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First Part



That Summer




1


THE SUMMER I WANT TO TELL YOU ABOUT, ALONG WITH EVERYTHING that came before and after it, is ten years ago now, but even though I must have forgotten a good deal of it, I feel I can still trust my memory. For a long time afterwards I didn’t go out to the house by the river which I associate so vividly with Daniel and those weeks we spent there as if no other world existed. It’s my house, but to call it that is something of a euphemism. The truth is that it’s just the remains of an old watermill that had belonged to my extended family for generations – a ruin, no more, that I acquired in a flight of sentimentality because suddenly, one day, it was offered to me and otherwise would have been auctioned off. Despite the fact that I’m still paying off the loan, it was, with the land that came with it, practically a gift, as the saying goes, albeit one of very modest proportions – remote from any built-up area, a long way from town, and far enough too from the nearest village, not far upstream, which started encroaching on the Au with its new housing estate a long while ago, that when you sit out on the veranda on a summer’s day, let your mind wander and picture a steamer panting upstream against the current, coming into view around the bend downriver and slipping past you like a ghost ship, with its passengers standing waving at the rail, you do feel you’re in a different world, or at least on a different continent.


I thought I would never use the building, or even get as far as restoring it so that, though not actually habitable, it could at least offer me a roof over my head, and it went against the grain with me to buy anything just for the sake of acquiring it; but the thought that it might fall into someone else’s hands clinched it. I wanted it, and my justification was that all I was doing was “holding things together”, although when I thought about what lay hidden behind those “things”, the only “thing” I felt clear about was that they might mean anything, and not just material things. About the place itself I had hardly any memories, except for one: I had been there once as a child when the hay was brought in and had sat high up and proudly with my cousins on top of the hay cart’s load, looking out over the wide fields jolting sluggishly beneath me as the cow pulled it home. Apart from that there was very little that connected me to the place, even though it’s the part of the country my mother’s side of the family comes from. From the house it’s a short walk to the spot where, before I was born, my grandfather was hit by a motorcycle and killed, and further down the river, accessible through the gorge when the water level drops, is the cavern where Robert, my brother, took his own life, and also, although no-one knows exactly where it might have been, where my uncle walked into the river. If I climb the low, forested slope behind the house I can also see the meadows which once belonged to my family and where, in the second to last year of the war, an American bomber that had been shot down crash-landed in flames. As soon as I glimpse them I have my mother’s story about the event in my head again. She was eight years old and had run with the other schoolchildren to the place where the plane had gone down. They had seen it on fire, circling the mountain over to the east – a natural navigation point – and the teacher hadn’t been able to keep them in the classroom: they had all dashed out together as the bomber came gliding in, its engines droning, low over the ground. I have a clear image of my mother as a girl, although there are hardly any photos of her from that time and it’s only since she died that I have developed an obsession with looking for her in every image that could possibly date from the thirties and forties of the last century. The other weird thing is that I always see myself in those pictures, as if I were the same age as her, still a small boy, and somehow at her side in the summer of 1944, perhaps even unwillingly holding her hand and pulling her along, stumbling behind me.


Since the last stretch of the autobahn opened I have taken to driving out occasionally to the service area, which was built at almost exactly the spot where the plane must have come to a stop when it crash-landed. The autobahn disappears into the mountain directly behind it, so that the village is spared the traffic noise; you can watch endlessly how the tunnel swallows up car after car like some great mouth. I sit there and drink a beer or two at the bar before setting out for home, a drive that I cannot make last longer than a quarter of an hour without the greatest difficulty, which is why the same idea occurs to me every time – why don’t I take a room at the motel there and stay the night? I’ve even got to the point of thinking up an answer, if anyone were ever to ask me why I was staying, but as I make my way to the front desk my courage always deserts me. Nearly everyone who works at the services is from the village, most of them so young they hardly know who I am, but because I don’t want to be noticed I tread carefully. One week I’ll drive out there on a Monday, the following week on a Thursday, and I’ll make sure that one time it’s before the evening shift finishes and the next time after, so I can hope with some certainty that I won’t come face to face with the same people too often. It’s no more than a couple of kilometres from the service area to the place where I leave my car when I want to go out to the house by the river – I don’t even have to get back onto the autobahn, there’s a separate exit – but in normal circumstances I might only once every six months or so have the thought that I should stop by to check everything is O.K., or simply to sit outside the front door for half an hour and watch the river flow by.


Which is to say that not having had much to do with the house and everything for a very long time was probably partly why I thought I had seen Daniel’s picture in the newspaper. I had gone to dinner at Bruckner’s, as I did every Tuesday and Friday in term time, and unusually for me had flicked through the papers that were left out there; I’m certain it was only my casualness that made me think it might be him. There must be some research that explains this “recognition by cursory glance” so I don’t need to worry that I can’t say why, on closer inspection, I did think so. A particular inclination of the neck? Something in his eyes? The slightly open mouth? The truth is, I don’t know. It was a very grainy photo, probably taken by C.C.T.V., his head picked out in a crowd of other people by being circled and brightened. He looked unshaven and was wearing a hoodie too, as though he didn’t want to be identified, which would turn out to be one of the reasons why the investigation had put him under scrutiny from the outset.


Three days earlier there had been a bomb threat at the station, and the person in the photograph, the caption said, was being sought in connection with it. The tense atmosphere in the town had already subsided; I couldn’t get over how quickly people’s lives had returned to normal. A few hours in which a sense of a state of emergency had taken hold, a brief blip of excitement after the first news in the newspaper, then the old lethargy had returned again, the conviction that things – good and bad – did not happen in our town but somewhere else. I was left staring at the newspaper image with a persistent feeling of unreality. It was him, I said to myself, and yet the next second I could have sworn that I was making it up. After an anonymous phone call had been received and an unattended bag discovered in one of the toilets, the whole building, ticket offices, waiting room and all, had been sealed off for hours, with train services brought to a standstill. In the event the bag contained only a dented car battery with a jumble of wiring, which looked far more menacing than it was in reality. Next to the bag there had also been found a piece of paper with cut-out letters of different sizes glued to it, saying, “Repent!”, “First and final warning!” and “Next time it will be for real!”, followed by an indecipherable scrawl as some sort of would-be signature.


I waited till Agata came to my table. When she did, I asked her to have a look at the photo, because I thought she was the person most likely to understand my suspicions. After all, she had been working at Bruckner’s – it would have been her first or second season at the pub – when Daniel had spent every weekend of his last year at school there playing cards.


She put the tray of empty glasses that she was holding down on the next table and sat facing me, leaning on her elbows. Her boss did not like her fraternising excessively with the customers, and in exchange for the privilege of her making an exception for me, I let her treat me like a child when she felt like it. From the way she was sitting I expected as much this time and waited as she reached for the paper. I hardly needed to look at her expression as she peered at me over the top of it: I could picture that mixture of mockery and irritation that enabled her to suffer even the most pathetic show-off in his own parallel universe for a moment or two, before she was called away or decided she had had enough. She was from a small village in Hungary, just across the Burgenland border, and derived a paradoxical pride in being, as a result of that fact, so wholly ready for everything life threw at her subsequently that nothing could surprise her. She tolerated the most extreme oddities in her regular customers, and perhaps it was having to listen to the clientele of single men who turned up at her bar night after night that caused her to develop this particular way of looking at you. It was a look that conveyed a wordless request to get a grip on yourself when you had definitely had a beer too many and were threatening to get abusive, or when your pearls of wisdom started to get on her nerves, or when you decided to tell her the story of your failed marriage one more time, taking out as you did so some crumpled snapshots dating from happier days and assuring her how terrific your kids had turned out to be. She had this absent-minded way of pulling a cigarette out of the pack and lighting it as if she was unaware she was doing it, which was somehow, at the same time, an expression of the most intense concentration. I watched her as she once more accomplished this with one hand and, after her first drag, stared at the photograph again.


“You’re not seriously asking me to tell you who that is,” she said, narrowing her eyes comically and making a vertical line appear at the bridge of her nose which she then pressed with her thumb as if to smooth it away. “I wouldn’t recognise my own brother in such an awful photograph.”


She stifled a yawn when I asked her if she wanted me to give her a clue. Then she nodded. I hesitated and she started to get up and go, and simultaneously I saw a trace of amazement and fright pass across her face and knew she had understood.


“You don’t even think that yourself.”


She was clearly, out of sheer superstition, not going to say the name, and I gave her time to get used to the shock while I thought back to how much she had liked having Daniel around, how she used to become unusually flustered when he came into the pub and how she sometimes sat down with the card players at closing time and let them play their last hands without hassling them, just to be close to him. He had not had to make any effort at all to attract her and she was by no means the only one to be attracted to him. I had stayed the night with her twice, and both times I had spent half the night talking about him, which had seemed quite normal to me then but now, and not just because of her defensiveness, felt like a particularly weird thing to have done.


“If you ask me, you’re seeing ghosts,” she said, having glanced around as if she was afraid that someone might hear us. “You should get out more.”


This was her usual recommendation when a situation became too uncomfortable for her, when she wanted to put some distance between you or remind you that she was in charge. But merely because her accent had become more pronounced – when usually it didn’t occur to anyone that she had an accent – I sensed how hyper she was. Something in our conversation had got under her skin, and she made no effort to hide her displeasure.


“So when was he last here?”


“I don’t know,” I said, even though I knew precisely when, and looked past her at the big tear-off calendar next to the counter, which showed a Sunday in April but was inevitably a couple of days out of date because the staff never took the trouble to tear off each day as it happened. “It’s definitely been a while.”


“If I’m not wrong, it must be nearly two years,” she said. “Wasn’t it at Judith’s wedding?”


I didn’t answer, and she laughed.


“I know you don’t want to remember it, but I happen to like imagining him there.”


She said it had been a gruesome occasion. I made no comment, although I could barely stop myself from telling her to keep it to herself.


“He was even supposed to be a witness, wasn’t he? But he bailed out at the last minute,” she said. “And he still came to the reception.”


It was an old story, but it still fascinated her. We had often discussed it, and it came as no surprise that she still had a bee in her bonnet about it. It also didn’t matter whether I told her she was wrong or not, it ended, as always, with her complaining about it.


“A witness at the wedding of the woman he’d made a fool of himself over for so long. Just the thought of it is in bad taste! The whole town had seen him running after her like an over-excited puppy. With all due respect to his fantasies, I need someone to explain that part to me. He just didn’t need something like that. And my God, a boy like him. If he’d been just a tiny bit smarter, he could have had three women dangling off each finger.”


Again, there was nothing for me to say. I decided to say nothing, also, about the brief visit he had paid me almost six months before: our last actual encounter. It had been in early November, evening and already dark outside, when he had appeared at the door out of the blue. He couldn’t be persuaded to come in at first but ended up staying the night. I was not surprised – he had turned up at my place like that plenty of times in the years after he left school, at first pretty often and then less frequently. Nor did the fact that he had asked me to lend him some money, no questions asked, particularly bother me. I asked him how much, and when he said everything I had there, I looked at him in surprise but went into the bedroom and fetched it. It was not a big sum, but not small either – 2,500 euros that I kept casually tucked under a few shirts along with the passport I had reported as stolen, to maintain the romantic idea I had of being able to disappear at any moment – and he took the bills, all in hundreds, folded them with a wary glance and put them in his trouser pocket. He had borrowed money from me before and repaid it, without explanation and without me having to remind him. So it didn’t occur to me then that he might be in trouble, and in fact the thing that most irritated me was when we sat down together at the kitchen table later and he asked about my house and whether I still sometimes drove out to the river. He started talking about it during a lull in the conversation, out of a sudden sense of awkwardness, and I couldn’t shake off the feeling that he was only saying it for my sake, offering me some precisely measured dose of sentiment in return for my kindness. His words sounded like a consolation, although for what I couldn’t have said, except that time had passed and I was still sitting there as his former teacher while he was moving up and onwards and hadn’t been my pupil for a long time.


My having kept this secret from Agata, and still keeping it secret, was unlike me. I felt she had genuinely cared about Daniel over the years. She regularly enquired whether I had heard anything from him, and he had become, quite deliberately, a constant in our conversations whenever I walked into Bruckner’s. She’d sit down with me and ask about him with a dreamy “Where’s Daniel these days?” or a skittish “What’s Daniel up to these days then?” She was curious for herself, but it had not escaped her notice that they were questions that preoccupied me too, and so we wondered together when he started not showing up as often as he had in the months after he finished school. We wondered if he was still in Bosnia, where he had gone after dropping out of university to help rebuild a war-damaged village, if it was true that he was crewing on a cargo ship, or if he had actually won a Green Card in the annual lottery and gone to try his luck in America, or – one of the last possibilities – there was always Israel, because he had been there once when he was still at school and had raved about it ever since. Then again, he was also said to have been seen working as a labourer on a village construction site twenty kilometres downstream; he was working December to March or April in one of the valleys as a ski instructor and somehow making ends meet for the rest of the year; he was driving for a trucking company, shipping new cars from Germany to Turkey or even Iran or Iraq, or living hand to mouth when he couldn’t find anything else or didn’t feel like working.


I had described him to Agata more than once as one of my best students, and that was what I said again now. I think “most promising” were the words I used, adding “smartest and most talented”, and then I felt cross with myself for my nostalgia. I had not considered what course the conversation might take if I was not careful, and when I saw how she immediately sat up and took notice I realised that with those words I had taken it in the direction I was least comfortable with.


“You’re a fine one, Anton,” she said, laughing, although the heaviness in her voice could not be ignored. “If you keep this up, you’re going to find yourself retiring and still missing him.”


Apart from Agata, there was no-one among my friends who addressed me by my name, and I preferred them not to. With her it was something different: it wasn’t a warning, a formal instruction kindly to be the person I’d always been up till then, but astonishment at what I might come out with next, and right at that moment that resonated with me. I watched as she ran her tongue from one corner of her lips to the other, and while I thought about how to extricate myself, she sucked her breath in sharply between her teeth and cleared her throat.


“A teacher who can’t say goodbye to his students.”


“You can talk,” I said. “What is it with you?”


I had never quite understood her attachment to Daniel. I could not imagine that she had had anything other than brief conversations with him on any more than a few occasions during the months when he had regularly gone to Bruckner’s, and in the years that followed she could not have seen him very often. I didn’t want to ask her, but I expressed my astonishment by reminding her of her persistence.


“ ‘Where’s Daniel these days?’ Remember, Agata? If you asked me once, you must have asked me a thousand times. ‘What’s Daniel up to these days then?’ ”


As I said it I regretted having talked to her at all. I watched her, in the silence that followed, pick up the newspaper again and look as though she was studying the picture more closely. Something hard had come into her face, and as she turned back to me it seemed to affect her voice too.


“It’s weird how we’ve all let ourselves get a bit carried away by him. I’m not saying it because of the photo, but strictly speaking he never once came across as good-looking. And no-one could say he was sociable. It must have been something else about him that hypnotised us.”


I said it was because of his manner, his utterly earnest way of taking things, but she just retorted that a bit more friendliness wouldn’t have done him any harm. Then suddenly she seemed to remember what we were actually talking about.


“Shouldn’t you be jumping up and going to the police to give them a statement if you really think you recognise him and believe he’s the one they want?”


I didn’t say anything but was relieved that someone called her over just then. I don’t know if I would have told her that I wouldn’t be going to the police, but it was pretty clear in any case, and the ironic look she gave me as she got to her feet was intended to make it clear that she had understood. There was no complicity in the look, just a slightly assumed amazement at the game I was playing, and when she looked over her shoulder at me as she walked away I knew I could trust her not to give anything away, if only because she didn’t take any of it seriously. She was wearing the work clothes she had been wearing all these years, black skirt, white blouse, and I thought, idiotically, that they gave her a reliable quality. I wondered though whether I should specifically ask her to forget the conversation, and then when she came back a few minutes later with faintly flushed cheeks I felt reassured that she wanted to pick up the conversation exactly where we had left off.


“Your best pupil, then,” she said, as if to sum everything up in a word. “Shouldn’t he have done something with it in the end?”


There was a sudden sarcasm in her voice that was never usually there when she talked about him, and then, as I remember it, out of nowhere, she asked me about the house.


“Do you still drive out there sometimes?”


I shook my head and she said something about a “retreat”, saying that Daniel had once described it as his real home.


“He used to go on and on about the days you spent by the river. He called you the most important person in his life. You must have been very close to each other.”


I couldn’t think that she meant anything by it, but I looked at her with alarm. Back then the whole town had gossiped, and the first hikers who had heard that a teacher was spending whole days out in the wilds with two of his students quickly found their way to us. They would venture as far as the boundary of the property, greet us officiously and make small talk while they looked discreetly around them. She must have known about the gossip, but whatever her motive was in bringing it up, a frivolousness in her wilful way of reminding me of it made me distrust her.


“You know the story,” I said. “If you like I’ll happily tell it to you all over again, but it won’t change a thing.”


When another customer called her, I took advantage of the interruption to say my goodbye. I had not wanted to say anything else about the photo but I ended up doing just that, even though I was merely underlining my concern. I asked Agata if I could take the cutting with me and she looked at me with a smile and said I was welcome to go over it with a magnifying glass quietly at home but it wouldn’t tell me any more because it was all in my head. She walked off and I gazed after her before I too got to my feet. She was still young, not yet thirty, and in some ways still the mysterious stranger who comes from afar and hears everything but says nothing. She could almost never be persuaded to reveal anything of the life she led when she went back home for a few weeks every spring and autumn. I had asked her about it more than once but she always ducked the question, saying that she could tell me everything about herself but at the end of it I still wouldn’t understand anything about her world. I didn’t press her because I was very careful in those days not to let myself feel rejected, but now I felt I knew what she was talking about. It wasn’t just about her, and it wasn’t just about me. What she had wanted to say was simply that no-one knows anything about anybody when it comes down to it, and I couldn’t fault her on that.
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BACK THAN, I HAD BEEN GOING OUT TO THE RIVER ALMOST EVERY day, despite its still being the last week of school, to sit myself down in the sun with a book. There was nothing more specific behind it than a desire to escape from the world of teaching as quickly as possible, nor any plan when increasingly often I began to put my book aside and clean up the property, which until then I had left just as it had been when I took it over. I made a start on clearing the meadow of the stones that lay there, gathering them all together and wondering if I should take them down to the river bed, or to the gravel bar directly in front of the house, but then piling them next to the mill’s walls or rather the ruins of its remaining walls. Perhaps I had already subliminally had the idea of using them as building material, but I had not thought of it consciously, and the reality was that after months in the classroom I was so happy to be working outdoors, with all its pointlessness and apparent futility, that I felt for the first time that I’d grasped why people imagined Sisyphus to be the happiest of men because I caught myself wishing that someone would come along after me and undo everything I’d done so that I could start all over again, or perhaps extend my stone-collecting and weeding beyond the boundaries of my property and into the surrounding fields and the Au and then move gradually up to the village and beyond it. I had already carried out the less pleasant tasks, had cleared the inside of the mill of beer and cola bottles, broken glass, tin foil, an old shoe, a couple of broken badminton rackets without strings and the excrement in the corners – human excrement or animal excrement, I didn’t know. I had carried the half-charred tree stumps from an apparently well-used fireplace down to the water, thrown them in and watched as they drifted, swinging sluggishly, and got caught in a whirlpool before being picked up and snatched away by the strong current in the middle of the river. I spent half an afternoon trying to roll away the last stump, which lay there like a boulder, but having heaved with all my might and, panting and sweating, rotated it around its centre of gravity, I gave up after the first three revolutions and left it barely three metres from its starting point, where for a while it left an exposed oval of fresh, damp earth glistening in the sun.


It was around the end of the second week of the holidays, just after I had started to build a boundary wall out of the collected stones, that Daniel and his friend Christoph turned up. I had heard the clatter of a moped approaching along the river bank, but hadn’t taken a great deal of notice because it wasn’t the first time and there were several days when I had heard the noise of engines coming from the direction of the sports ground, which wasn’t far from my property. I hadn’t bargained on anyone coming to visit, and they must have been standing there for a while before I noticed them because suddenly all other sounds seemed to fall silent, and the rushing of the river underlined the stillness. I straightened up and they were there, a few metres away, looking at me. They had got off their moped and were waiting for me to go over to them, and it only struck me later that, with the thick branch I was holding and my tight-lipped demeanor, I can’t have looked particularly welcoming. We exchanged no more than a few words before they went off again, and it was only when they appeared the next day holding a bottle of wine and asked if they could sit with me that the story which later grew in people’s minds into some sort of monstrosity started.


It had been only two years before that I had bought the mill and its piece of land, and two years before that that I had come back from Istanbul where I had been teaching for two years – another two years – at the Austrian School. Two plus two plus two, six years in total, since Robert had gone down to the river on a Sunday morning and put the barrel of the rifle (he must have smuggled it out of the gun club with him) in his mouth and pulled the trigger. I’m telling you this because the two of them asked me about it and because in all those six years they were the first who had dared, or possibly even the first to think of daring.


At first I was surprised that they had come back at all. I thought I had made it quite clear that I wanted to be on my own and set no store by the company of others, and this time I prepared myself to confront them from the moment I heard the sound of their moped in the distance. There is a peculiar thing about the acoustics at the river; sometimes you hear what the laws of physics say you can’t hear – voices that are carried on the wind as if they come from another world, the murmur of a religious procession, or the sound of cow-bells from a herd grazing in the Au tinkling like heavenly chimes. Generally I let myself be as little upset by these sounds as I was by the sound of engines, but this time I was on my guard as I watched the two of them approach, weaving slowly along the moss-covered forest path as though avoiding potholes or rain puddles and trying to stay upright and not flip out. I had not asked them the previous day whether they had stumbled on me by chance or whether they had heard that I was staying by the river and so had intentionally headed that way, but the question became somehow superfluous when, realising that I had seen them, they waved, and I, without reflection, waved back.


I put down the shears I had been using to prune, somewhat ineffectively, a bush that was growing in all directions, pulled off my gloves and took a couple of steps towards them. In recent months they had frequently come to my flat on their famous Saturday afternoon rounds – appearing at the home of one teacher one week, another the next, standing at the door and waiting to be invited in – so I was surprised now by how much like strangers they seemed. It must have had something to do with the surroundings, with the remoteness of the place, or perhaps it was just that they stood there with their crash helmets in their hands and made no move to come any closer. I didn’t feel threatened in any way but – despite having no grounds for thinking so – it occurred to me briefly that they might have come with ill intent, that there might be some score to be settled, a reckoning they had been adding up against me over the years without my knowledge and for which they had now come to exact payment.


They made an unlikely couple. I don’t mean because of what they were like at school, and definitely not because they were good or bad students, though there was a world of difference between Daniel’s application and Christoph’s slacking, which had been most noticeable in the sixth form but was probably there long before that. I don’t mean the boyishness, or maybe even girlishness, of the one, and the heavy build of the other, who seemed to have been born that way and sometimes had the loud mouth to match. Nothing like that, and nothing that their origins or home lives might have influenced either. No, I’m talking about what really should have divided them, but didn’t; what, instead, bonded them more closely and made them practically inseparable in their last year at school. In a word, Judith, or, in two, their love, or, in three, four or five words, their unrequited love for her. The previous year I had watched the two of them falling for her almost simultaneously and seen how their friendship was based on the fact that neither of them had a chance and on how both, after their first rebuffs, took on the role of ironic admirer. It was as if they had each decided, quite independently, that instead of yearning for her they would make fun of their own yearning, even before it had properly set in and so they pranced around their beloved in ever more inventive twists and turns, shadowing her puppyishly, bowing and scraping and throwing themselves at her feet in the most extravagant outbursts of enthusiasm. You could see the three of them going down to the school yard to smoke, strolling arm in arm together at lunchtime, the girl in the middle, tall, blonde, her chest pushed forward but still almost without breasts, and to her left and right, her two beaux, each trying to outdo the other in their banter, sometimes turning and taking a few steps backwards in front of her, hoping for a smile, a glance, the slightest remark from her.


That doubtless also explains their restlessness on Saturdays, their endless riding around on the moped, the way they lay in wait for her when she was going to be collected by her boyfriend. He was a couple of years older than her, already at university, and only came home at weekends, and I remember many times when the two of them tried to talk her into standing him up, into not going to him when they saw his car in the car park outside the school. She would grant them five minutes, ten minutes, go along with their jokes about the boy waiting for her, even when he could be heard hooting, then suddenly drop the pair of them mid-sentence. I don’t know how they managed it, watching her disbelievingly as she strode away, turning back towards them several times, swinging her bag, laughing as she paused at the top of the stairs before stepping down them sideways like a woman in high heels, without another backward glance.


I recalled all this as I walked over and told them that I wanted to know what had brought them out to see me again. They had not put the moped on its stand and neither of them answered, just stood there with their crash helmets, as though at the slightest hint that they were not welcome they would instantly make themselves scarce. It was a picture-book summer’s day, more than thirty degrees in the shade, a heat haze hanging over the meadows, crickets chirping, and I didn’t yet know that Judith, with whom they had spent almost every afternoon of the last weeks of term at the swimming baths, had gone to Italy with her boyfriend.


They spent the whole day with me by the river, and it wasn’t Daniel but Christoph who first asked me about my brother. At first we sat on the stone steps leading up to the mill and drank the wine out of the paper cups they had brought with them. For a long time no-one said anything, we just listened to the rushing of the river and the sound of the trains on the far bank, where the line runs up along a slight embankment. Then we went down past the puddles and stagnant pools left by the last flood and the yellow flood warning signs, all the way out to the gravel bar, where you get a feeling for the amazing expanse of the river bed. I can’t remember whether Christoph had given any sort of hint about what he was going to say, but as soon as he asked me whether it had happened somewhere around here, I knew what he was talking about and just said, yes. We immediately fell silent again, looking out over the water until I had the impression that I only needed to stare for long enough at one place for it to start rippling at that spot merely from the effect of my gaze.


It was all so unspectacular, just as it sounds, yet something must have happened that day, possibly because of the question and my answer, something that made them feel responsible for me from that moment on, or in any case made them seek out my company. They came back the next day, and by the fourth day I found myself listening out for the clatter of their moped, and then, after a few more idle days, when we just sat in the sun reading and talking and occasionally walking down to the river to paddle or even swim a few strokes, the water ice-cold even in midsummer, they suggested renovating the mill to make it habitable. It was just a whim – there was no electricity, no running water, let alone any proper building consent – but they refused to listen to my reservations and started work immediately, and I let them. They borrowed a pickup truck from Christoph’s father, drove it as close as they could, and used a wheelbarrow to ferry the construction materials they had “organised” from the grounds of his timber yard. I watched as they piled up boards, unloaded bags of cement, stood rolls of roofing felt next to each other against a tree, and then one day there was suddenly a veranda, with the view I mentioned, there were repaired walls, makeshift windows had been put in, one looking towards the river, one next to the door, with leather loops for hinges, and out of bare boards they had rustled up a roof and made it wind- and weatherproof. It was not much more than a kids’ hidey-hole in the woods, and you obviously could not have called it a house, although we did, but it had at least been turned into a place where you could keep dry when it rained. Their finishing touch was to hang a paraffin lamp in one of the two rooms, and afterwards they talked incessantly about what such a hideaway could be good for.


I don’t know whether, to begin with, the passing hikers simply wondered at our industriousness or whether, right from the start, they talked about the strange trio we made. Further up the river there was a swimming area, but I was aware that we stood out when we lay on the gravel bar in our shorts in the afternoons, or played three-way catch or sat around a fire and waited till the meat we’d speared on sharpened twigs and held over the flames was tender. Nor can I say when I became aware that the seemingly random passers-by in our vicinity were possibly not so random after all, but one day, when a few boys came down from the sports ground – ten- or twelve-year-olds in grass-green sweatpants and white vests – and stopped a short distance away and one of them stepped forward and shouted something unintelligible at us, making the rest of them laugh, I knew we had become a talking point. They were not actually aggressive, but before they disappeared again one of them picked up a stone, held it up against the sun as if he wanted us to see it clearly, and threw it in our direction. It was not a targeted throw, more a gesture that we could interpret as playful but it nonetheless left a threat hanging in the air that did not dissipate as the band vanished amid laughter.


This was confirmed to me shortly afterwards by my headteacher at the Gymnasium, who phoned me one evening, wanting to know if everything was all right. It was the holidays and I had no desire to talk to him, but he was the one who had helped me get the job in Istanbul after I told him it was probably best if I went away for a while; he was the one who had offered to have me back immediately if ever I had the slightest feeling that I might have made the wrong decision; and I was still touched when I remembered how he had come to visit me with a small delegation of colleagues the first autumn I was there, and unobtrusively kept an eye on me while I gamely led them from one sight to another, inspecting the Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque and the Topkapi Palace with them while trying to conceal the fact that, apart from the route to work from my flat, I knew almost nothing of the city. He had held out a sheltering hand to me ever since, and when, every few months, I was invited to dinner at his house, his kind and protective manner was not lost on me. I used to wonder whether one of the other teachers had told him that I was beginning to withdraw again, whether he had heard that I had been seen a bit too much in Bruckner’s recently, or whether there was no alarm signal needed and it was just a routine check on my welfare. Admittedly in the long run it became somewhat wearisome, yet off I went each time with a bottle of wine and flowers for his wife. I liked him. I liked how he welcomed me, a bit stiffly but always with a pat on the shoulder, half man-to-man but half as if he thought of me as a boy too, and I liked his wife, who told him to let me come in first, instead of immediately engaging me in conversation; I liked the warmth of her scolding and the way she called him Karl, because Karl was a child’s name to me, one that instilled an absurd, and if I think about it for a second, entirely unjustified, feeling of trust – a name from a world where nothing bad could happen or, if something bad did happen, everything could be made all right again.


Obviously I did not call him Karl, because to me, despite his familiarity, he had always been Herr Aschberner and always would be. Even though he called me “du” and I managed with circumlocutions not to have to do the same back to him.


“If what I’ve heard is true, you’re spending a lot of time down at the river,” he said, and his voice sounded anxious. “You will let me know if I can do anything for you, won’t you?”


He had known my father: perhaps that was it. Or perhaps it was because he had lost a son whom he never spoke about. Then again, perhaps he did not need any deeper motive to feel he ought to be concerned about me.


“Weren’t you going to go away this summer?”


On the last day of school he had asked me to go and see him and had asked me what plans I had for the holidays, and I had told him that I didn’t know where yet but I was going to go away, even though I had already started my pilgrimages out to the river by then and had no intention of thinking about spending my days any other way for the foreseeable future.


“I thought about it. I’ve changed my mind,” I said. “In any case it’s not much more than four weeks now till the new term starts.”


There was a reluctant muttering at the other end of the phone and I had an image of his wife standing behind him, tapping him on the shoulder and whispering something in his ear.


“What about the two boys?”


“What about them?”


“You know what people are like.”


He was a circumspect man, and I was relying on him to change the subject at the appropriate moment, but he carried on.


“Rumours are flying,” he said. “I know they’re not your pupils anymore, but it’s not a good idea to make yourself vulnerable like this.”


I had not considered it from this perspective at all but now I visualised what he meant, two boys by the river with a man, and it was a picture in which I really couldn’t imagine myself the way he had formulated it – that the man could be me, or even what his role in some kind of tellable story could possibly be. I saw again in my mind’s eye how Daniel had once run, squealing like a child, into the shallow water by the bank and then directly along the water-line upriver, rowing with his arms or, more accurately, flapping, looking as if he was on the point of taking off, throwing up his legs right and left, and with me right behind him. I had thought it was an invitation, and had run after him for as long as it took me to catch him and then, in a sudden surrender, I had thrown my arms around him and held him tight for a moment, maybe a bit longer than a moment, yes, much longer in my memory. And he had suddenly stood there quite still, slightly bent forward, and I had placed my hand on his boyish breast and had had exactly that phrase in mind – I had placed my hand on his breast and thought “boyish breast” and how cool his skin was from the water that had splashed him and felt beneath it the pounding of his heart. Nothing else, not even that he might have experienced the situation as special, in the way that I had. He had walked back with me, not saying a word about it but not in any kind of meaningful silence either, the way you might think; he was the same as before. It did not occur to him to make any comment on what had happened or to talk dismissively about it to cover his embarrassment, and it was absurd for me to be preoccupied now with whether anyone had seen us, a hiker or one of the peeping Toms who were supposed to hang around in the undergrowth near the swimming area but who, whenever I heard about them, always seemed like figures from a fairytale.


“Vulnerable?”


The head cleared his throat.


“Well, no, not vulnerable exactly.”


He paused for a long time before saying the word, as if it needed to be carefully seasoned before he uttered it, and then seemed more relaxed about defending his use of it.


“We never find the perfect expression, do we? So we don’t need to argue about that. But you understand,” he said. “I would just like to ask you to be a bit more careful.”


I didn’t know how I was supposed to do what he asked, but the effect of his words was that from then on I started to look at things a little more clearly. I didn’t say anything about it to the boys, but if Daniel lay in the sun to read and used my thigh as a headrest, I pulled back, keeping my distance, and whenever Christoph stretched out naked after swimming, on the flat part of the gravel bar that jutted out a way into the water, I would throw him a towel. I told them they should put shirts on when they went off upriver to the swimming area only wearing their trunks, but of course they laughed and asked me if I thought we were still at school, or why I was appointing myself the keeper of public morals. I eyed the hikers the way they eyed us when they came too close to the property, and then, when I started getting ideas about what people might see from the trains passing on the far bank, which at that time sometimes trundled past irritatingly slowly, their carriages seeming to flit backwards and forwards behind the trees on the embankment like a surrealist painting, I knew that it was all madness and I stopped. I watched the rafters, who had a camp further up the river, past the swimming area, as they bounced down river in their big inflatables with ten, twelve or more aboard, always in party mood, laughing as they waved hello and still laughing as they disappeared again, an invasion of cheerful conquerors in their helmets and lifejackets. They brandished their paddles in greeting as they reached our part of the bank, and it might be three minutes before they plunged into the gorge and its rapids, all of them working flat out to stay on course and not capsize. I’ve never been down there, even though it can’t be more than half an hour’s walk along the bank when the water level is low, but I knew that friends still laid flowers at the place from time to time and that there would be a candle burning there too for days afterwards that could probably be seen at night, flickering in the middle of the river.
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WHAT DO YOU WISH AS A TEACHER FOR YOUR STUDENTS, WHAT can you wish for them? And does it have the slightest impact on what they eventually become? So many years I’ve been a teacher, already twenty, so many cohorts of pupils. At some point I have asked every one of them the question of what they themselves would like for their lives; at some point I have asked every one of them, in their last school year or earlier, what they want to be, or study, or if not study, what they want to do with their future. I assume that the more recent classes have already heard from their predecessors that they will have to face the question one day and so I am used to the agonised and scornful looks – you have to expect them when you’re a teacher and you show your human side too much and forget that you can never abolish the distance between you and them. I asked them about their conceptions of luck, how they defined it, and when they said this or that, starting with the usual things – family, success in their careers, you know the kind of stuff I mean, even if they called it something else – I borrowed a formula from the mathematicians and wanted to know whether they considered it to be only a necessary condition or also a sufficient one. People are always saying that students are more willing to adapt these days, that they have clear ideas and clear objectives that they want to reach in the quickest way possible, that they imbibe the credo early on that there isn’t a place in the sun for everyone and that therefore only the fastest, most skilled and maybe most callous will secure a spot and everyone else will have to put up with what they can get, but I don’t believe it. They are still so young, and if anything there’s still, behind the assumed masks, a kind of trembling, a sense that something in the eternal promises about the next stage in life being always the one to long for doesn’t add up. After nursery school you look forward to school, after school to studying, after studying to a profession and after a profession to retirement and a nice spot in the cemetery or a handful of ashes, scattered on the wind.


The truth, obviously, is that I only get to hear about what happens to a very small number of my students. Most walk out of school on their last day and when, after the holidays, the new school year starts, they aren’t missed by anyone. Yes, now and again there will be a little epilogue carried on in conversations with your colleagues, when so and so has particularly stood out, perhaps for being a particular star at natural sciences or for scribbling the Latin mistress a coded but easily decryptable love letter in their exercise book or something of the sort, but the idea that you would mourn them is a myth, just like the related cliché that bears no deeper scrutiny, that you, the teacher, feel left behind when they leave, that every time you experience the feelings of abandonment that parents feel when their children have just left home. You sometimes see one of them in the street, remember their name or don’t remember it, ask a question or two, receive an answer or two, and it’s already over, in the past, without sentiment or nostalgia, and often enough it’s as if it never happened. You hear that one has joined the board of an international company in Vienna, another has started studying in New York, or a third is to be appointed press officer to the provincial governor, and you try vainly to remember their faces. An astonishing number come back to the town, whether they planned it that way from the start or whether something went wrong with their attempt to launch themselves on the wider world, and ultimately a lot more than you would imagine complete the circle and come back to teach at their old school, and suddenly you see them again, as your colleague, after having told them six or seven years earlier that if they don’t pull their finger out a bit more they’ll be in for a shock in their working life later.


I don’t want to say that the dead are the best remembered, but somehow you do think of those who died young – the ones who could have gone on living – with greater intensity, as if there’s more room for them in your memory because of the time they didn’t claim from life. I don’t know whether it’s a lot in terms of the annual student numbers, but there are four in total, four of my former pupils who are no longer alive. Two had an accident, one of those Saturday night stories you read about in the newspaper after the weekend, driving from one nightclub to another, three cars racing each other, the drivers all drunk; in fact the valleys around here are full of roadside crosses, there’s one every second or third bend marking the location of an accident. One boy collapsed during a football game and died instantly, an overlooked heart defect he had had since birth, and another had cancer, struggled through his final exams and died less than two months later, as if to pour scorn on all the striving to prepare him for life. The one that I think about most often, however, is a girl who did not go to my school but who for a few weeks came to my house on Sunday afternoons to get some coaching. She came from one of the villages and had that reserved manner of a child from a poor family in the past, the sort you basically don’t see anymore. I was supposed to practise essay writing with her, and generally she sat mutely opposite me, always a bit pale-cheeked, always with her over-large eyes and questioning, puzzled expression, and what especially distressed me about her is that I only got to hear of her death more than two years after it happened and somehow felt that my long period of ignorance meant I had failed her, because she had not been in my thoughts at all, not even once in a while, just as if by that omission I had deserted her all that time in a way that could not be repaired. She died not long after I went to Istanbul, and either because people did not want to burden me with the news so soon after my brother’s death, or just because no-one thought of it, the first I knew about it was a few weeks after I got back, when I went to the cemetery. I wanted to visit my grandparents’ graves, and when I was wandering among the other graves afterwards I found her gravestone with her photo. She had had a pulmonary embolism after a routine operation for a broken leg after a bike accident, and I knelt down and wanted to ask for her forgiveness that I had not saved her from it.


When I think about it, I suppose Agata is the only one who understands why I have always loved Daniel. Perhaps “understands” is going too far. Anyway, she is sympathetic. Other people do not usually express their reservations about him, although of course I sense them, and I notice their surprise or, if that’s naïve of me, their disapproval. They feel they know he has disappointed me, and some have made pointed remarks to that effect, to which I have never reacted. I’ve tended to behave as though I have no idea what they were talking about, have asked them how they could be so sure, shrugged it off as a misunderstanding when they have backtracked. I could also have told them that before every ending there was also a beginning, and that perhaps that justified everything else, or at least explained it.

OEBPS/images/9781784290368.jpg
A Sense

of the
Beginnimg

orbert’
Gstrem |

“A great novel about spiritual
seduction, ideological vulnerability
and the fragility of memory?

Die Tageszeitung






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
==
MACLEHOSE PRESS
QUERCUS - LONDON





