his eye as she took his coat and hat. His breakfast, she said, was already in the dining room, it would be getting cold. She made it sound like it was his fault. When he said he was not hungry, that all he really wanted was a bath, she hardly seemed to hear him. She scowled at the floor, her fingers working the sleeve of his coat into pleats.


‘And some coffee,’ he added. ‘The swill they served on the train was undrinkable.’


Still Frau Lang did not move. Julius felt a twinge of irritation. He could not think what had contrived to provoke her so early in the day. No doubt it was another trivial altercation with the nursemaid. The two of them were as territorial as bears.


‘The bath, if you please,’ he said crisply. ‘Or do I have to draw it myself?’


The housekeeper’s face crumpled. For a terrible moment Julius thought she might cry. Then, bundling his coat against her bosom, she scuttled away towards the stairs. Julius sighed. Frau Lang had come to work for them when he and Luisa were married, Luisa had insisted on it. She told Julius that Frau Lang had worked devotedly for her parents for years, that they would never have survived the war without her. Had Julius known his parents-in-law then, he would not have been so quick to count that in her favour.


Wearily he rubbed his forehead. The smell of trains clung to his clothes and his eyes ached. From the morning room he could hear the muffled tap-tap of the typewriter. He would ask Fräulein Grüber to telephone the lawyers and make an appointment with Böhm. There was nothing to be gained from putting it off. Above him, in the arch made by the twin staircases, the Vuillard panel gleamed, a riot of sunlight and pink roses. He tilted back his head, breathing in the sweetness of it, the play of colour and texture that was at once as simple and as complex as nature itself. Then, crossing the hall to the morning room, he opened the door.


‘Good morning,’ he said. The typist started, her hands flying up from the keys to cover her mouth.


‘Herr Köhler-Schultz, you’re back,’ she said. Her voice was bright, artificial. ‘Did you have – I mean, ah – is there anything you need?’


‘I need to change. Half an hour, then we’ll go through the letters. I assume there’s nothing urgent?’


Fräulein Grüber bit her lip. ‘I didn’t know – your appointment this morning with Herr Rachmann—’


The dealer from Düsseldorf. Julius had forgotten all about him. ‘That’s today?’


‘Half past ten. I’m so sorry, I would have cancelled him, but he didn’t leave an address in Berlin and I wasn’t sure – that is, if you’d rather not see him – in the circumstances, I mean – I can ask him to come back another day. If that’s what you’d prefer.’


Julius hesitated, half tempted to agree. The last thing he wanted was some insolent young Turk from the provinces sprawling in his study with his hands in his pockets, drawlingly addressing him with the familiar du.


‘The boy has verve,’ Salazin had said with a shrug. ‘Perhaps he’ll bring you something marvellous. And if he doesn’t, well, it’s an authentication, not an adoption. At worst he’ll remind you how blessed it is no longer to be young.’ Hugo Salazin, who at sixty still had the instincts of a pickpocket and the smile of a Prussian sphinx. No wonder his gallery was one of the most successful in Berlin. With a sigh, Julius shook his head.


‘No, I’ll see him,’ he said. ‘Dealers are like cockroaches. If you don’t get rid of them immediately, they multiply.’


The typist laughed politely, showing her teeth. When the telephone rang Julius gestured for her to answer it and went upstairs. There was little danger of running into Luisa this early in the morning, it would be hours before she deigned to surface, but all the same he steeled himself a little as he crossed the galleried landing. His rooms were on the east side of the house, hers on the west. Reflexively, uneasily, as he passed it he glanced down the wide passage towards her door. To his surprise it stood open. A wedge of pale light gleamed on the parquet.


Slowly, reluctantly, he walked along the passage and looked in. Usually Luisa abandoned her bedroom in a chaos of discarded clothes and magazines and torn-open letters, a tray of half-finished tea and toast congealing among the bedclothes. This morning the bed was neatly made, the table in the window bare but for a bowl of flowers. There was a sudden hurried scuffle of footsteps on the landing.


‘Frau Lang?’ Julius said, turning, and like a rabbit caught in the headlamps of a car she froze. ‘Where is my wife?’


The air went out of her. She subsided on to the stairs, one hand clutching at the banister.


‘She went,’ she said. Something choked her throat, she could hardly get out the words. There had been no warning, Frau Lang would not even have seen them go, Wednesday was her afternoon off, only she came back early and there they were, the mistress and the nursemaid under umbrellas on the pavement outside the house and the baby swaddled in blankets and screaming fit to bust as the cab driver tried to cram the heaped-up luggage into the boot of the car. So much luggage, Frau Lang said, she could not think who had packed it or how they would manage. When the mistress saw her she pushed the nursemaid into the taxi. They had to hurry, she said to Frau Lang through the window, they were late for their train. She did not say where they were going, only something about her parents and having the rest of their things sent on. Frau Lang had supposed it was an emergency. She could still hear the baby screaming as they drove away.


‘This was yesterday?’


The housekeeper nodded unhappily. She did not look at him.


‘And did she say when she’d be back?’


There was a long silence. ‘She left a letter,’ she said at last. ‘In your study.’


Julius went downstairs. His chest was tight, cramped with foreboding. Luisa would not have taken the baby, not if she meant to come back. His study looked just as he had left it, the books on his desk neatly ordered, a fire blazing in the grate. Taking the room in four strides he flipped through the sheaf of letters on his blotter, discarding them like playing cards. Nothing from Luisa. He turned to the mantelpiece, pushing aside the Rosso head. Nothing there either. Nothing but an unnatural blankness in the corner of his eye. A coldness came over him, the blood shrinking from his limbs. It was not possible. It could not be possible. Dizzily he turned.


It was gone. Julius stared at the blank wall, the grey line where the frame had marked the paint. At the envelope impaled on the empty nail. His skull was full of noise, a shrill hissing nothingness like an untuned wireless. He stumbled forward, his hand searching the wall as though he might still find it there. As though the absence was nothing but a trick of the light. The wall was cold. Blindly he grabbed the letter, ripping it from the nail. It was nothing. A mistake. A prank to frighten him. His face was stiff, someone else’s face. His fingers too. He could hardly tear open the envelope.


A scrawl. Something about his deficiencies, her boredom and unhappiness. A gap. And then.




Of course I couldn’t leave without my Vincent. Just having him with me makes me feel safer, protected somehow. What a comfort it is already to look at him and think of you.





The anger was like pain, so complete he could hardly feel it. With a howl he hurled himself against the bare wall, smashing it with his fists. There was a fire in his chest, in his skull, smoke-thick and acrid. He could not breathe for the choke of it. The empty nail caught the side of his palm, the sharp metal slicing the skin. He closed his hand around it, jerking and twisting at it as though he would wrench it from the wall. Blood bloomed, ran down his wrist. He closed his eyes but her voice wormed into his ear, over and over like a gramophone record with the needle stuck.


‘He gives me the creeps. Those piggy eyes ogling us when we make love, and where’s his other hand anyway? I mean it. It’s disgusting.’


And he had laughed. She did not mean it, she could not mean it, she was teasing him. She was young, he would teach her. How had he not seen that she was unteachable? It’s disgusting. The painting that for thirty years had turned over his heart.


There was blood on the wall. A smear of red and a faint grey line. An empty nail. The air blue somehow, as though the painting had left behind its stain. My Vincent. A fresh fury burst like a shell inside him, knocking the air from his lungs. Wheeling round, he kicked out at the low stool behind him, upending it with a crash. There was a lamp beside the armchair, a pile of books. He flung the lamp against the wall, then the books, handfuls of them, as hard as he could, but the rage kept exploding and exploding, thundering in his ears, so he turned to the bookshelves, tearing the books out by their spines, hurling them to the floor. His arms moved violently, mechanically, like pistons. Wildly he turned towards the mantelpiece. The Rosso head gazed at him, her blank eyes impassive.


‘She looks like me,’ Luisa had said once. He had not seen it then. He saw it now. Her faint smile was full of mockery. He had never hated someone so absolutely. Snatching up the head, he hurled her at the window. The glass smashed.


‘Ohhh.’


It was not so much a word as a catch of breath. Julius turned, his hands held up in front of him. Fräulein Grüber stood in the doorway. There was a young man with her. He was slender, fine-boned, with pale skin and coppery hair. Under one arm he carried a painting wrapped in brown paper. For a dazzling, impossible moment Julius thought it was his van Gogh, that she had sent it back. The young man looked at the broken window, at the lamp and the books, splayed and broken on the floor.


‘I – I’m so sorry,’ the typist stammered. ‘We’ll – I’ll come back.’


Her face was stricken as she fumbled for the door handle. The young man said nothing. He looked at Julius. His gaze was steady. Then, bowing his head, he stepped backwards. The door closed. Julius looked down at his blood-streaked hands, the emptiness inside them. A cold breeze blew through the broken window and stirred the pages of the books.


Later he remembered those eyes, the extraordinary milky green of them, like sea glass.




II


As always, Frau Lang made the necessary arrangements. The glazier arrived promptly the next morning, before Julius had finished his breakfast. The housekeeper took him out into the garden to inspect the damage. Their voices drifted up through the dining-room window. The hoodlums these days, the glazier said, they’d smash us all to pieces in our beds. There were still fragments of glass on the flagstones. The morning sunlight caught them, making them flash.


Julius had found the Rosso under a euonymus bush, half rolled out of sight like a lost football. Her face was undamaged. She gazed at him as he crouched to reach her, a smear of earth on one pale cheek, the faint smile still on her lips. It was only as he picked her up that he saw that the back of her head was shattered, the finely worked wax split to reveal the plaster cast inside. Julius thought of Rosso in his studio, the way his fingers seemed to summon her from air and light, and his heart shrank. To wantonly destroy a work of art, to want to destroy it: he had not imagined himself capable of such barbarism. He cradled the head in his hands, his fingers folded over her gashed skull. Then, taking an ironed handkerchief from his pocket, he wrapped her gently in it and carried her back into the house.


In the hours since then his shame had grown hard, a stone in his throat. It made it difficult to swallow. Julius pushed away his coffee cup. In the hall Frau Lang tutted to herself as she brought his coat and hat.


‘The glazier’s boarding up the window now,’ she said. ‘I told him it wouldn’t do, that you couldn’t be expected to work boxed in like that, but he says there’s nothing for it. The glass is too large, it has to be ordered.’


Julius took a taxicab to his lawyer’s office. Slow-moving handcarts obstructed the roads and the sun glared in shop windows. By the time he reached Invalidenstrasse the hatred was in his bones. He sang with it like a struck glass. Brushing aside Böhm’s pleasantries, he thrust Luisa’s letter into his hands. The lawyer read it, then frowned at Julius over his spectacles.


‘So the painting isn’t hers?’ he asked. ‘You didn’t give it to her?’


‘Of course I didn’t,’ Julius raged. ‘Why would I? She detested it.’


Böhm soothed him. A wife could not simply appropriate her husband’s assets. A sternly worded letter to Luisa’s lawyers might be enough to ensure its safe return. And if not, legal steps could be taken.


‘As for a divorce, I would advise postponing a decision until the matter of the painting is resolved,’ he said. ‘Perhaps she’ll come back.’


‘Not if I have anything to do with it.’


‘All the same. There is nothing to be gained from provocation.’


Reluctantly Julius allowed himself to be persuaded. Luisa was impulsive and unpredictable, God knows what she might do just to spite him. In the lift, as the uniformed attendant worked his levers, he leaned heavily against the brass rail. It tormented him to think of his painting propped carelessly in a corner of his father-in-law’s overheated house, discarded among the brown slabs of faux-medieval furniture, the brassy knick-knacks that crowded every surface. Behind Julius’s closed eyelids the painting was as vivid as if it were in front of him, Vincent three-quarters turned, his pose recalling the great self-portraits of Rembrandt, his palette and his brushes in his hand, his eyes burning in his exhausted face as all around his head the canvas thrummed with a frenzied cacophony of violet-blue swirls and dashes. The artist and the madman, staring into one another’s souls.


The elevator bumped to a stop. Of all the portraits he had made of himself, Vincent had written to his brother Theo, it was this one that caught his true character. In the thirty years Julius had owned it, he had bought and sold dozens of other paintings. He abhorred the modern habit of stockpiling art as though it were pig iron or petroleum, hoarding it in warehouses against future appreciation. Julius looked at a picture until he could find nothing new in it and then he let it go. As van Gogh’s prices spiralled, he could have sold the self-portrait for ten times what he paid for it, then fifty, then a hundred and more, but he did not sell. He never wanted to stop looking. In the starkness of Vincent’s fear, in the savage honesty of his scrutiny, there was something Julius could only describe as heroism.


He went directly from Invalidenstrasse to the Hotel Adlon. In Pariser Platz people strolled in the sunshine. Foreigners of course, a plague of tourist-speculators. With the mark sinking ever further on the exchange markets, they swarmed over the city like locusts. Above the columns of the Brandenburger Tor, winged Victory whipped up her horses, celadon green against the bright blue sky. There was nothing Julius wanted less this morning than to see Salazin’s young man, but he knew it had to be done. He had seen the expression on the dealer’s face when Fräulein Grüber opened the door, the shock that was at least half fascination, the gleam in his eyes that might have been calculation but could just as easily have been glee. Dealers these days would do anything to get ahead. Young Rachmann was Salazin’s man. He would not have either of them thinking they held the advantage.


He could have invited Rachmann back to Meierstrasse, there were enough rooms with unbroken windows, but Julius had no intention of allowing the young man back under the skin of him, of inciting him to remember. The music room at the Adlon was the preserve of favoured customers of the hotel. With its Bechstein grand piano and painted stucco ceiling, it was the embodiment of restrained luxury. In the music room Julius could be his public self, Germany’s pre-eminent art critic, composed, cultured and authoritative, a man garlanded with the privileges of lifelong success. A man above violent outbursts of emotion, as incapable of screams and smashed windows as a would-be dealer from the provinces was of paying the Adlon’s astronomical bills.


Julius slid a note into the waiter’s palm and asked him to bring coffee. ‘When my guest arrives, please ask him to wait. I’ll see him at midday.’


The meeting was scheduled for half past eleven. Julius settled himself at the table, spreading books and papers around him. He drank coffee, first from one cup and then from the other. A little after noon, the waiter showed Rachmann in. Frowning up from over his spectacles, Julius raised a finger and continued to write. He wrote for several minutes. When at last he capped his fountain pen, Rachmann put down the painting he carried. He pressed his hands to his heart, then extended them to Julius, the fingers uncurling in apology and appeal. There was a delicacy to the gesture, a grace even, that made Julius think of Degas.


‘I’ve kept you waiting,’ the young man said. ‘I’m so sorry.’ He spoke in a light, low voice, his consonants coarsened by a faint but unmistakable Düsseldorf accent. Julius glanced at the ormolu clock on the mantel.


‘Well,’ he said coolly. ‘You’re here now.’


‘I was here then, but they wouldn’t let me see you. I don’t think they believed me when I said you were expecting me. But then I’m not sure I would have believed me either.’ His smile was warm and unfeigned. ‘I’ve admired you for a long time, sir. It’s a great privilege to meet you.’


Over the years Julius had grown accustomed to the obsequies that accompanied these encounters – his endorsement could add several zeroes to the value of a painting – but there was something different about this boy, he thought, less sycophantic calculation than a kind of unguarded candour. He would have to toughen up if he was to survive as a dealer. A man without wiles would not last long in Berlin.


‘Coffee?’ he offered. ‘We’ll have them bring another cup.’


‘Thank you. And thank you for seeing me. I’m so grateful. Truly. Overawed, really. When Herr Salazin suggested – I’m talking too much. I do that when I’m nervous. I’m sorry. And I’m still talking. Please tell me to shut up.’


Julius smiled. He rang for the waiter. ‘Why don’t you show me what you’ve brought,’ he said. ‘Who knows, perhaps I’ll be grateful too.’


The painting was an impressionistic still life of flowers and apples, and unmistakably a Schuch, the muted palette applied with the artist’s characteristically square brushstrokes. Pretty enough, if, like many of Schuch’s canvases, a little overworked. When Julius confirmed his attribution to Rachmann, the young man smiled to himself, a small, fierce smile that creased his eyes, and touched a corner of the canvas with the tip of one finger. He had a pianist’s hands, Julius thought, or a poet’s. Most painters had hands like peasants.


‘Is it true that, like van Gogh, Schuch sold only one painting in his lifetime?’ Rachmann asked as Julius wrote out his certificate of authentication.


‘It’s true except that, unlike van Gogh, Schuch chose not to sell. He despised the circus of it, he said, and besides he came from money. He could afford a little disdain.’


‘I don’t know,’ Rachmann said. ‘Perhaps it was Schuch’s disdain that muddied his colours. Perhaps, like Fou-feu, he’d have been better off with poverty and passion.’


Startled, Julius glanced up at the young man. Fou-feu, Crazy Fire, was the sobriquet Julius had imagined for van Gogh among the whores of Arles. The book’s sniffier critics had derided such flourishes as mendacious, figments of Julius’s overheated imagination, but what then were Vincent’s purple fields, his yellow skies? What I do may be a kind of lie, Vincent had written to Theo, but only because it tells the truth more plainly.


Rachmann smiled awkwardly. ‘“The storm in his breast and the fierce sun in his heart.” Your book, I – it changed everything for me. The way you wrote about van Gogh’s life, his pictures. All my life I had looked at paintings, but when I tried to read about them there was nothing there of what I saw, what I felt. I thought it was because they were not something you could explain out loud. And then I read your book and it was as though you had thrown open all the windows and suddenly the air and the light and the music came flooding in and it was not just Vincent who was alive. His paintings danced. Your words made them dance.’


There was a silence. Julius had never imagined Vincent would become a bestseller. When he wrote it, he had sought only to write as van Gogh painted, discarding the old rules and instead setting down the truth as he felt it, intensely and in a fever of colour. Naturally the art establishment had derided the book as trivial and unscholarly, as ‘vulgar melodrama’. They favoured academic monographs, dry-as-dust texts that stifled their subjects as assuredly as if they had pressed a pillow over their faces, but Julius was not writing for them. He wrote for the Rachmanns, as van Gogh painted for the ordinary working men, to open their eyes and their hearts. To make the paintings dance.


‘Thank you,’ he said simply and, as he scrawled his signature, something in him softened.


Julius thought of the young man often in the weeks that followed. One evening, leaving the Philharmonie, he was sure he saw him standing on the corner of Potsdamer Strasse. The smile was already on his lips when the young man turned and Julius saw that he was not a man at all, but a bob-haired girl in a man’s suit, her stiff-collared shirt unbuttoned to the breastbone, her mouth a bright slash of scarlet. As he hurried away she put two fingers in her mouth and whistled. The harsh noise seemed to tear the night in two.


Berlin was changing. For all their mordant brashness, Berliners were notoriously hard-working, measuring out their days in marks, but as money slipped its moorings a kind of hysteria gripped the city. It had always had its private clubs and smoky basements, hidden places promising forbidden pleasures, but now the bars and the dance halls spilled their lights across the streets and the pavements teemed with people. Suddenly, it seemed, everyone was for sale: skinny boys in sailor trousers, their cheeks lurid with rouge; girls, breasts barely covered, in negligees, in hitched-up gymslips, in high leather boots. Couples kissing hungrily, brazenly, under streetlamps. As though, with no certainty of tomorrow, there was nothing to be done but to give oneself up to today.


At home Frau Lang let Julius in sleepily, swallowing a yawn. A single soft lamp lit the hall. No one played music at top volume or shrieked on the stairs or spilled champagne over the balustrade of the gallery. Luisa and her friends had strewn themselves through the house like dolls leaking stuffing, their trails marked by discarded furs and empty glasses and flimsy shoes tipped drunkenly on their sides. Without her, without her screeching cronies, the villa was returned to itself, hushed and immaculate.


Frau Lang had lighted a fire in the study. She did not need to be asked, she knew his habits. In the light of the flames the wall danced, orange-tinted, and the empty nail grinned at Julius, a gargoyle sticking out its tongue. Then he switched on the lamp and it shrivelled, shrinking back into the wall. Böhm had written to Luisa’s lawyer as he had promised, requiring the immediate return of the van Gogh, and had received a bland evasion in reply. Since then several more letters had been exchanged. One of them, dictated by Julius, included meticulous instructions for the painting’s care, the necessity of keeping it in appropriate conditions, away from direct light and protected from extremes of heat or cold, of dryness or humidity, that might cause harm to the delicate surface of the paint.


Luisa’s lawyer’s reply was brief. You may rest assured, he wrote, that my client fully appreciates the value of her asset.


The glazier had finally replaced the study window. The lamp’s reflection gleamed in the black glass, a van Gogh swirl of yellow-gold. Julius stared at the blank white wall and the rage that filled him was a kind of company.


It was late April when Rachmann wrote to ask if Julius might be willing to meet with him again. On Meierstrasse the cherry trees were in blossom, clouds of pink and white, and a three-mark loaf of bread could not be found for less than fifteen hundred. Beneath his careful politeness the dealer sounded shaken. A bookseller friend of his father’s in Düsseldorf had taken his own life, his widow had no choice but to sell his stock. Among the piles of books Rachmann had discovered a sheaf of drawings. He wondered if Julius might be willing to look at them. He had promised the family he would help them if he could.


Please excuse my presumption, he wrote, but perhaps tomorrow afternoon, if you can spare the time?


Julius’s diary was already unpleasantly full, a meeting of the prize jury he chaired, followed by another with Geisheim, editor of the Tribüne, for whom he wrote a regular arts column, but he told Fräulein Grüber to reschedule the latter for the following day. Newspaper editors were accustomed to the vagaries of circumstance. He would meet with Rachmann at five.


‘At the Adlon?’ the typist asked but Julius shook his head. Since the Japanese had joined the frenzy of foreign acquisition, the Adlon had grown unbearable.


‘Here,’ he said and the thought of it lifted his spirits.


Rachmann was already waiting when he arrived home from his meeting.


‘Half an hour early,’ Frau Lang said disapprovingly. ‘I put him to wait in the morning room. I only hope he hasn’t been distracting Fräulein Grüber from her work.’


She brought him to the study. Julius watched as the young man looked around him, taking in the Pissarro with its shimmer of silver birches, the Munch drawings in their black frames, the little Claudel he had brought down from his bedroom to replace the Rosso on the mantelpiece.


‘Such beautiful things,’ Rachmann said.


Isn’t that why you wanted me, another exhibit for your fucking museum? Luisa’s voice was so sharp in Julius’s ears it was as though a crack had opened in time. Discomfited, he gestured to the young man to bring his drawings to the desk, but Rachmann had turned away towards the blank wall and did not see him.


‘Tell me you still see it,’ Rachmann murmured and the shock of it was like stepping into space, nothingness where there should have been solidity. He stared at the young man, who smiled, as though it were ordinary to lift a man’s skull and look inside. ‘Tell me that you never forget to look, that this room still moves you every single day.’


Julius shrugged. He should have realised the young man meant only the works that were there, the ones he could see. He felt both foolish and obscurely disappointed. ‘I still look,’ he protested and Rachmann nodded, an amused scepticism pulling at his mouth. Again Julius had the unsettling sense that the young man could read his thoughts precisely. ‘Though perhaps not as often I should,’ he conceded.


Rachmann’s smile softened. ‘Actually, I’m glad you stop looking sometimes. If you didn’t, you would never be able to write.’


Julius had Rachmann spread the drawings on the desk. Most were insignificant. One, an unsigned sketch in red chalk, caused his heart to leap. A male nude in the classical style, his weight in his right haunch, the curve of his muscled stomach mirroring the jut of his right buttock, the quintessence of careless virility. Julius could no more have mistaken it than his own reflection.


‘Marées,’ he said, unable to conceal his pleasure. ‘Without question. A study for the Hesperides. Flawed, a little – there is an overworking here, do you see? He seems unsure of the angle. But otherwise very fine, very fine indeed.’


Rachmann let out a breath, pressing his knuckles to his lips. ‘Thank God.’


‘You suspected?’


‘I hoped. Frau Schmidt has endured so much.’


Julius looked at the drawing, the exquisite economy of the marks on the paper, and he thought of the widow in Düsseldorf, her husband, their business, everything wiped out in a single stroke. The inflation had made a mockery of Germany’s stolidly prudent middle classes, magicking lifetimes of painstaking pension payments into handfuls of dust. In Berlin, it was said, a man killed himself every single day.


‘You should get a decent price even now,’ he said. ‘That the drawing is a study for so beloved a work will add considerably to its value.’


‘It’s wonderful, isn’t it? I only wish I could afford to buy it myself. The thought of parting with it—’ Rachmann shook his head ruefully. ‘I’m afraid I have all the wrong instincts for a dealer.’


‘On the contrary. If it doesn’t break your heart to part with a work you have no business acquiring it in the first place.’


Reflexively Julius looked across the study to where the afternoon sun struck the white wall and for a moment he saw it, Vincent’s haunted, haunting face fixing him with his unblinking stare. Then the light shifted and he was gone. Julius looked back at the drawing. The nude figure stood astride, his feet square, exposing his naked body with all the blithe confidence of youth, but his face was turned away, his eyes closed and his arms bent at the elbows as though the emotion that seized him was simply too powerful to contain. In the garden a bird sang, a rushing trill of notes.


‘Are you familiar with Charles Blanc?’ he asked. ‘He was director of the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris after the February Revolution. He claimed that drawing was the masculine art and paint the feminine one, that, while drawing can show us what passes in the mind, it is painting that illuminates the secrets of the heart. I would only have had to show him this drawing and his thesis would have crumbled into ash.’


‘You feel it too.’


He used the familiar du but there was no insolence in it. He spoke quietly, trustingly, as a son might speak to his father. Julius smiled.


‘How could I not?’ he said.


Julius bought the Marées. He paid five times what it was worth. He did not look at Rachmann as he handed him the money order, just as he did not look at the beggars in their army greatcoats when he dropped the folded notes into their outstretched hands. He did not want to see the transaction reflected in the young man’s eyes, the excessiveness of the sum and its insufficiency. He thought of the widow in Düsseldorf and he knew it changed nothing. A vast swirling drain had opened in Germany, sucking everyone down. A man could throw every last pfennig he had into a hole like that and make no difference at all.


It was not how they had imagined it. When the war had come, they had greeted it with rapture, the artists and the writers, the poets and the musicians. They had imagined a great purification, the fiery cleansing of a corrupted, philistine world, from whose ashes would emerge a new, pure Germany. A natural work of art, Karl Scheffler called it. Too old to fight on the front line, Julius had volunteered as an ambulance driver, a soldier in a sacred struggle that he believed would deliver the world to a new state of grace. The horrors of the war had changed him from the inside out, but they had not completely extinguished that hope. Month after endless month, sick with fear and exhaustion, his clothes stiff with other men’s blood, Julius had thought of Dostoevsky, that unwilling soldier who had understood what all soldiers come to understand, that men are not gods, that the only hope of redemption was for every man to accept his share of the guilt and shame and horror of living and to endure it together, a spiritual family bound by frailty and forbearance. On the battlefields of Flanders it was impossible to imagine a return to the unthinking venality of the old Germany.


And still it had come. Five years later the new Germany was more venal than ever, a cobbled-together nation of collaborators and spies: shopkeepers selling under the counter for foreign currency; black marketeers paddling policemen’s palms with one hand and pocketing their profits with the other; furswaddled farmers’ wives licking the cream from their fingers at the Kurfürstendamm cafés while starving children rummaged in the rubbish bins for scraps.


And Julius was one of them.




III


Three months were to pass before Julius saw Rachmann again, three dizzy months that spun Germany faster and faster, prices spiralling upwards so fast it was impossible to guess from one week to the next the cost of a cup of coffee or a taxicab or a ticket to the Philharmonie. No one knew where it would end. Before the war a man waving a thousand-mark note might have expected to attract attention. By the middle of June, when Rachmann wrote to ask if he might bring a Trübner landscape for Julius’s authentication, housewives were using thousand-mark notes as spills to light their boilers. The hundred thousand note, hastily introduced in February, bought half a dozen eggs, if there were any to buy. To meet the demand for money, the banks had thirty paper factories and nearly two thousand printing presses working around the clock. The production of banknotes was one of the country’s few remaining profitable industries.


Julius wrote back to Rachmann by return, suggesting a meeting the following Monday. He felt a thrill of anticipation. A Trübner was in a different league from works on paper, even works by Marées, if it were not that in recent months the trading of treasures had become commonplace. These days there was no guessing what people would part with and for what.


He wrote to Luisa too, his anger stoked by brandy and lawyerly prevarication. Afterwards he could not recall precisely the accusations he had made. By the time he came down the next morning, heavy-limbed and headachy, Fräulein Grüber had already sent out the post.


Böhm had moved premises. The elegant nineteenth-century building with its large lobby and uniformed lift attendant had given way to a featureless concrete block on a dismal shared courtyard near the Criminal Court. Böhm’s office was on the first floor, a once-large room clumsily partitioned to create two cramped offices and a tiny waiting area. It was only when he saw URSCHEL & BÖHM ANWÄLTE painted on the glass panel in the door that Julius was sure he had come to the right place.


Böhm looked older, his clever face lined and grey. When Julius asked how he was, he shrugged. ‘We must change with the times, must we not?’ he said. ‘Luisa has made you an offer.’


‘What offer?’


‘If you consent to a divorce, agree to accept responsibility for said divorce and continue to provide financial support, she will return the van Gogh. The terms of the support are set out here.’


Julius stared at the piece of paper. Beneath the exorbitant sum a note was printed in capital letters. DUE TO CURRENCY FLUCTUATIONS ALL PAYMENTS SHOULD BE MADE IN FRENCH FRANCS.


‘But that’s extortion,’ he hissed.


‘It’s a negotiation. A question of what compromises you are willing to make.’


‘No,’ Julius said. His hands were shaking but his head felt very clear. If it was war Luisa wanted, then war she would have. ‘There will be no compromise. We file for divorce. Adultery. My wife’s. No financial support, not a sou, until I have my painting. And my son.’


Böhm was silent. Then he picked up his pen. ‘You have evidence, I suppose?’ he asked. In the twenty years Böhm had been his lawyer Julius had never once lied to him. He took care not to lie now. When Böhm asked if he had discovered Luisa in flagrante, Julius shook his head.


‘But there were clear signs of sexual congress?’ Böhm pressed. He did not ask between whom. Julius laughed grimly.


‘There was a naked man in my wife’s bed,’ he said. ‘Do you have another explanation?’


‘Do you know this man’s name?’


‘It wasn’t exactly the moment for formal introductions. But he was one of her crowd. It won’t be hard to find out.’


‘Perhaps. Although in these situations people tend to close ranks.’


‘Not Luisa’s friends. They’d sell their grandmothers if there was profit in it.’


Böhm frowned, sitting back in his chair. ‘Very well then, perhaps you should make some enquiries. We have time. We can file a preliminary petition without a name and, as things stand at present, with all the backlogs, there’s no chance of a hearing before the summer recess. Perhaps in the autumn, if things improve—?’ He shrugged wearily. ‘Might she attempt to deny the allegations?’


‘It’s Luisa. She’ll deny everything.’


‘Then we’ll need proof. Without it the courts will decline the petition.’


Julius thought of Frau Lang, the horror on her face as she covered her eyes. ‘There was a witness. My housekeeper. She saw everything.’


‘Excellent,’ Böhm said and Julius nodded, stiff with triumph and self-disgust.


Rachmann looked tired and thin, his slenderness ground to something harder and more delicate. The sharp line of his cheekbones emphasised his startlingly green eyes, the Botticelli fullness of his mouth. In the study he glanced towards the bare wall.


‘A van Gogh self-portrait,’ Julius said. ‘Perhaps the finest he ever painted.’


‘It’s on loan?’


‘Something like that.’


Rachmann shook his head. ‘You’ll think me foolish, but somehow I’d convinced myself the Marées would be here. Convinced myself so thoroughly that just now, when I walked in, my first thought was that it had been stolen.’


Stolen. The word hung in the sultry air. ‘You miss it, the Marées?’ Julius asked.


‘Horribly. Ridiculous, isn’t it?’


‘You’ll get used to it.’


‘And I had hoped for a happy life.’


‘As a dealer? Not a chance.’


Rachmann laughed. It was early, but outside it was already getting dark. A storm was coming. Against the looming thunderheads, the trees were van Gogh-vivid, thick swirls of white and emerald green.


‘So did you keep it?’ he asked, attempting casualness. ‘The Marées, I mean.’


‘Of course.’


‘I’m glad. I was suddenly afraid you might have sold it weeks ago.’


‘I didn’t sell it. It’s in my dressing room upstairs.’


Rachmann nodded and fiddled with the straps of the portfolio he carried. He said nothing. He did not have to. Julius could almost hear it, the low hum of longing like a bee in a flower. It was too much to ask, of course. There was no room in the house as privately his as his dressing room. Jesus, Ju, why do you always have to be such a gimlet? Gimlet, just one of Luisa’s slang words for bore. She had hundreds: bluenose, fire extinguisher, flat tyre, old fogey. Old anything.


‘Perhaps you’d like to see it?’ he said suddenly.


Rachmann stared at him. ‘Please, you don’t have to, that is – you wouldn’t mind?’


‘Not at all.’


He led the young man up the stairs. At the top he paused, a little out of breath. Rachmann stopped beside him, taking in the high-ceilinged gallery, the exquisitely inlaid double doors that led to the drawing room. When Luisa had been here this had been her friends’ favourite place to congregate, leaning over the balustrade as music blared from the gramophone, their laughter and cigarette ash spilling into the hall below. These days the doors were kept locked. Julius had not been into the drawing room since she left.


The dressing room smelled of leather and soap, and, faintly, unmistakably, of himself. As they stood in front of the Marées, Julius was pricklingly aware of the battered leather slippers under the chair, the splay-bristled toothbrush in the cup by the sink, the silk dressing gown on its hook on the back of the door. In her silver frame his mother smiled shyly, her head on one side. Dressed in an evening gown with diamonds in her hair, she looked young and awkward and absurdly beautiful. He saw Rachmann glance at her, the smile deepening in his sea-green eyes, and it was as if he had let the young man climb inside his skin.


Back in his study Julius felt the intimacy of the dressing room moving like a current between them, altering the shape of the air. He wanted to ask Rachmann if he had enough money, enough to eat. He wanted to confide his loneliness, his fear of growing old, the bitter hatred he felt towards his wife and the man she was making him become. Instead he gestured at the carefully wrapped painting.


‘Tell me about this,’ he said.


Rachmann took the package on to his lap and frowned at it. ‘I bought it in Cologne. Not a dealer. A man on the street. You know.’


Julius did know. These days there were men like that on every corner in Berlin, women too, shabby in once-respectable clothes, their family heirlooms laid out on bits of sacking and traded for sausages and coal.


‘He told me that his father and Trübner were friends,’ Rachmann said. ‘That they met in Karlsruhe. His father had kept it in his study all his life. I didn’t want to take it from him, it felt all wrong, but he was so grateful, so desperate. He said I was helping him. Of course he had no paperwork for the painting, no provenance as such—’


Julius shook his head. ‘Provenance counts for a great deal less than the bean counters would have you believe. Attribution is not a matter of accountancy.’ He put his spectacles on, then gestured towards the window. ‘Bring it over here. We need all the light we can get.’


A fake. Julius knew it the moment he saw it, or rather he felt it, the familiar tightness in his throat, the clammy chill under his skin, the seasick roil in his stomach as if the floor was pitching. As though the wrongness of the painting made it pitch.


He closed his eyes, leaning on the back of his chair. The dark behind his eyelids was dizzy with silver. His mouth was dry. He licked his lips. Slowly the queasiness receded. He did not look at Rachmann. Instead he took off his spectacles and, taking a handkerchief from his pocket, carefully polished them. The steadiness was coming back into his hands. He worked the handkerchief into the corners of the lenses. When he was sure they were quite clean, he put them back on and looked again. Trees, sky, a glimpse of Italianate façade, all in Trübner’s characteristic style but without his instinct for colour, his play of light and shadow. A vision of nature reduced to a view, decorative and dead.


He steepled his hands, steeling himself to say the words.


‘It’s not a Trübner, is it?’ Rachmann said very quietly.


‘No. It’s not. I’m sorry.’


Most disappointed dealers grew defensive, belligerent even. They disputed his conclusions, demanded he reconsider. The young man clasped his hands together and said nothing. Only the whiteness of his knuckles betrayed him.


‘You could always take it to someone else,’ Julius said. ‘Get a second opinion. Walter Ruthenberg is reliable, do you know him?’


‘Might he disagree with you?’


‘It’s possible.’


‘But if he did he would be wrong?’


‘In my opinion, yes. I’m afraid so.’


Rachmann was silent, staring at the painting. Julius wanted to put a consoling hand on the young man’s shoulder. Instead he waited. When Rachmann finally looked up at him his face was soft and sad as a child’s.


‘I have no right to ask you this,’ he said. ‘You’ve already given me so much. But might you be able to tell me why? It’s just – if I could only understand what it is you see, how you know, then perhaps – perhaps I wouldn’t feel like such a fool.’


‘You’re not a fool. I know many more experienced dealers than you who would have made the same mistake.’


‘But I can’t be like them, don’t you see? I couldn’t bear it. If I’m to do this, if I’m to make it count, I need to see as you see, with my heart.’


Julius could not remember the last time someone had spoken to him so openly, as though there was nothing to be lost by speaking the truth. ‘A man who feels as you do is already halfway there,’ he said, but Rachmann only shook his head.


‘I wish that were true, but it isn’t. It sounds fanciful, I know, but I saw the way the painting passed through you, the wave of it. As if in that moment it was part of you. As if you were part of it. Look, I’m sorry, I should go.’ Hurriedly he fumbled the painting into its wrappings. ‘Thank you, sir, for your time and your honesty. I am very grateful for both.’


Julius put a hand on the young man’s arm. Rachmann hesitated. ‘Then stay,’ Julius said. ‘Stay and I’ll tell you what it is I see.’


Gently he took the painting from Rachmann and set it on the desk. Then, scanning the shelves by the window, he pulled out a heavy book, leafing through it until he found a colour plate of Trübner’s Monastery on Herreninsel.


‘Trübner was the most painterly of painters,’ he said. ‘He believed that the true beauty of a painting lay not in its subject but in its composition, the colours, the texture of the paint. In art for art’s sake. See here, in your painting, where this tree has been reworked? A bodge like that would have been unendurable to him.’


Rachmann frowned, his determination to master his feelings clenching him so tightly it might almost have been anger. ‘That’s how you knew, because of that tree?’


‘Not immediately, no. Yes, the tree is important, the flawed perspective here too, once you see them you know that Trübner could never have made this painting, but that comes later. At first it is something else, something more – instinctive. Imagine you meet an old friend on the street. He looks just as you remember him, he smiles and speaks as he always has, but it is not him. You know it. Later perhaps you will be able to say why, his voice was too high, his nose too long, but in that instant all you know for certain is that you are being deceived. You feel it in your gut, your bones. Whoever he is, this man, he is not your friend.’ Julius sighed. ‘I’m sorry. I wish it were otherwise.’


‘I know. Thank you.’


A sudden flash of lightning lit the room, followed, a moment later, by the rumble of thunder. The air had the metallic tang of rain. Julius slid the window shut.


‘A drink before you go?’ he asked, but Rachmann shook his head. There was somewhere else he had to be, if he did not leave soon he would be late. Reluctantly Julius rang for Frau Lang. Rachmann took his hat and umbrella from her with a bow. His gallantry was lost on Frau Lang. As he turned away she puffed her lips, rolling her eyes to the ceiling. When Julius glared at her she subsided like a soufflé.


Rachmann looked down at the painting in his arms, then, with a sardonic twist of a smile, held it out to Julius. ‘I couldn’t interest you in an almost-Trübner before I go, could I? Something for that empty nail in your study?’


It took a particular type of courage, Julius thought, to make light of catastrophe. ‘I’m sorry it turned out this way,’ he said. ‘I hope it isn’t too damaging a setback.’


‘Me too.’


There was an awkward silence. Then Rachmann shook his head. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t admit this to you, but there’s a part of me that wishes I had the nerve to brazen it out. All those scavenging vultures out there picking off German treasures for small change. It would be worth something, wouldn’t it, to get one over on them?’


‘Something, yes. But not half of what it would cost you to do it.’


‘Ah, scruples,’ Rachmann said and his laugh was nine parts sigh. ‘What would we do without those?’


‘What indeed?’


Frau Lang opened the door. The wind blew rain into the shallow porch, printing dark circles on the stone. Rachmann stepped out and opened his umbrella.


‘Good night, Herr Köhler-Schultz. And thank you.’


‘I only wish there was anything to thank me for.’


‘Everyone told me that in Berlin no one would give a greenhorn like me the time of day. But your generosity, your wisdom, a man of your eminence—’


‘Eminence, dear God, you make me sound a hundred years old.’


Rachmann winced. ‘Flattery will get me nowhere, is that it? Those damned scruples. Though, for the record, it isn’t flattery when it’s the truth.’


The young man turned away. You take compliments like a pawn-broker takes a watch, Luisa had told Julius once, as though the favour’s all yours. He started down the steps towards Rachmann and caught, just for a moment, his expression, a bleak grimace of frustration and defeat. Julius wanted to call him back. Instead he watched as he walked away down the path. The raindrops struck his umbrella and flew apart, silver streaking the black.


‘Look at you, getting all wet,’ Frau Lang tutted, bustling him back into the house. ‘Right then, you’ll be wanting that tea.’ She hurried across the hall. As she pushed open the servants’ door, Julius caught a glimpse of the baby’s black perambulator.


‘If the petition is successful you will of course get custody of your son,’ Böhm had said the day before. ‘Though perhaps not immediately. Guilty or not, most courts these days prefer to leave a child with his mother until he is at least four years old.’


The boy and the nursemaid had occupied the top floor of the house, their days marked out by a brisk, unchanging routine. Julius was not sure what exactly had occupied their time. He had not been encouraged to take an interest.


‘I want my son,’ he had told Böhm belligerently, and for the first time he wondered if it might be true.




IV


The storm that swept through the city that night was the fiercest to hit Berlin in decades. By evening the rain was a solid wall of water, hammering the sun-hard ground and lashing the flowers in their borders. At the Staatsoper, where Julius had gone to hear Strauss’s Elektra, the thunder rolled like timpani through the spaces in the music. By the time he got home, doubled up and dashing from the taxi to the front door, the storm seemed to have taken the house inside itself. The walls shook and the windows rattled in their frames. In his study Julius poured himself a glass of cognac and watched as the trees in the garden pitched and tossed, dark against dark. When the lightning split the sky, it lit the blank wall like a flash lamp.


It was almost dawn when the wind finally dropped, though the rain continued to fall. On the wireless the news announcer spoke of flooding, blocked roads, damage to buildings from lightning and from falling trees. An S-Bahn train had derailed when a telegraph pole had fallen across the line. The extent of the casualties was not known. Julius stood in his pyjamas at his dressing-room window, looking down into the garden. A branch had been torn from the largest of the lindens. It jutted, raw-stumped, from the lawn, rose petals scattered around it like confetti.


Julius stood at the window for a long time. Then he went up to the nursery. It surprised him a little to find the room exactly as he remembered it. He sat down on the chair in the corner and looked at the cot with its wooden bars, the rocking horse, the painted train on its circle of track. There was still a pile of picture books on the night table and the silver-framed studio portrait taken when the child was only a few months old. The photographer had propped him in a wheeled wooden cart, his starched white dress bunched up around him. His pale hair was neatly combed. Beside him a toy dog stood guard, its felt tongue lolling from its mouth. It was a syrupy composition, sentimental in the Victorian style. Julius had always disliked it.


He picked it up. His son squinted up at him anxiously, his little hands clinging like starfish to the slatted sides of the cart. Julius had never expected to have children. Luisa had not wanted them any more than he. He was too old to ruin his life, she said, and she too young. There was a doctor fashionable among her friends who dealt with things like that. Julius was glad. In that first heady year he could not bear the thought of sharing her. As time passed the savagery of their arguments found its echo in their lovemaking, desire and anger eliding in brief, fierce couplings, Luisa bucking and biting beneath him, digging her nails into his back. Her announcement that she was pregnant was to him just another act of war. Her ripening body had the heart-quickening eroticism of Titian’s Venus of Urbino, but Julius could not bring himself to touch her. It seemed impossible that together they had created a child, that symbol of innocence and incorruptibility. Instead he could imagine only the tumours he had seen preserved in jars at Virchow’s museum at the Charité, misshapen clots bristling with hair and teeth, fury and embitterment made flesh.


And yet when he came, he was a baby all the same. It changed nothing. Luisa continued to cram the house with her empty-headed friends. Julius continued to write, to lecture, to travel. Someone had to pay for the flowers and champagne. In their private fiefdom on the top floor the baby and the nursemaid followed their own obscure rituals and routines.


‘Excuse me, sir, I’m very sorry, I didn’t—’


Startled, Julius looked up. The housemaid stood awkwardly in the doorway, her broom clutched in both hands. It was a matter of pride to Frau Lang, the silence with which her girls moved around the house. She knew Julius could not endure the clatter of feet when he was working.


‘It’s all right, come in. I’m not staying,’ he said, but the housemaid shook her head, backing away on to the landing. She bobbed a curtsy as he passed her, her ears scarlet. It was only as he fumbled for his watch that Julius remembered he was wearing his pyjamas.


In his dressing room the wireless was still on. Rain dripped from the gutter and ran in fat rivulets down the window. Julius put the photograph of his son on the chest of drawers.


‘According to the Berlin Meteorological Office, the barometer will rise by nightfall, bringing clear skies,’ the wireless announcer said. ‘Milder conditions are forecast.’


Was it in that moment that something in Germany broke? There was no other explanation, not that Julius could see. The inflation had been bad for months, for years, but always there had been a shape to the crisis, a structure that, to Julius at least, made sense. However abysmal, the world continued to be bound, just about, by the basic laws of economics, of physics. Banknotes circulated. Wages were paid and goods purchased, even if the prices were scandalous. The mark remained a mathematical unit possessed of an absolute value, even if that value changed with every passing week. Though no one knew exactly on any day what it would buy, it was still, till then, a measure of something.


And then, abruptly, it was not. Milder conditions are forecast. With that confident pronouncement the world broke its moorings, smashing everything to smithereens. Within weeks the inflation was a fever dream, senseless and unstoppable, and Julius was rich. Not rich as his father had been with his factories and his stocks but obscenely, unutterably rich. In Europe sales of Vincent were faltering, the royalty cheques were starting to dry up. American sales had proved disappointing. In Paris or New York he would barely have been comfortable. In Berlin he was a maharajah. By mid-August a single dollar, worth eighteen thousand marks a month before, was worth a million. By September it was a hundred million. It was like riding in an elevator sheared from its couplings, a helpless frozen hurtle towards the smash, except the smash did not come. The elevator only fell faster, one hundred and fifty million, two hundred million. Every zero was another jewel around Julius’s neck. He could hardly lift his head for the weight of them.


One night, at the theatre, he was cornered in the interval by a banker acquaintance. The banker told Julius he was part of a syndicate acquiring whole streets of property in Berlin. Buildings which a year ago might have sold for fifty thousand marks were now changing hands for less than five hundred dollars. He urged Julius to invest.


‘You’ll make a killing,’ he said, but Julius turned him down flat. Decent men, he said icily, no longer had the stomach for slaughter. He did not mention the exquisite little Seurat nude he had recently picked up for next to nothing in a private sale. Works of art were not like bricks and mortar, they had no intrinsic, objective value. On an April afternoon nearly thirty years ago Julius had ambled into Ambroise Vollard’s gallery on rue Lafitte in Paris. The Self-Portrait had felled him, splitting him open like an axe, but Vollard only shrugged and hauled it off the wall as though it were a Rive Gauche daub. He had had enough, Vollard said morosely, of lost causes. He sold it to Julius for six hundred francs. A painting was only worth what a buyer was willing to pay.


Julius did not hear from Rachmann. He thought of him often, hoped he was managing to stay afloat. The Trübner had come at a very bad time. Every day more businesses went bankrupt. There were no jobs. A single egg cost one thousand million marks. A milliard, they called it. The word no longer merited remark. On the outskirts of the city farmers patrolled their potato fields with guns. Julius was supposed to be working on a new book. Sometimes, as the day faded and the shadows draped the corners like cobwebs, he looked up and for a moment, before he remembered, it was there still, that haunted, haunting face, fixing him with his piercing, unblinking stare. Sometimes the setting sun washed the whiteness to a pale rose pink and the empty nail gleamed like an eye.


Buoyed up by foreign buyers, Hugo Salazin’s gallery was one of the few that had not closed its doors. Julius did not know which depressed him more, Salazin’s artists or his clients, but when he received an invitation to the opening of his newest exhibition he accepted immediately. The gallery was already crowded when he arrived. He pushed his way through the cacophony of chatter, scanning the crowd for Rachmann’s coppery head, but, though he passed through the rooms several times, Julius did not see him. Disappointed, obscurely anxious, he lingered, one eye on the door. Most of the pictures around him appeared to have been sold. It did not seem to matter that they revealed nothing of themselves but their surfaces, like mirrors. Perhaps, Julius thought gloomily, that was the secret of their success. The Dadaists might be fools and charlatans, but in their destruction of all artistic enterprise they had hit upon one immutable truth: a society gets the art it deserves.


And still Rachmann did not come. At last, weary of waiting, Julius pushed through the crowd towards the exit. Walter Ruthenberg was standing near the door. He shook his head at Julius, rolling his eyes.


‘Monstrous racket, isn’t it?’ he said over the din. ‘In more ways than one. I’m surprised you’re here. I thought you hated this sort of thing.’


Julius shrugged. A professor at the university, Ruthenberg’s academic monograph on van Gogh had been published at the same time as Julius’s Vincent. Julius had felt sorry for the man until he realised that Walter felt exactly the same way about him.


‘Actually, I was hoping to run into you,’ Ruthenberg said. ‘Do you have a minute?’


They went out on to the pavement where it was quieter. Beyond the spill of light from the gallery the street was very dark. The city no longer lit the streetlamps, they could not afford the electricity. Ruthenberg took out a pipe and a pouch of tobacco. ‘Sent by a forbearing friend from Amsterdam. Most things I can take or leave, but this?’ He took a tiny careful pinch and pressed it into the bowl. ‘I have something that might interest you. A rather lovely little Corot. I gather you’re in the market.’


Julius knew he meant the Seurat. He should have known that there was no such thing as a private sale in Berlin.


‘Provenance is murky, but then, when isn’t it with Corot?’ Ruthenberg said. Striking a match, he put it to his pipe, sucking on the stem to make it draw. ‘A young dealer I know picked it up in Hamburg and brought it to me for authentication. I told him to hang on to it or, better still, take it to Paris, but if you were interested …’


Julius frowned. If he was interested Ruthenberg would take a fat commission. Most dealers with a Corot would not consider that good business. ‘Which dealer?’ he asked. ‘Do I know him?’


‘Rachmann, he’s called. The Gemäldegalerie put him on to me. Clever boy, but very green. He’d want francs.’


Julius stared at Ruthenberg. Then carefully, casually, he shrugged. ‘I suppose I could take a look. Is he still in Berlin?’


‘What are you two gossiping about out here?’


Julius turned round. Salazin stood in the doorway, his pouched eyes glittering.


‘Walter was telling me about your friend Rachmann,’ Julius said. ‘I hear he’s flourishing.’


‘Of course he’s flourishing,’ Salazin said. ‘Men of his kind always do.’


‘His kind? If anything, he struck me as rather too principled for your game.’


Salazin laughed. ‘My dear Julius, that boy’ll be the last man standing. Grew up with nothing, of course. Father was a blacksmith, had his sons hawk firedogs in the streets to keep the family from destitution. Believe me, behind that pretty face young Rachmann is as tough as old boots.’


Rachmann telephoned the next morning. He arrived at Meierstrasse just as it was getting dark. He seemed uneasy. When Julius shook his hand his smile flickered nervously, his gaze sliding sideways towards the floor.


‘It’s good to see you,’ Julius said. ‘It’s been a while.’


‘Yes, well. I’ve hardly been in Berlin.’


‘You managed to see Ruthenberg,’ Julius said, more sharply than he intended, and a flicker of surprise passed over Rachmann’s face. Awkwardly Julius gestured at his slim leather briefcase. ‘Don’t tell me you squeezed a Corot in there?’
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