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‘The present and the bygone upon earth – ah! my friends – that is my most unbearable trouble … To redeem what is past, and to transform every “It was” into “Thus would I have it!” – that only do I call redemption!’


Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra






PROLOGUE: A REQUEST





 



Plas y Coed


12th December 1949


My Dear Schklovsky


It is now some time since your change of circumstance took you away from our town and deprived me of the opportunity to converse on a subject that holds for both of us the deepest interest. The volumes you so kindly bequeathed to me have a good home here. I open them often and discuss with myself the many possibilities for exploration and enlightenment that they offer.


Herr Nietzsche seems to me to have had a mind that was extraordinary. He seems indeed to gather the whole of the nineteenth century into one voice. And what of his influence on us all – is it not monumental? Truly, it is his long shadow that gives resonance to our sun.


I have consulted at length those learned expositions that seek to elucidate the madness that overtook him. The events of 1889 and his incarceration at Jena are no less than a tragedy. Was it always written thus? Were the seeds planted earlier? Or was there some event, some occurrence perhaps, that tipped the great mind from its heights of fancy into the abyss?


I can see – as how could one not – how Herr Hitler might appropriate him. We can only hope that scholars at some future time may rehabilitate his reputation. I should welcome – nay, positively be grateful for – the opportunity to exchange views with you on the nature of the Übermensch.


I trust that all may be well with you in your new situation. We go on here quietly, despite my wife’s health. My boy is growing. I can only hope that, as he grows into manhood, he will grow into knowledge. Knowledge, it has always seemed to me, is at the heart of a good life.


Dear Schklovsky, a reply to this second letter would be greatly appreciated. The days here seem unconscionably long and dark in December. I look for the Spring, when the winds will come up and blow away all megrims.


Until then I am yours etc., and hope to remain,


Merlin Greatorex





MEETING




I first caught sight of Beatrice Kopus crossing St Giles. It was just down from the Lamb & Flag, she came out of St John’s and crossed over, entirely without looking, it seemed to me, and disappeared into Pusey Street. It was not that she looked unusual in Oxford. She looked, indeed, of that relatively lean and intellectual type you often see there. But there was something that did not quite fit, in the gait, in the disposition. She had dark hair with a hint of something powdery about it. Her hands were long and elegant. She had (I could see it even at a distance) beautiful feet. I came across her again on the corner of Magdalen Street, a fortnight later. It was one of those almost clear days that you get in Oxford when time seems suspended. She hesitated as if she wanted to say something.


We talked for a few minutes on the corner of the street. We were rather in the way, people had to push past us. It turned out that she had been up at Christ Church at the same time I was lecturing at Jesus. I think we met once, she said, at one of John Kelly’s parties at St Giles House.


She was back at Christ Church in a visiting capacity. I suddenly remembered she had written a brilliant thesis on Virginia Woolf and a fellowship had been in the offing but nothing had come of it. Great things had been expected of her but she had disappeared.


Someone in a hurry pushed past on the corner of the pavement and jostled her. She staggered forward and I caught hold of her elbow. I could smell her scent, which was sweet and musky. She was back, she said, yes, back (she smiled at me) and working on her subject again. The same subject, she said, but a different emphasis. She was, apparently, working on Virginia Woolf and Time.


I remember she looked slightly anxious while I was talking to her. I cannot say she had a profound effect on me, at least in the beginning. And yet there was attached to her a sense of – if I say ‘destiny’ it will seem fanciful. Perhaps I can say at least that even at that early stage there seemed to be the possibility that we might be friends.


I invited Beatrice Kopus to dinner. I thought it better to dine quietly in my rooms. Not that Bexborough College is particularly arcane or daunting, it is one of the newer colleges, entirely without pretension. It has a rather fine cupola added at the end of the 1970s. It is in one of the less salubrious streets in Oxford, there is hardly anything to distinguish it, no porter’s lodge, no great gate enticing you yet at the same time preventing you from entering it.


Her husband, I discovered, was someone you read about in the papers all the time. Rich, but not as rich as he used to be. He had been in banking and then moved into construction. You could see, apparently, his bright yellow fleets of trucks and diggers in almost every country. They had C A CONSTRUCTION stamped on them in red lettering. You would often see photographs of him with captions like ‘Walter Cronk, Frontline Regenerator’, posed against the gaunt outline of a bombed-out building. In such images he always appeared well groomed and smiling. I had never seen in any of the features written about him a more than passing mention of his wife.


I was providing gravadlax, bread, salad and a clafoutis from the delicatessen on the corner. For wine, a rather aromatic Pouilly Fuissé that I hoped would take us through to coffee. If anything further were needed, I had a perfectly respectable Janneau Armagnac.


She arrived a few minutes after eight and I hardly recognised her. It was not just the light, which was coming in from the west at a peculiar angle. That light, as I was to see it later, cast a strange luminosity over everything. At the time I was much aware of the precision with which it picked out the objects that surrounded us. The heavy, clawed feet of the mahogany sofa. The carved back of my writing chair. The stains on the cream lampshade that stood by the window. The rills and intricacies of the Turkey carpet. The little cluster of silver framed photographs on the Pembroke table. The thumbed pages of my article, approximately three-quarters of an inch deep in the middle of my desk.


It was not just the light. It was something in her, she had changed, she had been altered. For one thing she looked younger, significantly, considerably. Her hair was different, fluffed out around her ears, perhaps it was that, or perhaps it was smoother. I noticed her lipstick. If it was brown before, now it was pink and glowing. Her lips themselves seemed full and definite. When she smiled I could see her teeth were uneven. It gave her, I think, a peculiar vulnerability.


The dinner had a timeless quality. I swear, the light did not move from where it was. But suddenly, as though it had happened while we were not looking, it was dark in Oxford. We sat over our Armagnac and the lights on each of the domes and spires came on.


She was, she told me, embarking on a quest and she hoped I would help her. She had always been fascinated by what influences Virginia Woolf might have been subject to. In particular she was investigating now whether Friedrich Nietzsche might have had some influence on Woolf’s writing. She was familiar of course with Yeats’s indebtedness to Nietzsche, how Nietzsche’s influence had in fact turned Yeats into a modern poet. But it seemed to her that very little had as yet been written about his relation to Woolf.


It was because of my recent piece that she had come in search of me. The meeting in St Giles had not been accidental. She knew my habits, she said with a smile, and had hoped to bump into me.


My piece was titled: ‘Nietzsche and The Moment: Some Observations on Time in the Work of Virginia Woolf and T. S. Eliot’. It had been politely, if not warmly, received by readers of English Studies. I envisaged it as a chapter in the book I intended to complete on the subject, if I had time.


I agreed with her that the links that had been made so far between Woolf and Nietzsche were rather tenuous. An article suggesting that Nietzsche’s rejection of God is reflected in Woolf’s desire to break the hegemony of the logical sentence – that was the kind of thing that had come out so far.


Beatrice Kopus was swirling her Armagnac thoughtfully. She had a red scarf wrapped round her shoulders, of that very direct red you seldom see in Oxford.


She asked me whether there was any evidence that Woolf read Nietzsche. Whether, for example, she had his works in her library.


I told her that this connection had not yet been established. It would, of course, I said, have been impossible for her not to have come under his influence. Thus Spake Zarathustra was published in 1896 in England, only a decade after it was written. Of the Bloomsbury set and others of her kind that Woolf mixed with, most would have read it. The first Complete Works, the Oscar Levy edition, came out in 1909–13.


She asked me whether that was the one based on all the materials that Elizabeth Nietzsche had doctored, making her brother appear to be an arch Jew-hater. I said that in the view of most contemporary Nietzsche scholars these early works were a travesty. But still, in many respects the Levy was considered a highly influential text.


I thought I saw Beatrice Kopus shiver, so I got up and switched the gas fire on. It sputtered into life in a series of small explosions then settled down to a quiet but oddly invasive hiss.


The ghost of a young woman standing alone at the edge of the room and holding her glass while the party surged round her suddenly came back to me, like a genie or a water nymph.


She asked me, perhaps it was more for form’s sake than anything, about my interest in Nietzsche.


There must be something, she said, leaning forward suddenly, that fires up your interest. Something that keeps on making you want to find out.


Her expression was not inquisitive. Rather, it was hopeful. As if she were looking over a brink and into something. As if that something might be miraculous and she did not want it to disappear.


I got up and went to my desk, to the pile of buff- and magenta-coloured folders that were stacked in order next to the telephone. I selected the second folder down. All the images I possessed of Nietzsche were carefully interleaved between plain white sheets of A4 paper. On the top was Munch’s painting of him, the solitary and contemplative figure, rather clerical in his dark coat and with his hands folded. He is standing on the slope of a hill, a road it looks like, and over his shoulder way down below him is a tiny cluster of buildings, a castle, a church even, or perhaps the angular turret of a European university. There’s a lake too, although the perspective is such that it could be hills, your eye moves from one interpretation to the other, it can never be at rest.


I took out the second image, inserted in a clear plastic folder so that no inadvertent fingermark should mar its pristine beauty and its clarity. I handed the picture to Beatrice Kopus, who looked at it closely then held it away from her and smiled, a beautiful smile, a joyful smile, that lit up and encompassed everything in the room.


She is very beautiful. Was she a lover of Nietzsche’s?


I took the image back and looked at it. Louise von Salomé tilted her head away from me and looked out into a distance I had no access to. Her neck was bare, a tissue of something gauzy was flung over her shoulders. Her hair, very thick and long and wavy, was thrust up in a bun at the base of her skull from which wisps and tentacles cascaded into the sepia void of the background. It seemed for one moment as though she turned and looked at me. No doubt I was superimposing another image in my mind and that is what created the illusion. But the power of her look, the plea almost, set my heart beating so violently that for a minute I could not speak.


The tale is very compelling, I said, putting the photograph carefully back in the folder, stowing it away. Nietzsche wanted to marry Lou Salomé and so did his friend Paul Rée, who was acting as intermediary on Nietzsche’s behalf.


A wonderful duplicity was clearly in place then, Beatrice Kopus said. How modern. How intriguing.


Unfortunately, I said, it has intrigued a number of people. There was a film that came out in the 1970s, Italian, art-house – at least, it purported to be. Rather a focus on the – ah – troilism aspect, if I remember rightly.


How long were they together? she said.


I told her that whether they were ever together was a fact that had been hotly debated.


The relationship lasted from May 1882 until the autumn, I said. It had a profound effect on Nietzsche. It is directly out of its possibilities in the beginning, and the despair that he felt in its aftermath, that Thus Spake Zarathustra came.


When she had left I felt, perversely, that there had been a victory. About what and over whom I had no notion. The prospect of the next meeting, which we had arranged for the following week, consoled me. I got ready for bed but I could not settle. There was a faint scent of her in the room still that I breathed without meaning to. I was suddenly aware of how extremely silent it was. I could have been anywhere, at any moment in history, the only person living. It was cold now and I pressed down as deeply as I could under the duvet. I slept fitfully, dreaming at first of Munch’s castle, changed somehow and spectrally beautiful. Then later, I thought I dreamed of Friedrich Nietzsche and Louise von Salomé, but found it was not them, it was I who was walking with Beatrice Kopus, and the lake spread out below us under the moonlight, ridged and intricate and without end.




Not many people know that in the early years of Nietzsche’s incarceration in Binswanger’s asylum in Jena he tried to kill himself. When the madness first overcame him in January of 1889 he was fetched from his lodgings in Turin by his friend Franz Overbeck, a Jew, and taken with difficulty by train to Basel, and put in the care of Wille, the eminent psychologist. He was wild and raving. He sang and shouted. In his lodgings in Turin he had been endlessly thumping the piano. It is not easy to be a friend in such circumstances. Perhaps friendship was more thoroughgoing in those days.


The first his friends knew of the madness were the letters he wrote them. To Franz Overbeck he wrote, It is all over. I have seen Armageddon. He signed himself, The Crucified. To his late archenemy Wagner’s wife, Cosima, now also an arch-enemy, he wrote: Ariadne: I love you. Dionysus. Franz Overbeck consulted another friend, Peter Gast, who had also received letters. Gast came quickly to see him. There was hope. This might be a passing phase only. It was not until 1892, a misty September, that Overbeck wrote to Gast the following: It is almost as if he were feigning his own madness. He seems glad that it has at last overtaken him. It is all up with our old friend Nietzsche. To this letter there is no recorded reply.


Dr Binswanger’s asylum was on the outskirts of Jena. It was a mellow-looking building, made of stone with white windows. You had to pass through seven locked doors to get to where Nietzsche was incarcerated. He was in a little white room which had red curtains. It was not a long window but the curtains, apparently, reached down to the floor. Herr Nietzsche was not to be denied the dignity of curtains. Herr Nietzsche was mad but he was after all (or had been) a gentleman.


And so one night (Nietzsche had been there about a week) he decided (if the mad can be said to make decisions) to kill himself. It is not possible, at this long distance, to conjecture why he made the decision. Perhaps he felt his Ariadne had betrayed him. He said to Binswanger: It was my wife, Cosima Wagner, who brought me here.


The only tools he had to hand were the curtains. They were luckily not of the heavy velvet variety you would expect in a house, they were of lighter material which you could tear with your teeth at the edge, and then rip down the weft with your bare hands if they were strong enough. Nietzsche had very strong hands. Lou Salomé comments on them in her diary on October 20th 1882. She and Nietzsche and Rée were all together at that time, in Leipzig.


‘Nietzsche came to see me in my room,’ she writes. ‘He came unexpectedly. It was a night of thick fog, you could not see one lamp-post from the distance of another. You could see your hand in front of your face (barely). And Paul Rée, coming in to see me at approximately 9 p.m., told me the performance at the opera house had had to be suspended because the fog became so thick in the auditorium you could no longer (especially from the boxes) see the stage. After Rée had left, and I had finished the long letter to my mother which had occupied my evening, there was a creak on the stair and a rap on the door that I knew was Nietzsche’s. “What is the matter?” I asked him. It was late. He looked troubled. He mumbled something incoherent about having to see me. Then he paced around the room as though it were a cage (although it is not a large room it is well proportioned and gives, always, a sense of ease and elegance. But with Nietzsche pacing it seemed more like the domus of a wild animal, such as you may see pacing in the zoological gardens). He held his hands in front of him, clasped together, almost as though he were steering by their own precipitate and unseen pull of direction. I saw how extremely firm looking his knuckles were, with the skin pulled white across them by the strength of his grip. I thought in that instant I would not like those hands ever to take hold of me (and yet, he has a perfectly balanced and unpressured grip). And then he turned and unclasped his hands all of a sudden and said, “Do you see, do you see the world as we know it is ending?” I touched his arm and reassured him, and he seemed to quieten, and quite soon after he said good night abruptly and I looked out through the window and saw the vague shape of him leaving the door of our lodging and disappearing into the mist.’


Nietzsche drew a picture, in Binswanger’s asylum in Jena, of a couple embracing. When asked who the couple were he pointed to the male figure and said, This is Dionysus. And this? Dr Binswanger asked, pointing to the female. There was a long silence during which Nietzsche regarded the outline. That, he said at last, is Lou Salomé.


Nietzsche reached up and took down the curtains. He had told them he did not want the curtains drawn, he had never slept with drawn curtains, he wanted always to be able to see the sky. Although this was very odd behaviour they humoured him. After all, what harm could come from an undrawn curtain? And it is true, Nietzsche always did want to see the sky at night, even when he was sleeping. Nietzsche said the stars in his head from beyond the glass operated like pinpricks. I want my brain, he said, to be constantly open to all the world offers. Am I not Dionysus? Am I not the Crucified? So they let him sleep with his curtains open, and the cold sky of Jena presented itself to him through the misty glass.


When they looked through the little slat in the door, which they did every hour, it was impossible for them to see that the curtains had come down. He could hear the footsteps coming along the corridor and lay still and quiet while the eye looked in on him. When he heard the footsteps going off again into the distance he sat up and continued the makeshift construction. He gnawed and ripped the curtains into strips and tied them firmly together in a kind of double knot sailors use. He had been much impressed as a child when, on a trip to Bremen (the trip went largely unrecorded but there is an extant diary entry by his mother which attests to the visit), he saw the fishermen whipping and coiling their ropes, and saw how the great knots took the strain of the moored-up vessels shifting on the water.


His problem was how to secure his makeshift rope and raise himself up enough to allow for some kind of suitable drop so asphyxiation could be effected. He could tie one end of his rope to the latch of the window, it was sturdy and would surely hold his moderate weight. And up in the ceiling was a suitable hook, set like an inverted question mark. But down from the hook three gas lamps hung with bulbous globes of frosted glass and little crenellated edges tooled with complex indentations.


He could not move the lamps, they were far too heavy, his arms by this time certainly lacked the strength. His hands, though, still very strong, tested the knots. He was satisfied and nodded his head in the darkness. From where he was sitting, on the edge of his bed, he could see two stars in the bottom corner of his window. On any other night he would have worked out which constellation they belonged to. They were very bright, he noted. His breath was misting the window. When he had strung up his rope and fed it carefully through the eye of the hook and down between the frosted glass globes he pulled out the chair from the table in the corner (his sister had demanded that he have a chair and a table, Herr Nietzsche must have a chair and table at his disposal, in case) and, climbing up on it unsteadily (he had suffered from dizzy spells ever since his madness first manifested itself in the street in Turin), he stood on tiptoe and tied the end of the rope round his neck.


It is much more difficult than you think to kick the supporting chair out from under you. Nor could Nietzsche, in this case, with any degree of ease, step off the chair and into the void around it. For any such sideways movement would run the danger of knocking the gas lamps and perhaps (though they seemed quite firm) dislodging them. Nietzsche stood irresolute on the chair with his carefully constructed rope disposed round his neck somewhere between casual scarf and halter. He looked in that moment remarkably young and insouciant. He heard, or thought he did, in the distance, the steps returning. God is dead. Like a bather executing a clumsy dive Nietzsche sprang from the chair, which fell to the floor with a clatter. No one heard. The steps which may or may not have been approaching did not falter. The rope began its seemly process of strangulation. Nietzsche’s hands clasped and unclasped and the veins stood out like worms at his knuckles.


But the workmanship was what failed him. Not his own, but the artisan’s work, who had stood with his laths and his trowel and put up the ceiling in an age before Nietzsche was born. Perhaps he had wanted to go home by the time he reached the middle of the ceiling. Perhaps he had heard that the child his wife was expecting was already on the way. Whatever the cause, the mix of his plaster, the lime and the mortar that held up the lath and the horsehair, that held in its turn the hook for the rope, at that instant of Nietzsche’s great need all gave way and fell down with a crash that everyone heard from one end of that madhouse to the other.


Some said ah, it is the Second Coming. Some said, it is War. Some said it is a storm and the heavens have opened. But those were probably right who said the gods were watching. No, no, Herr Nietzsche, one or other of the gods decided, watching that little man with his tongue expanding, watching how his hands opened and closed. No, no, Herr Nietzsche; we have more to do with you. And so, dispatched from that god’s fingertips, the loosening came that dropped the hook, the light, the rope and Nietzsche in a heap upon the floor.


The orderlies came running, pad pad pad their feet along the corridor, clack clack clack the running of their heels. And Nietzsche had no curtains after that, a metal plate was fixed across his window every night at 7 p.m. come rain or shine and he could never afterwards look at the stars.




Throughout the spring and early summer of that year my meetings with Beatrice Kopus were frequent. She had a room overlooking Tom quad that she stayed in. We met at first twice weekly and then, without either of us realising it, we found we were seeing one another every day. Who can say how such things occur, what it is that makes things happen? I felt an ease with Beatrice that I had not felt with others. There was none of the old anxiety to come in and plague me. I knew almost nothing about the ready commerce that occurs between men and women. I recalled with a shudder the lift of an eyebrow, the swing of a hip in disapprobation. Or kindness. That was the worst. But with Beatrice there was none of this. I felt only a rightness, as though she were a circle and I were a lucky creature in her sphere.


She came to the Bodleian Library to read up on Woolf, and the task was quite large, there had been a considerable resurgence of interest in her in the last ten years. She came up on the train, more often than not, she and Walter Cronk had a house in London, quite a fashionable area, he had bought when the market was right. Cambridge Gardens, she said, with a look I could not quite decipher. I thought they must rattle around in the stucco house, just the two of them. I did not ask.


Walter Cronk was frequently away, his latest contract was apparently a building project in Baghdad, which was attracting a lot of newspaper coverage. I did not pay close attention to it and Beatrice did not refer to it. We met in a space and time which seemed to be ours entirely. I waited for her inside the main door of the Bodleian, perusing the cards and the little artefacts that were put on show for the tourists. I usually stood quietly to one side, waiting for her. I could always tell when she came out through the barrier before I saw her. There was a change in the air, a shift in the density of everything. And then I would see some aspect of her, a tilt, a movement, and she was in front of me, herself absolutely, and detached from the crowd.


Sometimes I thought how we must look as we walked away together. An elegant woman in her forties with a distinctly London-y air that belied a slight hesitancy, a watchfulness; a man twenty years older, ascetic, all his hair still. What evidence was there of the claims we both had in ourselves to difference? We were two moving, breathing bags of bone and tissue. To the casual onlooker we might hardly be distinguishable. A blink in the eye, no less. A quiver on a pinhead.


She continued her researches with a regularity that surprised me. I had not thought that a modern woman with all that she had to distract her would have wanted to spend so many hours, so many days and weeks, in the rarefied air of the Bodleian Library, sitting quietly in the Upper Reading Room at one of the long desks and listening to the squeak squeak of the footsteps walking to and fro from the back door to the reservations area, watching the light that comes into the room from the long windows gradually move round, and the dust fall down from the high banks of shelving in a fine storm that was continuous. I had not thought she would be content to look up occasionally and see through the watery glass the roofs of Exeter College harden and soften according to the atmosphere.


She came regularly and precisely when she said she would, with two exceptions. The first of these occurred in April. It was a Friday. I had that day seen a piece on Walter Cronk in the financial sections of one of the better daily papers. There was a picture of him stepping down from a plane and shaking hands with a man in Arab dress. CronkAm Shares Surge Forward was the headline. Something about it had disturbed me, perhaps the bullish attitude of Walter Cronk’s shoulders, or how powerful his hand looked, stretched out across the black-and-white void in the centre of the picture. Perhaps, perversely, it was something about the way his host was smiling, the confident folds of his checked headdress having such a definite and sculpted quality.


I had determined that I would bring the conversation that evening round to Walter Cronk. Beatrice and I had never discussed him. Indeed, Beatrice had hardly mentioned him. He was to me a figure in the background, but an all-pervasive, or invasive, figure. I found that I was aware far more than I had been of the media coverage that inevitably followed him. I had begun, I confess, to wonder what it must be like to be so powerful. I had not yet allowed myself to consider the nature of the relationship between him and Beatrice. It was enough for me that he seemed to play such a small part in the scheme of things that amounted to her day-to-day existence. I had not allowed myself to consider to what extent he was, at a deeper level, the fabric of her life.


I was waiting as usual outside the barrier at the Bodleian. Beatrice generally came down the stairs and out past the security desk at about 9.50. It was two minutes to ten and there was still no sign of her. Each time I heard a step on the wooden staircase I straightened. It would be her this time, except it was not. The porter took a key and locked up the barrier. The door swung to, letting the last reader into the outside world. I had no choice but to follow, although I could hardly believe in Beatrice’s absence. I felt at each second that if I looked again she would be there beside me. Her absence was a cruel illusion, the mind playing tricks with itself.


When I got home I went straight to the telephone but there was no message. My own room felt as though I were the only person who had ever breathed in it. I poured myself a drink, there was something remaining in the bottle from which Beatrice and I had had our first Armagnac. I did not put on music. Not Brahms. Not Mozart. Certainly not Beethoven. I thought briefly of Brendel and the Haydn sonatas but could not countenance them. Anything that I could think of would only point up and emphasise the fact that Beatrice was not there.


I sat for a moment but immediately got up again. Stillness was worse. It had about it such a finality. I went to the alcove in the corner of the room by the bookcase. The alcove was lit but discreetly, the kind of lighting that focuses upwards and does not draw attention to itself. The picture of Nietzsche, still young and apparently untainted by the madness that was to take hold of him, hung in just the right place in the centre of the alcove. The precise balance of space and not-space exercised the soothing effect that I had hoped it might do. I had frequently, over the years, come to look at it when I was troubled. The luxuriant moustaches, the swept-back hair – all proclaimed Nietzsche to be what he was, a man and a dandy. The brilliant mind that inhabited that physical being was hinted at by the peculiar intensity that was focused behind his gaze. He was gazing, not looking. You could not think of a single object being reflected back on to his retina. All you could think of was that he was looking beyond the immediate, beyond the material, into some world that he and he alone saw distinctly. It was not madness in his eyes but the absolute passion of those who will see what is beyond them. This was, it came to me then, one of the central characteristics of the Übermensch.


I did not go to bed for some time because I was afraid of dreaming. I read over my latest piece on Nietzsche. I had added a good ten pages in the previous week and I had been unsure as to the value of them. I was branching out into a kind of speculation I had not previously allowed myself to indulge in. And yet I felt that speculation, a pushing-back of the edges of scholarship into a realm where it meets the creative genius of genuine fiction, was increasingly the area where the truth about Nietzsche could be found.


Perhaps I also hoped that if I stayed up long enough I would hear from Beatrice. I did not. I forced myself to reread the piece on Walter Cronk and discovered that praise was being heaped on him for his philanthropic tendencies. He was building, against all the odds and the good advice of people around him, a huge school complex in the ruins of Baghdad that he hoped would act as a motor for international co-operation. ‘Our children are our future’, he was quoted as saying. ‘What could be better than a joint future in education? The East and the West mixing and mingling, being educated together. I am helping to build the peace for Iraq in the best way I can. A true understanding will work to heal our differences. That understanding begins in the shared experience of the classroom. That shared experience is what I am trying to bring about.’


I stayed up until two. I could hear the bell in Tom Tower strike it. That Great Tom bell is one of the loneliest bells in Christendom. I dozed intermittently. Through my uncurtained window the dull glow of residual light that was night-time Oxford picked out the shapes of the furniture hunched along walls and in corners as though they were animals waiting to pounce. I hoped that when sleep did come to me, if it did, it would be dreamless. I was in that state where the cracks in myself admitted the past and the future simultaneously. I was a vessel in which time existed. I was the Moment. I wished, not for the first time, that I could call on the solace of madness. But my own clear reason stood by me like a sentinel. I wished that Beatrice was with me. She would take my hand. We would step forward together. I would not be afraid of the night.




What Walter Cronk likes best about Kuwait City is the robes. When you come round a corner by the sea and there’s a figure standing on a parapet and the breeze is lifting those white robes out, it looks a picture. Lawrence of Arabia to a tee. A kind of mystery.


He generally stays in the leading hotels of the world and has had particularly good experiences at the Vier Jahreszeiten in Munich, the Shangri-La in Abu Dhabi and the Peninsula in Chicago. The Sheraton is right in the middle of Kuwait City and that’s where everyone goes, but he has been staying at the Marina this time. It’s a new hotel with world standards written all over it. Right on the tip of the bay with a great view over to Kuwait Towers. They have pictures up in the towers about what the Iraqis did to them back in ’91. He’s been thinking the towers would make a great strike for Al-Qaeda, some kind of statement. The Kuwaitis are so proud of them, like children. He has noted that security at the Marina is strong, at least from the land side. In his view the sea approach would be a cinch in the night-time. Get a quiet little boat and skim in there. Climb up over the rocks.


They have a Royal Suite at the top which, depending on who is staying there, would be a great target. He has an executive room on the ground floor. At night you can just walk out on to the beach through a little garden and then round to the point and look at the lights in an arc going round the city. There is a great jogging route going eastwards. He has made use of that. A couple of miles away (he has got that far, he likes to do his four miles in the morning) is an open-air museum with the old boats in it. There’s a lovely wooden sailing boat, quite a massive thing, with its two tenders. They’re set down in a kind of concrete bunker and you get a good view as you walk right round them. They were built in the 1930s by a famous boatbuilder. The Kuwaitis were a great seagoing nation. He has learned to his surprise that they used to go far and wide on the seaways, diving for pearls.


And it was not all that long ago, Barak al-Sanousi says to him. A few decades. He lifts his hands expressively.


Why did you give it all up? Walter asks. I mean, so completely? Why isn’t there anything left at all?


What choice did we have, my friend? There were other fish to fry (he allows himself a small smile at his witticism) and time has marched on. He puts the tips of his two first fingers together. What we should do now is to commemorate our past, to remember our glories. We Kuwaitis have not been very good at preserving things. Our old buildings (he raises a thin shoulder), we have razed them, mostly. The trucks come in and Pfft! We just build over them. Have you seen, by the way (he carries on smoothly over Walter’s attempt to say something), our excellent Souk Sharq shopping mall? Shaped like a boat and set up in three decks of massive proportions. The exterior structure has a mast shape and the escalators act as landlocked companionways. You see, I am familiar with all the boating jargon. I did a great deal of sailing when I was at Eton. A great pal of mine had a summer place on Mull. There is no place like the Hebrides for sailing. I admire your fishermen. They need to know what they are about.


He has got his driver to take him out into the desert. It needed a certain firmness to accomplish. The two Ministry men with their red checked keffiyehs who met him at the airport told him security was tight. It will be best to stay within the confines of Kuwait City this time, Mr Cronk, the elder said, a man approaching his own age with a grey goatee. The situation in the north is a little volatile, for obvious reasons. When he smiled Walter saw that he had yellow teeth.


Take me out to the desert, he has said to his driver. His 7 a.m. meeting has been put back till noon.


Sir, sir, no desert, we no go desert.


Yes, Walter has said, We go desert. Just a little way.


The doorman closed the car door with a snap. Walter said, Close up those windows and put on the air conditioning. Now drive.


It was surprising how soon they left the city behind them. Harun was a swift driver but safe, not like the Turks were. Whichever way you looked the place was a building site. You wouldn’t believe it till you see it, he’d said to Beatrice. What the money has done. Till you go there, you still have in the back of your mind that it’s going to be a bit like Hammond Innes in The Doomed Oasis. The Bedou riding round in the desert making camp. It’s hard to imagine that sixty years ago Kuwait City was a mud fort. Now they could buy us all up if they wanted.


It had started with little black specks, little slivers of bitumen. Some drilling here, a little exploration there. They’d been dirt poor, most of them, by Western standards. Dates and little bitter fillips of coffee. The spice route. Looking to the British to settle their border disputes. Never to be trusted. Important more than anything as a postbox to the Far East. And now they had the rest of us by the short hairs.


It was cool in the car but he knew outside it would be up in the forties. It surprised him sometimes how humid it could be in the city. But this would be dry heat. Outside the tinted glass of the car it would be burning. Ahead on the road he saw the shimmering pools of mirage. It felt like at any second you would be burned to a crisp.


Sir, we turn round now. We turn round, sir, Iraq half-hour. We turn round.


Harun has slowed the car. He is sweating despite the air conditioning. His white shirt is undone at the neck and his tie thrown down on the seat beside him. The wind is getting up and a sudden gobbet of sand hits the windscreen. There isn’t a lot on the road except great black four-tracks with their extra tanks of water and petrol strapped on.


Iraq that way. All bad, sir. All very bad.


Walter suddenly wants more than anything to get out of the car and feel that heat right on him.


Stop here, he says, pull over right here. No, here. He taps Harun on the shoulder and gestures. He can see in the mirror the way the man’s eyes are swivelling right and left. He overrides the protests with a Do as I say.


He gets out. Harun is unwilling to unlock the doors at first. He has his orders. Walter knows he is a human parcel Harun has been given responsibility for. What would happen to Harun in the event of the parcel going missing is difficult to say.


When Walter gets out, Harun gets out also. The heat hooks like a giant talon into Walter’s forearm. He takes a few steps out from the road into the desert scrubland. It stretches out flat away from him as far as he can see. There’s nothing to break it except an oil derrick here and there on the skyline. He can hardly be certain he sees them. They are black interruptions that jump and swivel in the heat.


No, sir, no, sir, no go, mine, Iraq, BOUM!


Harun throws his arms out in a jaggedy arc.


Two steps. Three steps.


The horizon and the black scrag of the oil derricks come into focus. A large black four-track, looking as if it was half armoured, roars by. Life is much too good, too big, too brave to risk accidentally ending it. He looks properly at Harun for the first time. The man is shivering.


It’s OK, Walter says, stepping back towards the tarmac.


He feels almost a fondness for the man in front of him. He feels like he’d like to put his hand out, but resists it.


It’s OK, he says. We’ll go back now. It’s OK.


That was the point perhaps at which it began feeling like a dream. He could not shake off the heat, how it felt, and the real desire that came up from somewhere within him to step forward. It was not him, it was almost like some other voice had come and occupied what he was while he wasn’t looking. He was focused on the future and all that he wanted and was determined to achieve in it. But it was like he stood off from himself and watched some other Walter step out of the car in the hope of – what? He did not want to die. He wanted to live for ever. But not that either. The boredom. You couldn’t stand it. No, not for ever, but somehow beyond yourself. He’d felt like that once or twice when he was fucking Beatrice, a long time ago. It was like being yourself but beyond yourself, all in the same moment. Like time had suddenly become irrelevant. Like without knowing anything, you knew all you wanted to know.


At six o’clock he steps out of the controlled air of Ambuild Incorporated and stops like a hound on a scent, his nose lifted. The present of the day is at this instant in the process of becoming the past. All that has occurred bundles itself up behind him and pushes him forward. The words, the silences, the looks, the gestures, the hot light outside coming through the tinted glass and on to the great oval table like a smoky fingermark – everything is in the process of assuming its rightful proportions.


The meetings have been good ones. Walter has made progress. He is pleased with the way things are going. Progress is something you make happen but it’s also a feeling inside you. It’s when the inside and the outside are really working together, like well-oiled machinery.


The school project in Baghdad is ticking over nicely. It has got the company a lot of good publicity. This positive reputation (CronkAm as the good guys: he allows himself the luxury of a little hubris, straightening his powerful shoulders – not quite as powerful as they once were, he grants that – and pulling up his chest), this good reputation, is positioning them well for the Kuwait initiative. Unlike the Baghdad project, this – or these, CronkAm has more than one iron in the fire – might not be so easily accomplished. Playing a complicated game in the Middle East requires nerve and he has that. He has that in abundance. What is also needed, that you can’t always rely on, is luck.


The security guard at the Marina slows them down, looks carefully in through the window then waves them on. Harun sweeps the car round to a jerky stop in the blaze of light that pours down from the front entrance, bathing everything in a glow of hopefulness. Rafi Sandberg is waiting for him under a fake palm in the Six Palms Lounge and the fountain is playing down a white wall in the centre of the atrium.


Things were a little edgy back there for a while, Rafi says. Understandably.


He signals for more non-alcoholic white wine. That is what the soigné people are drinking. Two women in black silk chadors flash their rings as they raise their glasses at the next table.


We took the Board with us, Walter says. They bought in when we wanted them to.


Rafi smiles, a very wide smile that shows his impeccable dentistry.


With so much in the balance, they couldn’t very well do otherwise. Iran is a jewel waiting to be plucked.


But a tough one.


The waiter brings the wine and pours it with his free hand very correctly behind his back. Walter takes a sip and waits for the kick that doesn’t come with it.


There’s always the possibility, he says, of international repercussions.


Rafi is looking eye to eye with one of the women across the veil of her chador.


By that time, with any luck, our boys will have gone in there.


An invasion? But surely the UN will hold out against it?


Rafi puts on a serious face and sets his glass down.


What’s that going to matter to Mr President? International my Aunt Fanny. Who gives a fuck.


The drive through the streets and the swish of the night and the feeling of being behind glass is what Walter remembers. Down Arabian Gulf Street and along the curve of the bay. The bulbs of the towers lit up like an obsolete early warning. The iridescent green scales shining with the moonlight behind. You always felt you were on the edge of the world here. One jump and you’d be out of what you know and into a no man’s land. That feeling of being on the edge was what he was used to. He didn’t know what it would be like to be without it. Your antennae were always out and everything about you was sitting up and listening. It was one of the things that made you know you were alive.


The company house was behind a high wall, in the al-Salem suburb, close to where the Kuwaiti amir, Sheikh Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah, had his residence. There was always a servant on watch who pressed the button to open the gates and came forward, bowing, to help you with any little thing you wanted, to carry your bag. On the inside Walter found it, as always, claustrophobic. The rooms with the windows heavily blinded even in daytime. The ornate festoons of drapes and tassels, the dazzling carpets, and silky seats with their sumptuous cushions arranged round the edge. There were always the hidden parts of the house that you never looked into. The kitchens. The laundry. The storeroom. When you lived with servants the way the Kuwaitis did your life seemed to happen. It was organised for you. He liked that feeling. That all the necessities came into place around you, as if by magic, as if you had nothing to do with them and your life was concerned purely with consumption and production. You could focus. You had more time for thinking. The countries that had a servant class, or a definite proletariat, were the most successful. The countries that embraced democracy too fully, like the UK had, were on the plateau. That kind of democracy, and its capitalist underpinning, would inevitably decline.


Barak al-Sanousi is already there and comes across to greet them, his white robes swishing, his sandals making a little slap slap on the marble.


Everything has gone well, I take it?


He pauses for a second, watching and digesting their acknowledgement.


Then we should celebrate.


He snaps his fingers and the white-jacketed servant brings in a magnum of Heidseick 1986.


Rafi raises his glass. They all speak together, a little raggedy chorus of male voices, Barak the baritone, Rafi the tenor, Walter a middle-range timbre somewhere in between.


To the future!


Barak is twisting his glass by the stem as the bubbles come up in a cloud and explode on the surface.


May it be even more glorious, Inshallah, than our illustrious past.


They sit together round the table in the inner room with the plans in front of them. These are outline plans only; nevertheless they encapsulate the vision of what will come about that all three men, and by implication all that they stand for, have subscribed to.


A stepping stone, Walter thinks. One little step on the shifting sands of Middle East history.


On the map it will be nothing. A dot. Hardly that. A new name maybe, etched in and visible on a detailed scale, dwarfed by the landmass of Iran, just across the water. But here in the deep shade of the lamps and the lit expanses the images take on the quality of something monumental. The ground plan first of all, massive in its thick-walledness and its steel reinforcement. Walter is determined that the standards that pertain in the building will be such that everything is visibly beyond reproach. Then the computer images of its shape and disposition, the endless racks and alleyways, the floors, the layers, the windows, the watchtowers, the emplacements. The images have a balance and a symmetry to them. You can look through the transparent outer walls of the drawn images as if you were looking at the wall-less structures of an old-fashioned doll’s house. Barak has a widescreen laptop open and the images float now in green and red and blue outlines in the depthless layers of back-lit vinyl. You can turn them any way you want, see them from any angle. On each of the images in the bottom right-hand corner is the legend: Umm Qasr Camp.


It would almost be worth getting banged up here, Rafi says. It’s quite luxurious.


The 3-D representations of what will be still fascinate Walter, who was brought up in the time before computers. There was something more real about drawings and T-squares and inks in glass bottles and the steep angles of the drawing board in hot afternoon offices and the smell of sweat. Oh yes. This world, the way it is, made you feel things at a distance. He thought for a minute about what it would be like to have your liberty taken away from you. It was nothing new, it had happened throughout the ages. He’d been brought up, though, with the ideals of impartiality and fairness. That you would get what was coming to you, no more, no less, was a kind of bedrock. If he let it, the change in things would give him discomfort. Where that discomfort would be was hard to calculate. In his legs or his belly. Or in his soul maybe.


The men that were interned here would, most probably, be guilty of something. But what, a little voice inside him said, if it was only being in the wrong place at the wrong time? Or knowing the wrong people? Or having an old score settled against you? Or just the plain economic fact of not having enough money to bribe your way out?


The view is, Rafi says, that it will look better to have it here than down in Guantanamo.


There could be a bit of a stink about this when it gets out, Barak says.


Let it stink all it can. Who’s going to do anything about it? The argument will be, it’s Muslims interning Muslims. Guantanamo has become a bit of an embarrassment.


They are both looking at him. The requirement is that he make a positive contribution. The politics of all these interactions are like music, predictable only in retrospect. He feels for something in himself that will bring out the right phrase, the appropriate saying.


I think when you get down to it, he says, you have to not be afraid to step out in the dark.


On the plane back Walter takes stock. He has his favourite seat, 5A, and he feels, as always, cocooned by the temporary ownership of space this seat has provided. On night flights he likes to go to sleep straight away, he puts on the sleeping suit, stretches out under the duvet, feels the gigantic push of the aircraft up from the runway and into the first cloud layer. There is no one to stop him. You can do as you like if you pay enough for it. You just have to look as though you’re sticking to the rules fractionally.


But now in the daylight he is cocooned by the seat and the service (How are you, Mr Cronk? Have you everything you need, sir? What time would you like to have lunch?) He has the seat back at just the right angle. There is no one across the aisle from him and only two other people in the whole of the first-class cabin. He could imagine that the whole of the aircraft is at his disposal. The great bulk of the lumbering fuselage, the spread of the wings, the silver tube with its pointed nose thrumming through the atmosphere, the flash of colour on the tail fins, the banks of windows glittering in the clear light that comes down from the stratosphere.


Before he came he had occupied a particular space in this theatre of operation. That is how he characterises it to himself. He is seen as a powerful man in the Middle East but that power is relative. CronkAm is probably the biggest construction operation in Iraq and he is glad about that. Ambuild, of which he is the third-biggest shareholder, is global in its reach. But it is no good sitting back and waiting for others to overtake you. You have to be constantly vigilant, he has learned that. You need resources. You need strategy. You need vision. But more than anything else you need a kind of insane belief in what you are doing. Belief isn’t just there, a thing that stands still. It grows as you do, it gets bigger every time you achieve things. It’s one jump ahead of you, like a dynamo that’s driving you on.


The school complex in Baghdad, white and clear and carved out with its own compact kind of energy holding back the juddering waves of the heat-mist – for all that it has brought him accolades, it is just the beginning. What he has set up with Rafi and Barak is something much bigger. The school complex will be his, it will have his name on it. He does not think of all the other things he is responsible for, the apartment blocks, the offices, the roads, the runways. These are just ordinary things, he flicks his fingers and makes them happen. When CronkAm secures a contract for something like that he hardly notices, however big it is. The extraordinary is what he is made to deal in. Other people can handle the dull stuff of everyday infrastructure. All that is what makes it possible for him to make the real stuff happen. The stuff that makes people say Ah! The stuff that makes Barak and Rafi look at him the way they do, like he is someone. Which he is. He has always known he would be. Right from the start.


They are flying over Iraq at this moment, the flight monitor tells him. He likes to watch that, the line with the aeroplane at the tip of it gradually forging forward over brown land, blue sea, grey mountain, with LONDON getting nearer every time you look at it, and KUWAIT CITY paying itself out on the end of the line.


Coming the other way they had flown over Baghdad in the dark. Their line had shown to the east of the city, but closer than he’d have thought. It was a clear night, there was a moon up on the port side. He looked down and saw a thin fizzle of lights breaking up the dead dark ground and thought, That must be it. Then the map came in closer and he’d seen it was a smaller settlement, Salmanbak, thirty or forty kilometres to the south-east of the capital, and he’d felt a weird disappointment, like he had really wanted to be up there above it, like a secret eye high above the city that saw everything and nothing, that put the place in its context of darkness, and took in the whole picture, the essence of it only, with none of the detail to clutter up his ability to absorb it in an eye-blink.


It is that, he thought, not the ordinary things you get out of it, the cars, the money, the doormen jumping to attention. Nor was it even his office high up with its glass windows, perched like a bird, looking down over London, moving, breathing, the immense intersections of everything you could almost pick up and put down again. The knowledge of how much he loves it comes up in him. He looks at his hands on the table, the strong, square fingers. The hairs on the backs of his hands going down to the knuckle which have always fascinated and sometimes appalled him. I am an animal, he has thought sometimes, but briefly. Then he has thought, I am a man.


They are nearly in Heathrow now, air traffic control has put them in a holding pattern. It is grey and misty but there is a clear view of the Thames, and he can see the Eye quite clearly, its inverted circle. Then Twickenham stadium. Then Windsor Castle. He is surprised to find he regards it almost with indifference.


The what-will-be has begun to take hold of him, its real form, not just a shape at the edge of his head that rubs and chafes him. This new thing they have settled on now is in another league altogether. It will take some time achieve, he is aware of that, but he is not afraid of patience. He is not afraid of playing the long game.




What would have happened had I stayed rather than going was something that occupied my mind for a long time afterwards. To have stayed in my rooms, working quietly, not hiding, exactly. To have watched the sun come up at a slightly different angle each morning, affecting differently the blue and white striations of the sky. Because it was a quite extraordinarily settled period of weather. It was as if something had stationed itself above us, some beneficent power of calm days and unattenuated brightnesses. It was impossible to conceive of what might be happening outside this favoured spotlight. There was war and darkness, greed and famine. Storms. Upheavals. One knew the facts of it. But these facts were nothing compared to the shining, golden moments that grew out of each other strong and malleable and self-reinforcing as chain mail. No moment could be severed from the one next to it, and yet each had its own aura of uniqueness. If I had believed in a higher power I should have thought that this might be called a blessed interlude. Because I did not I could only marvel at it. I could only look at it and say, with a kind of wonder, this is a golden period of my life.


Beatrice had come back. She was away eleven days. By what means I survived those eleven days I have no notion. They passed. They abutted each other. There was a definite moment at which you could say each ended. It was more difficult to say where each began.


She came to my door bearing a gift wrapped up roughly in thick brown paper. It had blue ribbon tied around it that was rather fingermarked. She looked different but the same, the way people do who you have longed to see when you haven’t seen them. There was a transparency about her. We picked up as if nothing had happened. I did not ask her why she had gone so suddenly or been away so long.


The more I did not ask the more, I could see, she longed to have the opportunity to tell me. She did not have many friends. The life with Walter had been isolating, or perhaps her own rather withdrawn air was in all possibility a factor. You felt you could not get near to her, except by special invitation. It had become apparent to me that I had received such an invitation, I did not know why, except, perhaps, that I demanded so little. And into the vacuum of my non-demanding, her own need came.


We arranged to meet in Café Rouge and I deliberately chose a table right by the window. I wanted to watch her walking down the street towards me, to attune myself to the loose swing of her arm and the casual presence of her. I wanted that moment to prepare myself and adjust my greeting. Because what people are in our heads is never quite the same as what they are when we meet them. There is always that gap between how we imagine them and what they are.


I arrived a few minutes early and watched Oxford go by as I waited at the corner table. I saw the Vice-Chancellor with his head bent sideways in close attention, accompanied by a minion. I saw the Bursar of Bexborough, who nodded to me slightly, as was appropriate. Then I saw with a momentary feeling of unease a female don from St Hilda’s riding up on her bicycle. I had taken her out, as I think the phrase is, once or twice, to dinner. On the first occasion she had been awkwardly eager to please, as had I on the second. In the candlelight gleam of the Old Parsonage’s deep wood panelling we had stammered into silence. As she caught sight of me now and wobbled a little and recovered herself I marvelled afresh at the ease with which I could relate to Beatrice. Except that she was a woman there seemed to be little difference between us. A look or a touch took the place of all the unravelling explanations. I was not, with Beatrice, left reduced and denuded. I was no longer, like Eliot’s Prufrock, fixed on a pin.


Despite my vigilance, Beatrice appeared beside me quite suddenly on a rush of air from the open doorway. She was wearing jeans that were so well cut they must have been made by some designer. They were dark blue and hung from the high point of her hips as if they had been moulded. She had a pale gold shirt on that accentuated the tawny colour of her eyes.


She ordered a chicken Caesar salad of which she put the chicken to one side and ate only the leaves and the Parmesan shavings. It looked to me hardly enough to keep a bird alive.


She launched straight away into an account of her journey. Or if not her journey exactly, then the reasons for it. It was strange, she told me, the way it had come about. She had no intention of going, but then she had done. Sometimes, perhaps, we did not know our own motives. Her uncle, the only relative she had left, was dying. In the ordinary run of things that would not have persuaded her. They had been estranged for very many years now and she hardly knew him. She had turned to him for help when she was younger, and he had let her down.


Her Uncle Philly was her father’s only brother. Her father had gone away when she was a child. He had gone to Philly, as it happened, who way back then was where he was now, or had been, in a very nice apartment in Manhattan, in the highly desirable enclave of the Upper East Side.


She paused and I knew she would have lit a cigarette if she had been allowed to. We were in the non-smoking area of the restaurant and a tiny tendril drifted across to us from the smoking tables.


She had woken up one morning, she said, out in the country, it was spring, March most probably, or April, she could never quite decide that, and when she had gone downstairs for breakfast her father’s things had been missing. His coat from the back of the door in the kitchen. His boots. The little book that he always wrote his notes in. She had not asked her mother about it and her mother had not told her. He was not there and he continued not to be there. That was what absence was, and you got used to it. But for a long time after, she had crept down at night and put the light on, she could not bear to think that he might come home, down the lane perhaps with the wind howling, and see the house all dark and closed up against him. So she put the light on to shine like a beacon into the distance, in case he should come.


That was by no means the end of it, she said. How could it be? She had harboured the notion all the time she was growing up that she would go and find him. He was her father, after all, and he surely belonged to her. When she was about seventeen she had approached Philly. They had never been regular correspondents and were out of touch. Philly had been unhelpful. Her father, he said, had disappeared soon after he got to New York and he did not hear from him. When a man wants to lose himself, he loses himself, that’s all there is to it, he had said.


She had written a short note of congratulation when, quite unexpectedly, he had taken Netta, a former nun and a Roman Catholic, to be his wife. But other than that she had kept her distance. It was always in her mind that it was Philly who had taken her father in and helped him get started, who had, in effect, taken him away from her and turned him into an American.


So now, she said, she had practically written in response to Netta’s summons and said she could not come. But Netta had persisted.


Philly is no longer himself, Netta had written. But I know I speak for him. Blood is thicker than water and it would be a comfort to him, even for a little while, to have you by his side. Although I have never met you I have looked at Philly’s photograph of you many times, and the resemblance is striking. Do come, and make an old woman happy. There is nothing so important in this world as family ties.


Even that, though, might not have been enough to sway her. There was another element, as it happened, that came into the equation. She had heard there was a particular document in the library at Columbia that she wanted to have a look at. Although it was not directly to do with her question on Woolf and Nietzsche, it was of great interest potentially and she felt it might be related.


There appeared to be a fragment of a letter from 1908, which was a period in Woolf’s life that Beatrice was coming to have a great interest in. The fragment had been recently discovered between the pages of a book, some collection that had been lying fallow for a long time, it was not yet verified or properly archived, but they had said she would be very welcome to view it, if she happened to be in New York.


I said that it seemed to me a very slim chance to go across the Atlantic for. Surely it was later in Woolf’s career that Nietzsche’s influence might be evident? Beatrice was, as we had discussed, familiar with the very direct impact he had had on W. B. Yeats, and was aware of the scholarship that addressed the more nuanced proliferation of his ideas through Walter Pater. Pater’s Renaissance was, after all, a seminal fin de siècle text, and one that Woolf and the other major Modernist figures could not but be aware of. That, rather than any direct influence of Nietzsche, would have been at the forefront in that early 1908 period. At least, that was how it had always seemed to me. It was possible (it was always possible) that I might be wrong.


Dear Raymond, she said, putting her knife and fork down with an eagerness that only she could display appropriately. Everything I’ve read and all the commentators support your conviction.
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