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			Prologue

			What’s your business here? This is the question I’m asked at the hospital gate in the gathering dusk. The man eyes me as if I’m an intruder. Not everyone is welcome here, that much is clear. Any chance of infection must be avoided. My wife, who is standing by my side – my counsel and standard-­bearer – is sent away. I take the overnight bag from her hands. She casts one last look at me, a gaze that permeates every cell of my being.

			There I lie, in a tangle of tubes and wires. I feel a strange clarity and equanimity. It seems best to surrender to what is happening, to whatever the figures that keep rushing into the room in ever-­changing configurations are cooking up for me. I’m capable of thought, but without purpose or direction, rudderless. It’s more observation, really. I take everything in: the room, the faceless people in their green-­and-­white gowns, their masks. I’m wearing one too. I see the machines around me that all the wires and tubes lead to. I hear the sounds, the blips and beeps, the occasional shrill alarm. Is that me? I observe my heart rate, study it on the monitor. It’s beating so slowly, that little heart, so erratically, as if it’s preparing to take one final leap before stopping entirely.

			

			My relationship with my heart has always been somewhat ironic. We make an odd pair. There’s something comical about being able to function with such a slow pulse, as I have for many years now. But this time it’s different. Night has fallen outside. The room looks out onto the roof of a side annexe of the building. There isn’t much to see here. Gravel, a chimney, a lone gull, spotlighted as if posing. It’s all up to me now, only there isn’t much me. Then I drift off and dream that I’m living slowly, slower than the oldest stone. 

			For days I’d hardly been able to do anything at all. I’d watched myself lying on the sofa aimlessly. Life was one long stutter, with a slow and jolting heart that was liable to call it quits altogether. A sad pattern. I waited for it to accelerate, for the miraculous moment when it would decide to pick up the pace and adopt a normal marching rhythm. I waited in vain – it was no longer capable of doing that on its own. 

			Right before the lockdown was instated, we’d completed our move from Amsterdam to Paris, jumping through the requisite bureaucratic hurdles in a race against the clock. It had taken a lot out of me and led to this spluttering heart. As so often, I’d been laconic at first. I figured it wasn’t beyond me to pull myself up by my bootstraps. It was just a matter of doing it.

			

			So I took up running, speeding up to jumpstart a slowing heart. In my experience, running has a lot in common with reading. They both put life on hold temporarily; they are pastimes beyond the confines of time. I have always considered the time that does go by – even if measured by a stopwatch – to be time gained rather than time spent. Reading and running both have a transporting effect: they make you feel as if you’re venturing beyond the normal order of things, into unfamiliar territory, beyond the limits of your own knowledge and ability, beyond the laws of your own body. And in the process, you venture into realms where, if only for a moment, everything is clear. For a moment, I’m at one with all things; I feel a profound sense of liberation and joy. Winged insight. 

			I’ve always seen reading and running as medicinal. That’s why I’d started running in the first place – to achieve the impossible. Driven by the same instinct that made me run headfirst into a tree as a six-­year-­old: I thought that if I just ran fast enough, I would lift off, sprout wings. I remember spending ten days lying in a dark room, in total silence. At set times I would hear the rustling of my mother’s dress as she approached. I listened to her whispers. I remember the vivid red apple that the man next door – ‘Grandpa’, I called him – brought me from his orchard when I was better. That apple was for ever the most beautiful apple on earth, the ur-­apple that I would see reflected in every other to come.

			My attempt to jog my heart into a faster rhythm failed. It’s like hitting the gas too hard when you’re trying to start a car. The engine is flooded and can only sputter in belated protest. 

			

			Now I’m lying here, amid the clamour my body is generating in the machines around me. All through the night, which seems endless, the door keeps opening and masked figures enter. They frown at the monitors and glance at me. Over the course of the night, I too observe my heartbeat – which was 38 on admission – get slower with each passing hour. I watch the spectacle with a peculiar focus, completely lucid, amazed that my mind is still so clear at 27 beats per minute – and that I’m still capable of amazement. 

			Gradually daybreak approaches and the dawn light reclaims my room from the night. The hospital comes to life. On the roof below my window, a man is peering into a chimney as if he expects to find something there. A doctor comes in, forearms bare, to cheerfully announce that he is ready. Ready for what? I don’t recall being told. It was an easy decision, he says. ‘We’re going to stabilise your heart and speed it up. You’ll be getting a pacemaker.’ It sounds inevitable. And yet it’s exactly what I’ve been trying to avoid for the past twenty years, convinced that I could find the necessary speed and stability in myself. But it’s clear that this doctor has less faith in my powers than I do. 

			Most people take a trip to an operating theatre at some point in their lives. Your bed becomes your vehicle, as well as the carrier of your data, your drip. A trip to the operating theatre always involves a descent, and the lower you get, the colder it is, as if you’re nearing the underworld. Downstairs everything is muted: the light, the ambient noise, the temperature. In this strange climate, life is restored and recreated. I will always remember my hand being given an encouraging squeeze – by whom I don’t know – right before the anaesthetic took effect. That kind of gesture stays with you, like a bright red apple. As I drifted off I felt, in that gesture, the pulse of life, even before the surgery took place. 

			

			Once I come to, I’m driven back, back into the daylight. We take the COVID-­free elevator – that’s what it says, at least – and this is how, a few hours after leaving it, I return to my room, my perfectly white room. My room – it’s strange how, after just one night, you can be attached to a space full of screens, otherwise completely bare, with nothing to remind me of myself. All my tubes and wires are reconnected, and for the first time I witness my new heartbeat. Regular, with a tempo I haven’t experienced since I was eighteen.

			Out in the corridor, I hear the voices of nurses, cheerful and lively, like the chirping of birds, who keep chattering away throughout the decades and centuries, luckily for us. In the sunlight my room looks whiter than white. I stare at my heart in astonishment, as if it belongs to someone else. 

		

	
		
			

			The Story of the Gargoyles

			Waking up no fun – today’s no exception. Heart rate 55 bpm, always 55, but it feels like 27. In the mornings I live in a haze. My brain lies motionless in its cranium, not capable of much. Only walking helps to clear the fog from my mind. That’s the only time my heart springs into action. And then I think, when I feel my pulse: this is my heart, this is me. 

			 

			I come home to a house I’ve barely lived in. The smell, the sounds: I still need to become acquainted with them in order to be able to recognise them later. The only familiar element is my books, my loyal companions. After a few days I’m well enough to go out for short walks. Yet at first I feel trapped in the limited space allotted to Parisians. Under the confinement, the lockdown that was announced on 17 March, we’re only permitted one hour of fresh air a day, within a 1.5-­kilometre radius of our homes. All bars, restaurants, theatres and museums are closed, as are most shops. The city is deserted and hushed: there’s something unreal about it. The houses, the monuments, the sky – they seem like an empty stage. Even the homeless have disappeared from the streets; no one knows where they are.

			

			You’re only allowed to travel around the city for work, provided that you have an official certificate stating that your journey is necessary. My wife, Myriam, travels around the deserted city in her little car to the rhythms and melodies of her favourite jazz musicians, on her way to see her patients. For me, on the other hand, for months on end the 1.5-­kilometre radius from home is the limit of my world. However, I’m buoyed by the thought that everyone’s radius of movement is different. Everyone has a world of their own. I feel like a tourist in my own life, and I soon realise just how full this small space is. And that I can cover many kilometres within this circle. The distance also aligns perfectly with my new walking speed. It’s rather like promenading, but in a focused, studious way, like Darwin or von Humboldt on their voyages of discovery. Of course, plants and animals are scarce here, but I don’t mind. It’s the human species that I’m fascinated by, its history and development. The world within a 1.5-­kilometre radius of my house – it reminds me of the Belgian painter James Ensor, who spent almost his entire life in his hometown of Ostende. His imagination was shaped by his immediate surroundings, which – except for a few rare occasions – he never left. 

			I walk to Place de la Concorde via the Louvre, and back along the river. Place de la Concorde, normally a pandemonium of vehicles and pedestrians, now resembles an empty theatre, drained of all human ambition. Planet Earth after humankind has been wiped out. Never before have I been so acutely aware of all the stone towering over me on all sides and stretching off to the horizon. Every vehicle seems like a curiosity from another era. I can even smell the exhaust fumes – normally unnoticeable, now they can easily be traced to a specific car passing by, like in the mountains. There’s almost no one on the streets, except for the occasional passer-­by rushing to some unknown destination, their outline stark against the sky like a Giacometti sculpture. 

			

			In this alienating setting, I roam streets and alleyways, aimless, directionless. The city is in thrall to COVID-­19; I’m in thrall to the reveries that come over me, at turns apocalyptic and euphoric. I’m surrounded by a ‘magnificent desolation’, as one of the first astronauts described the moon. Here and there the odd daffodil is still in bloom, but spring has largely passed me by. The sun shines brightly throughout the spring and early summer, but the world seems frozen, like a seventeenth-­century painting. It is this frozen state that arrests my gaze. I come to realise that no single place exists without context. Every location evokes stories and memories; associations flood into my mind. Walking through my quartier and along the banks of the Seine, I happen upon monuments and memorial plaques everywhere. In the bustle of everyday life I walk right by them, but now, in the almost unearthly silence, history comes alive. This seemingly empty city is teeming with the lives of thousands of people who once breathed, thought and created here, and who passed down their knowledge and experience. Our comédie humaine has briefly fallen silent during the pandemic, but not this chorus of voices. History is literally written on the walls here. The motionless and impassive city seems to me like a kind of library, full of stories and memories that manifest themselves, as insistent as they are arbitrary.

			

			This must be akin to how Adolf Hitler would have seen Paris, almost eighty years ago. Grand and steeped in history. It’s a curious thought that suddenly pops into my head on these desolate, sun-­filled days in May. On 23 June 1940, Hitler took a drive around Paris at dawn in his six-­wheeled Mercedes, accompanied by Arno Breker and Albert Speer. At this early hour, the city was virtually deserted, scrubbed clean in his honour, virginal. A symphony in stone for the painter, the sculptor and the architect who shaped the aesthetics of the Reich that was to last a thousand years.

			This vision of the city was echoed in the models of Berlin that Hitler had Speer construct in the years that followed, which he still bent over dreamily mere hours before his death. Paris, but bigger. The Opéra Garnier, but grander. The Place de la Concorde – Hitler stood up in his limousine to fully take in the size of the square – majestic to be sure, but no, his version had to be even more expansive. Millions had to be able to gather there to hear him speak. ‘By the time we’re finished in Berlin, Paris will be but a shadow,’ he reportedly confided to Speer. Seeing Paris had been ‘the dream of his life’, but the Berlin he envisioned would remain just that – a dream. And if the military governor of Paris, Dietrich von Choltitz, hadn’t refused to obey Hitler’s orders to destroy the city in August 1944, Paris would indeed be little more than a shadow. That’s how close annihilation can come. That’s how thin the line is between admiration and the urge to destroy. 

			

			 

			Barely a week after my surgery, I feel compelled to visit Notre-­Dame. It’s a strong call, akin to the peal of the church bells in my childhood. The whole family would hurry out the door, dressed in their Sunday best, hair neatly combed back. I associate the cathedral with the city’s prehistory – a kind of birthplace. Notre-­Dame lies either just within or just beyond the 1.5-­kilometre radius inside which I’m constrained to move for an hour every day. I decide to risk the fine and head over there, armed with a shockingly ugly grocery bag, since I know my route will take me past the biggest police station in Paris, on Quai des Orfèvres. I know this imposing building on Île de la Cité from Georges Simenon’s novels. Maigret puffed on his pipe in one of those fairytale turrets; in the haze of smoke, he set about solving crimes that almost invariably stemmed from human drama. During my secondary-­school years, I spent several summers with the inspector, fascinated by his irascible demeanour and his seemingly unflappable nature. At the time, his tendency to remain silent and listen intently baffled and irritated me: why don’t you just say what you think? The books, and there were piles of them – Simenon wrote considerably faster than God could create – were kept in the attic, in a large army trunk that belonged to my father. I remember reading them, lying on a scratchy blanket that I’d put down on the wooden floor under the skylight, basking in the light and heat of summer. It was here that I first got to know Paris, and France. I can still see the cafés in my mind’s eye, thick with cigarette and cigar smoke, scented with the aroma of pastis. I’m mesmerised by the confident gait of elegant women. I hear the playful banter of acquaintances in the street. I see concierges putting the bins out. 

			

			And now I’m standing almost right beneath Maigret’s window and think to myself, ‘I’ve got nothing to fear from the police. I’m sure Inspector Maigret will protect me and grant me free passage, after all the hours I’ve spent with him and his taciturn silence.’ 

			En route from my house to Notre-­Dame, I take Quai François-­Mitterrand and end up at the Pont-­Neuf. I know from his biography that Simenon once moored a boat here: a 35-­foot cutter called L’Ostrogoth. He’d had the vessel christened by the abbot of Notre-­Dame. In 1929–1930, Simenon used this twenty-­ton vessel to travel to Wilhelmshaven, via the Meuse River, Maastricht, Delfzijl and the Wadden Sea, before ultimately reaching Sápmi (the northernmost region of Finland) on a larger ship. I remember being delighted as a boy by the fact that the Dutch town of Delfzijl had played a pivotal role in the work of this world-­renowned author – France still seemed very far off at the time, somewhere beyond the Ardennes mountains. Simenon spent five days in Delfzijl waiting for his boat to be repaired. In the course of these days, sitting on an upturned crate, a typewriter on a second crate in front of him, he banged out a novel: Pietr-­le-­Letton (The Strange Case of Pietr the Latvian). It’s this novel that sees the first appearance of Inspector Maigret. On a sunny morning in a café in Delfzijl, after one, two, or maybe even three shots of herbal liqueur, he had appeared to Simenon in a kind of dream state, complete with his trademark accoutrements: a pipe, a bowler hat, an overcoat with a velvet collar, and an old-­fashioned cast-­iron stove by his desk. It was cold in Delfzijl that day. So goes Simenon’s own account, at least. Some literary historians have their doubts about this romantic origin story, but this is how Simenon wanted it to be remembered. And why wouldn’t we believe him? He is the author, after all.

			

			What has stayed with me the most through all these years is the ease of Simenon’s prose. It’s like the flow of the Seine in front of me: calm, smooth, without interruption. It’s a prose style born of a world that – except for a few incidents here and there – is largely unscathed. Evil is individual; society hasn’t been torn apart at the seams. Though social class and class difference do feature in Simenon’s work, sociological analyses of unbridgeable chasms are rare. His style is reminiscent of walking, with the effortless ease of the practised wanderer. His books are deliciously slow and virtually devoid of noise. Everything Simenon writes is visible and concrete; the world is made of things, not ideas. Just like a walker sees the world: the street, the cars, the café, the people, the stones. Maigret doesn’t think, doesn’t ruminate; he lives by habits and hunches, flashes of insight. He doesn’t read books but people. For him, filling his pipe is an act of meditation. Maigret is rarely in a hurry; he isn’t swayed by other people’s expectations, opinions or judgements. I’m not sure if the word ‘misinformation’ existed back then, but I know he isn’t susceptible to it. He reads – and listens – between the lines, aware that speech, more than silence, is a form of concealment. This calm attention is an enviable quality. I think a lot of people would be well served by it. Trusting the insight that arises, unclouded by the noise of the outside world.

			

			I walked this same route towards Notre-­Dame a month earlier. My health was feeble even then, but my time in hospital was still ahead of me. That day, 15 April 2020 – exactly a year since the fire that devastated the cathedral – was the first time that I’d gone outside since the beginning of the lockdown. I had decided to make a small pilgrimage to the cathedral at dusk, the same time the fire had started. To enhance this lone ceremony, I carried the book that Ken Follett wrote as a paean to the cathedral. Like all of his work, it has the momentum of a page-­turner, and yet it is suffused with his love of the stones, the venerable timber, with his reverence for the energy that thousands of people put into its construction over centuries. It’s a tribute to inspiration and to time. To the impact of history, which was almost palpable in this location before the fire.

			

			Like so many other people all over the world, Follett had watched the fire on television with horror. I was too young to remember John F. Kennedy being shot in 1963, but I vividly recall the moment when his brother, Robert, met the same fate in 1968. Everyone who was ‘there’ remembers. The whole world ground to a halt. All eyes were glued to the black-­and-­white of the television screen; all ears were glued to the crackling radio, to the cries of alarm that seemed to pertain to the entire world, as if it had been an assault on a way of being, a way of life. The same was true of the night of the fire: it was as if more than a building was lost, something that seemed eternal and almost ineffable. Follett had watched with millions of others as the nineteenth-­century spire over the crossing, designed by Eugène Viollet-­le-­Duc, came crashing down, taking part of the vaulting down with it. At that moment, a scream rang out through the world. 

			 

			On the north side of the cathedral, there is a stained-­glass rose window. Made in the thirteenth century, it’s a luminous display of rose-­red and violet. Now this magnificent window has been removed and a plastic tarpaulin taped to the façade flaps sadly in the gaping hole. In the novel that comes closest to the cathedral’s secrets, Victor Hugo’s The Hunchback of Notre-­Dame, this rose window inspires a visionary image, perhaps one even more arresting than the window itself. Hugo, who must have stood where I’m standing now in the evening light, evokes a spring day much like this one. He describes how evening slowly falls and the sun sinks to the horizon. In the elongating rays of the setting sun, Hugo sees the great rose window blaze ‘like the eye of a cyclops, inflamed with the reflections of the forge’. On a spring day in the nineteenth century, the light of the sun was reflected in the violet eye of the window, a glowing image connecting heaven and earth. On a spring day in 2019, the fiery glow in the window came from the belly of the cathedral itself: the infernal fire of the forge raged within the cathedral, stifling all lyricism. 

			

			At the time, Hugo’s novel had the effect of a pamphlet. Unlike most modern authors, pace meant little to Hugo. On the contrary: tension was created by inserting slow passages to whet the reader’s hunger for the real story to resume. The novel was a vehicle for ideas – a good story could be helpful in finding an audience. In The Hunchback of Notre-­Dame, Hugo included a number of lengthy digressions about the sorry state of the cathedral. While these passages were not relevant to the plot, they inspired countless readers all over the world to write letters to the French authorities. With unanimous zeal, they demanded the cathedral be restored. By the nineteenth century this house of worship had already become a symbol, a centre for Catholicism, and the sacred turning point of the Western world. Ultimately, the concern of so many believers led to a thorough restoration, as well as to the construction of Viollet-­le-­Duc’s spire, which had now collapsed before the eyes of millions.

			

			There are many ways in which a novel can impact the world. 

			Now, in May 2020, several days after my operation and in the middle of lockdown, the cathedral is the loneliest place on earth. Even the homeless man I’ve seen lying here so often has vanished. I’d noticed him because of his equanimity and his stoic bearing, and because he invariably held a book about Pope John XXIII splayed open in his hands. He always pored over it intently, but I could never figure out whether he was actually reading. I have a special connection with this pope. I was born a week after his coronation, which took place on 4 November 1958, and he represented a beacon of hope for my parents. Someone you could ask for advice in prayer, even if he was far away. John was to renew and modernise the church: that was the – joyful – expectation at the time. The word this first ‘television’ pope liked to use was ‘aggiornamento’. He wanted to bring the church up to date. This led many priests in Western countries to pre-­empt innovations that were slow to get off the ground in Rome, such as the use of the vernacular in mass. (After all, it was reasoned, Latin had been the vernacular once.) I remember the tremendous impact of John’s last encyclical, On Peace, published in 1963, the year of his death. Young Catholics like my parents felt vindicated by this text. John’s words paved the way for them, formulated a mission: to use their God-­given talents, in the Biblical phrase, to do good. He taught them to think big, to look beyond the individualism that was starting to take root, to look to the wider world. His words aligned with the Good News as they interpreted it, led them away from quasi-­intellectual hair-­splitting and a conservatism blind to the reality of people’s suffering. John gave them room to intervene where there was need or conflict. He sparked an optimism that is sorely lacking here at this construction site. Everything is in shambles. Here and there though I detect traces of a new beginning. I smell the aroma of fresh timber. There are cranes, but no one is working. Only pigeons dwell here; aside from them, there isn’t a soul to be found. The only trace of the homeless man is the piece of cardboard he slept on in Rue du Cloître-­Notre-­Dame. 

			

			An exhibition has been set up on panels posted around the cathedral. However interesting it may be, I’m the only visitor. I become aware of a tremendous desolation, a loneliness that not only comes over me, but pervades the air like an atmospheric phenomenon. Too many catastrophes have befallen this place; all the life has been knocked out of the cathedral. It stands in stark contrast to Victor Hugo’s descriptions, which are full of vibrancy and colour. Back in his day, the cathedral was a city unto itself, a meeting place, a market. Everyone came together here, saints and sinners, the fortunate and the hunchbacked. It can seat up to nine thousand people. And now? Silence. First the fire raged, then the molten lead of the roof proved hazardous to public health. Nearby schools were closed, silencing the cheerful hubbub of recess. And now the raging virus has chased away the last visitors, the last believers. What I’m seeing is a ruin, the ruin of an era.

			

			Why am I here? The only explanation that comes to mind is that it sometimes takes a detour to find the right path.

			I decide to focus on the exhibition, but I spot six soldiers in the distance with submachine guns and once again I’m distracted. The presence of this strolling patrol heightens the deathly atmosphere. What does the watchful eye of the Republic mean here? What are they guarding? What way of life? 

			I find something of an answer in the exhibition images. They provide insight into the history and construction of the cathedral, and the conscientiousness, scientific curiosity and expertise that will inform the restoration. Every part of the collapsed cathedral has been carefully numbered. Their original location in the nave and the transept, say, can be traced using 3D. The study of the beams, which date back to the thirteenth century, seems especially fascinating. It provides significant insight into the climate of that period, which, the panels say, might be able to contribute to the discussion about climate change in our own time and the role of human beings in that process. But what climate denier will want to learn from timber? What sign will ever be enough? How close do catastrophes have to come to be recognised as a trend or a pattern, and for us to take responsibility for them?

			

			 

			The gargoyles and the chimeras high up on the façade look down on me mockingly. They’ve been up there since medieval times with their cartoonishly grotesque faces. Over the centuries they have crumbled and in the 1700s they were removed because they posed a hazard to people walking down below. In the nineteenth century they were reinstalled by Viollet-­le-­Duc.

			I stare back at them as they stare at me. It seems to me that, for centuries now, they’ve literally been looking down on the people milling about and their peculiarities. They have the wider view we often lack, and the time we often fail to take. They know this city better than anyone; they’ve seen everything pass by. The good times and the dire. People’s brilliance and their flaws and hubris. The good, the bad and the inexhaustible grey. When it’s dry the gargoyles sit still; when it rains they spew the water down from the skies, ceaselessly and serenely. Even the desolation of this place, now, in this moment, is only temporary. It will pass, I realise. And my feeling forlorn is odd when you think of all the people that have walked around the cathedral over the centuries. All the incredible minds that have lived here over time, even just within my little 1.5-­kilometre circle. Who have I encountered on my first walks, on the streets and in my head? Here, beneath the grinning gargoyles, I decide to embark on a more systematic search for them, to go looking for my historical neighbours. 
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