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Men speak too much about the world. Each one of us here, let the world go how it will, and be victorious or not victorious, has he not a Life of his own to lead? One Life; a little gleam of Time between two Eternities; no second chance for us forevermore! It were well for us not to live as fools and simulacra, but as wise and realities. The world’s being saved will not save us; nor the world’s being lost destroy us. We should look to ourselves: there is great merit here in ‘the duty of staying at home’! And, on the whole, to say truth, I never heard of ‘worlds’ being ‘saved’ in any other way.


(Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes,
Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History) 
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The sugar jar fell off the table. Just when things were going so well for Teresa. She had nothing to do and that Saturday morning was sitting reading De Telegraaf, a large-circulation daily, in the bar of the orangery on the edge of the village. Evidently a revolt had broken out in Kabul against the arrival of UN forces, and the front page featured a photo of a grinning Taliban next to a Humvee that had been shot to pieces. Below was an interview with the film star George Clooney, who promised to do something about the situation — ‘see Show News’. Teresa leafed through it, zigzagging across the home news pages, studied all the photos of Clooney intently, read the film reviews, and having reached births, marriages and deaths threw the paper onto the table with a sigh. No one she knew would be seen dead in that down-market publication. And today she wasn’t in the mood for the family entanglements of total strangers. Taking her mobile from the brown Paddington bag on the chair next to her, she looked around her for the waiter and so caught the eye of a tall, skinny man who was bending over the reading table to choose a paper. ‘Would two be company if I came and sat with you?’ he asked, immediately pulling up a chair.


‘Company isn’t the first word that comes to mind,’ said Theresa in a critical tone.


The man stiffened for a moment and then started laughing. ‘I asked more or less out of politeness.’


‘Hm,’ said Teresa.


He leant forward, hands on the back of the chair. An idealistic primary school headteacher, she thought, and suddenly her cheerful spring mood deflated. Just as long as he didn’t want a debate with her. She had had the same aimless conversations about the world news hundreds of times before, and now she didn’t feel like it; she wanted to go home, get in the bath, submerge in the beneficent warmth of silver fir and lavender. And then, just at the moment when she grabbed her bag off the chair and threw it on the table with a resolute gesture intended to make it clear to the still politely smirking man that she wasn’t in the mood for a chat, an incident happened that linked her life, her innocent female existence, to that of all those people who were written about daily in the foreign news pages. As if a thin sliver of this radiant spring day were x-rayed and behind the pearly white of the healthy structures shadows were suddenly visible that had not been there at a previous check-up. It was a moment of fundamental, moral revolution. The sugar jar fell off the table.


Or no, it did not fall off the table, but completely unreasonably the Paddington bag did not stay in the spot where Teresa had thrown it, and slid at great speed to the other end of the reading table, where it lightly tapped the sugar jar, a glass sprinkler with an old-fashioned spout that was dangerously close to the edge. Because Teresa cried ‘Oh!’ very loudly and sprang to her feet, Victor Herwig looked up from his coffee. He recognized Teresa instantly — and also immediately took in her precarious situation, with the sugar jar wobbling indecisively on the edge of the table, observed awkwardly by the newspaper-reader, from whom no help could be expected, and because Teresa was quite simply Teresa, he decided to save her from disaster. He grabbed the bar with one hand and catapulted himself forcefully from his barstool, so that he came running straight towards her at the moment that Teresa in her eagerness to reach and rescue the sugar jar, swept her Nokia off the table with her left elbow, sending it crashing loudly against the wall and then swirling through the air in slow motion until it lay virtually lifeless at her feet. ‘Oh!’ cried Teresa. She changed direction, bent to the side to see the screen display a last unfathomable message, and then — just as Victor made his final leap and Teresa stood up in dismay with the fragments of the telephone in her hand — the sugar jar fell, after all, off the table.
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The village lies peacefully at the foot of a ridge. A main road runs through the centre, but there isn’t often a queue of cars at the traffic lights at the junction. Most people turn off the road a village earlier. If there is a jam in the rush-hour, most drivers spend their time looking at the shop windows from their cars. Those at the head of the queue at the lights can see the display at the patisserie: raspberry flans, meringues with kirsch, and each new season ingeniously arranged nature studies in marzipan. From the car you can scan the local property on offer in the estate agent’s window. Every lost soul from the big city drools over the large photos of country houses and farmhouses with stables that stand out in full colour against the white back wall. And it’s just as well that from that distance they can’t read the asking price under the photos, since in that way they can dream for a moment of swapping their Amsterdam flat for a castle in the country. Then the lights change back to green, they accelerate and in ten seconds they’re out of the village.


Not much happens here. But not much happens in the rest of the country either, the villagers say in their defence. And it’s true. Dutch people who have ever been abroad, as aid workers in the shanty towns of Brazil or managers of financial institutions in Washington, are amazed on their return at the triviality of the news, which has changed with the arrival of the immigrants, but is still pretty shallow. The important news invariably breaks elsewhere in the world and at the most is eventually imported in simplified form. In order to feel grown-up, the Netherlands is utterly dependent on imported crime, imported conflicts and imported religions. Apart from that, there’s little of vital importance.


The country may already be to some extent in the grip of exotic alarm, but for the time being that has passed the village by. It is hard to imagine just how unsensational this place is, at least if you don’t find cross-country races and sheep-pens sensational and need hordes of people, discos, neon signs or sultry back-street criminality. Here the theft of the hub-caps of a Mitsubishi Colt parked outside the chemist makes it into the local paper. Outside the village, the big castle is occupied by the same noble family that lived there a century ago; on days when her grandchildren are rolling around the castle garden the baroness phones the Michelin-starred restaurant two kilometres down the road: ‘Lisa, do you do chips these days?’


‘There isn’t much call for them,’ says Lisa, formerly souschef at L’Astor in Paris, hesitantly, ‘but I can make some.’


‘Wonderful,’ says the baroness impatiently (after all, what has the demand for chips at the restaurant got to do with her?). ‘We’ll have a dish of them. And bring a packet of cigarettes too.’


Apart from that it’s true that absolutely nothing happens here, apart from tree martens eating the squirrels, farmers’ sons driving into a tree blind drunk in the middle of the night, and in one of the hottest summers for years a bird being spotted in the countryside that supposedly spread a mysterious African virus. But it all blew over, the excitement about the inspections and the red tape round the field behind the cheese-making plant. Peace has returned and you could say that the village is bobbing along under its own momentum, far from the madding crowd.


It was a long winter here. At the beginning of April the snow still lay on the fields for days and in the preceding months the village was regularly cut off from the rest of the world. Teresa called off her appointments and sat warm and safe at home watching the traffic chaos on the late news. She hoped to see her husband John’s car somewhere in the endless tailbacks. Not that she was worried; he had doubtless meanwhile been given a cup of instant coffee by the army, which had deployed at full strength to keep motorists alive. Once or twice she thought she saw him, but each time it was a different dark-blue Audi with a businessman at the wheel. What kind of tie had he taken with him on his business trip? For the life of her, she couldn’t remember. He was fairly conservative in his choice of ties, so that man on the telephone with the broad stripes couldn’t be John. Every day after the news the weatherman promised further snow, and the authorities made a desperate appeal to the civilian population to stay home. But John spent so much time abroad that he looked down with a kind of detached pity at those nice Dutch people who thought they were having their own share of bad weather, though this, as he said to Teresa when he called from Schiphol to say he was on his way home, was absolutely nothing compared with American winters.


‘Winter in America is cold,’ hummed Teresa.


‘What’s gold?’


‘Wishing I had known enough of love to leave love enough alone.’


‘What are you going on about?’


‘First try to get home,’ replied Teresa in a motherly tone, ‘then we’ll see about America.’


Come to that, it would teach him a lesson to get stranded half-way at night. All that travelling around with business class information and satnav systems that constantly sent messages to his car with the latest news on cloud levels, precipitation, temperature, wind, storm warnings and the outlook for subsequent days had turned him into a meteorological show-off. Spending an hour or so in the open air while the soldiers hoisted his car back up the incline could do him no harm, and he’d have the chance to feel how even Dutch frost can burn through your clothes like wildfire. It wasn’t his fault, though, not some reckless trait in his character. He simply had the attitude of a born city-dweller to the weather; he knew about it only by hearsay. So she watched the chaotic scenes on the motorway for a little longer, but channel-hopped to TelSell when the news started repeating itself. She listened to the American who tried with religious zeal to persuade her to purchase a steam vacuum cleaner, toyed for a moment with the idea of ringing the sales number, but on second thoughts switched the television off and went to bed. He’d be OK.


That winter Teresa twice woke up early in the morning, looked outside and saw John sitting outside the gate in the car. Because the driveway was impassable and even the council’s snowplough had given up half-way down the avenue, he had got stuck, car and all, a few metres from the gate, and had obviously become caught up in a hectic conversation. Dashboard light on, business reports open on the steering wheel. Gesticulating energetically in the dark. Both times he was already sitting showered and shaved at breakfast when she got up a few hours later. Had he slept in his car? Of course not. At home as always, he’d got back on time; he’d rung Berlin this morning; things were much worse there. The Germans had to climb up on their roofs to shovel the snow off because of the danger of collapse. You didn’t have that kind of thing in Holland.


It was in that same long winter that John joined the book club. He’d just returned from a short trip and was sitting in his study reading the mail when Teresa’s father Randolf dashed in with a book, wrapped in the paper of the local bookshop, which he slapped down on the desk in front of his son-in-law with a mighty thud. There was nothing else for it. The book club could use another sensible reader.


‘Christ Almighty,’ said John, ‘what good would I be in a book club? I never read books. The last time I read a novel was Grisham’s The Firm. And I bought it in a mad rush. At an airport. I thought it was the latest bestseller on Heathrow management.’


He pushed himself away from his desk and rolled his chair back a little, stopping a metre and a half in front of his extensive collection of current and authoritative professional literature. Then he tipped back his chair and folded his hands behind his head. Since he had last shaved early in the morning, a dark shadow played across his face, misleadingly giving him — for all his innocence and amiability — a rather suspect appearance. Because of his exotic appearance, even on days when he had shaved, he was asked confidentially by his business contacts where he came from. Holland. And your parents? Holland. That answer usually led to suppressed indignation in the people he was talking to; they felt they weren’t being taken seriously and ascribed that to the arrogance of an immigrant who, starting from an underprivileged position, had worked his way too fast to the top of the financial world.


These days John enjoyed exploiting that confusion. By exaggerating slightly and giving away as little as possible about himself, he derived an air of superiority and menace from his supposed foreign origin. Because, in combination with his exalted position, his haughty intelligence created the impression not only that he was a perfect example of the successful rise of immigrants, but could also lead his business colleagues to believe that he had access to the inner circles in countries where no Westerner had yet set foot.


He ran his hand reflectively over his stubble and shook his head.


‘Novels! I’m far too much of a barbarian to talk about novels with those posh lawyers of yours.’ When Randolf did not react, he sprang to his feet. ‘Haven’t you got another club I can join to win my spurs here in the village? Isn’t there a dining club or something?’


‘The book club is best,’ said Randolf Pellikaan firmly. ‘You’re a very suitable candidate for a book club. Sooner or later every person with a sense of responsibility joins a book club. Look, here, this is what we are going to read: Carlo Emilio Gadda, 3 December at 8 p.m. at Lucius’ place. Just get Teresa to explain to you where it is.’
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Sooner or later every person with a sense of responsibility joins a book club — that is the firm conviction of Randolf Pellikaan, Teresa’s father, a great constitutional lawyer and famous columnist. He is supported in that conviction by the culture surrounding him. There is only one way of understanding people’s lives, their randomness, their transience and their lack of drama, and that is by telling separate stories outside history. Literature, as Randolf explains repeatedly when he wishes to justify his interest in novels, is indispensable for understanding the particular, the separate events of which life consists as soon as you distance yourself from the structure that philosophy imposes on it.


Sometimes he works late in his office in the law faculty and no longer has any idea from what recesses of his body he is supposed to dredge new supporting arguments for his still fresh ideas: his adrenal glands have stopped secreting, he’s worked non-stop for weeks and he’s dog-tired. This has all the characteristics of an artistic impasse, he thinks: the literary writer must feel something like this when no new ideas present themselves. And as a result of this, this sense of emotional and intellectual breakdown acquires a stature that he greatly enjoys in the midst of his silence. With a mixture of self-mockery and embarrassment he comes to the conclusion that his life comes closest to real life when he’s totally wiped out. When he wobbles, when everything in him wobbles, when he feels the puniness of his own body and the tears well up in his eyes from pure exhaustion. In a while, as soon as he returns to his work, the legal hair-splitting at which he excels, the feeling of urgency will disappear and his life will again shrink to servitude and functionality. No, if you want to understand anything about life, you’d do better to sit motionless on your chair and talk about nothing. Or about death.


The problem is, Randolf never thinks about death. Or perhaps he does think about it now and then, but when he does it never carries the tragic and melancholy charge that death has in the work of great writers. And that’s precisely why he admires those writers so, and at the same time utterly despises them. Because they are able to give weight to the inner experiences that every normal person has; they don’t require any special merit, they don’t perform feats of superhuman proportions, they just live the same life as everyone else and yet imbue it with extra significance. That is both impressive and disappointing. Come to that, he’s never given very much thought to the contradictory nature of his feelings. He prefers to push his contempt for writers into the background, because when all’s said and done it seems to him the least interesting aspect. His admiration on the other hand makes him one of the most fanatical members of the book club.


What is it that makes people reach for literature, Randolf asks the students at the start of his lectures. They look away uncomfortably and so he answers his own question: it’s a longing for profundity. Because there’s more to life that you might think at first sight, more than telecommunications, maximizing of profit, cultural globalization, genetic modification, worldwide migration: in short because there’s more, sooner or later all serious people feel the need for depth.


They want confirmation. They want to hear that much in life is futile and much to no avail, that life is an incidental activity, a fleeting illusion, and that that’s OK.


Although they themselves are of course also sensible people, with a bat-brain millions of years old that carries within it the corpuscular knowledge of dark caves and the deceptive shadows that the bright fire of truth casts on the walls, they still need books to tell them. Yes, they say, that’s how it is, that’s exactly how it is.


That’s why a poet eventually comes to work at every office in the world and tells the staff about the fragility of their existence. Not because the staff themselves are ignorant on that score. But between the backlog of work piling up and lunches in the canteen they have to be reminded again of the feelings of despair they have when they’re at home in bed; they have lost their memories of home the moment they go through the door of their office. Because here they’re never alone, never at rest, never at ease. Here they never have time to think – about nothing.


That’s where the poet comes in.


His language is more real than their language.


(Why are the words of the poet more affecting than your own words? In the oral exam one of Randolf’s students replies: ‘For the same reason that someone else’s love-story is more affecting than your own. Because it’s someone else’s love-story. Because you remain outside it – with your dubious character and your second-rate body.’)


And so, because the language of the poet is so much more affecting than their own language, the staff’s hearts leap up as soon as their own feelings come up in the poetry workshops, although they’ve long been intimately acquainted with their own feelings, and precisely at that moment, they will say afterwards on their evaluation forms, somewhere deep inside a door opens.


When they are given the assignment of recording what moves them inwardly during the course, these are the things that surface; Randolf was once given the list by an office poet who wanted to know the first thing that came into the heads of the people on the course:


– Writing poetry is making us conscious of reality.


– Regard writing poetry as a method of management.


– In the south the hills are as silver as the silver fox, in the north as red as the coat of the red buffalo.


– Our management is made up of the kind of people who when they hear the word ‘abstraction’ think of Russian painters.


– Desolate.


– An American gas station where you can buy apple pie.


– The dog had four pups in the back garden and simply left two of them outside all night.


– Article 4 of the Spatial Planning Act; possible compensation in the case of lawful government action.


– Discrimination is incorrect use of the modus tollens.


– In Ty Mawr there are two cottages, built of slate and granite, which would merge with the background if the window frames were not painted such a brilliant white and the doors such bright red: I shall move in there when I’m dead.


– Goethe is aiming at a synthesis between the qualitative and quantitative method.


– Every year is a wastepaper basket.


– As if, standing against the wall of the cinema, you are presented with the bill for dreams that evaporated long before you were born.


– Bloody Brigadoon.


– I have to control the impulse to throw myself face down in the verge.


– How are you? Please tell me, how are you?


It was the year when a British law practice made a great hullabaloo about appointing the first office poet, that Randolf Pellikaan became interested in the potential of literature. He’d been an avid reader all his life and had set up the book club with a couple of friends just after he left university. Yet despite his pious dedication to the world of high culture that novels represent, he himself would never have hit on the idea of also using them, the novels, as a source for his own work.


The British practice wrote in a press release – Randolf was sent the cutting from London – that it was really nothing special, the idea that an office poet was going to email poems round the office. You had to realize that in the past in many countries, Ireland and pre-Islamic Arabia, for instance, the law itself was transmitted by word of mouth; it was mainly poets who announced legal casuistry to the public in verse form. So the joint venture between lawyers and poets wasn’t all that new.


Randolf liked the plan. The step those lawyers had taken had suddenly shown him that he too could also read classic literature with his own students without being accused of dilettantism by others. Kleist’s Michael Kohlhaas, the humiliated citizen’s sense of justice that has run out of control; Billy Budd, the inarticulate sailor unjustly condemned to death by an inflexible naval captain (‘rules are rules’); Dostoevsky; Harper Lee; Auden: ‘In the burrows of the Nightmare/Where Justice naked is’. He could see the course plan in front of him. And in that new flush of enthusiasm he decided to devote an MA workshop to the subject. With a select group of students he read poems, novels, discussed the underlying views of peace and law, of love and justice, and together they followed the rise of the office poets with great interest.


Well then, at a certain moment Randolf even did a blown-up print-out of a poem by the office poet Lavinia Greenlaw and pinned it pontifically on his office wall. In the poem – ‘Galileo’s Wife’ – Galileo’s wife travels around like a woman possessed looking for the edge of the world on her husband’s behalf, but when she gets home all the thanks she receives for her pains is a slap in the face from Galileo. The great scientist himself has stayed safely indoors all that time: ‘Every night he is at the university/Proving the existence of the edge of the world.’


Randolf is proud of the poem, that is, he’s proud of having been chivalrous enough to hang it up. Not everyone in the university is prepared publicly to make room for criticism of the scientific enterprise. But if I’ve learnt anything from reading poetry and prose, he says, beaming at everyone who visits him in his office, it’s self-irony.


Randolf Pellikaan is a passionate intellectual, he is shrewd, cautious, cultured, cheerful, ruthless, sentimental, dangerous.


Now, years later, he is still a supporter of the law-and-literature movement, although the initial excitement has subsided and all over the world with the fluctuations in the economy the status of poetry has again experienced something of a downturn. But Randolf continues to believe loyally in the importance of culture.


When his young colleagues, eager lawyers without much teaching experience, wrestle with the bored attitude of their students, he tells them they should simply become a little more like Robin Williams.


‘I beg your pardon?’ say his colleagues in astonishment.


‘Robin Williams,’ says Randolf, ‘and the way he brought his uninterested students to life with poems in Dead Poets Society!’


O Christ, yes, they know the film.


‘So we have to patrol the dorm at night too?’ they snigger, and exchange meaningful looks.


‘Laugh all you want,’ says Randolf. ‘The film may be old-fashioned and a tear-jerker, but you’ll never be a good teacher if you don’t understand its pedagogical message.’


Consequently, when he came across a DVD of Dead Poets Society a year ago, he immediately bought it. On Randolf’s strict instructions the members of the book club all took turns to view it at home. Lucius, a founder-member, watched it at night in bed with a glass of armagnac. Slightly superciliously. But even Lucius can’t get the scene out of his mind where two model parents discover their son’s body. The son has blown his brains out in his father’s study – why? Because he had been touched by literature, because he wanted to become a poet, an actor, an artist, but wasn’t, that was why he took his father’s pistol out of his desk drawer. And as he lies there, so young, so promising, such an unnecessary victim of the struggle between the ever-contrary Robin Williams and his conventional surroundings, while he is so hopelessly dead, his polite middle-class mother looks at him from a distance, rigid, turned to stone as if smitten by the hand of God, and says, ‘It’s all right.’ It’s all right.


‘And that,’ says Lucius when he’s drunk at the end of a busy week – when the book club is meeting at Gabrielle’s place to discuss a book that in masterly fashion pulls together all the themes and tragedy of the twentieth century (or is it the twenty-first century?) – ‘that could be the motto of our ideal book club. It’s all right, it’s bloody well all right as long as you love novels. As long as you commit murder with a licence, as long as you screw your students without its affecting your administrative duties.’


‘I’m not in the mood for this,’ says Gabrielle.
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On the morning of that spring day when Teresa Pellikaan’s mobile was to smash into the wall of the bar, her husband John had to go into town. He couldn’t get out of it, he had to attend a Saturday-morning globalization debate organized by the Social Democrats in The Hague. They had assigned him to a forum on climate change and he would probably say something about the impact of climate on the market. ‘What kind of world are we living in?’ had been the indignant tenor of the contributions and John could sympathize with that indignation.


The next question – and there the situation became precarious – was what was John planning to do about it, that world that was growing hotter and hotter and across which the storms were raging more violently than ever? The moment that question was raised he would be on the defensive. What could he as a banker do about it? Nothing. And if he had been able to do anything about it, it would at the very least be a waste of time to come here and discuss the solution on a Saturday morning with a handful of Dutch parliamentarians and a few economists. John had enough access to the upper echelons of high finance – ‘the ‘hi-fis’, as Teresa called them – to be able to save the world with a simple e-mail, should he have a brilliant brainwave.


Such misgivings led Teresa to call him crazy every time he sacrificed his time off to the social debate. But John was quite simply interested in such discussions. He accepted the invitations out of pure curiosity. Even if it was only to discover there and then whether he could turn the eternal questions round and round for a while and nevertheless elicit reactions that surprised him, put him on the track of something he didn’t know. How is it you can manipulate an audience like that? one of the forum members had asked on a previous occasion. Because people like being manipulated was the answer, of course, but it had not been John’s answer: John was just not a cynic. ‘John is too much of a gentleman to be cynical,’ was Teresa’s comment. And she was right. So he gave a different answer: he was able to manipulate an audience because it wasn’t his intention to manipulate them, he just wanted to create a dialogue.


But now, today, he would rather have stayed at home. Not that he was apprehensive about the content of the debate. If the atmosphere was right, he could reel off his story about the ‘the butcher, the brewer or the baker’ for the Social Democrats (all of them small shopkeepers), who are only too happy to supply us with food, not out of brotherly love, but because it’s good for them. Most of those present would recognize the quotation from Adam Smith, and also the complex of conflicting views underlying it, about the pros and cons of the free market. Smith was always a good starting-point, John felt. The moment he started talking about the baker and the butcher, everyone thought they could pin him down as an inveterate free-market theorist, and it was precisely because his most fervent opponents were taken with the idea that they had invited him themselves, demonstrating their tolerance and broad-mindedness. In this mood of Saturday-morning togetherness, he might be able to slip in his wicked message that it is precisely the curbing of the market that represents a great threat to social equality. He could pester them with the unpleasant situation that climate change is forcing the world to check economic growth at the very moment when the Third World is finally ready for it. Nice topic. And business as usual. The only trouble was, he didn’t feel like it today.


He emerged from his room, where he slept when he worked late, and as he knotted his tie by sense of touch, he walked into Teresa’s bedroom across the landing. She was awake and sitting in bed with a cup of coffee. Her hair was a little tousled, which made her endearing more than sexy, and she had a thoughtful expression on her face. She didn’t have her contact lenses in yet, and the newspaper, which she had evidently fished out of the letter-box early, lay untouched on the pillow next to her. John felt a faint surge of lust, a slight longing for her sleepy body under the duvet, but he wasn’t going to risk his new Attolini suit. So he perched cautiously on the edge of the bed and looked at her with his head cocked slightly to one side, like a dog, which was usually surprisingly effective. ‘Are you coming too?’


But Teresa grunted. ‘No.’


‘Come on,’ said John. ‘You look so much more like a socialist than I do, and then at least they won’t make life so difficult for me today.’


That wasn’t true at all. She didn’t look like a socialist; she just looked young. More than that, she was young, twenty years younger than him. And acceptable to everyone, one of us under all circumstances, or at least not one of them. Her regular features were obviously a projection screen for many different desires; beautiful, but not in a frightening way; and Mediterranean, the genetic inheritance of a Greek mother, which gave her a cosmopolitan air. She looked a little like him, oddly enough, but softer and less aggressive. John, who in many social contexts felt like an intruder, always found it easy if she came along: she made him easier to talk to, more approachable. Apart from that, he really wanted her around today.


‘Sweet of you, though I can’t judge at all how great that compliment is,’ said Teresa. She looked pained. ‘But I can’t come with you anyway, I haven’t been at home for days. I’m absolutely shattered.’


‘You won’t have to do anything all day: we won’t be eating in tonight.’


‘But we will be eating in tomorrow. And you’ve no idea what a palaver that is. I tore a recipe out of the paper that I need spearmint for, and I first have to find out about spearmint. I have a strong suspicion that the recipe is going to get completely out of hand today.’


‘Oh,’ pleaded John, ‘come with me. We won’t go to The Hague, we’ll go to Paris.’


Teresa slid back down and pulled the duvet up under her chin, Audrey Hepburn would say, ‘I don’t want to go to Paris. I want to die.’ John simply took her silence as a refusal. He got up, waved to her and left her in bed, jealous at her day in prospect without him. He knew, since he had gradually become familiar with her movements, that after her Saturday shopping she would wind up in the orangery by the castle, and he would have liked nothing better than to meet her there, and have a gin after a morning of hard physical labour.


He went downstairs stoically, and as he crossed the hall towards the front door he went through in his mind at lightning speed – an old habit – all the things he mustn’t forget: keys, money, driving licence, phone, iPod; when it got to the last item on the list something occurred to him and he went back to his study to get the CD of a new performance of Ravel’s string quartet that had been lying there ready to be listened to for the last week. With the CD in his jacket-pocket and a pile of papers under his arm, he finally left the house, pausing for a moment on the threshold.


The day looked good, smelt good, and now the morning mist had lifted there was a haze over the meadow that presaged good weather. It was going to be a little warmer than yesterday. Here in the garden there was a pungent smell of manure: cow dung lay among the rose bushes in chaotically scattered lumps. John scanned the boundaries of his land. The garden and all the land that went with the house, all in all almost two hectares, was enough to support a large herd of goats and cultivate emergency apple rations, should that ever be necessary, and that thought unfailingly reassured him. He got reluctantly into his car.


Judge not, he’d heard a clergyman say a few days before on the radio, judge not, that ye be not judged (Luke 6.37). Condemn not, and ye shall not be condemned. The therapeutic words from the Gospel. But precisely now when John was finally growing old enough to begin to let go, the world was tugging at him harder than ever. After the icy winter, spring had recently returned in all its glory. He would have preferred to have put in a morning’s work in the garden, had he had a free moment. According to the farmer he’d bought his eggs from last week, it was going to rain later this week, so there was no time to lose. A magnolia needed moving, the redcurrant had to be dug up, and he wanted to saw a couple of branches off the beech in front of the house because they obscured the view from his study. But now none of that was going to happen, because he had to go into town. ‘Back to the coalface,’ he said aloud, to cheer himself up. He sighed and took out the CD.


Just at the moment when he was fumbling in irritation with the case, which refused to open, the phone went. He recognized the number: Teresa’s father Randolf, the great Randolf Pellikaan, conscience of the nation.


‘Yes,’ snapped John.


‘John,’ cried Randolf cheerfully to his son-in-law. ‘I’ve suddenly had the idea of coming with you to The Hague this morning. I need to get someone to step back into line.’


‘You need to get someone to step back into line,’ repeated John, and despite everything he burst out laughing. There was undeniably something touching about Randolf’s boundless vanity, and although John was used to warding off intruders and troublemakers, for some reason he could never handle his father-in-law. Their relationship was clear: if Randolf had to go to the debate to get someone to step back into line, there was nothing for it but to drive him there.


‘Allrightie,’ he giggled – he had accidentally adopted the word from Teresa, without knowing what the associations were – ‘I’ll be with you in two minutes.’


Now as he drove down the avenue, turned left onto the asphalt of the High Street and then a few avenues further on turned in the direction of Randolf’s house, he was again cursing under his breath. He realized that he much preferred Teresa’s company to her father’s. Which was just as well, seeing that he was married to Teresa. But then why was he invariably lumbered with her father?


These days John did his level best to please everyone in his immediate circle, not to be totally swallowed up by his work and his commitments, but he was not used to the oppressive warmth of the family and was still astonished at the small world Teresa inhabited. He himself had spent the first half of his life mainly abroad and as a result regarded himself as a citizen of the world. Looking back, he thought that his father had perhaps never fully realized himself as a diplomat: they had moved house just a little too often. Always beginning a new adventure with great enthusiasm until quite quickly a certain malaise or embarrassment made itself felt in the house and the whole family left for a new posting – but John had had a happy childhood and to his great satisfaction had derived from it a bird’s-eye view of life, a panoramic consciousness that perceives all the individual events happening simultaneously at the same moment. It was an attitude to life, he was fond of telling himself, that left little room for discrimination: one city is just as good to live in as another, people everywhere give you reason to stay with them, till you finally leave. When Teresa met him, newly divorced, he had lived in a rented flat in Amsterdam, but was never there.


But now, for the last eighteen months, his whole life was suddenly concentrated in a village, and the village where Teresa had grown up at that. This marriage, his second, had given him an entrée into the world of families who have lived in the same houses for centuries, or at least in the same area for ages (guided walks through the grounds, open-garden days in May and September, meetings of the art club in the village church, country fairs, a chicken-run in the back garden, a second house in Normandy), and he liked it all better than he had expected. And his decision to join the book club had been a direct consequence of this satisfaction. Or rather, a combination of satisfaction, curiosity, the firm resolve to make his second marriage succeed, and a slight slowing down of his brain associated with growing older, so that he had said yes when Randolf turned up with a novel – and a few days later with all the novels that the book club had read and discussed in the past year. Yes, he joined the book club. And that was a lightly taken decision which from now on yoked him inexorably to his father-in-law.


‘Funny,’ he said in a good-humoured tone, ‘how quickly you get into your dotage. In a year I won’t want to leave the village at all.’


‘So what? You mustn’t underestimate the dynamism of this place,’ replied Rudolf Pellikaan brightly. ‘You haven’t been banished. You’ve risen.’


The moment John drove up he had got contentedly into the car and now was sitting with his legs stretched out, the morning paper pressed at the ready under his arm, looking out. ‘In Israel they call immigration “aliyah” – rise, – and emigration “jeridah” – fall. It’s the same with this village. By coming to live here you’ve climbed up quite a way. And now we’re driving down.’


They had left the built-up area and found themselves in open country. The provincial road was quiet; occasionally they met oncoming traffic that was in no more of a hurry than John was – these days cars thought for themselves; this morning they had adjusted their speed to the relaxed mood of the Saturday morning. As a driver you scarcely need to pay attention at all.
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