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        Evil is merely a form of ineptitude.
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      When Daniel received the letter, at first he thought it came from Hell.

      It was a thick envelope, made of yellowish, coarse-fibred paper. There was no sender’s name, but Daniel’s name and address were written in the lazy, almost illegible capitals that were characteristic of his brother’s handwriting. As if they had been written in haste.

      But the letter could hardly be from Max. Daniel couldn’t recall ever getting a letter or even a postcard from his brother. On the rare occasions that Max had been in touch, he had phoned.

      The stamp was foreign. And obviously it didn’t say Hell, as he first thought with a shudder. The poorly printed postmark read: Helvetia.

      He took the letter with him into the kitchen and left it on the table while he sorted out the coffee machine. He usually had a cup of coffee and a couple of sandwiches instead of dinner when he got home. He ate lunch in the school canteen and, seeing as he was single, he never really felt like cooking just for himself later on.

      As the old coffee machine rattled into action, he started to open the envelope with a bread knife, but stopped when he noticed that his hands were shaking so much he could hardly hold the knife steady. He was having trouble breathing, as if he’d tried to swallow something far too large. He had to sit down.

      The way he felt about the as yet unopened letter was the same way he used to feel whenever he and Max met. Great joy at finally seeing him, an urge to run up to his brother and give him a big hug. But at the same time something holding him back. A vague, rumbling unease.

      ‘I can at least read what he’s got to say,’ he said out loud to himself in a voice that was steady and firm, as if a different, more sensible person were talking through him.

      He took a firm grasp of the bread knife and opened the envelope.
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      Gisela Obermann was sitting facing the big picture window looking at the rocky mountainside on the other side of the valley. Its surface was smooth, yellowish-white, as if a sheet of paper had been stretched out, and there were elements of something black. She realised she was trying to discern letters.

      At the top, the rocky wall was crowned by a fringe of audacious fir trees. Some of them had got too close to the edge and were hanging there like broken matches.

      The faces around the conference table faded away into the light shining behind them, their voices like a radio that had been turned down.

      ‘Any visits this week?’ someone asked.

      She felt tired and thirsty, washed out. It was the wine she had drunk last night. But not just the wine.

      ‘We’ve got one relative’s visit booked in,’ Doctor Fischer said. ‘To see Max. I think that’s all, though.’

      Gisela woke up.

      ‘Who’s coming to see him?’ she asked in surprise.

      ‘His brother.’

      ‘Oh. I didn’t think they were in touch with each other.’

      ‘It’s bound to be good for him,’ Hedda Heine said. ‘It’s the first visit he’s had since he’s been here, isn’t it?’

      ‘Possibly.’

      ‘Yes, it’s his first visit,’ Gisela confirmed. ‘That’s nice. Things are looking much more positive with Max right now. He’s struck me as very happy and harmonious lately. It’s bound to do him good to get a visit from his brother. When’s he coming?’

      ‘He should get here this afternoon or evening,’ Karl Fischer said, glancing at the time as he gathered his papers. ‘Are we done?’

      A man in his forties with a red beard waved his hand anxiously.

      ‘Brian?’

      ‘No news about Mattias Block?’

      ‘I’m afraid not. The search is still going on.’

      Doctor Fischer gathered his papers and stood up. The others followed.

      Typical, Gisela Obermann thought. Max’s brother is coming today. And no one bothered to tell me, his doctor.

      That was the way things worked in this place. That was why she was so tired. Her boundless energy, which had always cut like a knife through all resistance, was impotent here. It glanced off the walls that surrounded her and turned in on herself.
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      Daniel went with the flow towards the exit of the airport, where a small gaggle of taxi drivers were holding up handwritten signs with people’s names. He glanced at them, pointed at the one bearing his name, and said in German:

      ‘That’s me.’

      The taxi driver nodded and led him to a minibus with eight seats. Daniel appeared to be the only passenger. He got in as the driver took care of his luggage.

      ‘Is it far?’ he asked.

      ‘About three hours. We’ll have a break on the way,’ the driver said, sliding the door shut.

      They left Zürich and headed round the side of a large lake surrounded by forest-clad mountains. Daniel would have liked to ask the driver about things they passed en route, but there was a glass screen separating them. He leaned back in his seat and ran his fingers through his beard, a gesture he repeated several times during the journey.

      It wasn’t only fraternal interest that had made him agree to the visit, he had to admit. His finances weren’t in great shape. His temporary post at the school would come to an end in the autumn when the usual teacher returned from maternity leave. He might be able to get a bit of work as a supply teacher, and maybe some translating. He couldn’t afford to go away on holiday anywhere this summer. Max’s offer to pay for the ticket to Switzerland had been very tempting. After visiting the clinic he could stay on for a week in a small hotel in the foothills and spend the days doing some moderately strenuous hiking in the beautiful surroundings.

      Outside the car window the greenery flashed past. Elm, ash, hazel. There were neat houses with sloping gardens along the shore of the lake. Large brown birds sailed slowly above the road.

       

      In recent years Daniel had had little contact with his brother. Like him, Max had lived abroad, first in London and then other places, where, to the best of Daniel’s knowledge, he had been involved in some sort of business.

      Ever since they were young Max had always seemed to be on a rollercoaster ride of success and failure, invariably of his own making. He could be impressively inventive, almost inhumanly energetic when he started a project. Then, suddenly, when he had got what he wanted and more besides, he would lose all interest and walk away with a shrug of the shoulders while his colleagues and customers tried desperately to contact him via switched-off phones and abandoned offices.

      On several occasions the brothers’ long-suffering father had had to step in and rescue Max from various scrapes. Maybe it was the turbulence surrounding his unpredictable son that had led to him collapsing on the bathroom floor one morning from the heart attack that ended his life shortly afterwards.

      A psychiatric assessment conducted in conjunction with a court case had concluded that Max suffered from bipolar disorder. The diagnosis explained much of the mysterious chaos that Max always seemed to be surrounded by, his daring business ventures, his self-destructive behaviour, and his inability to maintain long-term relationships with women.

      Every now and then Daniel used to get a phone call from his brother. On those occasions Max always sounded slightly drunk, and the calls usually came at strange times of day.

      When their mother died Daniel went to great lengths to get hold of him, but without success, and the funeral went ahead in Max’s absence. Somehow the news must have reached him anyway, because he called a couple of months later wanting to know where their mother was buried so he could take some flowers. Daniel had suggested meeting up and going together. Max promised to get in touch when he got to Sweden, but never did.

       

      The glass screen slid open. The taxi driver glanced round and said:

      ‘We’ll reach an inn soon. Do you want to stop for something to eat?’

      ‘Not eat, but I’d like a cup of coffee,’ Daniel replied.

      The glass screen slid closed again. Shortly after that they stopped at the small inn and each had an espresso standing at the counter. They didn’t say anything to each other, and Daniel was grateful for the cheesy pop music blaring from the speakers.

      ‘Have you been to Himmelstal before?’ the driver eventually asked.

      ‘No, never. I’m visiting my brother.’

      The driver nodded as if he already knew that.

      ‘Do you often drive people there?’ Daniel asked cautiously.

      ‘Now and then. More in the nineties when it was a plastic-surgery clinic. Christ, I used to drive people who looked like mummies. Not everyone could afford to stay until their wounds had healed. I remember one woman, you could only see her eyes through the bandages. And what eyes! Swollen, crying, sadder than you can imagine. She was in so much pain that she couldn’t stop crying. When we stopped here – I always stop here, it’s exactly halfway to Zürich – she sat in the car and I had to get orange juice and a straw for her, and she sat there in the back seat slurping it up. Her husband had a younger mistress and she’d had a face-lift to get him back. Christ. “I’m sure it’ll all be fine. You’re going to look beautiful,” I said as I held her hand. Bloody hell…⁠’

      ‘And now? What sort of place is it now?’ Daniel asked.

      The driver stopped with his little espresso cup in mid-air and gave him a quick glance.

      ‘Hasn’t your brother told you?’

      ‘Not exactly. I think he said it was some sort of rehab clinic.’

      ‘Right. Yes, that’s it.’ The driver nodded eagerly and put the cup down on the saucer. ‘Shall we carry on?’

       

      Daniel dozed off as the car started again, and when he next opened his eyes they were in a valley of green meadows lit up by the evening sun. He’d never seen such an intense green colour anywhere in nature before. It looked artificial, created by chemical additives. Maybe it was the result of the light.

      The valley got narrower and the scenery changed. To the right of the road an almost vertical rock face rose up, shading the sun and making the inside of the car darker.

      Suddenly the driver braked. A man in a short-sleeved uniform shirt and peaked cap was blocking their path. Behind him was a lowered barrier. A little further on was a parked van, from which a second uniformed man was approaching.

      The driver rolled down his window and exchanged a few words with one of the men as his colleague opened the rear door of the car. The glass screen between the front and rear seats was still closed, so Daniel couldn’t hear what was being said. He opened the window in his own door and listened. The man was chatting amiably enough with the driver, apparently about the weather. He was speaking a German dialect that was difficult to understand.

      Then he leaned in through Daniel’s window and asked to see his ID. Daniel handed him his passport. The man said something he didn’t understand.

      ‘You can get out,’ the driver translated. He had turned round and opened the screen between them now.

      ‘I have to get out?’

      The driver nodded encouragingly.

      Daniel got out of the car. They were standing right next to the rock face, which was covered in moss and ferns. There was water trickling down it in various places. He could smell the mountain, cool and acidic.

      The man held out a metal detector and ran it quickly over Daniel’s body, front and back.

      ‘You’ve come a long way,’ he said in a friendly voice, returning the passport.

      His colleague put Daniel’s suitcase back in the car after going through it, and closed the door.

      ‘Yes, I caught a plane from Stockholm this morning,’ Daniel replied.

      The man with the metal detector leaned inside the car and ran it quickly over the rear seat, then indicated that he was done.

      ‘You can get back in,’ the driver said with a nod to Daniel.

      The men saluted and the driver started the car as the barrier slid upwards.

      Daniel leaned towards the driver’s seat to ask a question, but the driver pre-empted him:

      ‘Routine check. Swiss thoroughness,’ he said, then pressed the button to close the glass screen in Daniel’s face.

      Through his open window he saw the mossy rock face rush past, and heard the reflected, amplified sound of the engine.

      He was squirming. The security check had reawakened his anxieties. He didn’t imagine that this was just a social visit. If Max had chosen to get in touch after all these years, there had to be a good reason. Max needed him.

      The thought both moved and saddened him. Because how could he help his brother? Max was, you had to admit after so many years of disappointed hope, beyond all help.

      He consoled himself with the fact that his visit in itself was a sign of goodwill. He had come when Max had called. He would listen to him, be there for him. And then, after a couple of hours, he would leave again. There was no question that there would be any more to it than that.

      The minibus went round a sharp left-hand bend. Daniel opened his eyes. He saw sloping meadows, a forest of fir trees and, some way off, a village and church spire. A woman was working in a market garden, bent over in a sea of dahlias. She straightened up as they approached and waved with a small trowel.

      The driver turned off on to a smaller road leading up the hillside. They passed through a patch of forest and the climb got steeper.

      Shortly after that Daniel saw the clinic, an imposing nineteenth-century building surrounded by a park. The driver drove right up to the main entrance, took out Daniel’s suitcase and opened the passenger door.

      The air that flooded into the vehicle was so clean and bright that his lungs trembled with surprise.

      ‘Well, we’re here.’
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      Max and Daniel were identical twins, but they had almost been born on different days. When their mother, thirty-eight years old and a first-time mother, finally managed to free herself from one twin after ten hours of hard labour, the second, Max, was still inside her, and evidently planned on staying there for a while longer yet. It was late in the evening and the midwife, who was also starting to get tired of the whole business, sighed and said to the exhausted mother: ‘It looks like you’ll have to organise separate birthday parties for these two.’

      While Daniel was being washed and weighed, and fell sweetly asleep in his little bed, the obstetrician took out the suction cup, which however failed to get a grip on his resistant, evasive brother, and instead sucked hold of their mother’s innards, threatening to turn her inside out like a tangled sweater. When the suction cup was eventually attached in the right place, Max seemed to realise that this was serious, adapted to the situation and made the first of many rapid bursts of speed that he would later employ to surprise those around him.

      ‘Now we’ve got him…⁠’ the doctor said, but had no time to finish the sentence before his catch, entirely on its own and without the need for any suction, slid out on a waterslide of blood and slime, building up a bit of speed and flying into the doctor’s lap.

      It was then five minutes to midnight, so the brothers were able to celebrate their shared birthday after all.

      Five to twelve. How should that be interpreted?

      That Max was struggling to be unique and wanted at all costs to avoid being born the same day as his brother, but changed his mind at the last minute and prioritised solidarity over integrity?

      Or should it be interpreted the way those around Max often did when he arrived late – but not too late – to a meeting, train or airport check-in desk, and asked his nervous friends with a laugh what they expected from someone born at five minutes to midnight: a high-wire act, balancing on the edge, a way of getting people’s attention?

      The boys spent their early years in their parents’ house in Gothenburg. Their father was a successful businessman with his own electronics company, and until the boys were born their mother had rather aimlessly studied various arts subjects at university.

      From the outset the two twin boys were quite different.

      Daniel ate well, seldom cried and stuck to the projected growth forecasts in an exemplary way.

      Max was a slow developer and, when he still hadn’t uttered a word by the time he was twenty months old, nor made any effort to move independently, his mother began to get worried. She took both boys to see a well-regarded female paediatrician in her home city of Uppsala. When the doctor saw the boys together, she decided there was a simple explanation. Whenever Max so much as looked at any of the nice toys the doctor had laid out for the purposes of the experiment, Daniel scrambled off on his stubby little legs and fetched it for him.

      ‘You can see for yourself,’ she said to the twins’ mother, pointing in turn at the boys with her pen as she went on: ‘Max doesn’t need to walk, seeing as Daniel fetches everything for him. Does he speak for his brother as well?’

      Their mother nodded and explained that Daniel would work out in an almost spooky way what his brother wanted and felt, and would transmit this to those around them with his limited but skilfully employed vocabulary. He would say if Max was thirsty, hot, or needed his nappy changing.

      The paediatrician was concerned about the brothers’ symbiotic relationship and suggested that they be separated for a while.

      ‘Max has no natural motivation to walk or talk so long as his brother keeps providing him with everything he wants,’ she explained.

      At first the boys’ mother was uncertain about this separation, which she realised would be painful for both of them. They had always been so close, after all. But she had great confidence in the doctor, who was an authority in both paediatrics and child psychology, and following lengthy consultation and discussion with the boys’ father, who thought the idea made sense, she gave in. They decided that the boys should be separated for the summer, when their father was on holiday and could look after Max at home in Gothenburg while their mother took Daniel to visit her parents in Uppsala. And according to the doctor, the summer was when children develop fastest and are most open to change.

      Both boys spent the first week crying in despair with their respective parent in their respective city.

      By the second week Daniel moved into a calmer phase. He seemed to realise the advantages of being an only child and began to enjoy the undivided attention of his mother and grandparents.

      Max, on the other hand, went on crying. Day and night. His father, who was a novice when it came to looking after children, sounded more and more desperate in his phone calls to Uppsala. Their mother thought they should abandon the experiment and called the paediatrician, who encouraged them to carry on with it. But the father would need the help of an au pair.

      Getting hold of an au pair in the middle of the summer turned out to be tricky. And the mother obviously didn’t want to hand her son to just anyone. There was no way she was going to accept a sloppy, immature teenager desperate to earn a bit of money over the summer.

      ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ the doctor said when the mother explained her concerns, and a couple of days later she called to recommend an Anna Rupke for the job. She was thirty-two years old and had experience of nursing children with physical handicaps, but she had become so interested in children’s mental development that she had gone on to study psychology and pedagogy, and was now working on her doctoral thesis. The doctor had taught her on a specially tailored course, and Anna’s talent and engagement had made a lasting impression on her. Of course she lived in Uppsala, but if the family could arrange accommodation for her in Gothenburg she was prepared to move down there for the summer to look after Max.

      Two days later Anna Rupke moved into the guest bedroom of the family home. Her presence made life considerably easier for the boys’ father. The young woman seemed quite unaffected by the child’s cries, and could sit and calmly read an interesting research article while Max sat on the floor howling loud enough to make the walls shake. Now and then the boys’ father would pad into the nursery and ask if this really was normal. Maybe the boy was seriously ill? Anna shook her head with an expert’s smile.

      But surely he must be hungry? He hasn’t eaten anything all day.

      Without looking up from the report, Anna gestured towards a Singoalla biscuit placed on a footstool a few metres away from the boy. Max loved Singoalla biscuits. His father resisted the instinct to get the biscuit and give it to him. He left the room and put up with the screaming for another hour or so from his office upstairs, then, just as he couldn’t bear it for another second, there was silence. He hurried downstairs, worried that the boy had passed out from exhaustion or hunger.

      When he reached the nursery he saw his son half-shuffling, half-crawling towards the stool, his eyes fixed on the biscuit, concentrating hard, and extremely angry. Max got hold of the stool, and with a furious jerk he heaved himself up and grabbed the biscuit. He took a big bite, and with his mouth full he turned round with a triumphant grin that was so wide that half the mouthful fell out again.

      Anna Rupke gave his father a pointed look, then went back to her reading.

      The following week was intense. With the help of strategically positioned Singoalla biscuits, Max raced through the stages of shuffling, crawling, standing and walking.

      The next week Anna got to grips with speech. To start with, Max communicated in his usual way, which meant pointing and screaming. But instead of rushing round and desperately trying different things that Max might possibly want, Anna sat there calmly with one of her books. Only when he said the correct word was he rewarded. Max actually had a large passive vocabulary, and understood an almost alarming amount of what other people were saying. It had just never occurred to him to say anything himself.

       

      Towards the end of the summer it was time to reunite the two brothers again.

      They didn’t appear to recognise each other.

      Daniel behaved the way he would have done with any stranger, and was shy and reserved.

      Max appeared to view his brother as an intruder, and reacted aggressively when Daniel put his hands on toys Max regarded as his private property. (A not entirely unexpected reaction, seeing as ‘mine’ was the first word Max uttered, and his first two-word sentence had been ‘Have it!’)

      During the period of separation the parents had unfortunately come to regard the twin in their respective care as ‘their’ boy. Every time the boys came to blows the family was therefore divided into two camps. On one side stood Daniel and his mother, with her parents in the background. On the other side stood the boys’ father, Anna Rupke and Max. Their mother thought Max was treating her little Daniel badly. Their father and Anna thought that Max’s aggressive behaviour was a positive sign of his liberation from his brother.

      In light of the unsuccessful reunion it was agreed, in collaboration with the paediatrician in Uppsala, to separate the boys once more.

      Anna Rupke was supposed to be going back to work on her thesis, but decided to take a break and carry on as Max’s nanny. Or pedagogical instructor, as she preferred to call herself. The boys’ father expressed his sincere thanks, well aware that Anna had put her promising career on hold. But Anna assured him that Max was such an interesting child that he was more of a benefit than a hindrance to her research.

      The boys’ mother once more took Daniel to her parents in Uppsala, and in this way the parents lived apart the entire autumn, each with their own twin, with daily phone calls about the boys’ progress.

      When Christmas came, it was time to make a new attempt at reunification. But the split in the family was now so deep that it seemed impossible to repair. Besides, during the couple’s long separation, the father had embarked upon a relationship with his son’s nanny.

      He wasn’t entirely sure how it had come about. It had started with him being impressed. By the way Anna dealt with Max, her certainty, her calmness, her intelligence. He concluded with some satisfaction that she, like him, had a pragmatic researcher’s nature, and wasn’t an indecisive, emotional creature like the boys’ mother.

      Without him really noticing, he went from being impressed to being attracted. By Anna’s high Slavic cheekbones, the fresh smell of shampoo she left after her in the bathroom, the thoughtful way she twined her necklace, and the audible yawns from the guest bedroom before she fell asleep.

      Maybe there was no more to it than a man being attracted by the woman living in his house and looking after his child.

      During the autumn the mother had made a life for herself in Uppsala. While her mother looked after Daniel, she spent a few hours each day working as a secretary at the Institute of Classical Languages where her father still worked as a professor.

      One year later this arrangement was confirmed. The boys’ parents divorced, the father married Anna and the mother moved into a flat just ten minutes’ walk from her parents.

       

      So the twins grew up with one parent each, and only met once a year on their shared birthday, 28 October.

      Everyone was always nervous in advance of these birthday encounters. Did the brothers still look similar? What did they have in common? What were the differences?

      It was clear that the brothers, in spite of being twins, had retained their differences. Max was sociable, outgoing, talkative. Daniel was reserved and cautious. It was odd to think that Max had once been entirely dependent on his brother for all that he wanted in life.

      But while their behaviour grew more and more different with every meeting, they became more and more alike in their appearance. Max, who to start with had been both shorter and skinnier than his brother, soon caught up, and from the age of three the boys’ height and weight matched each other down to the last millimetre and gram. Their facial similarities also emerged more clearly when Daniel’s features were no longer concealed by pink puppy fat, and Max’s voice, which in his early years had been shrill and piercing, sank around the age of five to the same pleasant, soft tone as Daniel’s. When the boys met on their seventh birthday, they felt a mixture of delight and horror when they realised they were staring at their own mirror image.

      Birthdays were the only time each year when the two camps met, Max-Father-Anna and Daniel-Mother-grandparents, and all sorts of feelings were stirred up. The grandparents regarded the father as an adulterer and marriage wrecker. The mother criticised the way Anna was raising her son. Anna, who regarded herself as an expert in the field, wasn’t prepared to take advice from an amateur. And the boys’ father felt confused at suddenly seeing his son in duplicate.

      While the adults talked and argued the two boys would run out into the garden, down into the cellar, or somewhere else exciting. They were drawn to each other, curious and full of anticipation. They would fall out, keep their distance, then converge again. They fought, laughed, cried and comforted each other. During one single intense day the boys were subjected to such a tumult of emotions that they were left utterly drained for a week afterwards, and often suffered bad bouts of fever.

      Although the adults disagreed about almost everything else, they were in complete agreement about one thing: one meeting a year was enough.
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      Daniel found himself in what looked more like the lobby of a fashionable old hotel than the entrance to a health clinic.

      He was met by a young woman wearing a well-cut, light blue dress and shoes with a slight heel. The way she was dressed, her straight posture and her smile made him think of an air hostess. And she did actually introduce herself as a ‘hostess’.

      She appeared to know who Daniel was straightaway, and who he was there to visit. She asked him to write his name in a green, felt-covered ledger, then showed him to some armchairs grouped in front of a magnificent open fireplace in the art nouveau style. The wall above was adorned with a crossed pair of old skis, with stuffed animal heads on either side: an ibex with enormous ridged horns and a beard, and a fox with its top lip pulled back, baring its teeth.

      ‘Your brother will be here shortly, I’ll go and tell him you’ve arrived. My colleague will take your luggage up to the guestroom.’

      Daniel was about to sit down when a blond man in a short-sleeved steward’s shirt and tie appeared and took Daniel’s suitcase away.

      ‘But I’m not staying. I’m going on to a hotel later,’ Daniel protested. ‘Can’t I just leave my case down here for a couple of hours?’

      The man stopped and turned round.

      ‘Which hotel are you going to?’

      ‘I don’t really know. The closest one, I suppose. Can you recommend one?’

      The woman and man exchanged an anxious glance.

      ‘You’ll probably have to go a fair distance,’ the woman said. ‘Most of the hotels up here in the mountains are health resorts. They have their regular guests, and are usually booked up months in advance.’

      ‘But there’s that village down in the valley. Isn’t there anyone there who has a room to let?’ Daniel wondered.

      ‘We don’t recommend that our visitors stay in the village,’ the woman said. ‘Has anyone offered you a place to stay there?’

      She was still smiling, but her expression had hardened slightly.

      ‘No,’ Daniel said. ‘It was just a thought.’

      The man cleared his throat and said calmly: ‘If anyone does offer you a room in the village, just say no. Politely but firmly. I suggest that you stay in one of our guestrooms. That’s what most visitors do. You can stay a few days, we’ve got plenty of rooms at the moment.’

      ‘I wasn’t planning on that.’

      ‘It won’t cost you anything. Most relatives live a long way away, so it seems reasonable for us to let them stay here a few days. That way people are able to settle a bit and can spend time together in a more natural way. You’ve never been to Himmelstal before?’

      ‘No.’

      The man, who had been holding Daniel’s case in his hand throughout this conversation, appeared to regard the matter settled.

      ‘Perhaps you’d like to see your room and get unpacked? We can take the lift over here,’ he said, leading the way across the thick carpet.

      Daniel followed him. Maybe, he thought in the lift on the way up, it wasn’t a bad idea to spend one night here after all. It was getting late, and he wasn’t looking forward to chasing round trying to find a room nearby late at night.

      The guestroom was small, but bright and pleasantly furnished. There was a vase of fresh flowers on a white, painted table, and the view of the valley and the mountaintops in the distance would have matched any tourist’s expectations of a holiday in the Alps.

      Himmelstal. Heavenly valley. A beautiful name for a beautiful place, Daniel thought.

      He washed in the basin and changed his shirt. Then he lay down on the bed and rested for a few minutes. It was a good-quality, modern bed, extremely comfortable, he could feel that at once. He would have liked to stay and have a nap for an hour or two before seeing his brother. But the hostess downstairs had already told Max he was here. He could sleep later.

      In the lift down to the ground floor he realised what had been so odd about the conversation he had had a short while ago. He had been aware of it the whole time he was talking to the man and the hostess, but hadn’t been able to put his finger on it: they had been speaking different languages. He had addressed them in German, seeing as he assumed that was their mother tongue, and they had responded in English.

      He was so used to switching between different languages that he had hardly noticed. It had just made a slightly jarring impression, a sort of disconnect.

       

      He had always found languages easy. As a child he had spent a lot of time with his maternal grandfather, who was a linguist. He and his mother used to eat dinner with his grandparents pretty much every day. While his mother and grandmother did the washing up in the kitchen, Daniel and his grandfather would go off to the large, tobacco-scented study.

      Daniel loved sitting on the floor leafing through books full of pictures of Egyptian tomb paintings, Greek sculptures and medieval engravings, while his grandfather told him about languages that were still alive and languages that were dead. How languages were related to each other the same as people, and how the origins of words could be traced far back in time. Daniel thought this was absolutely fascinating. He was always asking his grandfather where different words came from. Sometimes he would answer at once, and sometimes he would look the words up in a book on his desk.

      To Daniel’s astonishment, he realised that the words he used and took so much for granted were considerably older than him, older than Grandfather, older than the old house with its creaking wooden floors. They had travelled a long way, through different countries and ages before suddenly landing in Daniel’s little mouth like a butterfly on a flower. And they would continue their journey long after he himself was gone.

      He had retained this respectful delight in language. He studied classics at high school, then went on to study German and French at university, and eventually got a job as an interpreter for the European Parliament in Brussels and Strasbourg.

      Using his own voice to express another person’s thoughts and opinions, which often completely contradicted his own views, stimulated him in a strange and exciting way. If what was being said had a strong, emotional charge, spoken language wasn’t enough and he would use gestures and facial expressions to convey the message of the person whose words he was interpreting. Sometimes he felt like a puppet with someone’s else’s hand inside him. As if his own soul had been pushed aside. He heard his voice change, and could feel himself using facial muscles he never used otherwise. ‘Ah,’ he would think in fascination, ‘so this is what it feels like to be you!’

      Occasionally, when he finished interpreting a particularly intense discussion, there would be a little gap before he landed back in himself again. For a few giddy moments he would experience what it felt like to be no one at all.

      On several occasions he had been mistaken for the person he was interpreting for. People who disagreed would be abrupt and offhand with him, because they regarded him as an extension of their opponent.

      The reverse was also true: that sympathy for the person he was interpreting for would spill over on to him as well. He suspected that this was how he had managed to arouse the interest of the woman who later became his wife.

      Emma had been a lawyer, specialising in international environmental law. Daniel’s job had been to interpret a conversation between her and a German expert in water conservation, a stylish, middle-aged gentleman with a very definite erotic appeal. While he was interpreting, Daniel had a strong sense that he was merging into the German, to the point where in an almost creepy way he felt he knew what the man was going to say before he spoke.

      Emma, too, seemed to have regarded them as one and the same person, because even after the man had left she carried on discussing water conservation with Daniel, as if he had been the person she had been talking to, instead of his shadowy mimic. Several times he had to remind her that he didn’t actually know anything about water. But the conversation was underway by then. They moved on to other subjects, went on to a little Italian restaurant, and then, rather drunk, they went back to her hotel room together. A couple of times while they were making love she jokingly addressed him as ‘mein Herr’, which unsettled him.

      Even after they were married Daniel had been unable to shake the idea that his wife had got him mixed up with someone else, and that she was constantly disappointed when reminded of her mistake.

      Then he discovered that she was being unfaithful with a biologist from Munich, and they got divorced.

      The year after the divorce Daniel had suffered a mental breakdown. He didn’t really know why. He had got over the divorce surprisingly quickly, and thought in hindsight that it had been the right thing to do. He was well regarded within his profession, he had a good salary, and lived in a modern apartment in the centre of Brussels. He had short-term flings with career-orientated women who were as uninterested in a serious relationship as he was. He didn’t really feel he was missing out on anything. Until one day when everything changed from one moment to the next, and he realised that his life was utterly empty and meaningless. That all his relationships were wholly insubstantial, and that the words he expressed in the course of his work belonged to other people. Who was he really? A glove puppet who performed tricks for a few hours each day, and was then discarded and tossed in a corner. He was only alive when he was interpreting, and that life wasn’t his, it was borrowed.

      This shattering insight had struck Daniel one morning when he was on his way to work and had stopped at a kiosk to buy a paper. He stood there with the money in his hand, as though he’d been turned to stone. The newsagent asked which paper he wanted, but he couldn’t answer. He put the money back in his pocket and sank down on to a nearby bench, exhausted. Although he had an important job that day, work suddenly felt quite impossible.

      He was on sick leave for two months. For depression, according to the doctor’s note. But he realised it was about something more than that: terrifying clarity. A revelation of an almost religious nature. Like converts who had seen the light, he had seen the darkness, and it had given him precisely that sense of an absolute truth that he had heard such people describe. The shabby veil of existence had been yanked aside, and he had seen himself and his life exactly as they were. The experience had come as a shock, yet at the same time he was deeply grateful for it, and the thought that he might have gone on living a delusion made him shudder.

      Daniel had resigned from his interpreting job, moved back to his hometown, Uppsala, and got a temporary job as a language teacher in a high school. The pay was obviously much worse than his previous job, but it would do until he worked out what he was going to do with his life.

      When he wasn’t working he played computer games. World of Warcraft and Grand Theft Auto. To start with it was just a way of passing the time, then he started to get drawn in. The greyer his real life became, the more vibrant those fictional worlds seemed. The classroom and staffroom became waiting rooms where he would spend impatient hours, reciting verb conjugations like a sleepwalker and engaging in small-talk with his colleagues. At the end of each working day he would close the blinds in his cramped one-room flat, switch on his computer and immerse himself in the only life that could make his pulse race with excitement, his brain flash with ingenious insights. When he stumbled off to bed in the small hours, exhausted by hard fighting and breathtaking escapes, he was always surprised that he could feel so strongly about something that didn’t exist, when what did exist made so little impression on him.
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      Daniel had just got out of the lift and was on his way to the armchairs in front of the fireplace when the front door was thrown open and Max headed over towards him.

      This was the moment he had been worrying about. Although he had been through it so many times before, he never got used to it: walking towards himself, looking into his own eyes, seeing his own facial features.

      To his great relief that didn’t happen this time. The man heading towards him under the crystal chandeliers seemed familiar in a distant, elusive way, but no more than that.

      Daniel ran his fingers through his beard as if to reassure himself that it was still there. The soft but effective visor that protected his sensitive face.

      Max was suntanned, dressed casually in Bermuda shorts, sweatshirt and sandals, like a tourist. His hair was cropped short and his smile was so broad and dazzling that Daniel immediately placed him at the manic end of the spectrum in which his psyche constantly moved. Of course that was also the impression he had got from the letter, but the letter had been written a month ago and Max’s moods changed quickly. In just a few hours he could switch to pitch-black lethargy or aggressive irritation. But for now he was clearly in an ebullient mood. As long as Daniel didn’t have to take any responsibility for the consequences, that was at least better than its polar opposite.

      Max’s embrace was heartfelt, almost passionate, and was followed up by macho slaps on the back and playful shadow boxing.

      ‘Bro! Hey! You came. You actually came! Yesss!’

      He laughed out loud as he clasped his clenched fists together in victorious gesture, and looked up at the ceiling as though he were thanking some invisible god.

      Daniel smiled back cautiously.

      ‘Of course I came,’ he said. ‘Good to see you. You seem to be doing well.’

      ‘The default setting is pretty stable. How about you? God, you’ve still got that ridiculous beard! It’s worse than ever. I’m surprised they let you on the plane. You look as though you’re in the Taliban.’

      Max grabbed hold of Daniel’s beard and gave it a quick tug.

      ‘I like it,’ Daniel said, taking a step back.

      ‘Really?’ Max laughed. ‘And those glasses! Who knew you could get second-hand frames! Where did you find those? Why don’t you have contact lenses, same as everyone with any sense?’

      ‘I really don’t care for the idea of sticking things in your eyes.’

      ‘Bollocks. It is a bit of a nuisance, though. I’ve been wondering about laser surgery for years, but I haven’t found the right opportunity. You need to have a fortnight free for everything to heal up again. And when would I have time for that? OK, let’s get your stuff down to my room and then we can have dinner in the restaurant. They’ve got trout on the menu today, I checked. Where’s your luggage?’

      ‘The staff took it up to the guestroom.’

      ‘Guestroom? Nonsense! You’re my guest, and no one else’s. So obviously you’re staying with me.’

      ‘Where do you live?’

      ‘I’ve got a little cabin nearby. Simple but comfortable. Guestroom! Is that the key?’

      Max took the room key with the brass fob out of Daniel’s hand and disappeared off towards the lift.

      ‘Wait here!’ he ordered, impatiently pressing the lift button.

      After waiting three seconds he gave up and took the stairs instead, two steps at a time.

      Daniel stayed where he was, bemused and at something of a loss. Caught off guard already, dominated and overridden. How quickly it had happened.

      A few minutes later Max returned with his case, and rushed determinedly with it through the front door, down the ornate flight of steps and off across the park. Daniel trotted obediently after him. What else could he do?

      ‘This seems a reasonable place,’ he said to make conversation when he had caught up with his brother. ‘The staff are nice. No white coats.’

      ‘No, why should they have white coats? As far as I know, no one’s ever been cured by a white coat. I like the outfits the hostesses wear. They’re quite stylish. And sexy. Don’t you think?’

      ‘Yes, maybe.’

      On the far side of the park was a cluster of little cabins built of rough timber, in the Alpine style. Max opened the door to one of them and gestured to Daniel to go in.

      ‘This is where I live. What do you think?’

      The cabin consisted of a single room with rustic pine furniture and benches fixed to the walls, covered with throws with traditional folklore patterns. There was an open fire, a basic kitchen and a curtained alcove containing the bed.

      ‘You can live more grandly here if you choose, but I prefer to live like this, simple and frugal,’ Max said, putting Daniel’s case down with a thump. ‘You can sleep on that bunk over there. That’ll do for one night, won’t it?’

      ‘Do you live here on your own?’ Daniel asked in surprise.

      ‘Obviously. I don’t want to live with anyone else. Apart from you now, of course. No, I want my own space. That’s the advantage of a place like this. You have more choices. Let’s go and have dinner. I hope you didn’t eat anything at that terrible place the driver always stops at. I think he must have some sort of contract with them.’

      ‘No, we just had coffee.’

      ‘Good, then you’ll be hungry enough to appreciate the fresh trout and a chilled Riesling. Or whatever you’d rather have. But I’d recommend the trout.’

       

      Before they had dinner Max wanted to show his brother round.

      The clinic was bigger than Daniel had realised at first. Besides the old main building, it consisted of several tall, modern, glass-fronted buildings. The whole place was surrounded by the beautiful park, where people were walking about with a spring in their step. Most of them were dressed in casual leisure wear, and looked more like healthy holidaymakers than patients at a rehab clinic. Daniel guessed that their problems, as in his brother’s case, were mostly mental in nature.

      ‘By the way, do you play tennis?’ Max asked. ‘We can book one of the courts and have a game first thing tomorrow morning.’

      ‘No, thank you.’

      ‘Otherwise there’s the fitness centre over there. The sports hall. Table tennis. And a pretty good gym, actually.’

      Max gestured towards a large building they were walking past.

      At its rear was a swimming pool. A couple of patients were lying on white recliners, soaking up the afternoon sun. Daniel shaded his eyes with his hand and looked at them in surprise.

      ‘When you wrote that this was a rehabilitation clinic, I imagined something completely different,’ he said. ‘More like a hospital.’

      Max nodded.

      ‘This is a private clinic, as I’m sure you’re worked out. For people who can afford it.’

      ‘So what does it cost to stay here?’

      Max screwed his face into a grimace and shook his head, as if it was far too painful to talk about it.

      ‘Too much for my budget, really. I can manage it for a while. But if I’m not declared well soon, things will come to a head. That’s why I behave as normally as I can. I keep my distance from the worst psychos, flirt with the female staff and have learned conversations with the doctors. And I hear them talking behind my back: “What on earth is he doing here? He seems sound as a bell.” Obviously there’s a risk of them keeping you here to get more of your money. That’s why I’ve made it very clear to my doctor, Gisela Obermann, that my resources have almost run out, and that I’d appreciate it if they could declare me fit again soon.’

      They carried on through the park. The air was cool and smelled of the forest below. From the direction of the tennis courts came the regular sound of balls being hit.

      ‘What sort of treatment are you getting?’ Daniel wondered.

      ‘None at all.’

      ‘But you’re still getting your usual medication here?’

      A man was approaching along one of the paths. He looked as though he wanted to talk to them, but Max put his arm round Daniel’s shoulders and steered him quickly in a different direction.

      ‘Gisela cancelled all my prescriptions when I arrived. To see how I function without them. She always wants to see what patients are like without any medication.’

      He stopped, stood in front of Daniel with one hand on his shoulder, and went on in a firm, didactic tone, so that every word got through:

      ‘Examining a medicated patient is as bad for a psychiatrist as it would be for a doctor of the body to examine a patient with their clothes on. After all, the clothes could be covering up a skin complaint or tumour. The main purpose of psychotropic medication is the same as clothes: to conceal things. They don’t cure anything, they’re not like penicillin, they don’t kill off harmful bacteria and so on. They just sit like a protective layer of clothing over the illness.’

      Daniel nodded in agreement and backed away slightly to avoid the saliva spraying from Max’s lips as he spoke.

      ‘Or like one of those blasting mats,’ his brother went on, ‘those things that muffle explosions and stop stones and debris flying about and hurting anyone. Nice and safe for anyone nearby, obviously. But…⁠’

      Max jutted his head forward, fixing his eyes on Daniel’s and lowering his voice to an intense whisper:

      ‘What sort of damage do muffled explosions like that do on the inside?’

      He paused, his gaze still firmly fixed on Daniel, then started to walk on again.

      A young man in jogging clothes ran towards them and they stepped aside to let him pass.

      ‘And how does your doctor think you’re doing without medication?’ Daniel asked cautiously.

      ‘Fine, I presume. The last time we met she said she couldn’t see any reason to prescribe anything.’

      ‘Really?’

      Daniel was surprised. As far as he knew, ever since he was a teenager Max had been on regular medication. Periodically he had given up taking it, which everyone, him included, had realised was a big mistake. As long as he took his medication he felt pretty well and could live a relatively normal life. Yet here he was, saying that his doctor had taken him off all the drugs. Strange.

      Max laughed.

      ‘Don’t look so horrified. There’s such a thing as self-healing, don’t you know? That’s what they mainly focus on here. The healing power of nature.’

      Max made a sweeping gesture towards the sloping lawn, the glass-fronted buildings and the mountains.

      ‘Good, nourishing food. Clean air. Peace and quiet. Tried and tested therapies that got forgotten when we came up with all those chemical treatments. People often seem to think it takes a huge amount of effort to help or bring someone down. That we’re these massive, steel constructions, difficult to knock over and then just as difficult to put back on our feet after we have fallen over. But think what a bit of stress can do to a person. There are several people here at the clinic suffering from exhaustion. Have you ever seen someone like that? One woman could only sit there staring in front of her, she didn’t even know her own name. She had to be fed, because she’d forgotten how to use a fork. You might think some sort of terrible trauma had made her like that, war, or torture. No. It was nothing more than ordinary stress. Too many demands, pressure from all sides. It’s odd that you can be so completely crushed by that. But in actual fact, we human beings are fairly uncomplicated constructs. It doesn’t take much to make us fall apart. And it doesn’t take that much to put us back together again. Time. Peace and quiet. Natural surroundings. Simple things, but often overlooked.

      Daniel nodded thoughtfully.

      ‘So you’ve… healed yourself, then?’

      Max turned towards him with a broad smile.

      ‘Well, I’m well on the way, according to Dr Obermann.’

      ‘I’m very glad to hear it.’

      Max gave a quick nod, then clapped his hands together noisily to signify that the subject was closed.

      ‘Well, now we definitely need some food!’
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