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Prologue

 



 

When I was finally given the chance to interview the artist Peter Wihl on the evening of his fiftieth birthday and the opening of his new exhibition, it would transpire that we would be unable to print it because of the terrible accident which occurred afterwards. We were sitting in the restaurant, directly opposite the gallery, where I could still hear people going to and fro. I almost had a bad conscience about laying claim to Peter Wihl, the evening’s honoured guest, in this way, but it was at his suggestion that we went there to talk. He seemed nervous and expectant; not so unusual perhaps, considering that his exhibition had just opened, and he had enough on his mind. I noticed he kept turning towards the window while he was talking. He even ordered champagne for me. And I had the feeling that most of what he had to say consisted of quotations, things he had read or heard, borrowed phrases, well, especially what he said about the devil, that the devil had liberated the colours from objects. Yet, it was as though he wanted to tell me something else, something more, something important; perhaps that was why he was also so impatient. He had said before that he wanted to tell me everything, although I didn’t know what that meant. 

The tape recorder was on the table between us. I checked it was working. It was. Peter Wihl’s voice was everywhere. He went on speaking. I cannot say I understood every word, but of course I would have time to listen with greater care when I got home. After a while I interrupted, perhaps emboldened by the champagne, and went straight to the point. 

‘Did you ever fear you wouldn’t finish?’ I asked.

I heard something fall to the floor – a fork perhaps; he was eating cake. 

‘Finish?’

I’m sure he understood what I meant. Nevertheless, I had to say: 

‘Finish in time for the exhibition while you still have your sight?’ 

His face was close to mine, his voice forced, intransigent.

‘You don’t finish a picture; you forsake it.’ 

He went quiet, turned away from me; I could hear it in his breathing and I was afraid I had ruined everything. I wanted to say something. I searched for the right words. I wanted to say something to the effect that forsaking a picture, not finishing it, was both a beautiful and terrible thought, but before I got that far he must have seen them through the window, because he stood up and said, in what was now a relieved, almost happy voice: 

‘Please excuse me for a moment. My wife and daughter are here.’ 

Then Peter Wihl went out into the street to meet them.
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Six months earlier he had lost his eyesight.

One October afternoon Peter Wihl was working in his studio on paintings for the anniversary exhibition; twelve large canvasses. He was wearing his uniform, ready to do battle: bare feet in shabby sandals, a long, stained smock, a scarf around his neck. He had finished the groundwork, the base. Now all that remained was the art. And he was in that effortless flow, which can happen now and again. It was almost like controlled inebriation. His hand was steady and obedient, his mind clear. He knew where he wanted to go. It was just a question of finding the way. He moved with ease from motif to motif. They began to take form: anatomical sections, muscles, a shoulder blade, a sinew, a finger joint. He could scarcely remember the last time he had experienced such control: he was now the master of his tools again, the master of his craft, at the very moment when the craft was to be elevated to art, when the workmanship, the toil, was to be made to shine, and it felt like happiness. It was happiness. But, all of a sudden, he experienced a terrible pain in his eyes, as if something had shattered inside them and burst, as if his eyes had been filled with noise. Colours merged, lines dissolved, all perspective was lost, everything went black and he sank to the floor. It did not last long. It was already over. All he heard was the echo of pain, the throbbing beat of his heart. Peter Wihl was on his knees and remained there for a long time, resting his forehead on his hands. He came round. Everything fell into place with the same swiftness it had fallen apart. By degrees, he rose to his feet and, turning to the tall windows, he could see Helene and Kaia at the bottom of the garden, framed by the bars and crosses of the windows in the fading October light, and this sight filled him with a joy, or relief, which was so deep, so vast, that he was on the verge of tears, because seconds before he had been plunged into darkness. Helene was sitting on the white bench beneath the apple tree thumbing through a manuscript. He had never seen her with greater clarity – short black hair, purple fingerless gloves, an ochre-coloured coat – while Kaia was scraping together fallen leaves with a rake that was much too big for her. And it occurred to Peter Wihl that he had never painted these two people, neither his wife nor his daughter. 

Perhaps that was the reason: they were too close to him and he did not dare. 

He put on his windcheater and went out to join them.

Kaia continued raking; the leaves lay around her in a yellow circle. 

The branch above Helene’s head was black; at its tip hung a frozen, red apple. 

‘What are you reading?’

‘What am I reading? The 
Wild

Duck, of course.’ 

‘Yes, of course. Is it going well?’

Helene put down the manuscript and looked up at him.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing.’

She sat observing him for a while.

‘What’s the matter?’ she repeated.

‘Just a bit tired.’

A gust of wind swept all the leaves away and Kaia stood in the midst of a yellow storm. Peter went over to her and together they tried to catch the leaves; some were dried up and crumbled to dust between their fingers and disappeared while others were wet and just slipped through, landing somewhere else in the garden. It was impossible to get them all and in the end he went down on his haunches in front of his daughter. 

Her eyes were green.

She had her mother’s eyes.

‘Let’s leave the leaves till next spring,’ he said.

‘Should we?’

‘Yes. Then they can have a rest under the snow.’

Kaia laughed and pointed at him.

‘You’ve got paint on your face again.’

‘Have I really? What colour?’

She dropped the rake and pressed her forefinger against his forehead. 

‘Blue.’

‘Just blue?’

‘Black, too.’

‘No others?’

‘Yes. A bit of brown.’ 

‘Brown?’

‘Yes. There. And white. On your nose.’

‘What do I look like?’

Kaia thought about that as they looked into each other’s eyes, and Peter Wihl was once again overwhelmed by those green eyes, his child’s eyes, open, undaunted, so unsullied, as though they always saw everything for the first time. 

But then a shadow flitted across her face.

‘I don’t know,’ she murmured.

‘You don’t know?’

Kaia lowered her eyes and shook her head.

And she said these strange words, her voice almost sounding frightened, and it scared Peter, too: 

‘You don’t look like you.’

He tried to laugh, to laugh it off.

‘Don’t I look like me?’

Kaia shook her head again.

Helena rose from the bench – the wind blew open the pages of her manuscript – and went over to them. Peter slowly rose from his haunches. She put her hand on his shoulder. 

It was already dark.

‘Go and have a rest before they come,’ she said.

‘Come? Who’s coming?’

Kaia shouted first:

‘Uncle Ben!’

Peter sighed.

‘Uncle Ben.’

Helene leaned against him.

‘Had you forgotten?’

‘Now I remember. Uncle Ben’s coming.’

‘With company.’

‘My God. With company again?’

Kaia laughed, as though relieved to be able to talk about something she was looking forward to. 

‘Uncle Ben with company!’

‘And food,’ Helene added.

Peter did as she said; he went to the studio and rested on the mezzanine floor. Soon, to the smell of turpentine, he fell asleep, not into a profound sleep, but just beneath the surface, on the margins, enough to dream even so: he is standing alone in the schoolyard by the fountain; he is perhaps eleven years old; he is cold. Then another boy comes over to him. Peter, if that is what he is called in the dream too, is frightened and steps backwards, but the boy, who is bigger, or heavier, than him, keeps coming until he is very close, almost right up to him. The boy asks: ‘If you could choose, would you prefer to be blind or deaf?’ At that moment Peter wakes up, the answer to the question in the dream on the tip of his tongue: This is not a choice. This is a threat. 

And he remembered Kaia’s strange, startling words: You don’t look like you. 

He got up, showered, then leaned closer to the matt mirror, which began to clear, and his face loomed up as though coming out of fog and all he could see was that he was the person he was, Peter Wihl, on the cusp of fifty, one day older than yesterday and one night younger than tomorrow. 

In his eyes, though, he could still see the vestiges of that sudden horror, the panic that overcame him when he went momentarily blind. 

That was the difference.

Peter Wihl thought: Will I ever be free of it?

He returned to the studio and sat there in the dark among the pictures. 

Then he put kindling in the stove, crumpled up some dirty old newspapers, lit them, opened the damper, and the heat soon began to radiate from the black iron, causing the glass doors to mist up. 

Ben arrived at half past seven. He had a bottle of red wine with him and one glass. He sat down on the other chair – there were two in the studio, one which was good to sit on and one which was not. Peter was sitting on the good one. Ben poured and drank. He was the only person allowed in the studio while Peter was working; not even Helena or Kaia was allowed in; that was an agreement they had, Peter’s sole law, apart from alcohol, and it was absolute. 

Peter drank water.

Ben drank wine and started the conversation in the way he always did: 

‘You should get a lamp in here.’

‘You know I paint in natural light.’ 

‘Soon be working short days, Peter.’

‘Is that a problem for you?’

‘I hope the pictures won’t be as dark as the surroundings.’

Peter stood up and turned one of the canvasses to face the wall. 

‘Where’s the friend?’ he asked.

‘The friend’s entertaining Helena and Kaia.’

‘And who is the current friend?’

Ben chuckled.

‘Do I detect a certain scepticism, or should I say, condescension in your simple question?’ 

‘Not at all.’

‘Or a monogamous, masculine criticism of my lifestyle?’

It was Peter’s turn to laugh.

‘Touchy tonight, Ben?’

‘His name’s Patrick and he’s twenty-nine years old.’

‘Where did you find him?’

‘At the swimming pool in the Grand on Sunday morning. Or to be more precise, in the sauna. Happy?’ 

Benjamin Rav had turned sixty-five last year. He was lean, fit, swam his thousand metres every morning in the Grand Hotel pool, could be ascetic for odd periods, always wore a double-breasted suit, had thick, grey hair. When he was eighteen he had a jewel put in his left earlobe, as gypsies, sailors and gay men tended to do. Eight years later he travelled to the Spanish fishing town of Cadaquez and bought a suitcase of lithographs by Salvador Dali – unsigned, it was true – for next to nothing and sold them on to the idle, nouveau-riche jet set along the Mediterranean coast, earning himself a fortune in the process. That was how he got started. Ben, as his closest friends called him – and there were not many of them – had been Peter Wihl’s gallery owner for twenty-five years, ever since Amputations, his  debut exhibition. 

‘Helene is concerned about you,’ Ben said.

Peter sat down again.

‘Is she?’

‘And when Helene’s concerned, I become concerned.’

‘I’m just a bit tired.’

‘Tired? There are six months to the opening. The following day you have my permission to be tired. The following day you can die as far as I am concerned.’ 

Peter filled his glass and drank.

‘I’ll get over it,’ he said.

‘Do you realise what’s at stake?’

‘I know very well what’s at stake.’

‘You won’t get anything for nothing any more. Quite the contrary. They’re after you. They’ll chuck you on the scrapheap if they can.’ 

‘Thanks, Ben. That’s calmed my nerves a lot.’

‘I mean it, Peter. That’s why you have to show them pictures they’ve never seen the bloody like of before.’ 

‘That’s what I’m intending to do. Here they are.’

‘To be frank, you just can’t afford to repeat yourself any more.’ 

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean exactly what I say, Peter. Do you know what evil tongues are saying about you now?’ 

‘Tell me, Ben.’

‘They’re saying that if Peter Wihl paints any more body parts, he’ll soon have to start on entrails.’ 

Peter looked away and laughed.

‘And who are these evil tongues?’

‘Whoever.’

‘Whoever? Who the hell is whoever?’

‘Forget it, Peter. What I’m trying to tell you is that you can’t allow yourself to be tired now. Do you hear what I’m saying? Are you listening to me?’ 

‘I’ll get over it,’ Peter repeated.

But Ben would not let go.

‘Helene said you looked shaken when you came out of the studio this afternoon.’ 

‘Shaken? Is that what she said?’

‘Yes. Shaken. That was the word she used. Had anything happened?’ 

Peter got to his feet and stood by the tall windows, with his back to Ben. Darkness was drawing in; all he could see was a few lights some distance away, from the houses in the suburb where he had grown up. Rain was falling, but he did not see it. 

‘Have you heard what’s happened to Beckers’ titanium white?’ he asked. 

‘No, tell me.’

‘The chemist died and the formula was sold to China. Damned if they didn’t mix it with soya oil! Now it’s unusable. It’s lost all its brilliance.’ 

‘Is that why these pictures are so dark?’

Peter swivelled round and could hardly distinguish Ben in the shadow between the pictures. 

‘You own the walls. I paint the pictures. Shall we leave it at that?’ 

Ben walked towards him, from a different angle than expected, and raised his glass. 

‘I’ll get you some white from London,’ he said.

They drank and Peter knew of course that Ben had not been taken in by this explanation: that Peter was shaken because the chemist, the inventor of his favourite colour, the white base, was dead. Should he not tell him the truth – that he had gone blind for a few moments, even though now he could see again, and this one incident had shaken him in a way he did not have the words, nor even the imagination, to express, that death had sent out feelers six months before the opening, six months before he turned fifty. Should he tell him that? 

Helene called them.

They walked through the garden, through the leaves, to the kitchen in the main building. 

Kaia helped to set the table. It was covered in small bowls and dishes, containing all that new-fangled food, finger food, which Peter loathed. He did not want to use his fingers; there were implements for that kind of thing. 

‘Have you made everything yourself, Uncle Ben?’ Kaia asked.

Uncle Ben laughed and lifted her in the air.

‘I don’t make anything, my princess. Everything I have, I buy.’ 

Ben’s friend was already sitting at the table and the moment he saw Peter, he got up, held out both arms and grasped his hand. 

‘It’s an honour to be allowed to come here and meet you, sir.’ 

‘Now, now,’ Ben interrupted. ‘We use normal forms of address here please, even though we are in the presence of a genius.’ 

The man, or boy, would not let go of his hand.

‘My name’s Patrick.’

With his round child’s cheeks, he seemed younger than his twenty-nine years, but perhaps it was mostly because of his clothes: wide trousers, large shoes, T-shirt with Russian letters on the front. Country cousin in town was Peter’s immediate thought. Anyway, he did not look like a swimmer, that was clear, but Peter also knew that when Ben picked this boy out, thereby vouching for him, investing in him, so to speak, Peter Wihl became the one on the outside. He would soon be fifty and was not conversant with the codes; the signals were meaningless to him; he no longer knew the difference between the victor’s roar and a cry for help; he was, in other words, out of step, a foreign player on home ground and he was fine with that. 

Was that what Ben meant by the scrapheap?

‘Peter Wihl,’ Peter said.

Patrick smiled.

‘I’m a great admirer.’

‘That’s a relief.’

At length Peter got the whole of his hand back from Patrick and they were able to take their places. Helene poured wine or water into the glasses, Kaia drank cider and they ate with their fingers for a while in silence. It was food that required heaps of serviettes and large rolls of paper towels. Indeed, by rights, baths and showers should have followed, and Peter wondered whether to go and get himself a knife and fork as a little joke at the expense of Ben’s affected modernism – these exotic dishes that are no more than homely fare where they come from – or perhaps he should just start drinking instead. Of course he did neither. He turned to the boy. 

‘What do you do, Patrick?’

‘Communication,’ Ben answered.

Peter filled his glass with water.

‘Can’t Patrick answer for himself?’

‘Communication,’ Patrick said.

‘Well, don’t we all do that?’

Peter noticed that Helene and Ben were constantly exchanging fleeting glances; in other words, they were concerned about him, they had been talking about him and had him under observation. 

‘What does communication mean?’

It was Kaia asking.

Helene leaned towards her.

‘It means understanding each other.’

Kaia gave solemn nods while continuing to look at Peter.

‘I asked Daddy,’ she whispered.

‘It means that soon, when I say you have to go to bed, you have to do it,’ he said. 

‘No!’ Kaia shouted.

‘Yes, you do,’ Peter insisted. ‘In simple terms, communication means that I’m right!’ 

Everyone laughed. A little too much, thought Peter; Helene in particular. After all, he had not been that funny. The dishes were passed round again, past him, always past him, in much the same way as the conversation passed him by, and Peter could not be bothered to follow. He had been uncoupled: he seemed to be in a carriage that was slowing and in time would grind to a halt, in a siding, on the scrapheap, and he had an intense sensation of being on the outside, and that which could be depended on to give him a certain pleasure, his voluntary exile, as it were, where he could do his own thing in peace, wherever he was, which some took to be a charming distraction, gave him no satisfaction, nor any peace, since on this evening he was not master of his own absence; this time it went deeper, down into the terrible darkness that had swept his legs away earlier that day and set him back on his feet with the same rapidity. 

‘Amputation.’

Peter looked up with a start to see everyone staring at him.

‘What?’

Helene placed her hand over his without saying anything.

Patrick bent closer.

‘Amputation,’ he repeated.

Peter still could not follow.

‘Amputation?’

Now they looked at each other, although Kaia continued to look at him; she seemed sad and impatient at seeing her father this way, so out of it, so out of place. 

Ben recharged his wine glass.

‘Patrick is referring to your debut, my dear friend. Your first exhibition in my gallery. The exhibition which made you what you are. Do you remember it, Peter? It’s a mere twenty-five years ago.’ 

‘Is it the wine or this revolting finger food which is making you sentimental?’ 

Ben laughed.

‘And, if you pay careful attention, you’ll hear he’s very enthusiastic.’ 

Ben was already loud, as he tended to become at a certain point, by nine o’clock as a rule, not because he was drunk, he was never that, he just wanted to be sure everyone could hear him. It was a bad habit from his youth when most people in his circle whispered, remained silent or lied. 

Peter looked at the clock. It was three minutes past nine and he could not remember the time passing; so quick, so long. Had he had a blackout again? 

He was terrified, and he laughed.

‘How old were you then, Patrick? Three? Or perhaps you hadn’t even been born?’ 

Helene pulled a sheet off the kitchen roll and put it on Kaia’s lap. 

‘Two of the paintings are still in my bedroom,’ Ben said.

Patrick looked straight into Peter’s eyes.

‘Exquisite.’

‘Exquisite?’

‘Yes. Parts of the body bereft of their functions. Brutal and beautiful. Why don’t you paint like that any more?’ 

There was a moment’s silence; the criticism was so apparent, so thinly disguised in the language of polite conversation, in the backhanded compliment, that even Ben looked down, abashed, embarrassed, and he took his time wiping his fingers on what remained of a blue serviette. 

Peter looked straight at Patrick.

‘Because I’ve already done it.’

Ben raised his glass and said, in acknowledgement of Peter and as a reprimand to his young, modern friend: 

‘The answer was a great deal better than the question.’

They toasted, after which there was another silence. By good chance, Kaia broke it; the silence. 

‘What does amputation mean?’ she asked. 

Peter set down his glass.

‘If, for example, one of your toes hurts and it becomes infected, and there is a risk the infection will spread to the rest of your leg, then they cut off the toe. That’s an amputation.’ 

Helene laughed.

‘Don’t listen to him,’ she said.

Kaia was pensive.

‘But what if my head hurts?’ she asked, at length.

Helene got up.

‘Now it’s time for bed!’ she said.

Kaia did not protest; she was much too tired for that, and dutifully followed her mother. The three men remained seated. Ben opened another bottle of wine. 

‘Not long ago I came across a funny thing in an interview with one of these Rembrandt women. She said we always dream in metaphors. Do you?’ 

Patrick contented himself with a shrug of the shoulders. He was still offended. 

‘I can never remember any of my dreams,’ Peter said.

That was, of course, not true. He could, for example, remember all too well the boy who had asked him the impossible question in the school playground. The entire person, the plump boy, was recognisable, as indeed he, Peter, was, in the peau de pêche jacket, the water-combed hair. In other words, the dream was a metaphor, yet still unrealistic; it was distorted, he could find no other term for it, and in an almost clairvoyant moment it struck him that light comes from the inside in dreams, there are no other sources of light in them, in the same way that Beckers’ white can be at the base of a painting, beneath all the layers, and yet make the black surface shine. 

Ben laughed.

‘Has this female anachronism got a point? Are we just old-fashioned in our sleep? Closet realists, as it were?’ 

Patrick said, ‘I would prefer to call our dreams installations.’

Ben sent Peter a quick glance, almost ashamed for a moment on his young lover’s behalf, and they went on drinking for a while instead of talking; that was best, they could hear the rain on the roof, the wind in the trees by the fence, Helene singing to Kaia. 

But Peter could not restrain himself. 

‘So you dream installations, do you, Patrick? Beneath my amputations in Ben’s bed?’ 

‘No, there’s seldom time for that.’

Ben interrupted them.

‘I have some good news, Peter.’

‘OK. Let me hear it. Are you going to adopt?’

Ben sighed and turned for a second to Patrick.

‘Peter Wihl has his own brand of humour. It takes a while to get used to it.’ 

Patrick shook his head.

‘I think Peter’s funny.’

Peter leaned over towards him.

‘Do you think I’m funny?’

‘I like provocative humour.’

Peter laughed.

‘Provocative? I was just trying to be pleasant.’

Patrick laughed too.

‘As pleasant as an amputation,’ he said.

Peter caught a flash of the boy’s fury and fell silent.

Ben placed his hand on Peter’s.

‘When you’ve finished this exhibition, there is a portrait waiting for you.’ 

Peter withdrew his arm.

‘Whose?’

Ben played hard to get.

‘I can’t say until everything has been agreed. But I can tell you this much: we can’t go any higher.’ 

Peter cut him short.

‘There are a couple of other paintings I’d like to do first, Ben.’

‘Who?’

Peter leaned across the table.

And at that moment Helene returned and took a seat. She looked at the men, sending a smile to each in turn as Ben filled her glass. 

‘What secrets are you discussing?’ she asked.

‘Patrick’s dreams are installations,’ Peter said.

Patrick, who looked more and more like an over-sized child with a soft, smooth face – perhaps brought on by all the wine – squirmed on his chair. It served him right, thought Peter, and Ben had to come to the boy’s aid. He took his hand, turned to Helene and changed the subject. 

‘Tell us how things are going with The 
Wild

Duck,’ 
 he said. 

‘Too early to say. But I think it will be different.’

Ben sighed.

‘It’s basically an intolerable piece of writing. Ibsen, the niggard, allows everything that can go wrong to go as wrong as possible. And it’s unbearable!’ 

Helene cocked her head.

‘What do you think Ibsen should have done?’

Ben’s voice grew even louder:

‘He is no more than a dramatic poseur. They could have just sorted out all the unpleasantness in the Ekdal family and saved the child’s life! Self-centred, middle-aged men must be the most loathsome beings in existence.’ 

‘And then what’s left of the drama?’

Ben looked around.

‘Isn’t happiness dramatic enough? Do we have to have sexual diseases, bankruptcy and violent death in order to create drama? Can’t we be content with happiness?’ 

‘Are you after an idyll, Ben?’

‘I would at least prefer an open stage. So that the audience can witness Hedvig’s suicide with their own eyes. And then I would like some coffee.’ 

They were interrupted again, this time by Kaia shouting for Peter. He went to her bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed, in the semi-darkness, glad to be with his daughter and glad to slip away for a while. 

‘Can’t you sleep?’

Kaia shook her head.

‘Are we talking too loud?’

‘Especially Uncle Ben.’

Peter tucked the duvet tighter around her, and could hear the conversation in the kitchen, not the words, just the voices. He would not have been able to sleep with such a noise in the house either; rain was better, on the roof and against the windows. That was the right accompaniment to sleep. 

‘Yes, especially Uncle Ben,’ he repeated.

Kaia took his hand and he was surprised that her small fingers were so strong. 

‘Who do I look like?’ she asked. 

And Peter was reminded of his own question in the garden as he came out of the studio, shaken, and Kaia’s unease, because she had not come up with an answer. Now it was her turn to ask – for children do not forget; children need to have matters cleared up – and he bent down and passed his finger over her face, in the shadow, on the white pillow. 

‘Like you, of course. Who else?’

Kaia smiled.

‘You do, too.’

She had cleared up the matter and let go of his hand. Now she could sleep. 

Peter gave her a light kiss on the forehead.

‘What are you going to dream about tonight?’

‘I don’t know yet.’

He smiled and straightened up.

‘Good answer,’ he whispered.

But as Peter was about to close the door, her voice was there again. 

‘Can you leave it open a little?’

Peter turned. Kaia was sitting up in bed, a narrow strip of light falling on her from the corridor. 

‘But then you’ll hear Uncle Ben.’

‘I won’t be able to sleep anyway, if the door’s closed.’

Peter left the door ajar and as he walked back to the kitchen, to the others, he thought with anxiety, almost alarm, about his daughter being just six years old and already knowing the torments of choice, and not being able to choose between two good things like ice cream or chocolate, but having to choose between two evils, between the dark and the noise, between two ways of not being able to fall asleep. He stood by the table: they were drinking coffee, the rain was no longer falling – it sounded as if a veil of sound had been drawn aside. Helene had produced a bottle of Calvados, Patrick seemed bored and Ben was still in a lather about Ibsen. 

‘Ibsen’s life-lies are a hyped-up Norwegian sport! It’s not bloody true that life-lies and being happy go together! Just look at me!’ 

Peter knew, of course, that there was a way to solve Kaia’s problem, to free her from the torment of choice so that she could sleep in peace. 

He pointed at Ben and only then did they become aware of his presence. 

‘Our daughter asks if you would mind lowering your voice. Or else shut up.’ 

Ben held his hand over his mouth.

Patrick laughed; a high-pitched child’s laugh.

‘Perhaps it’s time you two did the washing-up,’ he said.

Peter turned.

‘Sorry? What was that you said?’

Patrick looked at Ben, who blushed behind his hand. The skinny, almost elderly, poseur was blushing. 

‘Don’t you have a tradition of doing the washing-up together?’ 
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There had been frost during the night.

Peter and Helene were walking arm in arm, slowly, in the low, cold sun. The frozen puddles of rainwater shone like glass panes between the avenue of trees, and Kaia jumped from one pane to the next in cold’s very own paradise. They could hear her screams of delight every time one cracked, and it seemed to Peter that some things never change, like the glee with which a child runs through fallen leaves and stamps on frozen puddles. 

The park was deserted and bathed in an almost white light. Soon all the rime frost on the grass would thaw and mingle with the sun, forming pale, green shadows. 

Church bells rang from somewhere in the town.

It was Sunday.

Peter was carrying a bunch of flowers in his free hand: dried roses. 

‘What were you and Ben talking about in the studio yesterday?’ Helene asked. 

‘The usual.’

‘Oh, just the usual?’

‘You know Ben.’

She cut him short.

‘No one knows Ben.’

Peter sighed.

‘He’s already uneasy. About the exhibition. In other words, the usual.’ 

‘Are you?’

‘You know very well what I’m uneasy about.’

Helene leaned across to him.

‘And I’m not interested in listening to that. You’re not the first man to turn fifty.’ 

‘It’s the first time I’ve turned fifty, though.’

Helene laughed and waved to Kaia, who did not see her, so busy was she, dancing from puddle to puddle, further and further away from them, and it struck Peter that their daughter was the only colour in this frost-scarred park: the yellow scarf, the red hat, the green raincoat, gloves and ankle boots. Perhaps that was how he had to paint her, as a contrast, warmth as opposed to cold, colour as opposed to absence of colour, but he rejected this as soon as the idea was thought, or even sooner, while he was thinking it. Kaia did not need any contrast, she was sufficient in herself; she could fill her own picture. 

Then Peter noticed something else.

A black dog was running down across the hill from the churchyard. 

Helene squeezed his hand.

‘What do you think of Patrick?’ she asked.

‘I don’t like people who greet you with both hands.’

‘You don’t like any of Ben’s friends.’

‘Friends?’

‘Boys. Boyfriends. Lovers. Call them what you will. Couldn’t you try to like them for once? For Ben’s sake.’ 

‘I’ve tried. But couldn’t do it.’

The dog stopped by a tree, its red tongue hanging out of its mouth and its coat steaming as if it were standing in a cloud of frost and heat. 

‘I hope Ben’s careful,’ Helene exclaimed.

‘Careful? How do you mean?’

‘You know very well what I mean.’

Peter turned towards her.

‘By the way, what were you and Ben talking about?’

‘The usual.’

‘Oh, just the usual?’

‘You know Ben.’

‘Oh, no one knows Ben.’

Peter smiled and had to close his eyes in the blinding sunshine. 

An uneasiness he was unable to put a name to took hold of him. 

He no longer heard the dry sound of ice cracking.

‘We were talking about you,’ Helene said.

‘Yes, he mentioned that.’

‘You seemed so absorbed when you left your studio yesterday.’ 

‘Ben said shaken.’ 

‘Shaken and absorbed. I was frightened, Peter.’

Should he tell her now – as they were walking, his eyes closed to the sun, arm in arm with Helene, the mother of his child, his confidante – that the most important tool available to him, his sight, had failed him, and as he did so, unburden himself but thereby burden someone else and thus double his uneasiness, multiply it by two, or just pass it on to someone else, on to Helene? No, he would keep his uneasiness to himself. He did not want to trouble her. It’ll pass, he thought. He said: 

‘Nothing to be frightened about.’

At that moment Peter heard a scream, close by, yet far away, as though his senses were playing a trick on him. Helene let go of his arm and when he finally opened his eyes, he saw Kaia standing stock-still in the middle of the footpath, her face hidden in her hands, the black dog circling her, slinking closer and closer. Now all he heard was the low, monotonous snarl, like a motor, and he could see the bared jaws, the pink, wet flesh and yellow teeth. 

Peter stopped, horror-stricken, rooted to the spot. He tried but was unable to move, he seemed to be too heavy, as though everything was pulling him downwards, down, and for this moment he was no longer a daughter’s father, he was no longer a woman’s husband, he was a mere witness to what happened one quiet morning in the park at the end of October: Helene runs at full tilt towards the dog, which rears up on its hind legs and plants its heavy paws on Kaia’s shoulders. It is bigger than her and sinks its teeth into the cap, the red cap. Helene stops then, without a moment’s hesitation, takes slow, measured steps, whispering something as she closes the gap, like a song: it is Kaia’s name she is whispering the whole time. Kaia, she whispers, Kaia. The dog pulls at the cap and rips it open, and Kaia lowers her hands to see what is threatening her and who can save her; her face is pale, almost lost from view between the dog’s slobbering jowls. Helene then grabs the scruff of the dog’s neck, hurls the animal across the gravel with all her strength and hugs Kaia, who now begins to cry, loud and piercing sobs, as if a dam inside her has broken. And the dog, howling, bounds towards a man who comes into view on the slope over by the churchyard. 

At last Peter was able to tear himself free, fury drove him free, and he ran too, towards this man; a youngish man with a ponytail, wearing a long, black leather coat and holding a collar, a kind of chain, which he put on the dog lying obediently at his feet. 

Peter came to a halt in front of him, breathless, furious.

‘Don’t you know dogs have to be kept on leads, for Christ’s sake!’ 

The man looked up as though this had nothing to do with him. 

‘The dog’s on the lead now. See!’

‘That dog went for my daughter!’

The leather-clad man shook his head, his lips formed a smile, a mocking smile, and there was some truth in the notion that dogs resemble their masters, or vice versa, masters in the end resemble their dogs; they were a match. 

‘He isn’t dangerous.’

‘Isn’t dangerous? What the hell do you call it then?’

‘He was just being playful.’

‘Playful! That brute attacked my daughter!’

‘Calm down, pal. He’s never bitten anyone.’

Peter stepped closer and pointed at the dog.

‘That bloody dog should be put down! Do you hear me! Put down!’ 

‘And you can stick those bloody flowers up your ass.’

Peter found it difficult to speak; indignation and terror had dried his mouth. He shouted: 

‘When I’ve put these bloody flowers on my parents’ grave, I’m going to report you to the police!’ 

The man tugged at the dog’s collar and the dog got up.

‘You should take better care of your daughter, you twat,’ he said. 

Then he left, the dog on the lead, the tail wagging, the ponytail bobbing, back up the hill towards the churchyard. 

Peter shouted, he screamed it out:

‘It’s you who should be fucking put down! You!’

The dog owner turned and gave him the finger.

Peter was about to run after him, without knowing what he would do when he caught up with him: he knew he was capable of doing anything, he was beside himself with fury, but then Helene was at his side, exuding an astonishing calm, and she restrained him. 

‘That’s enough. Kaia will only get more frightened.’

Helene had to hold him, too. 

‘Is she hurt?’

‘The cap’s ruined.’

‘I could have killed him.’

‘They’ve gone now.’

Peter controlled himself, breathed out and turned to Kaia, who was standing quietly in the cold, wet grass, bare-headed, her dark hair almost covering half of her face, and she stared at him. There was something strange about her gaze, something he had not seen before, and it scared him. 

She said:

‘Don’t be afraid, Daddy.’

Peter lifted her up, he was the one who should have uttered the words Don’t 
be 
afraid, not her, and he could still smell the fusty stench of dog on her clothes. 

‘We’re going home now,’ he whispered. ‘We’re going home now to make cocoa, egg-flip, whipped cream, pancakes and sponge cake and we’re going to eat the lot.’ 

Kaia, earnest, silent, just nodded.

‘First we’ll go to see the doctor,’ Helene said.

Peter sent her a quick glance. Helene turned to Kaia.

‘Just to be sure, OK?’

They took a taxi that was waiting at the gate by the main street and went to the duty doctor in the town centre where eight patients were already in front of them in the queue. Kaia was still silent, as if collecting herself, or else in the process of registering this experience, but did not know quite where to place it. She clung to Helene’s hand. Peter felt superfluous and went to the vending machine in the corridor, inserted twenty kroner and pressed a button. The machine began to vibrate; it took a while until a bottle fell down, not Solo, the one he had chosen, but a cherry-flavoured Coke, a variety he had never heard of. It would have to do. He took it back to the waiting room. Helene and Kaia were not there. He unscrewed the top, drank and it tasted awful; like spreading glue over your mouth. He ran the back of his hand across his mouth and looked around. The room would soon be full of silent patients, the wounded from the weekend’s skirmishes. He sat in the corridor where Helene had left him. 

Then Peter spotted one of the doctors by the counter, a plump man whom he recognised with some difficulty: it was almost an effort of will, a face from another time, his childhood, now bloated and blotched. Finally Peter placed it, the face, in the gallery of class photographs: it was Thomas from primary school, the brutal dux, Thomas Hammer, whom he had not seen since then. Peter turned away, but it was too late. Thomas had caught sight of him, put a few pieces of paper into a folder and gone over to the bench where he was sitting. 

Peter stood up, was on the point of proffering his hand, then withdrew it. 

‘Thomas,’ he said.

‘Hope it’s nothing serious,’ Thomas said.

He laughed.

‘My daughter was attacked by a dog,’ Peter said.

‘Ugh! They should be put down. I mean the owners.’

‘I said the very same.’

Thomas nodded.

‘Given the choice, you would have been happier if the dog had turned on you, wouldn’t you?’ 

They eyed each other. Forty years lay between them. Nevertheless, it felt as if it had been just one long school break that had made them older, middle-aged. It was uncomfortable, like standing in front of a mirror and still seeing a stranger. 

Thomas’s pager bleeped. Peter hoped he would go. But Thomas stayed put. 

‘Do you see any of the boys?’ Peter asked.

‘Yes, I do. You’re never at any of the annual parties, though.’

‘Never get the opportunity.’

Thomas smiled.

‘No, I suppose you’ve become too famous for us mere mortals now.’ 

‘I’ve never had the opportunity,’ Peter repeated.’

‘Perhaps you could come this year? I’m the chairman of the party committee. It’ll be fun.’ 

‘You’ll have to say hello from me.’

Thomas checked the pager and put it back in the breast pocket of his white coat. Most of his face was covered with burst blood vessels, like small, red freckles – the way a face that has partaken of too much drink, too much sun and too little sleep will look; pleasure multiplied by time. 

‘Did the dog bite her?’ Thomas asked. 

‘No. But my wife didn’t want to take any chances. She’s a bit anxious by nature.’ 

Why did he say that? He could have bitten his tongue.

‘That’s good,’ Thomas said. ‘Being anxious by nature.’

Peter had to pull himself together. This Thomas, who belonged to the past and to whom he had nothing to say, would have to leave soon anyway. Patients were waiting for him. What was he waiting for? And wouldn’t Helene and Kaia also be returning soon? It couldn’t be anything serious, even if the dog had bitten her and she had needed a tetanus injection, could it? 

Just to say something – he could not bear the silence – Peter asked: 

‘And you work here, do you? At emergency services?’

Thomas shook his head.

‘I have my own practice. But I do the odd couple of shifts here at weekends. When they need people. Pure charity. Makes me feel a better person.’ 

‘Perhaps you need that?’

‘Who doesn’t? Once in a while, I mean.’

They chuckled at that.

His pager bleeped again. Thomas let it bleep. Someone could be dying while this pointless conversation was going on. 

‘I’ve been considering buying another of your pictures for quite some time,’ he said. 

‘Have you developed an interest in art?’

‘No. My accountant thinks it would be a good investment.’

‘Is that a compliment, Thomas?’

‘Indeed.’

‘Thank you. You said another. Have you got any others?’ 

‘I bought a painting at your debut exhibition, Amputations. A  hand. Nasty stuff, but wonderful colours.’ 

‘I didn’t know you bought something at the exhibition.’

‘Yes, indeed. Perhaps I might have a peep at your studio one day?’ 

‘I don’t think so.’

Thomas smiled.

‘Then I’d better wait until the next exhibition.’

And Peter said, out of the blue – it just came out:

‘I dreamt about you yesterday.’

Thomas bent closer, taken aback for a moment: 

‘I beg your pardon?’

Shamefaced, Peter looked away.

‘Forget it.’

‘Did you dream about me?’

‘Just a stupid dream. Forget it.’

‘And then we meet here. There must be some meaning to life after all. What did you dream about me?’ 

‘Forget it! I’m sorry.’

Thomas put his hand on Peter’s shoulder.

‘Is everything all right, Peter?’

‘No, it damn well isn’t. My daughter’s been attacked by a dog!’ 

Thomas stood like that for a couple of seconds, with his hand on Peter’s shoulder. 

‘You work too much in bad light, Peter.’

‘What?’

Thomas withdrew his hand, looked at the clock.

‘Suppose I’d better save some lives now. Hope all’s well with your daughter.’ 

‘Thank you.’

Thomas produced a business card, which he gave to Peter, turned and walked towards one of the operating rooms where an obviously impatient nurse was waiting, and the door closed behind him. 

Peter looked at the card: Dr 
Thomas 
Hammer. 
Ophthalmic
Surgeon.


He wanted to throw it away, in the litter bin by the door. What was he supposed to do with the card of a man he had not seen for forty years and would prefer not to see ever again? But now Helene and Kaia were there. He hadn’t noticed them – there seemed to be a blind spot wherever he looked – and he put the card in his pocket. 

‘Everything OK?’ Peter asked.

Helene nodded.

‘Can you get hold of a taxi while I pay?’

‘Of course. Sure everything’s OK?’

Helen, with vehemence, whispered:

‘Yes, Peter. Outside.’

She went to the counter and handed over the papers.

Peter took Kaia’s hand and gave her fingers a gentle squeeze. 

‘Come on, my little hero. Now we’re going home to celebrate!’ 

Kaia just nodded, without meeting his gaze.

‘Mummy’s the hero,’ she said. ‘Not me.’

And Peter repeated these words, to himself, as they left the waiting room: 

‘Not me. Not me.’

Kaia kept tugging at his arm.

‘What did you say, Daddy?’

‘That you and Mummy are my heroes,’ he said.

There was a taxi free at the entrance. Helene and Kaia sat in the back; Peter had to sit in the front again. The streets were still quiet in this part of the town where the river splits it into two, east and west, and provides place for the homeless, drug addicts and alcoholics along its banks. It had clouded over and when they were in the middle of the old bridge it began to rain; heavy October rain, the way rain is before it turns into snow and which windscreen wipers struggle to clear away. 

Helene bent forward between the seats.

‘Who was the doctor you were talking to?’

‘Old classmate,’ Peter said.

‘He looked like a nice guy.’

Peter made an attempt at a laugh.

‘He sold the answers to maths exercises for a week’s pocket money.’ 

When they arrived at home, however, there was no party.

Kaia was not hungry and wanted to go to her room. Helene was not in a chatty mood, either, and Peter eventually withdrew to his studio to make the most of the last daylight, but the light had nothing to offer him. His hand would not obey, nothing in him obeyed, he was agitated, ill at ease, he was distracted by himself, the fury had burned itself out and laid the foundations for shame in its place. And Peter could think of nothing but the events in the park, of how he had stood still when his daughter had been in danger, whereas Helene had chased the dog away, fearless, without a second thought, except for that one all-embracing notion that excludes all other considerations: to protect Kaia, to save her at all costs. Peter had failed at the decisive moment. He had hesitated. And that was what Kaia had seen, too. 

Peter was deeply ashamed.

He would have to make amends.

Restless, he paced between the canvasses, to no avail.

Then he heard sounds in the garden and turned towards the window. 

The squall passed overhead and ensconced itself over the mountain ridges and forests in the north where the rain drew a quivering line through the sharp air. And Peter thought: there was always an edge, there was always a line dividing what you see into two, into light and dark, before and after, here and somewhere else, like rivers running through towns. 

Helene picked up the fallen fruit and tossed it into a woven basket. Kaia was sitting on the bench beneath the bare, black branch, her hands in her lap, as if they, mother and daughter, had just changed places and nothing had happened between them. But something had happened: the darkness, the dog and, then, Thomas. 

Peter opened the door, feeling the cold as he did so, and called to Kaia. 

She looked up, but stayed where she was.

Helene took off her large gloves and leaned against the apple tree. 

‘Kaia,’ he called again.

She glanced at her mother – who nodded – then stood up and ambled towards him. 

Peter waited and froze. Helene lit a cigarette and followed them with her eyes. Kaia stopped. 

‘Could you help me with something?’ Peter asked.

‘What’s that?’

‘Come inside first.’

She lowered her voice:

‘May I?’

‘Hurry. So the pictures don’t get cold.’

Kaia turned once more to her mother, who nodded, as if giving her blessing, before she followed Peter, who closed the door behind them. 

Kaia stood in his studio, filled with a great earnestness, awe almost, it seemed, as she looked around, her eyes shining, her mouth tight-lipped and small in her pale, narrow face. 

‘Where are the flowers?’ she exclaimed.

‘Which flowers?’

‘The ones we were going to put on the grave.’

‘I left them in the taxi. We can go there another day, can’t we?’ 

Kaia nodded, approached one of the canvasses and carefully raised her hand, but did not dare touch it. 

‘What’s it going to be?’ she whispered.

‘I don’t know yet,’ Peter said.

Finally she smiled. It was just like a flower blossoming in her face and endowing it with colour, and Peter felt an intense, restless pleasure at seeing this: his daughter was a bouquet of flowers. 

Her serious expression returned.

‘What do you want me to help you with?’

Peter pointed to the good chair.

‘Just sit there and look out of the window.’

Kaia did as he said, sat down on the good chair and looked outside. The sky was deep and clear, blue mixed with black; the rain was elsewhere, behind the mountain ridges and forests. No one was in the garden. There was only the basket of windfalls beside the yellow gloves. Helene had gone indoors. They could hear music from her study, which she must have had on very loud – it was the old Nina Simone album Old

Man

Sorrow which she always played when she was getting down to serious work. Peter, who hated rifts, surprises and irregularities, and preferred to cultivate a routine, with working days and sacrosanct Wednesdays, was reassured that things were nevertheless taking their usual course. The predictable and the unpredictable should be embodied in his pictures, not in his behaviour, not in his own life, and to find this he had to impose strict discipline on himself, an external force which could clear the way for the madness of the paintings. There was no room for more than one form of chaos at a time: the artist is bourgeois; art is free. 

And now he had broken his own absolute law and let Kaia into his studio to make amends. 

He wanted to make a start on her portrait.

Peter fetched his sketch pad and a pencil, 4b, and sat down on the bad chair. He observed his daughter sitting there, facing the neglected garden, and drew a few swift lines across the sheet, a curve, an outline, a section; first of all, he had to search for her shape, the unbroken lines of her features, he had to find the centre of gravity in her face and liberate her, and he could feel his hand fulfilling the intentions of his eye and his mind, this fragile sacred triangle, the geometry of creation, an equal distance between each point: the eye, the mind, the hand. 

‘Now you can look over here,’ he said.

But Kaia did not stir; although she seemed to be asleep, the contrary was true: she was awake and alert. 

The tall windows, walls of glass, between the studio and the garden were soon invisible; the dusk dissolved edges and borders, and from a hole in the sky night drifted down to earth. 

‘Look at me,’ Peter repeated.

Kaia turned towards him, with that same grave expression, the seriousness particular to models, which makes them resemble each other, as though they are threatened by something in the studio where the artist is a hunter and they are the prey. At the same time they are incapable of concealing their vanity: even Kaia, six years old, wanted to show herself to her best advantage. For, the greatest fear of those who pose as models is that the artist will not finish in time, will not be able to catch their beauty at its zenith. 

Such is the gravitas of the model and the lightness of the portrait. 

‘Why are there no lamps in here?’ Kaia asked.

‘Because I don’t like light bulbs,’ Peter answered.

‘But what do you do when it gets dark?’ Kaia asked.

‘I stop painting.’

Peter worked at the sketch for a little longer. He wanted to find the line which encapsulated her. He knew it existed. It would soon be too late. He stood up. Kaia went over to him. 

‘Can I see?’

He showed her the sheet.

She was silent for a long time.

‘Can’t you see what it is?’ Peter asked.

She hesitated, her lips quivering.

And the answer both surprised and frightened him:

‘The dog,’ Kaia whispered.
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