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“Rêver, c’est le bonheur;
attendre, c’est la vie.”


VICTOR HUGO




Prologue
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THERE’S A PIG on the loose! David de Vriend caught sight of it when he opened his sitting-room window for one last glance at the square before leaving this apartment for good. He wasn’t a sentimental man. He had lived here for sixty years, looked out onto this square for sixty years and was now bringing it to an end. That’s all. It was his favourite phrase; whenever he had something to say, report, attest, he would utter two or three sentences, followed by, “That’s all.” For David de Vriend this phrase was the only legitimate résumé of each moment or chapter in his life. The removal firm had been to fetch the few personal effects he was taking to his new home. Effects – a strange word, but it had no effect on him. Then the men came to clear out everything else, including those things that were screwed and nailed down, and the screws and nails too. They yanked it out, dismantled it and took it all away until the apartment was “as clean as a whistle”, as people say. De Vriend had made himself a coffee while his cooker and moka pot were still there, watching the men, taking care not to get in their way, and he had held on to his empty cup for a long moment before dropping it into a rubbish bag. Then the men were gone and the apartment was empty. As clean as a whistle. One last glance out of the window. There was nothing there he did not know, and now he had to move out because another time had come – but there it was: down below was . . . a real pig! In Sainte-Catherine, the centre of Brussels. It must have come from rue de la Braie, it trotted along the construction hoarding in front of the building, de Vriend leaned out of the window and saw the pig turn right at the corner into rue du Vieux Marché aux Grains, avoiding a few passers-by and almost running under a taxi.


Kai-Uwe Frigge, thrown forwards by the emergency stop, fell back into the seat. He grimaced. Frigge was late, he was stressed. What was wrong now? He wasn’t really late, but he liked to get to his appointments ten minutes early, especially when it was raining, so he could tidy himself up a bit in the loo – his soaked hair, fogged-up glasses – before the person he was meeting arrived —


A pig! Did you see that, Monsieur? the taxi driver exclaimed. It almost leaped into my car! He was bent right over his steering wheel: There! There! Can you see it?


Now Kai-Uwe Frigge did see it. He wiped the window with the back of his hand and caught the pig trotting off sideways, its wet body glistening a dirty pink in the glow of the streetlamps.


Here we are, Monsieur! I can’t drive any closer. Fancy that! Almost went slap bang into a pig. What a road hog! But I saved his bacon, didn’t I, eh?


In Menelas, Fenia Xenopoulou sat at the first table by the large window with a view of the square. It annoyed her that she had got there so early. To be waiting in the restaurant when he arrived didn’t convey self-confidence. She was nervous. She had worried that the rain might make the traffic worse and had left herself too much time. She was already on her second ouzo. The waiter buzzed around her like an irritating wasp. Fenia stared at the glass and told herself not to touch it. The waiter brought a carafe of fresh water. Then he came with a small dish of olives – and said, A pig!


What? Looking up, she saw that the waiter was staring out at the square, mesmerised, and now she could see it too: the pig was making a dash for the restaurant, a ridiculous sight as its short legs flitted back and forth beneath its solid, round body. At first glance she thought it was a dog, one of those revolting creatures overfed by widows, but no – it really was a pig! It could have been straight out of a picture book. She saw the snout and the ears as lines, contours, that’s how you would draw a pig for a child, but this one seemed to have sprung from a children’s horror story. It wasn’t a wild boar, it was a filthy, but unquestionably pink domestic pig, with something mad, something menacing about it. The rain continued to pour down the window and, in a blur, Fenia Xenopoulou saw the pig screech to a halt as it encountered some passers-by. The creature’s legs were at full stretch, it skidded, threw itself to one side, jack-knifed, gained traction again and galloped back, now in the direction of Hotel Atlas. At that moment Ryszard Oświecki was leaving the hotel. He had already pulled the hood of his coat over his head on his way through the hotel lobby. Now he stepped out into the rain, briskly, but not in too much of a hurry; he didn’t want to attract attention. The rain was a boon; in the circumstances both his hood and lively pace were perfectly normal and inconspicuous. Later, nobody would be able to say that they had seen a man running away – about this old, roughly this tall, and yes, of course they remembered the colour of the coat . . . Turning smartly to his right, he heard animated cries, a scream and a bizarre panting mixed with squeals. He gasped and looked back. Now he spotted the pig. He couldn’t believe his eyes. There, between two of the wrought-iron poles that lined the hotel forecourt, was a pig. It stood, head lowered, like a bull about to launch an attack. There was something both preposterous and menacing about this creature. It was a total mystery: where had the pig come from and why was it there? Ryszard Oświecki got the impression that all life in this square – at least as far as he could see – had stiffened, frozen, the animal’s tiny eyes reflected the neon light from the hotel’s façade. Oświecki started to run! He ran to the right, glanced back, the pig yanked up its head with a snort, took a few steps backwards, turned around, then ran right across the square to the row of trees outside the Flemish Cultural Centre, De Mark-ten. The passers-by witnessing the scene kept their eyes on the pig rather than the man in the hood, and now Martin Susman saw the creature too. He lived in a building next to Hotel Atlas and was just opening the window to let in some fresh air. Susman couldn’t believe his eyes: that looked like a pig! He had just been contemplating his life, thinking about the coincidences that had led him, the son of Austrian farmers, to be living and working in Brussels. In his present mood everything seemed crazy and alien, but a pig on the loose in the square below, that was just too crazy, it must be his mind playing tricks on him, a projection of his memory! He scanned the square but the pig had vanished.


The creature sprinted across rue Sainte-Catherine, keeping left to avoid the tourists coming out of the church, and raced on past to the quai au Briques. The tourists laughed, no doubt thinking that this stressed pig on the verge of collapse was a Brussels tradition, a local phenomenon. Some of them would later check their guidebooks for an explanation. Weren’t bulls driven through the streets of Pamplona in Spain to mark some holiday? Maybe they did the same in Brussels, but with pigs? If you encounter the incomprehensible in a place where you don’t expect to understand everything, then life can be very amusing indeed.


At that moment Gouda Mustafa turned the corner and almost walked straight into the pig. Almost? Hadn’t it in fact touched him, brushed his leg? A pig? Leaping aside in panic, Gouda Mustafa lost his balance and fell. Now he was lying in a puddle, which made the whole thing even worse. It wasn’t the grime of the gutter that made him feel defiled, but contact – if there had been contact – with the unclean animal.


Then Mustafa saw a hand reaching down to him, he saw the face of an elderly gentleman, a sad, troubled, rain-sodden face; the old man seemed to be crying. It was Professor Alois Erhart. Gouda Mustafa couldn’t understand what he was saying, all he grasped was the word “O.K.”


O.K.! O.K.! Mustafa said.


Professor Erhart kept talking, said in English that he’d had a fall today too, but he was so confused that he said “fail” instead of “fall”. Gouda Mustafa didn’t understand him and said O.K. again.


The blue lights had arrived. Emergency services. Police. The entire square rotated, flickered, twitched in the blue light. The emergency vehicles sped howling towards Hotel Atlas. The sky above Brussels played its part: the rain fell. Now it appeared to be raining blue, twinkling drops. A strong gust of wind joined in, tugging at several umbrellas and wrenching them inside out. Gouda Mustafa took Professor Erhart’s hand and allowed himself to be helped up. His father had warned him about Europe.




One


Connections need not really exist, but without them everything would fall apart.
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WHO INVENTED MUSTARD? Not a great beginning for a novel. Having said that, there can be no good beginning because, whether good or not so good, there is no beginning. For every conceivable opening sentence is already an end – even if things continue afterwards. It sits at the end of thousands upon thousands of pages which were never written: the prehistory.


When you embark on the reading of a novel you ought to be able to leaf back after the very first sentence. Such was Martin Susman’s dream, it’s what he had really wanted to be: a teller of prehistories. He had abandoned an archaeology degree and only then – well, it doesn’t matter, it’s part of the prehistory that has to be edited out of the opening to every novel, because otherwise in the end we would never get to the beginning.


Martin Susman sat at his desk – he had pushed his laptop to one side – squeezing mustard from two different tubes onto a plate, a hot English mustard and a sweet German one, and wondering who had invented mustard. Who had hit upon the quirky idea of creating a paste that entirely masks the flavour of a dish without itself tasting good? And how was it possible that this had become a successful mass-produced item? It is, he thought, a product like Coca-Cola. A product that nobody would miss if it didn’t exist. On the way home Martin Susman had stopped at the branch of Delhaize on boulevard Anspach to buy two bottles of wine, a bunch of yellow tulips, a bratwurst and of course mustard, two tubes, because he couldn’t decide between sweet and hot.


The bratwurst was now bouncing and hissing in the pan, the gas was too high, the fat was burning, the sausage charring, but Martin wasn’t paying any attention. He just sat there staring at the somewhat lighter yellow ring of mustard on the white plate and beside it the dark-brown one – miniature sculptures of dogshit. The specialist literature has yet to describe staring at mustard on a plate while a sausage burns in the frying pan as a clear and typical symptom of depression, but we may interpret it as such.


The mustard on the plate. The open window, the curtain of rain. The musty air, the stench of carbonised meat, the sizzle of burst intestine and burning fat, the shit sculptures on the china plate – then Martin Susman heard the shot.


He didn’t even jump. It sounded like a champagne bottle being opened nearby. But there was no apartment on the other side of the curiously thin wall. Next door stood Hotel Atlas – what a euphemistic name for this slight building which chiefly housed hunched lobbyists pulling wheelie suitcases in their wake. Time and again, without thinking any more of it, Martin Susman would hear things through the wall that he didn’t especially wish to hear. Reality T.V. or – who knows? – just reality, snoring or moaning.


The rain grew heavier. Martin felt like leaving his apartment. He was well kitted out for Brussels. At his goodbye party in Vienna people had given him pointed presents in preparation for Brussels, including nine umbrellas, from the classic British “long” and German “telescopic” models to the Italian mini in three Benetton colours, plus two cycling ponchos.


He sat motionless in front of his plate, staring at the mustard. Later he was able to tell the police exactly when the shot had been fired, because what he imagined to be the popping of a champagne cork had encouraged him to open a bottle of wine himself. Every day he postponed the first glass for as long as possible. He never drank before seven. He checked the time: it was 19.35. Martin went to the fridge, took out the bottle, turned off the gas, tossed the sausage into the bin, put the frying pan in the sink and turned on the tap. The hiss of water on the hot metal. Stop gawking! his mother would hiss whenever he sat there with a book, staring into space, instead of feeding the pigs or helping muck out the shed.


Dr Martin Susman sat there in front of the plate with mustard and poured himself a glass of wine, then another. The window was open, from time to time he got up and went to peer out of it, then sat down at the table again. On the third glass a blue light swept the walls of his room. The tulips in the vase on the fireplace pulsed a bluish colour. The telephone rang. He didn’t pick up. Let it ring a few more times. From the display Martin Susman saw who the caller was. He didn’t pick up.


Prehistory. It’s so significant and yet it flickers unremarkably, like the eternal flame in the church of Sainte-Catherine at the other end of place Vieux Marché aux Grains, where Martin Susman lived.


In the church a few people had taken shelter from the rain, they stood around indecisively or wandered down the nave, tourists skimmed their guidebooks and followed the itinerary of sights: “Black Madonna, 14th century”, “Portrait of Saint Catherine”, “Typical Flemish pulpit, thought to be from Mechelen”, “Tombstone of Gilles-Lambert Godecharle” . . .


The occasional camera flash.


The man sitting alone in a pew appeared to be praying. Elbows propped up, chin on his interlaced hands, rounded back. He wore a black jacket with a hood which was pulled over his head, and if “Guinness” hadn’t been emblazoned on his back he could have been mistaken at first glance for a monk in a cowl.


The Brussels rain probably accounted for the jacket with the hood, but the impression he gave wearing it also betrayed something fundamental about this man. In his own way he was a monk. He regarded the monastic existence, or whatever he understood by this – asceticism, meditation, retreat – as the saving grace of a life under constant threat of chaos and distraction. For him this wasn’t associated with any order or monastery, nor did it imply detachment from the world. Every man, irrespective of his job or function, could – must – be a monk in his field, the servant of a higher power, focused on his task.


He loved to gaze at the tortured man on the cross and think of death. Each time he found it purified his feelings, concentrated his thoughts and refreshed his energies.


This was Mateusz Oświecki. His baptismal name, however, and the one in his passport, was Ryszard. Oświecki first became Mateusz in the seminary of the Lubrański Academy in Poznań, where every “enlightened pupil” was given one of the eleven apostles’ names. He had been re-baptised and anointed as “Matthew, the tax collector”. Even though he had left the seminary, he kept Mateusz as his nom de guerre. Where he needed to show his passport at border crossings he was Ryszard. From statements given by former contacts he was known to intelligence services as Matek, a diminutive form of Mateusz. That’s what his comrades-in-arms called him. He undertook his missions as Mateusz, was a wanted man as Matek, and slipped through the cracks as Ryszard.


Oświecki didn’t pray. He didn’t formulate sentences in his head which began with “Lord” and were only ever requests, “Give me strength . . .” to do this or that, “Bless . . .” this or that . . . There was nothing to be wished for from an absolute spirit who remained silent. He gazed at the man nailed to the cross. The experience that this man had undergone and ultimately put into words for the sake of mankind was that of complete abandonment at the moment of confrontation with the absolute: when the mortal coil is slashed, lacerated, gashed, pierced and torn open, when the agonising screams of a life fade to a whimper and finally to silence. Only in silence is life close to the almighty spirit, who on an inscrutable whim has discharged from his self the very opposite of his being: time. Starting at the point of their birth, a person can think back, back and back further, back into eternity, but they will never arrive at a beginning, and with their foolish concept of time will grasp only one thing: before they existed, for an eternity they did not exist. And they can think ahead, from the moment of their death to as far as they wish in the future, never reaching an end, but only this realisation: they will be no more for all eternity. And the interlude between eternity and eternity is time – the clamour, the hubbub, the stamping of machines, the drone of engines, the crash and bang of weapons, the chorales of the furious and happily betrayed masses, the rumble of thunder and terrified panting in the microscopic terrarium of the earth.


Mateusz Oświecki gazed at the tortured man.


Rather than folding his hands he had interlocked them, and now dug his fingernails into the backs of his hands until his knuckles cracked and the skin stung. He felt a pain older than himself, a pain he could urgently recall at any time. In early 1940 his grandfather, Ryszard, had gone underground to fight in the Polish Resistance under General Stefan Rowecki against the Germans. In April of that year he was betrayed, arrested, tortured and then publicly shot in Lublin as a partisan. Mateusz’s grandmother was eight months pregnant at the time, her child was born in Kielce in May 1940 and was given his father’s name. To avoid the boy being punished by association, he was taken to the family of a great-uncle in Poznań, where he grew up, and witnessed the uprising when he was sixteen. The young schoolboy joined Major Franczak’s group to fight in the anti-communist resistance. He was used for acts of sabotage and later to abduct people working as informers for the S.B., the Polish secret police. In 1964 he was betrayed by a comrade for 6,000 zlotys. Ryszard was arrested in a safe house and tortured to death in an S.B. cellar. At the time his wife, Marija, was pregnant, their child was born in February 1965 in the village of Kozice Górne and christened with the same name as his grandfather and father. Another son who never knew his father, about whom his mother spoke little. Once she said, We would meet in fields or in the woods. He would turn up to our rendezvous with a pistol and hand grenades.


An eternally silent grandfather. An eternally silent father. The Poles, Matek concluded, had always fought for Europe’s freedom. Everyone who joined the struggle had grown up in silence and then fought until they passed away into silence.


His mother took him to see the priests, sought advocates, bought letters of recommendation, she put her faith in the protection that the Church could guarantee. In the end she placed him with the Brothers in Poznań, where he learned for himself the vulnerability of the human body: blood is a lubricant to help get inside the mortal coil, skin merely damp parchment, the mouth and throat a black hole that is stuffed until the last sound fades to nothing, after which silently it sucks up what life ought to bestow. And there too he encountered an entirely new concept of “underground”. When the pupils were assigned their apostolic names, they were led into the magnificent cathedral of Poznań, into the secret underground vaults and sepulchres, via stone steps that shimmered and glinted in the flames of the torches, down into the deepest underground, through a final roughcast tunnel and into a chamber that turned out to be a sunken chapel of death and eternal life. A barrel-vaulted room, hewn in the tenth century from stone one hundred feet below the blood-soaked earth of Poland. On the far side of this room was a monumental crucifix with a terrifyingly naturalistic Christ figure, behind it reliefs of angels protruding from the stone or seeming to pass into and through it, horrifyingly animated in the flicker of the flames. In front of the crucifix a Madonna, the like of which young Ryszard had never seen before, not in any church, nor in any picture in his books. She was completely covered up! The Madonna wore a cloak that she had arranged over her brow, nose and mouth in such a way that only her eyes were visible through a narrow slit, eye sockets so deep and so dead as they could only be after a thousand years of weeping. All of this, the altar too, had been sculpted and shaped from the stone and marl clay of the geological layer breached at this depth. Benches of cold stone on which sat eleven monks in black habits, their backs turned to Ryszard and the other pupils entering the room, and their bowed heads covered with cowls.


The pupils were led forward along the aisle between the praying monks to the Christ figure, where they crossed themselves and were then instructed to turn around. Looking back, Ryszard could now see that beneath the cowls glistened skulls, while the rosaries in the monks’ hands hung from bones – these monks were skeletons.


Beneath the earth one is closer to God than on the mountaintops.


Mateusz Oświecki tapped his forehead several times with the tips of his fingers. His own flesh felt heavy and rotten. And in his abdomen – beneath the navel and to the left – he sensed a burning. He realised that death was burning there. But rather than frighten him it took the fear away.


These skeletons in habits were the bones of the missionary bishop Jordan and the members of the founding college of the Archdiocese of Poznań. For almost one thousand years they had sat there in eternal silent prayer. In the presence of these eleven skeletons each pupil was assigned one of eleven apostle names. Eleven? No Judas? Yes, there was. But to give a pupil the name of Peter, God’s primary vicar on earth, would have been insolent. He who is chosen can, as John or Paul, become Peter too.


Mateusz Oświecki pressed his palms to his ears. So many voices inside his head. He closed his eyes. Too many images. This wasn’t memory, it wasn’t prehistory. This, here, was now, now as he was sitting before the crucified Christ. With the burning in his stomach. He wasn’t afraid, just felt that numbness you get before an important test or difficult task. The most difficult test is the one you can take only once. He opened his eyes, looked up and stared at the wound in the Redeemer’s side.


Mateusz Oświecki actually envied his victims. They had it all behind them.


He got up, stepped out of the stone of the church, cast a brief glance at the blue light dancing outside Hotel Atlas and walked, head bowed and hood pulled down, slowly through the rain towards Sainte-Catherine Metro station.


*


When Alois Erhart returned to Hotel Atlas he was initially barred from entering. Or at least he interpreted the policeman’s outstretched hand as an order to stay where he was. Unable to speak good French, he couldn’t understand what the policeman was saying.


When from a distance he’d glimpsed the rotating blue lights his first thought had been suicide. As he approached the hotel, the feeling that had assailed him at lunchtime was back: as if the nothingness into which everyone plunges sooner or later were spreading – suddenly, like an announcement or even an invitation – through his chest and abdomen. It had left him numb and breathless, this miracle that a growing emptiness can unfurl within the finite mantle of the human body, infinitely. The soul as a black hole, sucking up all the experiences he’d had in a lifetime and making them disappear until all that was left was the nothingness, the absolute emptiness, utterly black, but without the mildness of a starless night.


Now he stood by the hotel steps, his bones aching and his muscles burning with tiredness, a few onlookers behind him, and explained in English that he was a guest at the hotel, he had a room here – which failed to elicit any laxity in the outstretched arm. He found the situation so surreal that he would not have been surprised if he were now arrested. But he wasn’t just the old man whose body was irrevocably beginning to let him down, he was also Professor Emeritus Dr Erhart, who had been an authority for half his life. A tourist, he said determinedly, he was a tourist. Here! In this hotel. And he wished to go to his room. The officer accompanied him into the lobby and led him over to a man in his mid-fifties, almost two metres tall and wearing a grey suit that was too tight, who asked him for his I.D.


Why was the professor standing with his head bowed? He saw the inflated, gassy belly of this gigantic man – and was seized by pity. There are some who, with their massive physical presence, appear eternally strong, always fit, never ailing until suddenly, as if struck by lightning, they’re lying there dead at an age where people say, That’s no age at all. Ever proud of their constitution, they’ve regarded themselves as immortal so long as they’ve been able to publicly hone their body, thrust it in the faces of others. These people have never been confronted with the question of what they’ll do when they’re old and chronically ill, an invalid in the foreseeable future. On the inside this man was rotten and brittle, his decline was imminent, only he didn’t know it.


Professor Erhart showed him his passport.


When had he arrived? Parlez-vous français? No? English? When had he left the hotel? Had he been at the hotel between 7.00 and 8.00 p.m.?


Why these questions?


Homicide squad. A man had been shot in one of the hotel bedrooms.


His right arm was painful. It crossed Professor Erhart’s mind that people might soon begin to notice that he kept stroking, pressing, kneading his arm.


He took his digital camera from the side pocket of his raincoat and switched it on. He could show them where he’d been. Each photograph was tagged with the time it was taken.


The man smiled and browsed the photos. An afternoon in the European Quarter, rond-point Schuman. The Berlaymont and Justus Lipsius buildings. A road sign that read “rue Joseph II”. Why that road sign?


I’m Austrian!


I see.


The “Dream of Europe” sculpture in rue de la Loi. The bronze figure of a blind (or sleepwalking?) man taking a step from the plinth into the void. The things tourists take pictures of! There. 19.15: Grande Place. Several photos there until 19.28. Then the last photograph: 20.04, Sainte-Catherine, the nave. The man pressed again and was back at the first picture. He pressed the back button. Christ, the altar, and before it a man sitting in a pew with “Guinness” on the back of his jacket.


He grinned and returned the camera to Erhart.


Up in his room, the professor went over to the window, looked out at the rain, ran his hand through his wet hair and listened to his inner voice. He couldn’t hear anything. On arrival that lunchtime he had immediately opened the window and leaned out a fair way to get a better view of the square; he’d leaned too far, almost losing his balance, his feet no longer on the ground, he saw the asphalt rushing towards him, it all happened so quickly, he pushed himself back, fell to the floor beside the window knocking his right forearm against the radiator, and found himself sitting in an absurdly contorted position. Erhart felt as if he were in the freefall he had avoided by a whisker, a feeling you might get in the moment before death. He had then pulled himself onto the bed and sat there panting, and a sudden wave of euphoria washed over him: he was free. Still. He could decide for himself. And he would make the decision. Not now, but at the right time. Suicide victim – what a silly term! An autonomous and free individual, rather! He knew he had to – and now he knew that he was able to. Now he realised that death was as banal, trifling and inevitable as the “A.O.B.” at the bottom of an agenda. The moment when there was nothing else. He had to leapfrog dying. Leap.


He didn’t want to die like his wife had. So helpless at the end, so reliant on him . . .


Erhart picked up the remote control and turned on the T.V. He took off his shirt and examined the bruise on his right arm. He pressed the remote: keep going! He took off his trousers, keep going! Socks, keep going! Pants, keep going! He ended up with the Arte channel, where a film was just beginning, a classic: “From Here to Eternity”. He hadn’t seen it for decades. He stretched out on the bed. “This film is presented by parship.de, the leading partner agency,” announced a voice.


*


It was no coincidence that Fenia Xenopoulou had been thinking about rescue at the very moment the ambulance turned into the square and the sirens wailed. For days she had been thinking of nothing else; it had become an obsession and that’s why she was thinking of it now: rescue! He’s got to rescue me!


She was having dinner at Menelas, opposite Hotel Atlas, with Kai-Uwe Frigge, who she had privately called Fridsch since a brief fling a couple of years before, although it was teasingly unclear whether she was bastardising his name to “Fritz” because he was German, or as a nod to “fridge”, because in his fondness for factual accuracy he came across as so cold. Frigge, a lanky, agile man in his mid-forties, originally from Hamburg and now in Brussels for ten years, had been lucky (or had perhaps not relied on his luck) in the trench warfare, intrigues and bartering that inherently precede the formation of a new European Commission private office, and made an impressive career leap. Now he was principal private secretary in the Directorate-General for Trade, and thus the influential section head for one of the most powerful commissioners within the Union.


It had not been Fenia Xenopoulou’s wish that the two of them should meet in a fairly mediocre Greek eatery in this city full of first-class restaurants. She wasn’t homesick and felt no longing for the aromas and flavours of her native cuisine. Kai-Uwe Frigge had suggested the place. He had wanted to give his Greek colleague a sign of solidarity now that, following Greece’s near bankruptcy and the fourth outrageously expensive E.U. bailout, “the Greeks” were very much out of favour amongst colleagues and the general public. He had felt sure he’d win Brownie points when he suggested via e-mail that they meet at “Menelas? On Vieux Marché aux Grains, Sainte-Catherine, supposed to be a very good Greek!” and she had replied, O.K. Fenia really couldn’t care less. She had been living and working too long in Brussels to be interested in patriotism. What she wanted was her own personal bailout.


Calling the fund intended to avert Greek bankruptcy a rescue umbrella was unintentionally funny, Frigge said. You know it’s the luck of the draw when it comes to metaphors in our business!


Fenia Xenopoulou didn’t find it in the least bit amusing and had no idea what he was trying to say, but she beamed at him. It was like a mask and she didn’t know whether or not people could tell it was affected. In the past she had always been able to rely on her masterful deployment of facial muscles, timing, blindingly white teeth and warm eyes to emit an irresistible genuineness. Even for the artificial you need a natural talent, but because of her career setback – at her age! She was turning forty! – Fenia was so distraught that she could no longer be sure of her natural talent for consciously appealing to people. In her mind, self-doubt had covered her face like psoriasis.


Kai-Uwe had ordered a farmer’s salad and Fenia’s first impulse was to say, I’ll have the same. But then she heard herself ordering giouvetsi! It was lukewarm and dripping with fat. Why was she no longer in control of herself? She was beginning to come apart at the seams. She had to watch out. The waiter poured wine. She peered at the glass and thought, another eighty calories. Taking a sip of water and pressing the glass to her bottom lips with both hands, she summoned all her strength and looked at Kai-Uwe, trying to assume an expression at once complicit and seductive. Inside she was cursing to herself. What was wrong with her?


Rettungsschirm – rescue umbrella! Kai-Uwe said. German lends itself to neologisms like that. It only has to appear three times in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung for every educated person to consider it perfectly normal. After that there’s no escaping it. The boss utters this word into every camera. The translators have worked up a nice sweat. English and French have their equivalent of a Rettungsring – lifebelt, and Regenschirm – umbrella. But what, they asked us politely, is a Rettungschirm? The French began by translating it as “parachute”, but then there were objections from the Élysée Palace that a parachute only slows down a fall rather than stopping it altogether, this was sending out the wrong signal, so could the Germans please . . .


When he ate an olive and put the stone on his plate it seemed to Fenia as if he were ingesting only the taste of the olive, and sending the calories back to the kitchen.


Then the sirens began to wail, followed by the blue light, blue blue blue blue . . .


Fridsch?


Yes?


You’ve got to – she was about say it – rescue me. But that was impossible. She corrected herself: help me! No, she had to appear competent, not needy.


Yes? He peered at Hotel Atlas through the window of the restaurant. He saw a stretcher being carried out of the ambulance and men hurrying with it into the hotel. Though Menelas was very close to Atlas, the distance was still too great for death to cross his mind. For him it was mere choreography, people moving to light and sound.


She’d already said, You’ve got to, now she wanted to unsay those words, but that was no longer possible. You’ve got to . . . understand . . . but I know you do! I know you understand that I . . .


Yes? He looked at her.


The police sirens.


Fenia Xenopoulou had started off in the Directorate-General for Competition. The commissioner, a Spaniard, had been clueless. But each commissioner is as good as their office and she had stood out as an outstanding element of a perfectly functioning office. She got divorced. She had neither the time nor inclination to have a man sitting in her Brussels apartment every second – or later every third or fourth – weekend, or to visit him in Athens and listen to him gossip about the intimacies of Athenian society and puff on cigarettes like a caricature of a nouveau riche. She had married a star lawyer and ended up throwing a provincial solicitor out of her apartment! Then she climbed a rung higher and entered the private office of the commissioner for Trade. In Trade you earn merit by trampling down trade barriers. She no longer had a private life, nor shackles, there was only free trade. She really believed that the career she saw as her future would be the reward for her contribution to making the world a better place. To her mind, “fair trade” was a tautology. Surely trade was the prerequisite for global fairness. The commissioner, a Dutchman, had scruples; he was so unbelievably punctilious. Fenia worked hard to calculate how many guilders his scruples cost. The man still crunched numbers in guilders! The credit he got each time Fenia had persuaded him of something was worth its weight in gold! Now it was time for the next rung on the ladder. She expected it to happen after the European elections, when the Commission was reconstituted. And she was, in fact, promoted. She was given a department. What was the problem? In Fenia’s eyes, this promotion was a demotion, a career slump, a rejection. She became head of Directorate C (“Communication”) in the Directorate-General for Culture!


Culture!


She had studied Economics at L.S.E., done her postgrad at Stanford University, passed the E.U. concours and now she was stuck in the D.-G. for culture! It was about as pointless as sitting around playing Monopoly! Culture was a meaningless ministry without a budget or any weight in the Commission, without influence or power. Colleagues called Culture an alibi ministry – if only it were that! Alibis are important; every crime requires an alibi! But Culture wasn’t even window-dressing, because nobody bothered to look at what was being dressed up. If the commissioner for Trade or Energy – even the commissioner for Catching Fish – needed the loo during a Commission meeting, the discussion was paused and they waited until he or she came back. But when the Culture commissioner had to pop out, they went on talking unperturbed; in fact nobody really noticed whether she was sitting at the negotiating table or on the loo.


Fenia Xenopoulou felt as though she was in lift that had gone up, but had got stuck, unnoticed, between two floors.


I need to get out! she said. When she came back from the toilet she saw that he was on his mobile. He hadn’t waited.


Fridsch and Fenia gazed through the large window at the hotel, silent like an elderly couple delighted to have something to talk about at last.


What’s going on over there?


No idea! Perhaps one of the hotel guests had a heart attack, Fridsch said.


But the police don’t turn up if someone’s had a heart attack!


You’re right, he said. And after a brief pause he almost said, Talking of heart, how’s your love life? But he bit his lip.


Something’s weighing on your mind, isn’t it? he said.


Yes!


You can tell me everything!


He listened, nodded and nodded again, uttering the odd, drawn-out “O.K.”, to show that he was listening, and in the end he said, So how can I help?


You’ve got to ask for me. Can you . . . request me? I want to come back to Trade. Or could you have a word with Queneau? You get on well with him. He listens to you. Maybe he can do something. I have to get out of Culture. I’m suffocating!


Yes, he said. All of a sudden he was scared. Perhaps that’s too strong a word. He felt a trepidation he could not explain. He never thought about his life. He had thought about his life back in the past – a long time ago when he’d had no life experience. They had been fantasies, dreams, he’d confused dreams with contemplation. It couldn’t be said that he had pursued his dreams. Just as a traveller heads to a particular platform at the station, so Kai-Uwe had made for the starting point of a journey to a particular destination, and ever since he had been on track. Deep down he knew that it was often simply luck that stopped you being derailed. As long as you were on track there was nothing else you had to think about. Life. Either it functions or it doesn’t. If it functions, then the “it” becomes replaced by “you”. You function. He didn’t think all this through; it just seemed clear to him. He confused this clarity with solid ground on which he was walking without having to think at every step. But now it felt slightly crumbly underfoot. Why? He didn’t ask himself the question, he merely felt a faint trepidation. I need to pop to the loo!


He washed his hands and looked at himself in the mirror. He didn’t feel like a stranger, but that isn’t the same as feeling familiar. Frigge slipped a Viagra tablet from his wallet. He always had one on him. He crunched it between his teeth, took a sip of water, then washed his hands again.


He knew that, like him, Fenia had to get up very early the next morning. Which meant they would have to go to bed soon. They had to function.


They took a taxi to his apartment in Ixelles. He faked desire for her; she faked an orgasm. The chemistry was right. The blue light of Bar Le Cerf Bleu’s neon sign on the other side of the road flashed through the window. Kai-Uwe Frigge got up to draw the curtain.


*


Was there a man at the window? Zorro. The Phantom. Batman. It looked like a comic-strip character painted on the wall of the abandoned house. All the windows of this building, diagonally opposite Hotel Atlas at the corner of rue de la Braie, were dark, and the display window of the shop was nailed up with boards on which fluttered the shreds of torn posters. On the wall beside it were graffiti, illegible words, – a secret script, symbols. In front of the building a construction hoarding bore the sign of the demolition firm De Meuter. Inspector Brunfaut knew that this black figure, framed by the window on the first floor of the dead house, was obviously not a graffito. But that was what it looked like. In all the nooks and crannies of this city the façades of buildings and firewalls were painted right up to the roofs with comic-book images, copies of, and variations on, drawings by Hergé or Morris, animals by Bonom or works by younger artists who regarded themselves as the heirs to these legends. If Brussels was an open book, it was a graphic novel.


Inspector Brunfaut had emerged from Hotel Atlas to instruct his colleagues in the van to do the rounds of the neighbouring houses, to ask if anyone might have seen anything from their window at the time in question.


It’s a good start to the year, Inspector!


Every day starts well, Brunfaut said. The rain had let up, the inspector stood with his legs apart, hitched up his trousers and let his gaze wander along the fronts of the buildings opposite as he spoke to the men. And then he saw it: the shadowy figure framed by the window.


There was a man standing at the window. Of a house under demolition. The inspector stared up at him. The man didn’t stir. Was it a real person up there? Or a dummy? Why would a dummy be standing at the window? Or was it a shadow, its contours deceiving him? Or a graffito after all? The inspector grinned. Not a real grin, of course, but an internal one. No, that was a man there! Was he looking down? Could he see the inspector peering up at him? What had he seen?


Right then! Inspector Brunfaut said. To work! You take this house, you that one! And you . . .


This derelict building too? But it’s empty!


Yes, this one too – look up there!


But the shadow man had vanished.


*


He stepped back from the window. Where were his cigarettes? In his coat, perhaps. His coat was on the kitchen chair, the only item of furniture left in the apartment. David de Vriend went into the kitchen and picked up the coat. What did he want? The coat. Why? He stood there indecisively. It was time to go. Yes. Here there was nothing left. To do. The apartment had been completely cleared out. He looked at a rectangular mark on the wall. A picture had hung there. “The Forest at Boortmeerbeek”, an idyllic landscape. He could remember putting it up. There it had remained for an entire life until he no longer saw it. And now it was an empty space to show that something had been on that wall which was no longer there. A life story: an empty outline on a length of wallpaper that itself had been pasted over a prehistory. Below it he could see the outline of the cupboard that had stood here. What had he kept in that cupboard? The sorts of things that accumulate over a lifetime. The filth behind it! Balls of fluff, streaks of greasy, sooty, mouldy grime. You can clean all your life, indeed, spend all your life cleaning, but in the end, when everything’s cleared out, a layer of filth remains. Behind every surface that you clean, behind every veneer that you polish. When you’re young don’t imagine there’ll be nothing rotting, mouldy or putrid when the time comes for your life to be cleared out. Perhaps you are young and think that you’ve had nothing yet of life, or too little. But the filth that lurks behind is still the filth of an entire life. All that remains is the filth because you are filth and you end up in filth. If you get old: lucky you! But you have deluded yourself because even if you’ve spent your entire given life cleaning – in the end everything is cleared out and what’s left to see? Filth. It’s behind everything, beneath everything, it’s the basis of everything you’ve been cleaning. A clean life. That’s what you had. Until the filth appears. That’s where the sink was. He washed up continually. He never possessed a dishwasher. He washed up every plate, every cup, straight after having used it. Whenever he drank a coffee alone – and he was alone, he was almost always alone – he drank it standing up beside the sink so he could wash the cup straight away, take the last sip of coffee and turn on the tap, it was always one and the same thing, wash out, dry up and wipe till it shone, then replace the cup so that everything was clean, this was always important to him, a clean life, and now . . . what’s visible where the sink was? Mildew, mould, grease, grime. Even in the darkness or the gloom you could see the filth. Nothing was there anymore, everything had been cleared out, but that was still there, that was still visible: the streaks of filth behind the cleaned life.


He put his coat down over the chair. He wanted to . . . what? He looked around. Why wasn’t he leaving? He ought to go. This was no longer the apartment he had lived in. These were just rooms in which a past life had existed. One more look around? Why? To stare at empty rooms? He went into the bedroom. The wooden floor was lighter where the bed had stood; in the dim light the faded rectangle looked like a large trapdoor. He walked past it to the window; why didn’t he walk across it, why, in this empty room, did he walk around it, as if fearful that this rectangle might really open up and devour him? He wasn’t afraid. The bed had always stood here, and he went from the door to the window as he had all his life: around the bed. He looked out: the fire escape of the next-door building, a school, was almost within arm’s reach. Once a year there was a fire drill. A siren would wail and the pupils would come down the fire escape in an orderly fashion. How often David de Vriend had stood at this window and watched. The escape. An exercise. Within arm’s reach – that’s what it’s called. The fire escape had been within arm’s reach when he moved in here. It was also one of the reasons why he took the apartment. It’s a well-located apartment, the vendor had said, and de Vriend had looked out of this window at the fire escape and agreed with him. Yes, the location is excellent! It had occurred to him that if necessary he would be able to leap onto the fire escape from this window and disappear while fists were still hammering on the front door. He’d reckoned he could do it, yes, back then there had been no doubt. But now? – inconceivable. Now the fire escape was out of arm’s reach. For half a century the children practising their escape had remained the same age, always children, only he had grown older, too old in the end, weak and fragile, and out of practice. As he peered out of the window he no longer saw an arm’s reach. He realised he wanted to smoke. He ought to go, finally disappear. He walked across the hallway, not into the kitchen where the coat and his cigarettes were, but into the sitting room. He stood there uncertainly, looking around as if searching for something. An empty room. He wanted to . . . what did he still want to do here? He went to the window. That was it: he wanted to take in this view one more time, the view across the square on which he’d lived all his given life and tried to find his “place”.


He looked down at the blue light, thinking nothing. He froze. He knew why. Mentally he didn’t process the fact that that he knew or that this wasn’t worth another thought. Old knowledge was embedded in him; he didn’t need to formulate it in his head. Standing absolutely still, he stared at the police cars, his heart contracted, then expanded again – a shrug of the soul.


When he was a teacher it was something he had always tried to banish from his pupils’ essays – these blah-blah-blah-comma-he-thought sentences.


But he couldn’t stop them. Children really believed that when people are alone their heads are full of he-thought/she-thought sentences. And then these he-thought/she-thought heads came together to produce he-thought/she-thought sentences. In truth, it is so unbelievably silent beneath this godless firmament, all the way into people’s heads. Our verbiage is merely the echo of this silence. His heart contracted coldly and expanded again. He breathed in, he breathed out. That blue light really was pulsating!


He heard the bell, then a fist thumping at the front door. He went into the kitchen and put on his coat. He went into the bedroom, and the pounding continued. Again David de Vriend walked around the non-existent bed as he made for the window. He looked out. Not within arm’s reach. He sat on the floor and lit a cigarette. The pounding. The thumping.




Two


Ideas interfere with things that wouldn’t exist without them.


[image: image]


YOU NEED TO be able to allow yourself a bout of depression. Martin Susman would survive. He worked on “Noah’s Ark”. He was an official at the European Commission, Directorate-General for “Culture and Education”, assigned to Directorate C, “Communication”, and ran the EAC-C-2 department: “Cultural Programme and Measures”.


Internally, colleagues simply referred to their ministry as “Noah’s Ark” or simply “the Ark”. Why? An ark has no destination. It rolls across the currents, pitching and tossing on the waves, defying the storms and with only one aim: to save itself and whatever it is carrying on board.


It didn’t take Martin Susman long to realise this. To begin with he was delighted and proud to have nabbed this job, particularly as he hadn’t been sent to Brussels as an “E.N.D.” (Expert National Détaché) by an Austrian political party or authority, but had applied directly to the Commission and passed the concours. He truly was a European official, without any obligation or duty to his country! Before long he had to conclude that the “Culture and Education” ministry had zero profile within the European Commission; others gently mocked it. Within the organisation people simply referred to this Directorate-General as “Culture”, dropping the “Education” despite the remarkable successes chalked up in this sphere, such as the development and implementation of the Erasmus Scheme. And when people said “Culture” there was always an undertone, it sounded like Wall Street brokers saying “numismatics”, the hobby of a cranky relative. But even amongst the public, insofar as they were at all interested, the image of “European culture” was a poor one. Martin Susman had only been in his job for a short while and he was still reading the newspapers from back home – the usual beginner’s mistake – when outrage erupted in Austria because, as the papers said, the Austrians were being threatened with “Culture”. Each E.U. Member State had the right to a commissioner’s post; that country’s government nominated an individual and the president of the Commission assigned them a ministry. When the ministries were reshuffled following the European elections the rumour emerged that the commissioner nominated by Austria would be getting “Culture”. The coalition government in Austria began squabbling because the party of the designated commissioner suspected intrigue on the part of its coalition partner. There was protest, the Austrian newspapers kicked up a fuss and they could rely on the acute indignation of their readers. “We’re being threatened with culture!” Or, “Austria’s being fobbed off with culture!”


Quite an astonishing reaction when you consider that Austria has eagerly, if not “regarded”, then at least described itself as a “cultural nation”. However, the response tallied with the profile and significance that “culture” held within the European power structure. The profile and significance of a ministry depended on the size of the budget it was able to distribute, and the influence it commanded over political and business elites. “Culture” was poorly endowed in both. Ultimately the Austrian commissioner didn’t get the Culture ministry, but Regional Policy, which led to celebration in this cultural nation: “We,” the Austrian newspapers now trumpeted, “have a budget of 337 billion!”


“Culture” went to Greece, which seemed wholly appropriate when you think of Ancient Greece as the fundament of European culture – or thoughtfully cynical, if you wish to correlate the decline of democracy in Europe with the slave-owning society in Ancient Greece. In any event it was quite simple: because of its now endless financial and budgetary crisis, Greece was out of credit, which left it defenceless and obliged to take what it was given. The least-esteemed ministry. This was no mission, it was a punishment: those who are bad with money better not be given any, and thus are assigned the ministry without a budget. The Greek commissioner, a dedicated woman, fought to get a strong team she could trust and which might afford her some political weight in the Commission after all. To fill the key positions in her ministry she succeeded in requesting compatriots with prior experience in the Commission apparatus, who were well connected to other directorates-general and enjoyed excellent reputations. Thus Fenia Xenopoulou had been removed from Trade and promoted to head of that directorate in “the Ark”, where Martin Susman worked.


Fenia had not been able turn down the promotion. If you wanted to make it to the top of the Commission apparatus, you needed to demonstrate your mobility. Anybody who failed to show the requisite willingness and spurned an offer to change domains was out of the frame. And so she had relocated to the Ark with the intention of demonstrating her mobility more than ever. This she would accomplish by immediately striving for her next move, paying particular attention to her visibility. Being visible, working in a way that got you regularly noticed, was just as crucial for rising up the system.


Fenia knew what hardship was. She had experienced it. She possessed that intense energy common to those whose souls burn incessantly with the hardship of their early life. No matter how far they have come they can never detach themselves from this adversity because their soul always accompanies them. From the beginning she had proved time and again that she was ready to grasp every opportunity. Whenever she was shown a door and told, Find the key and you’ll pass through this door to the outside, she would meticulously search for that key, and was even prepared to spend ages patiently filing down all possible keys until one fitted, but at some point she simply grabbed an axe and smashed the door down. The axe became her skeleton key.


Martin Susman could not stand Fenia. Ever since she’d entered the Ark the atmosphere in the ministry had deteriorated. It was obvious that she despised the work that needed to be done here, but at the same time she was trying insufferably hard to ensure she was more visible.


*


Fenia Xenopoulou slept well. For her, sleep was all part of bodily control, self-discipline. She plugged into sleep as into a charging unit. She drew in her arms and legs, rounded her back and pressed her chin into her chest, thereby loading energy for the next day’s battle. But she never had any dreams.


Did I snore? Fridsch had asked her early that morning.


No. I slept well!


Like a child.


Yes.


No, more like an embryo.


An embryo?


Yes, the way you lay there reminded me of photos of embryos! Fancy some coffee?


No, thanks. I’ve got to be off! She was about to give him a goodbye kiss and say, “Think of me!” but instead she just nodded and said, I’ve got to . . .


*


Martin Susman had got the latest information on the way to the office. Whenever the weather permitted, that’s to say, when it wasn’t raining, he cycled to work. It gave him a bit of exercise, but this wasn’t the principal reason. The Metro made him sad. Tired, grey faces, even in the morning. People with their wheelie suitcases and briefcases, and their willingness to look dynamic, competent and competitive. Ill-fitting masks beneath which their true faces festered. The gazing into space when beggars got on with their accordions, played a tune and then held out a yoghurt pot for a few coins. What were these songs? Martin couldn’t have said, perhaps hits from the twenties and thirties, the pre-war era. Alighting. The mechanically moving streams of people trudging onto escalators that were out of order, dragging themselves along the dirty corridors of the underground, a permanent building site boarded up with plywood, past the sliced-pizza and kebab shacks, the smell of bodily excretions and decay, then the wind tunnel on the way up to street level, up into a daylight that can no longer penetrate the sombre soul. Martin preferred cycling. He very soon became a member of the E.U. Cycling Group, which provided a personal trainer for every E.U. official who joined, to teach them the basics – for example, how to get across le square Montgomery alive. The trainer worked out the safest route from home to their work place, then they would spend a few days practising this route together and members would also learn how to slap “You’re in the way!” stickers onto cars parked in cycle lanes. The stickers didn’t damage the cars, they were easily removable. The E.U. Cycling Group was a great success, its rapidly increasing membership leading to a doubling of the number of cyclists on Brussels roads within a few years.


What Martin liked most of all about his ride from home to the office were the spontaneous communities that formed along the way. By the time he got to boulevard Anspach he would have bumped into his first colleague, then the second, until by the end they would often have grown to a bunch of eight or ten. The German officials would accelerate past them on racing bikes, riding to work in functional clothing, as if bent on winning a circuit race. The showers in the office basement, therefore, were used almost exclusively by Germans before the working day began. The Dutch officials were relaxed on their “granny bikes”, as were their colleagues from the Latin countries, who cycled sedately in their suits without breaking into a sweat. They would ride side by side, chatting, learning more than they would in the canteen – the latest rumours, intrigues and career leaps. These cycle-lane conversations were more important than reading the European Voice and at least as important as scrutinising the Financial Times to keep abreast of affairs.


On rue de l’Écuyer, Bohumil Szmekal, his friend and colleague from C-1 (“Cultural Policy and Intercultural Dialogue”) had joined the peloton, while a couple of hundred metres further on they heard the cry of Kassándra Mercouri, Fenia Xenopoulou’s section head. Bohumil and Martin let the rest of the group go ahead as they slowed down to wait for Kassándra, then the three of them cycled on together.


Have you had any ideas yet? Bohumil asked, before shouting “Watch out!” and pointing to a car parked up ahead in the cycle lane. As quick as a flash he whipped out a sticker from his shoulder bag, peeled off the back as he continued to pedal hands-free and slapped the sticker on the side window of the car as he swept past. A chorus of horns resounded.


Bingo! Got’im! he said in triumph.


You and your stickers are a greater danger than the cars themselves, Kassándra said. She was a plump woman in her mid-thirties whose expression was always either anxious or affectionate. Beside her, short, delicate Bohumil looked like a naughty boy, even though he was a few years older. He grinned. Hey, have you come up with the great idea? The entire directorate’s work is blocked because nobody’s yet . . .


What sort of idea? I don’t know what you’re talking about!


The Big Jubilee Project! You haven’t replied to the round-robin e-mail. I haven’t either, by the way.


The Big Jubilee Project? I didn’t think we were expected to reply!


Indeed. Everyone’s playing dead. Nothing’s coming. Nobody thinks it’s important. Not a surprise, really, when I think back to the damp squib five years ago.


I wasn’t here then.


What do you mean damp squib? That ceremony with the children in Parliament was very moving! Children from all over Europe! Expressing their wishes for the future, peace and . . .


Sándra, please! Child ambassadors!? That was child abuse! Thank God the public didn’t notice anything! Well, my idea is . . . Watch it! He yanked his bike, forcing Martin into the middle of the road and already had another sticker in his hand, but then dropped it. Martin nudged him back into the cycle lane and cried, You’re mad!


Well, the way I see it is this. Learning from history means never repeating it. It mustn’t happen again. No more jubilee! It’s expensive and embarrassing! I can’t understand why Xeno’s taking it so seriously!


All the directorates-general are involved. If she commits to the project she could really distinguish herself.


She’s certainly piling on the pressure. The meeting’s at eleven this morning. She wants to hear our ideas.


I understood it quite differently, Martin said. I thought . . .


The meeting might be postponed. It’s not yet confirmed, but the boss is hoping for a last-minute appointment with the president today. By the way, do you want to know what she’s reading at the moment?


I couldn’t be less interested!


You mean, as in a book? Xeno reads? Come off it, Sándra, you’re fantasising!


Yes, a book. And I’m not fantasising. I had to get a copy for her especially. You won’t believe what it is!


Tell us!


Watch out!


Careful!


O.K. For several days now the boss has been preparing with military precision for her meeting with the president. She wants to know everything about him, from all his networks to his favourite food, everything, even his favourite book. It could come in handy for small talk. She’s most fastidious about this.


The president’s got a favourite book?


I bet it’s The Man without Qualities, Martin said.


The Man without Qualities? What an excellent title for an autobiography!


Children, please! Listen to me! She found it out through private channels. The president really does have a favourite book, a novel! It’s not public knowledge. And he must have several copies because he’s always reading it. One’s beside his bed, one’s on the desk in his office. I expect there’s another in his girlfriend’s apartment! Kassándra’s face glistened. A thin film of sweat? Pleasure? Anyway, she said, I had to get a copy of the book and now the boss is reading it!


Xeno is reading literature, Martin thought in astonishment, a novel! For the sake of her career she’s even prepared to read a novel.


*


Fenia Xenopoulou sat at her desk, reading. What she was reading left her bewildered. She was able to read at high speed; she had learned to scan pages and immediately file away the information in compartments in her head, from where she could retrieve it at lightning speed. But this was a novel. She didn’t have a scheme for this; what was it about? What information from it might prove useful, what in God’s name should she commit to memory? It told the life story of a man, that was all well and good, but what did this complete stranger have to do with her? And he’d lived in a completely different time, too; people don’t think and act like that anymore. More importantly, was he a real person or was the book pure invention? According to Google this man did actually exist and was said to have played a significant role in his time, influencing the political order of the continent and ultimately the entire world. But he couldn’t have been that important, or she would have heard about him at school. He was more a subject for the experts, and ultimately even they couldn’t agree as to the role this man had played.


She continued leafing through the book impatiently, skipping a chapter. She didn’t understand. Up till now, at least, the book had been about love rather than political decision-making. The entire thing was written from the perspective of a woman who loved this man. But the name of the woman didn’t appear in his Wikipedia entry. Nor was it clear whether she really loved him, or at least it wasn’t yet apparent. At any rate, she felt it was her duty to attract his attention and gain influence over him. But if this woman was an invention of the author’s, what was the point of reading about how she, a fictitious character, tried to gain power over a man who in historical times had actually been in power himself? If the author wanted to show how a woman can gain power over powerful men, why hadn’t she written a self-help book instead? There were intrigues and mischievous little games, battles with political rivals, but ultimately – Fenia skimmed a few pages, read a bit, ever more impatient, read a page, skipped the next ten – ultimately it boiled down to love or to how insignificant political power was compared to the power of love. Could you really say that? That was crazy. Novels are crazy!


Fenia leaned back. Was this really the president’s favourite book? The president was crazy! All these thoughts! What she thought, what he thought – how did the author know all this? If this man did really exist then there must be sources in archives, documents, contracts, certificates, but thoughts!? Thoughts are never – nor ever were – set down in documents. Surely anyone in their right mind would avoid doing anything that might allow their thoughts to be read.


She closed her eyes and thought of the previous evening with Fridsch, the night. Had she really thought that he . . . Had he thought that she . . .


She sat there quite still, although she fancied she was swaying. Fenia wrenched open her eyes, pulled herself together, and at that moment saw on her computer screen a new message from Kassándra Mercouri. “Unfortunately meeting with president not possible today. President’s office will suggest alternatives in the next few days.”


She shut the book and pushed it to one side.




To: B. Szmekal (“Intercultural Dialogue”); M. Susman (“Cultural Measures”); H. Athanasiadis (“Valorisation”); C. Pinheiro da Silva (“Language Diversity”); A. Klein (“Media Expertise”)
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