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I should have liked to see you before you became improbable. War feels to me an oblique place.


Emily Dickinson to Thomas Wentworth Higginson (Letter, February 1863)


Swedenborg somewhere has an image akin to her “oblique place” where he symbolises evil as simply an oblique angle.


Thomas Wentworth Higginson (“Emily Dickinson’s Letters”, Atlantic Monthly, October 1891)







 


For Rita




Part One
Shadow Rose Shadow




Hotel Garni Sonnhof, Bad Ischl, Salzkammergut, Austria, the Beginning of July, 2006, Morning


The door of the glazed veranda is ajar, behind the transom windows, pinned down by the invisible steady rain, the garden is breathing beneath the particular kind of stillness that comes with the passage of water through air, and beside the tall dark hedge the cloudy surface of the pond is quivering under the needles of rain like a secret pulse; the blackbird that kept singing through the dawn from the old yew tree outside your balcony can still be heard, the song brings with it the smell of soil and wet grass and lays itself like a warm compress over the ice-cold odour of cellars and mould from your dream, in the deserted conservatory where the three of you are sitting on your own (a large camellia with shiny dark-green leaves and bright red perianths in the middle of the room, a black piano by the half-open door of the French windows) breakfast has been laid but it is as if the morning were not quite able to penetrate the mist green tones of the light and the entire room were tilting towards the night, the hum of the rain hanging in the air like a lingering nocturnal trace, as though not only the gleaming piano and the abandoned bar were missing the night-time comings and goings while still harbouring vestiges of the people and the music that continue to sap the bluish-green mist from the garden floating like a breath above the empty table and the rumpled tablecloth on which you spilled coffee, above the china coffee pot and the broken eggshells beside the plate, above the rag doll lying on its stomach, above the half-finished chocolate, above the gold-painted numerals carved into the large wooden block with a metal key on the end of a grubby cord, but the entire four-storey building you have spent the night in as well. The landlady who put out the coffee and bread disappeared inside the hotel long ago, beyond the kitchen regions where she could be heard clattering for a while, she may have had things to do in a laundry whose whereabouts you do not know, one flight down perhaps, an extension of the spiral staircase that brought you down to the ground floor and through a long wide corridor to this glazed veranda with an open door that a cold draught is coming through. The coffee is cold now as well and is beginning to taste bitter, the rain-drenched air turns your little daughter’s hair frizzy, the curls falling dully over her shoulders, and to smooth out the straggling strands of hair that stick out you slowly run your hand in drawn-out strokes over her scalp and neck, the caresses release a sweet powdery scent of soap in your mind, a velvety mixture of vanilla and amber, of saltwater and sun-warmed skin that trickles like balm inside your ribs. In the chair opposite, he, your husband, lifts his coffee cup to his mouth and lets his gaze fall inside as if to confine it there, to allow it to rest on the bottom of the round interior which it does for a few long seconds, until he puts the cup down and it collides against the saucer with a clink, then he looks up and straight at you instead, settling the entire weight of his dark-brown gaze on your eyes – which are of a muddy greyish-green colour, with a vein of gold that clashes with the green closest to the pupil – and you know that he is planning on keeping it there, that he is not going to drop his eyes, not yet, although you drop yours almost immediately and the moment you have done so you also realise that there will be reproach in his gaze now that he has sniffed out your nightmare that is lying between you unspoken, unspoken but like a wall and that that dream, which he can sense like running water through the movements of your eyes, is making him feel disappointed, angry, making him feel alone, lost, in the wrong place, as though you were suffering from an illness that was self-inflicted and you were refusing to do anything about it. Beyond his head, which you are looking at against the light, the tall dark-green hedge that rises in the background behind the windows screens the garden from everything except the thin strip of grey sky gleaming above its edge, you watch his face from the corner of your eye, it is hanging there at the periphery of your vision as large as a moon; though it is the brilliant actinic light of your dream that comes flooding in now, as if reflected off whitewashed houses with roof terraces in much more southerly latitudes (for a while you thought it was a kindly light, a memory of a different journey you had been on together), then you could see the crocheted lengths of white cotton yarn that were hung so absurdly along the walls of that room, beneath and not above the oblong window (like a crack) beyond which shone a blue sky (named heaven in the dream) that made you screw up your eyes, it was those crocheted expanses of stars and chain stitch pinned beneath the window sill on the inside of the room that signalled danger, accentuated almost immediately by the figure that had let you into that harshly sunlit room (a whisper in the dream called him “the Rabbi”) and you remember turning away from that breach towards heaven to see an iron door ajar and then you remember as well that it was from that dark gap behind your back that the freezing smell of cellars and mould and something choking like exhaust fumes came pouring out during the night, beneath the notes of the blackbird’s song, and tainted everything.


The muted rain shower is prolonging the night, your child (she is only partially open to what is outside herself) is moving her hands slowly, as if she were within another dream, or a memory perhaps, you have to protect her, keep her outside it even though the rain is forming a skein of airborne water. A horn blares from the station at the bottom of the hill and over the loudspeaker a voice is announcing a train whose destination you cannot make out. The steady rain is now falling more heavily behind the glass panes, and from the tall yew glistening in the downpour where the blackbird was perched large heavy drops are falling onto the pond, rain bubbles are becoming visible in the water; then the train rolls into the little station on the other side of the veil of rain, the coaches that make up the train so close that you can hear the thumping of the wheels against the stone grooves, the whistle of the train burns its way into your ear canals and is followed almost immediately by the screeching of the brakes, the shrill sounds whirling inside the tunnels of your ears as piercingly as if they were trying to turn themselves into light, to be transformed into the razor beam of a searchlight ransacking your brain.


“¡Mira, una merla!” he says having got up from the table and taken the child with him, the two of them are standing inside the half-open door looking out at the garden, he is on his knees beside her so that their heads, which you can see from behind, are at the same height, his hand extended and the finger pointing towards the blackbird pecking its way around the thick trunk of the yew, he tells her that there aren’t any blackbirds at home on the farm and even though it is so black, it sings very beautifully, almost more beautifully than any other bird, although your daughter does not seem impressed by the coal-coloured bird, not even by the yellow beak a worm is dangling from, she is probably thinking about the hoopoes that live year round on your plot of land and whose orange heads and startling black and white wings she sees almost daily bobbing this way and that over the lawn and under the fruit trees. You are thinking that the onomatopoeic Catalan name puput (poo-poot, poo-poot) manages to convey both the colours and song of the hoopoe through its syllables (like sunlight shining through the petals of a flower) and that merla, too, has a singing sonority that blackbird (a dry dull blackness rather than trills and cheeps) lacks, the Spanish mirlo has the notes of a song in it as well, although something (the “m”?) also lends the word a sheen of black velvet (the black velvet between the stars of a winter night).


“We can go over to the pond later, once it has stopped raining,” he says to the child and then you get up from the table as well. “I’m going up,” you say, “I forgot the tablets,” and start making for the stairs, tentatively, as if you were encountering resistance, and you think about the beginning of this trip, when you were coasting so smoothly along in the car on the way to the airport despite your damaged hand and then you also remember the white butterfly (the white bandage reminds you of the wings of the white butterfly) that appeared from nowhere in the opposite lane while you were driving through Colomers, the neighbouring village where you buy bread, and had not yet had time to pick up speed, the unsuspecting zig-zag motions of the wings that you tracked as the distance increased in the rear-view mirror and you can see quite clearly, lingeringly, in a kind of slow motion, the abrupt collision of the fluttering white spot that had been tracing rosettes as it were in the air with the windscreen of the dark oncoming car. And then you raise your left hand to the banister and a shooting pain in your damaged ring finger (which must have overextended a muscle or a joint – you have forgotten that that hand no longer properly functions and you are not supposed to use it – in order to adapt to the shape of the banister as you grasp it) makes you look down at the hand which is bound to a metal splint and has a large brown iodine stain on the bandage and then the dream you had the first night in Salzburg starts to flicker before your eyes, when you were approaching a large, long and narrow table with a glass syringe in your hand, with bloody scratches across your knuckles, the table was covered in sand and growing out of the sand was a rolling landscape of mountains, forests, and plains, there was even a lake, the landscape was slowly rising, like water gently rocking or the ribcage of someone asleep, the hand holding the syringe, dark clotted blood along your fingers, was twice the size of the mountains and the trees (mainly pines) and you pushed the long needle in at various points, over and over again, the needle sucked up the grains of sand and your magnified hand, always in the foreground, deposited them onto a microscope, the grains were magnified, they caked together and fell apart, they built structures, they looked like cells or like letters, lumps began to form, you dropped them into a test tube and the liquid in the tube turned blue-green, the same colour as the lake, longer than it was wide, that was glittering in the miniature landscape like a comma; you woke up as a black locomotive came out of a tunnel on the periphery of the model landscape. You are moving upwards, the staircase is a broad spiral of low wooden steps that work their way along the spine of the building between bumpy whitewashed walls, there is no view out, neither up nor down, just the spiral motion, so you make for the light falling through a window at the back of the landing; the passage between the first and second landings is along the corridor of the first floor, lit by the window at one end of the corridor is a thick hall carpet that absorbs the sound of your steps, just before the next set of stairs is a large hand-painted linen cupboard and opposite the linen cupboard a wall covered in hunting trophies and black-and-white photographs, and then a large painting of the building in pastel shades, with some people standing in front of it dressed in folk costume, two women in ankle-length hooped skirts and a man in short leather trousers and a feathered hat, from the Thirties or Forties to judge by the hairstyles, the facade from that period is recognisably the same even though the photograph has been taken using an obsolete technique, there is too much cyan in the sky above.


*


In the bathroom where you go to get water you are struck by your reflection, the white bandage around your left hand sends a flash through the glass, a diagonal line that runs right through the figure that is you, the alien hand makes your whole appearance unfamiliar: Who is this person with that damaged finger of yours? Who are you here? The present is a place without colour, like the white spot in a chromatic circle, a superposition; you see the full moon above the Dolomites the night you crossed the border on your way to this place, half-lying on your side with your throbbing hand in your lap, the moon huge and distorted above the mountain tops while you groan and hold your hand as if it were a suckling baby, and the silver ribbon of the asphalt that seemed intent on leading you deeper and deeper into the mountains, where horses are snorting and plunging over the edge and the clatter of rain is the clatter of a machine gun. Without taking your eyes from the mirror you shove two capsules into your mouth, letting them lie on your tongue until the taste gets too bitter, you are thinking about the calf that ripped open and broke your finger on the farm at home the very morning you were supposed to fly to Venice and start the journey here, about the rope the finger got stuck in, about the several hundred kilos of fear that made the calf yank at the rope when it felt the lasso around its neck, and your hand got caught between the rope and the rusty pole in the stall so the upper part of your finger snapped, and you are thinking that the pain, your pain, came such a long time later, not until the evening. Then there is a knock on the door.


*


The bandage is piled in the sink, before you pour iodine on the cut you wiggle the nail that was detached at the root, when you press on the tip of the nail a hidden spot jumps under the skin of the third joint, the outer phalanx, just above the last joint of the ring finger, up and down like a swing; you spray iodine over the stitched-back nail and reapply the metal splint, he helps you wind the bandage several times around the splint that keeps the finger straight, but when that has been done it turns out to press too hard and the bandage has to be reapplied. The child is standing in the doorway looking at you, you wonder if this is an image that will stay with her, Pappa bandaging Mamma’s bad hand in a strange building, a place in her memory whose contours will in all likelihood be erased; your daughter’s brown eyes are often unfathomable, in photographs they sometimes possess a distinct expression of grief, but now they are bright with anticipation and under her arm she has the book you bought yesterday after the visit to the Imperial Villa (with its six hundred mountain-goat horns along the walls on the main staircase and the portrait of his wife (Sisi) in his dressing room, she is wearing a white lace dressing gown and her long tresses have been let down, across her shoulders like a broad cloak that falls all the way to her knees, in the middle of her chest two strands of her hair are tied together at the same height as her heart; the portrait was positioned on an easel in front of the desk at which Franz Josef signed the declaration of war against Serbia in the summer of 1914), your child is standing there and the lovely fall of her curls is twisting along both sides of her throat and you smile and say, yes, you’re going to be reading the book about the Empress with the long, long hair in the car together while Mamma drives to the new hotel you’re going to stay in tonight, it’s next to a lake with very clear blue-green water you can swim in.




Haus Schoberstein, Weissenbach am Attersee, Salzkammergut, Austria, June 2006


A certain distance was evidently required for the building to become visible, you have driven past the place several times, followed the waterline all the way to the neighbouring village of Steinbach without managing to see a single building even vaguely reminiscent of the three-storey villa in the photograph you are holding, the glittering lake has been rocking alongside you the whole time just a few metres from the winding country road, the sun is high in the sky and the colour of the water is an opaque bluish green, a colour also called turquoise, cyan and aqua, water that is, redundant therefore or a tautology, water in water, these various attempts to capture a colour composed of two other colours, blue and green, and you are thinking that Gustav Klimt painted the ruffled surface of the Attersee in a great many different versions, with the light slanting at a low angle more often than not, every summer he would row out early in the morning to paint in the middle of the lake in his flat-bottomed boat, the point of view from water to land, the square canvases made up of 98 per cent water and just a narrow strip of sky or land at the very top, and it may be because you have been distracted by thinking about Gustav Klimt’s watery landscapes as you look for the house along the lakeshore on the outskirts of Weissenbach that you fail to see it, by the idea that unlike in Vienna what Klimt painted here summer after summer was the natural world, never any portraits of women, neither naked nor overloaded with clothes, but water for the most part which is after all just a way of trying to capture the light itself, and while you are driving along the narrow road squeezed between the lake and the burgeoning green vegetation at its edge that Klimt too would have driven along many times, you remember the autochrome plate in which he is standing beside the same lake in his ankle-length painting tunic (“Gustav Klimt sur les rives de l’Attersee, vers 1910, Plaque autochrome Lumière de Friedrich Walker, collection particulière”), something about that indigo-coloured tunic must have etched its way in, something gloomy about the colour, like an omen, sporting that faun-like beard of his, the painter is standing there looking towards a point outside the picture with a severe expression, not turned towards the water but towards the land, to the edge where the faded grass is growing inwards towards a deciduous forest, as if he could see something he objected to, his fists clenched beneath those long puffed sleeves. At Weyregg, at the midpoint of the lake, you turned round and drove past Steinbach for the second time, the cyan-coloured water always on your right this time, at the turn-off to Weissenbach, which is now in front of you rather than behind you, the road bends and the lake suddenly stretches across the entire windscreen and that is when it happens, when you see the building that had been obscured, when you choke back a cry or whisper so fiercely it makes your vocal chords burn and you throw yourself forward so your sunglasses touch the windscreen. Beyond the bobbing expanse of aqua-coloured water, right in front of you, some way up the wooded mountains the white building you have travelled all this way to visit is looming, that distinctive projecting turret is unmistakable: Haus Schoberstein, Villa Schoberstein according to some sources. You have found it; part way up the immense cliff (Höllengebirge – the Mountains of Hell? – on the map) the building’s moon-face is taunting you, the narrow shadow you can make out has to be the large veranda visible in the image, like a smile. A stab of fear, the swell of the lake just a little more pronounced, as if it were the house that had discovered you.


*


A few minutes later and you reach Weissenbach, stopping the car on the shore road, opposite the small town’s hotel, a building hard to place in terms of age whose sign proclaims it to be the hotel post, you had stopped here yesterday while trying to find the house, then as now the water was lashing the pier, throwing up metre-high columns and spattering the parked cars, the silver-coloured Renault you hired in Venice a few days ago along with one or two others.


Your child is sleeping on the back seat, it goes without saying that the hunt for the house cannot be undertaken while she is awake, sleep is a protective shell.


*


You have both been sitting in silence in the car for a while, your eyes fixed on the private jetty that caught your attention the first time you were here: it is square-shaped and covered in a lush, well-maintained lawn, an elderly couple were sitting there yesterday on garden chairs side by side reading the papers, you have never seen a jetty like this one before, like a backdrop, part of a working stage set. After a while you reverse out of the car park and turn 180 degrees towards the vertical cliff from which the house takes its name: Schoberstein, and drive up a little hill and turn off to the left just round the corner from the Hotel Post to park in front of the kitchen entrance, behind a green rubbish container standing in the shade. On the right-hand side the ground rises a metre or two above your heads, up there is where the land belonging to Haus Schoberstein begins. A member of staff walks from the kitchen door over to a van and peers in your direction, but then soon goes back inside again.


“There are no bearers of secrets up there any more,” you say, and wish he would try to smile. Slowly, with your good hand, you place the video camera and your new digital one in the shoulder bag. The car park is just as empty, the sun is broiling, you try out the word Herz, here the word for heart is Herz, your heart is beating rapidly. You close the car door carefully behind you so as not to wake her, she is breathing heavily inside the car with the heating on.


*


A half-landing stairway cut out of the rock leads up to the property, after the last turn you are standing on the edge of an English park, the greater part of which is in shadow, the trees are a mixture of pines and firs and right at the back next to the cliff face is an immense copper beech. It is apparent that the building is connected with the hotel in some way, presumably it is used as a conference centre, no single person can be seen in the vicinity at this moment, the lawn has been weeded and is well tended, there is no long grass swaying in the breeze, which reinforces the impression of absolute stillness, a gravel path draws gleaming lines across the ground, the gravel here is white too, although you notice that it does not stick to your soles as the gravel (or was it ash?) in Treblinka is said to have done.


*


The path curves beneath the beech tree, you get out the video camera and press PLAY. Facing the mountain you film the huge copper beech, when you arrive beneath it you look up at the canopy, layer upon layer of branches reaching up towards the sky, there is a wooden bench beside the trunk and it frightens you, as if a voice might emerge from it, that may be why you start talking quietly into the camera, tentative and indistinct to begin with, there is a kind of protection in the silence it feels uncomfortable to abandon. It will be difficult to hear what you are saying afterwards (. . . sixty-six years . . .), particularly at the beginning of the tape, the camera pans shakily towards the house (There . . . the balcony and the veranda . . . the side wall overlooks a fish pond . . .). In focus a circular construction of coarsely polished granite. A long tracking shot zooms in on the fish pond, the water is opaque and mud-coloured. Cut from the fishpond up to the house. A quick panning shot from the basement to the top. Just below the roof there are reflections from the sunlight dancing on the water, the sunbeams form an undulating pattern that simply freezes solid on film, not one of the still pictures captures it.


*


A clear blue sky.


The black motion of a swallow cuts into the image, it flies this way and that above the billowing reflections of the water, in and out under a beam. How old does a swallow get? How many generations of swallows have used the nest under that beam? If evil is an oblique angle, what is time? What kind of geometry does it possess?


It was all drifting on open water.


You turn around, from the veranda the Attersee is a blue strip shredded by white sails. The Rose Wind is blowing across the lake, ruffling the surface. You wonder where the roses are, what kind of roses the wind is sweeping across the lake.




Villa Schoberstein, the Hitler Government’s Recreation Facility for T4-Staff members, Bad Ischl-weg 1, Weissenbach am Attersee, Reichsgau Oberdonau, Ostmark (Austria under Annexation), August 2, 1943, 6.00 a.m.


“If only everyone was like you, Unterscharführer Seidel.” The bookkeeper Klara Deneke’s words come back to him on this last morning, who was she comparing him with in her thoughts? Miete? Mentz? Josef Vallaster? He’s from the area after all so he’d be bound to come here when he could and she can’t really have been thinking about Frank and that fair boyish face of his that would surely have charmed Lorent’s former secretary when she sighed like that, besides he’s got a whore in the village and would never bother making the long trip here. In his mind S.S.-Unterscharführer Kurt Seidel runs quickly through his colleagues, which of them has taken the opportunity to stay at the holiday villa? Apart from the married ones, a lot of them stay at the camp while they are on leave, exchanging goods and services with the Polish women who gather at the fence; although what’s it to him, why bother about what some conceited typist thinks of him? He brushes the whole business aside and turns his gaze outward instead, towards a landscape irradiated by the play of light off a vast still lake, once again he notices the way the summer clouds are reflected in the great glass pane that is the Attersee at this time of day, before the wind has picked up, the clouds are snow-white cottony formations and remind him reluctantly of Boelitz’s hair (a dependable young man nonetheless, maybe because they share a background in the police force), in his mind’s eye he can see the glint of Boelitz’s bone-white hair as he stands on the ramp, his eyebrows and lashes are faded as well and give off tiny golden sparkles when the sun shines through them, Boelitz on the platform, sober and correct, his hair gleaming as he issues directions in a reassuring though firm voice, just like the policeman he essentially continues to be, oh well . . . S.S.-Unterscharführer Kurt Seidel takes one last deep drag as he looks at the glassy lake dotted with cumulus clouds that extend all the way over to Unterach on the other shore, the village he sometimes rows over to in a newly painted rowing boat, if only he had time he would have jumped into the little vessel and made his way out to the centre of the lake to float in the enormous inverted sky that is now expanding at his feet, what a sight he saw when he came down to the jetty a while ago: the sky doubled, dropped, to put it bluntly, across the surface of the lake; the mirror effect is opening up the firmament before him, row upon row of shining cumulus clouds are sketching a kind of heavenly valley above the water, the water no longer water but air, the weightlessness of the clouds, snow-covered mountains or gigantic tufts of cotton wool, continues to enthrall him and for a fraction of a second the delusion, the hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach that says a fall from up there would be identical to the incomparable sensation of flying, gets the better of him again. It occurs to him almost immediately afterwards that there is also a practical side to the notion: he can save this beautiful illusion and summon it up if . . . when at death’s door, when he is about to be devoured by what he conceives to be the cellar-like darkness of death, which could happen at any moment, after all, at any moment he could be reassigned and forced to board one of the troop transports that pass through the railway junction at Małkynia rather than get off there; at the thought of the small station where he has seen so many army units and military supplies pass by on their way to the front, a few short kilometres from the river where he goes to swim, the word “Stalingrad” occludes the image of the lake like a solar eclipse and blacks everything out; he throws the butt into the water, the cigarette end floats for a second or two before coming apart and sinking; at any moment, though, a bombing raid could blow them all apart or the partisans could launch an attack, or death could strike the way it struck Max Bielas on the calmest of afternoons, stabbed as he was by a worker-Jew when he least expected it; if death comes creeping so slowly through his body he has time to see the black wave coming he can place the vision of this heavenly valley between himself and the onrushing darkness like a hand-coloured film, reassuring notions of dying form part of a soldier’s equipment after all, like cigarettes, preserved meat and dressings. And endless rounds of drinks in the stone hall named Valhalla are not in his nature, on the contrary, all he feels when occasionally he goes to the mess is revulsion. A splash cracks the surface into concentric circles, the rings reach the water-lily leaves floating in clumps near the jetty where he is sitting, the long ridges and knots of the rough grey-bleached boards scrape the back of his thighs as he reaches for the gold lighter that has become a kind of amulet; he lights a fresh cigarette, spitting out a flake of tobacco. Bug! He loathes the very name, he tries to keep his eyes fixed on the clear greenish-blue water clucking against the jetty beneath him, but it is a brown Polish river he is seeing, the mud churned up by those disorderly, bleating Ukrainians; the jolting and the racket of the squeaking wheelsets is already preying on him, all the stops and the changes of train, the singed smell, the overcrowding and the sweaty feet, the suppressed fear of being strafed which is another form of cold sweat all the time on the nape of his neck, the smouldering fires and the fences clad in pine branches where he is headed that limit your field of vision wherever you look; his reluctance to make the journey is being converted into a sluggishness in his limbs, a hollow sensation in his midriff that leaves him almost breathless; how he wishes he could stay with this lightness meeting his eyes, drink in for one more day the cool fresh smell of the mountain, over a thousand metres high, that descends like mist from the cliff face at his back, the cool, fresh mountain smell that meets that of the water here by the lake and makes the air almost floral, rose-like, which may well be why the wind over the lake is called “the Rose Wind” by the locals, that has not occurred to him before. S.S.-Unterscharführer Kurt Seidel, whose leave ends in exactly twenty-four hours, is clinging to these perceptions as though they were implements he could actually hold, wedges set into a rock fissure that could keep him suspended over this place, and in one last attempt to prolong the few minutes left to him before he has to get to his feet and walk up to the house and finish packing and put his uniform on he applies himself to predicting the atmospheric phenomena that will occur here in the next few hours, after he has left: the wind will pick up just before nine, the Rose Wind whose name he now feels he has invented, named for the very first time, and the Rose Wind will then shatter the reflection of the sky and make the surface of the water crinkle into millions of tiny opaque waves (by nine o’clock he should already be on the first train); then, as the sun climbs, the bluish-green colour of the lake will intensify, the blue of the inverted sky will become earthly water, cloudy but turquoise in any case, like a gigantic jewel casually left around for everyone to look at, without any greed, without any intense or heady desire to grab it for your own. What happens next, just after nine? Here, with no warning, his predictions go off at a tangent and he finds himself on the platform where the carriages will be standing at around nine, in front of the painted clock which always shows a different time, always the same wrong time of day: six, as the time is now or rather what the time was when he came down to the jetty. He reaches for the watch he placed in one of his sandals, it shows 06.17, the second hand is moving, time is not standing still here after all, he looks out over the water as if it could offer some kind of corroboration, in the movement of the large white cumulus clouds perhaps, though he can no longer see a radiant heavenly valley, not even a fallen heaven, but rather the metre-wide pipe on “Ascension Road” in the Upper Camp, as though he had got lost in a system of passages running across several different floors that all ultimately lead into each other, the flow of his thoughts has got stuck as if at a crossroads and he experiences this immobility of mind as a kind of ache, a forceful pressure on his frontal lobe, a pressure he tries to balance through an act of will by sucking air and smoke deep into his lungs, he takes a few quick drags until his thoughts start flowing again and soon the words are coming to his rescue, spinning out the red thread so he can find his way back: Attersee, Rosenwind, Höllengebirge; he pronounces the names slowly, committing them to memory along with the other names, folding them syllable by syllable, meticulously, the way he folded his shirts earlier, because he will not be coming back to this place (fewer and fewer transports are arriving, the one with the Bulgarians from Thessaloniki was the last major one and that was a while ago, at the end of March, the week after his birthday, a sense of bodily calm was restored to everyone that day, the gold-Jews in particular) but then there is another lull and his departure is in the air again, like the muggy soil-saturated smell of summer rain and thunder that rises after a storm and that storm does have a name, Stalingrad, a name with a rotten smell that used to hover like cigarette smoke over the tables in the mess throughout autumn and spring (“High time the Wehrmacht had to fight a Rat War, like we’ve been doing the whole time!” followed by Bolender’s dry guffaw, like the sound of a seam being ripped open) until the day it was finally admitted that the entire Sixth Army had been destroyed, building by building, house by house, in that “Rat War”, and here he is now, all too aware that he is being crushed between two places without prospects, that there are no other prospects than the elusive beauty of the view before him. In the end the presence of the building and the three-peaked mountain becomes so strong he can feel it on the back of his neck, he will soon have to get up and go and it is as if that vertical Mountain of Hell, as upright as a wall carved out of the rock, were telling him so. Villa Schoberstein, another name to take with him, from one hell to another, hell can be flat as well, a region in the heart of the forest walled off by fences, a few short kilometres from the border and with the Russians far too close to the river; he is thinking about the suitcase he smuggled out on his last leave and which is now under a bed in Prenzlauer Berg, and about his last conversation with Stangl, the Kommandant has a tendency to confide in him, most recently he pointed out, with the nasal pronunciation typical of his Austrian accent, that they had a lot in common and then took the trouble to come up with a long list: the police background came first, of course, but also the fact that he is the only person, apart from the Kommandant himself, who borrows the books they get sent. It was there in his office that Stangl let him know he had applied for a transfer a long time ago, that Wirth had mentioned an anti-partisan unit in Italy, and he promised to make sure that he, Seidel, would get to go with him. An unusually broad-winged gull crosses his field of vision with a screech, it is unusually white too, no black lines decorate the tips of its wings, the whiteness appears to be related to the clouds it is flying between, the bright-yellow beak opens for another piercing cry that slices across the silence like a knife, Kurt Seidel watches the gliding flight of the bird for a long while, the perfectly delineated wings flap every now and then until it is a white spot far off at the same height as the black onion dome in Unterach, silence falls once more over the landscape, the world seems to have been deprived of all sound and motion, besides the lake and its constantly changing light spectacle it is this silence he will miss most, the din and the responsiveness of his senses in Treblinka get on his nerves, the screams of the women and children that the singing of the caged nightingales cannot cover up, on the contrary, they erupt into the trilling of the birds like boils and the tune gets distorted by squeaking notes that jar and the deformed birdsong continues to wobble for the eternity of the three hours it takes to deal with a transport like woozy black swarms hovering among the pine trees. He gets to his feet, it is getting late, he gathers up his things, right by his cigarette case and the gold lighter with its ornate inscription, just a few centimetres from the notch where he wedged the first of his cigarette ends this morning, the large scorch mark from last night’s bonfire glistens, a black wound now on the wooden boards, a few hours ago the flames of a fire burning in a zinc tub lugged down from the house; while he does up the watch strap around his left wrist he can see head nurse Gertrud’s dainty watch against her own coarse one, the thin black-leather strap digging into her flesh; then other arms, rough, loose skin, plum-coloured cones on heavy white breasts he had sucked to hardness under a sweaty sheet, the sour smell of the secretions from a sticky bush of hair; he thinks about the way women’s voices set their stamp on a room, their movements leave their imprint on a place, an entire landscape, like throwing a large stone into water, the presence of women changes the frequency of the wavelengths in a space, the flower beds and zoo Stangl had them construct during the spring when there were so few transports are an expression of the essence of the feminine, the nightingales and the deer, the finely carved benches set out here and there in the garden invite reflection and stillness, animals and flowers feminise a landscape, they serve as passive, beautifully coloured currents of a secondary form of energy, still and receptive like water, a female energy that would otherwise be entirely lacking there. He recalls some of the wives and the nurses doing exercises early in the morning on the lawn up at the Villa during his first stay, in the summer of ’41, they performed them all in white, wearing very short skirts, like the girls on display in “Wochenschau” before the war; the old times and the new continuing to live on in one another, that may be why he can now see images of the rear courtyard in the Prenzlauer Berg of his childhood where he once kissed a girl, the courtyard faced the abattoir, there were always a lot of children prowling around the loading bay of the slaughterhouse and war veterans rooting through the waste bins, like the corporal with the disfigured face they called “the Monster”; Kurt Seidel, born in Berlin in 1912, has lived long enough to recognise a familiarity about the body parts of the different people he has encountered, as if nature did not have an endless array of them at its disposal and provided you live long enough you were bound to come across a mouth, a smile, a gait or a pair of hands you have come across before in one or several other persons: the parts of the body as reminiscences of other lives (that Tchechia, who had worked at the garrison for a bit but had to go back to the hospital ward for the worker-Jews: the sheen and the waves in her red-blonde hair, her hands, her way of moving them and the shape of her fingernails, hadn’t they seemed familiar to him?), these reminiscences might be secret signs: only what sort of sign? An omen? That his life, like a circle, is now nearing its end? He starts to walk up to the house, as a final farewell he conjures up images of the gang that was partying here last night in the light of the flames; Walther’s accordion and all the commotion they made on the jetty must have travelled right across the lake and disturbed the guests at the hotel, good old Erwin dancing up close to his Maria the whole night long (her frizzy hair like an aura of uncarded wool surrounding that permanently smiling face, that face resting against the man whose body hair calls to mind the image of a bear’s pelt), they make a nice couple, there is something age-old about their attraction to each other that makes you think of folk tales: “Beauty and the Flying Architect”, good old Erwin Lambert is going to marry her, make no mistake about it, as soon as circumstances permit, you can see it in the way he looks at her and the way she welcomes his looks, yesterday in the dining room downstairs they were telling him about the day they met, in the dining room at Schloss Hartheim, as it turned out, he had come to convert the installation, they ended up at the same table and it was love at first sight, despite the difference in their ages, he must be at least fifteen years older than Maria, they plan on getting married in Linz, they have already been approved by the Racial Purity Board and are near the top of the list for an apartment in the Führerstadt; Kurt Seidel recalls that Maria went up to her room to fetch some pictures taken on Agfacolor film she had been able to buy through the photographer at the hospital, they caused quite a stir because colour photographs are a rarity, there were pictures of the Führer’s visit to Linz in April, Maria was smiling among the crowd on the Nibelungen Bridge, in a blue dirndl that looked so lovely in colour, the Agfacolor brought out some marvellous shades, as it did from the bright-red gleam of the Blood Flags that fluttered at intervals along the railing of the bridge, an equestrian statue of Siegfried was outlined against the clear sky above the entire scene, and level with the horse’s hindquarters one of the flags was flying above Maria Brandstetter’s head like a veil the wind had got all tangled up, as if she were already a bride, it was just that the veil was red, an involuntary association with fresh blood evoked some misgivings in Kurt Seidel when he saw it although he brushes them aside now, thinking about the two of them, Erwin and Maria, sitting there holding hands saying everyone was invited to their wedding, and he is also thinking of the way the characteristic kindliness in Erwin’s eyes turned shiny with a vast and deep joy. Unterscharführer Kurt Seidel takes his leave of all these figures as though they were still sitting round the table at the Hotel Post, all of them fit to burst from laughing, Maria’s head in its red bridal veil resting happily against Erwin’s chest; soon after he reaches the rear courtyard of the hotel where stone steps lead down to the recreation facility’s park whose dark-green shadow welcomes him (the baroque blue sky now screened off) with a raw dampness that caresses the bare skin of his shoulders, as though the foliage were a weight on his head he drops his eyes to his sandals, the gravel path he is walking along merges with the path he runs along every morning, past the root cellar and the exercise ground for the Ukrainians, he usually runs at this time of day, well before the arrival of the transports, into the pine forest and back by the road that runs in a straight line between the section for the worker-Jews and the garrison, finally he turns onto the 800-metre long cement road that bears his name, Kurt Seidel Strasse (how proud his mother would have been that he had a street named after him, even though it is just a short stretch in a little forest clearing in the General Government, he does not think about it much himself although he does occasionally mention it to her in his sleep); the Ukrainians run as well and use his road as a track, at the end of April one of them almost broke a record, just behind John Woodruff’s time of 1'52.9", they were pretty full of themselves afterwards. Kurt Seidel thinks about his own youth, and how things might have turned out for him if he had had the chance to enlist in the Air Force Academy in Gatow or Dresden, in which case he would most definitely not have ended up in the pit of the Reich’s stomach, its stinking anal orifice, he pictures himself in an Air Force officer’s uniform, like the ones worn by the young officers he saw on the streets of Dresden when he was a transport leader for Die Sonne. Though there is at least an 800-metre stretch of road in this vale of tears that bears his name, he supervised the work himself, by God he did, like so many of the other construction projects and improvement works in the Lower Camp: the lawns and flowerbeds bordering the asphalt road, the staff quarters, the watch towers and the gate in the Tyrolean style (not the painted clock on the platform, however, that was Kommandant Stangl’s idea); they spent all of the months of March and April on the avenue, surveying, excavating and laying the foundations, forced to endure the fumes from the cement that smoothed out the gravel laid across that dead Polish soil. Although he feels nothing for the zoo, he is thinking about it as the path curves under a hundred-year-old copper beech, the bizarre conceit of having two hundred nightingales in cages is one he finds disturbing, animals in general make him nervous, particularly the squirrels and their large rats’ eyes; a glimpse of the white riding jacket worn by the Kommandant peeks from among his thoughts the same way it did between the bushes while he was watching the naked people from the mound on the other side of the fence, then he remembers the way he saw things a short while ago, the way he conceived of the hand-coloured heavenly valley and wonders what the naked ones protect themselves with against the waiting darkness. Though worst of all are those revolting transplanted squirrels and the havoc they cause among the children up by the pipe. He passes the veranda, the faint clatter of cups and dishes travels through the open doors of the dining room, once he is inside the hall the front door slams shut behind him as if to confirm his own view: what happens up at Camp II has got nothing to do with him, he has never been an operative there.


*


The smell of smoke is still thick inside the dormitory despite the regulations and despite his having left the window wide open. His suitcase is also open on the unmade-up bunk, Gomerski is lying open-mouthed on the upper one, knocked out, insensitive to the sounds and noises of the world, he arrived from Sobibor the day before yesterday and was celebrating noisily on the jetty last night, Seidel cannot bear him, he would have requested a change of room if he had been staying longer, it is not personal, the cremators have all been marked by what they do, coarse and disrespectful like that obnoxious Vallaster. S.S.-Unterscharführer Kurt Seidel changes into his uniform trousers, with an easy swinging gait he moves over to the handbasin at which he has to stand bent slightly forward in front of the low mirror and rubs pomade on the spot where a dark-blonde tuft coils up from his scalp, he then combs the cream carefully through his still-wet hair with a tortoiseshell comb, the tip of his chin kept tucked into his throat so he can see what he is doing, he had a shave before his swim, he inspects the cut on his right jaw, it has stopped bleeding. The comb, the razor and the rest of his gear he stuffs into his washbag and pushes the bag in its turn into the suitcase, next to the sandals and the wet swimming costume which has been rolled up and tucked into one corner, it is bound to smell of mildew when finally he gets there. Then he opens the wardrobe and takes out the leather jackboots he made sure to have polished the same day he arrived, but it is almost impossible for him to put them on, his feet have swollen. He sits down heavily on the edge of the bunk and pushes one of his feet inside while having to tug repeatedly at the leg of the boot before his heel goes in all the way with a thud. Gomerski snores loudly as if he were deliberately taunting him. The procedure is repeated with the other foot. With both boots on he walks around the little room several times in order to sink properly inside them, forcing his resisting feet to get used to being cooped up, he goes back to the wardrobe with creaking steps and takes the neatly pressed grey shirt off its hanger before putting his arms through the sleeves, he pulls the tie around and under the collar and knots it, then he puts on the field-green uniform jacket, does up the five buttons from the top downwards and folds the collar over so his perfectly centred tie is visible. He has to do the last bit in front of the mirror above the handbasin. He recalls an image of himself dressed in the white coat he used to wear when he was transport leader in Sonnenstein. It was an innate quality he possessed, without the slightest effort he could inspire confidence and exude kindness and calm, people trusted him, that is how it had always been, it could be because he was well built and tall or because he conveyed that natural authority in his manner, through his eyes, as someone had once tried to persuade him, he cannot remember who any longer. Finally he hooks the metal tongue into the black leather belt, his service pistol has been secured and is in its holster and he is holding his cap under his armpit, with the peak, the skull and the eagle insignia facing outward. Aware that this is the last time he will be coming here he slams the door shut, hoping the noise will wake Gomerski.


He carries his suitcase down the stone steps with a casual, almost trotting gait, but his boots creak so much that the people sitting closest to the door eating breakfast in the dining room turn in his direction, from the corner of his eye he catches a glimpse of the couple who arrived late the evening before, when almost everyone had finished dinner and Maria had been handing the album around, he recognises the woman, she is a doctor’s secretary, Dr Lonauer is sitting next to them with his family, his wife on his right, her glossy dark hair is arranged tightly around her pale narrow face as if she had also just been for a swim down in the lake and it was still wet, the son has dark, lively eyes. Then he turns left towards the exit. In the entrance hall he has to hold the door open for Ilse Haus who tells him that his car is waiting and wishes him a pleasant journey: “You’re leaving us in the nick of time, Herr Seidel, all the records are on their way here from Berlin, the head office has been hit by a bomb and the entire staff have been forced to camp out in a shed in the garden for several days.”


Then she disappears along the corridor behind the staircase and into her office.


*


Outside, the vault of the vast sky he had been observing down by the lake is still bulging with cumulus clouds, like a church mural, he looks at his watch, twelve minutes past seven, just as he becomes aware of the sound of a bouncing tennis ball. The doctor couple from Vienna are already playing on the court opposite the main entrance, behind the sparse vegetation that screens off the court he can make out the white clothes the players are wearing, the waiting car is parked by the high fence around the tennis court and while he is walking over to it the driver makes the German salute with a rather loose hand, failing to extend his fingers with full force, but he decides to turn a blind eye and hands him the suitcase before getting in. From the right window in the back seat S.S.-Unterscharführer Kurt Seidel casts one last look at his surroundings, one of the kitchen maids is out early feeding the rabbits by the half-buried greenhouse on the right, just a metre or so away from the high barbed-wire fence that shields the plot from the public thoroughfare below, he can see the white kerchief dipping towards the cages, there may be rabbit stew for dinner, as on his first evening. That leader of the Photographic Section in Berlin, Wanger – Wagner? – the name escapes him at first, Franz Wagner, a small, mild-mannered man who used to spend time over there by the cage, feeding the rabbits with vegetable leaves as big as sheets; while the car is reversing he winds down the window, for a moment there is no sound from the tennis court, but through the dark branches he can see the female doctor preparing to serve, the match would appear to have got going again, the sound of the racquets striking the balls accompanies him for quite some distance beyond the steep curve of the drive that leads away from Villa Schoberstein, and then it is as if his thoughts suddenly become stuck between the two sounds, as though the cadence were trying to trap them: a hush occurs between the first and the second beat, the brief silence between the first and the second bounce of the white ball, his vision is being trapped as well, it gets stuck on the woman’s white skirt, which rises like a beat of wings in the air above her thighs as she hits the ball back, and the same hush is forming between the words white and skirt, white-skirt, white-skirt, it is as if that reverberation were occupying the interior of his cranium, and when he thinks about that he can see the craggy face of the rock wall he has been living beneath for a couple of weeks, the steep cliff face of the mountain that loomed high above the building and above them all, rock-wall, rock-wall, like a cupped hand, a vice-like grip. It is not until they are approaching the broad, shallow river flowing along both sides of the road outside the little town of Weissenbach that the stacked-up words work loose. “Honk!” he yells to the driver because some of the people from the villa are standing in the stream, water up to their ankles and long fishing rods over their shoulders. Mayrhuber, wearing Lederhosen, is in the middle of the stream, he waves, as do the Hackel couple, he can see old Emil wobbling with his arms extended before they all vanish behind a curve. Emil is off to the Western front, he is supposed to report next week, after being married for only twelve months. He has no clear memories of Hedwig from his time at C16, he cannot help associating her forgettable face with the stench that could hit you when you opened the rear doors of the buses. He looks at his watch, he can feel his toes at the bottom of his boots pining for the cool water he is leaving so inexorably behind him, his toes twist inside their black socks, thrusting upwards so the nails scratch the inside of the boot, the water is so bloody cold, that has to be the only drawback of the Attersee, and the fact that it is so far away these days. Though he prefers Rosel Kaufmann to Ilse Haus, she has already filled the villa with high-ups like the Lonauers and that doctor couple on the tennis court. They stop at the crossing and before they drive out onto the main road to Bad Ischl he can see a convoy bearing down on them from the left, his driver pulls onto the road with plenty of time to spare and as the two limousines and a large green Saurer BT4500 with a covered bed passes them he twists his neck to the window opposite to try and catch a glimpse of the passengers, but all he can make out is the familiar radiator of the lorry. This has to be the consignment of records all the way from Berlin, already here, crate upon crate packed with certificates and reports, rolls of film and photographic documentation, binders filled with employment contracts, including his own. Without understanding why at first, he feels unsettled at the thought of the Central Office moving in to Villa Schoberstein, it feels like a kind of trespass, tress-pass, tress-pass, his thoughts get stuck again, tress-pass, tress-pass, he repeats to the rhythm of the engine and can see once again the mountain looming behind Villa Schoberstein and the cliff terrace where they all sat drinking beer in the evenings while the sun went down behind the peaks.


“The holidays’ll soon be over,” the driver says suddenly from the front, like an echo of what Klara Deneke had recently announced – Soon there won’t be any holidaymakers coming here– and while he is listening to the driver change gear he is watching those manicured typist hands of Klara Deneke’s, the habitual nature of the gesture as she signs and passes a receipt to him. Far from feeling gratitude for the interruption he is suffused by a wave of panic, he closes his eyes firmly as if that could make time stand still, put a stop to what he can see in his mind’s eye, the three weeks he has been away for is far too long, the reality he imagined waiting for him frozen like a still will have had time to alter over and over again. Inside the body of the car the engine turns over more rapidly and it is as if the same horsepower were making time run riot, he almost screams when he realises that: everyone can be replaced, gone, even the wife of the Kapo, that woman Tchechia and her red hair. He takes a deep breath, looks out through the window, it is Monday today, just an ordinary Monday, the journey is a long one, best remain calm.




Hotel Seegasthof Stadler, Unterach am Attersee, Salzkammergut, Austria, June 2006, Evening


The lake is a plate of glass, an immense blue-tinted lid of silence, and the evening sky is emptying its light into it, it is the lake that is the source of light, the sky just a reflection; between you and Haus Schoberstein there are now vast expanses of water.


You take off the bathrobe you borrowed from the hotel and it falls to the jetty almost without a sound. It is cold, the tricot film of the black swimming costume leaves your back bare and as the damp in the evening air moves across it, the skin feels as if it has been scraped off. You are watching the low smoky mist gather once again in the centre of the lake, at the same spot, though smoother now, where fluttering metre-high veils of mist, intertwined like girls clasping each other by the hand, executed a ghostly ring dance at sunrise; you were astonished then by the crazed fluctuations of the mists towards the invisible hole they disappeared into one after the other, the higher the sun rose the wilder the dance became, the greater their haste to dash to the point where they were sucked down. Now they are rising again. On tiptoe you raise your arms towards the high vault above your head and that is when you see his swallow dive from the springboard at the top, suspended beneath the open sky at the summit of a hill not far from Tibidabo, not far from the point where the city begins to slope all the way from the mountains down to the port; he flings himself upwards in his one-piece bathing suit that is black like yours, it is him, but long before he became your father, you know there were still bullet holes in the swimming pool. Before he begins to drop he hovers for a moment with arms outstretched and his spinal column flexed outwards. You lean forwards and aim for the open shaft. An enormous pressure is blotting out every sound except that of your blood. Then the water opens and you can see the old rooms in Lérida flooded like in a shipwreck, the walls of photographs, the portrait in the hall, the pile of records on the floor, the flounces of your christening robes swaying in the current. You spread your arms and float, your arms gleam in the leftover daylight as they clear the way, you swim through the long corridor that ran from the entrance to the illuminated stairwell, through the hall to the best room and the sunlit sitting room, into the nursery without a view. Then you stop again, your spinal column flexed outwards, the hair around your face like seaweed. The whole of the lake is resting on your back.


*


You come up to the surface, from the evening water that is lapping against your eyes you observe the line of land, the severe contour of the Schoberstein mountain. You swim slowly, half your face submerged, just your eyes, forehead and the crown of your head still in contact with the air, the cold cuts into your hands, your body slices the water, when you sink it is an act of will, the difference between tightening your muscles and letting go and you let go, you fall sharply through the water, blindly, your vertical body a luminous knife through patches of bluish-green. His body up on the springboard against the evening light, those transparent blue eyes, as if there were only harsh, chlorinated water under his skin, you open your jawbones wide and the scream comes rolling out of the depths like a wave, you are hurled backwards, it is the force of the scream that hurls you backwards as you unleash it




  YOU


ARE


    ALL


      DEAD!





On the jetty afterwards your head is heavy, your legs half in and half out of the water. Sonámbula. Sleepwalker.




Hotel Seegasthof Stadler, Unterach am Attersee, Salzkammergut, Austria, June 2006, Morning


Your five-year-old daughter cannot reach over the balcony railing so she is kneeling on a garden chair beside you looking out over the lake, or peering down at the garden perhaps where there are swings and a large lawn; your right hand is keeping watch, spread across the hollow between her shoulder blades, resting on the undulating sliding surface that is covered by her long hair, you know that scent well, vanilla and something nutty and tangy that is somehow connected with your own skin, her soft corkscrew curls, hollow the way letters are (letters you constantly decipher with your hands), give elastically when your fingers squeeze them, you have never had to cut that hair, or bleach it with corrosive acids in the middle of the night (lacking any protection other than the dark). On the opposite shore the colossal grey silhouette of the triple-peaked Schoberstein is sharply outlined, a mountain with three peaks can also be seen from your home on the farm: Canigó or Canigou as it is called on the French side, snow-covered in winter and well into spring when the scampering calves chase one another, kicking out their back legs in a frenzy to drive the winter cold from their muscles; the sky here is high and clear the way only spring skies are down there in the south, as they were when your child was born at the large county hospital on the coast, the dogs ran down the lane to meet you as you arrived, the mulberries were still just small green buds on the trees, in a few years the child would be eating the ripe purplish-red berries straight from the ground, like the vixen that had started to turn up at night and the flock of starlings that invaded the lane one summer after an unusually severe winter, but it was still only March and the child was lying silently in the pram you were pushing to and fro under the mulberry tree and along the wall of old cypresses behind the kitchen garden, up to the sloping cow pastures from where you could see the Pyrenees and the white top of Canigó, a blend of lavender and rosemary in the air and the acrid sour-sweet stench of pig manure that rose from the neighbouring farmer’s fields. Your mood was as unrelenting as that stench (it floated in through each and every window that was left open), you dragged the pram up to the newly delivered calves like a sleepwalker, and the unrelenting pain you felt like a weight on your chest stretched tight across your breasts and trickled down secret paths into the milk ducts and you were afraid that so much inexplicable and unexplained grief would make your child ill, she was otherwise so healthy, the one person no-one could take away from you; though you were still haunted by the gipsy woman who ran past you on the pavement in the city of your childhood with her little son flopping in her arms, you were on your way to school one morning when she crossed your path, you had only managed to take a couple of steps out of the front door, the woman was weeping though not that loudly, more like a whimper or a suppressed moan (as if she was saving her energy for an even greater pain), her bare soles were making more noise as they slapped against the paving stones and the asphalt with a wet whipping sound that drowned out the buses and the cars driving down the street, and you stopped and turned around and watched the woman’s black soles as she rushed out into the traffic to move at a slant towards the Red Cross hospital, one of the boy’s slack arms dangling with every step, you stayed where you were (turning up in bare feet at school was a recurrent dream that filled you with shame) and watched her barefoot running as though you had been bewitched, convinced those feet would leave burn-marks on the hospital steps. Many years later as you came out of the hospital in Palamós with your newborn child in your arms, you could see those black soles again, as though they might come running past at any moment and point the way to an approaching catastrophe, this was shortly before Easter and a cold northerly wind was blowing, white-topped waves were picking up even between the piers inside the port, at the farm the dogs barked like crazy when the car drove up under the mulberry tree whose branches were swinging in every direction, spots of sunlight through the swaying leaves formed a carpet of moving patterns along the gravel road; something (the homecoming or the barking and the wind and the patterns of sunspots on the ground) made you think of the wall-to-wall carpet of flower petals along which the military parade was supposed to pass during La procesión del Corpus, the adults were wearing their Sunday best and the children white or black leather shoes, in front of the town hall the city’s giants made of wood and papier mâché were standing still, they had not yet begun to spin and dance, their hollow bodies without bearers, empty, it was like a tent under the queen’s skirt but one whose top was infinitely high, a transparent pane gleamed through the material of her skirt at the height of her lap, you were standing on one of the cross-pieces that held the trunk together in order to reach the camouflaged peephole, through it you could see the soldiers arriving in their dress uniforms, striding across the pattern of petals in their black boots, with your father at the front, next to the soldier carrying the flag, marching and swinging his right arm so that the white glove reaches the height of his shoulder, the purple silk sash set diagonally across his chest and the plume whose long bristles you sometimes comb with your fingers dangling against his hip alongside the steel sword you know is very heavy and always very cold, you are shouting from inside the casing of the cardboard doll and with every step the soldiers take, red and white rose and carnation petals fly up an inch or two across the ground, you keep shouting but he cannot hear you, he keeps marching beside the flag, his gaze fixed on some point straight ahead until the procession has gone past and the street is empty. The petals have turned into piles of debris, it is absolutely silent, there are no longer any traces of rose or carnation in the air, nor of rosemary or lavender, when they sniff the child in your arms the dogs fall silent as well.


“Pappa!” Your child is using the whole of her arm to wave. “You and Pappa should go and swim now,” you say and let her get down from the chair.


*


When you close the door behind them silence fills the room like a flood of afternoon light, you follow that light to the bed with the orange-brown bedspread and sit on it, at the foot, with a degree of expectation, as if something were about to happen. Your choosing that particular spot has to do with the light, the square of sunlight that is painted on the floor in front of the open balcony resembles the square that was formed in the living room of your childhood home, it was smaller and fainter in the winter when the sunlight made the mottled green flagstones flow like the water in a stream across the floor, during the spring and summer the corrosive light opened glowing islands of shiny whiteness that burned the soles of your feet, although the sun poured all year round into the large, square-shaped room that faced south. In the otherwise dark and damp flat the living room was a kind of courtyard, the long, straight corridor that began in the hall and swerved towards the front door on the right led to it as well. The living room also contained what you might call the apartment’s hearth: la mesa camilla, the low round table with a thick cloth that reached all the way to the floor and beneath which was an electric firepot with a cylindrical element in the middle. When the current was turned on the element shone with a bright golden-red light from the centre of its aluminium dish, like an orange left behind in a cave, the hot chamber that was formed under the cloth while the firepot was on, and the thin black cord was plugged into the equally black point on the wall, was also cavernous and forbidden. Even so, you lifted the cloth whenever you got the chance to observe the burning orange from a distance, on your knees you could see the deadly light that was nevertheless the source of so much that was good because the raw chill that made the clothes in the cupboards damp, verging on wet, in the winter and formed pools of condensation under the beds made you feel heavy and long for sleep; the radiant firepot was an antidote to that somnolence, a caged sun from which heat was extracted though to touch it meant burns and something deadly called “electric shock”, and you could get cabrillas too if you sat close to the firepot for too long, fluid-filled blisters on your legs, like Doña Enriqueta who ran the shop in the basement, cabrillas sounded like little goats to your ears. You took your meals at the round table all winter, the toast with orange marmalade your mother made in a large saucepan in the kitchen and that you, dressed in the dark-blue uniform and the regulation Gorila-brand brown lace-ups with rubber soles (also known as “gorillas”), had for a snack when you came home from school, and the soup served at lunchtimes when your father came home from the barracks. The cloudy soup with its coating of fat and the shapeless lumps that you loathed.


“Eat up,” your father said.


“It’ll be easier if you think about something else,” your mother said and after you had counted to ten you shoved half a spoonful into your mouth even though it was hard to think about anything else, at best you managed to focus your thoughts on the caged sun under the table, you did this by moving the rubber soles of your gorillas closer to the burning element and the heating of the rubber that warmed your toes meant the gorillas turned furry and got huge slab-like teeth and started howling fitfully, screeching at the flames that surrounded them.


At the other end of the T-shaped corridor, past the square hall that was like a cavity, to the right of the front door, were the two best rooms which faced the street and the north, they were permanently submerged in a greyish light and almost always empty. The room on the left might have been called the drawing room in a more affluent home, but its nondescript furnishings, an ochre-coloured corduroy sofa and en suite armchairs around an oblong marble table, also contained the crown jewels of the home: a North African tapestry and two animal skins mounted above the sofa and beside them, as though it had been the knife the skins had been cut off with, your grandfather’s dagger from the war in Russia even if neither “war” nor “Russia” were words your seven-year-old brain could grasp, the only thing you knew about war had to do with the soup, it was because of “the war” you had to swallow the greasy liquid with those slimy lumps lying in wait for you. Although the circles that spread out from the words when your father spoke them, the quivering around his mouth and on those narrow lips, would have been perceived by you as a smile, and the ripple across his eyes, which were blue the way water is blue, as though someone had dropped a stone into them. Sometimes when you were alone in the best room you went over to the wall-mounted dagger, the sheath was made of grey metal that made you think of the bowls engraved with reindeer and sleighs your mother had brought with her from her homeland. Between the sheath and the blade was a spiral of something yellowish-white and shiny that brought white chocolate to mind and was called marfil (ivory), and chocolate was something you did know about, it could turn the strange object that belonged to a dead man you had never met into something you could understand to some extent, the notion that one part of the knife contained stale rock-hard chocolate also had an effect on the man in the photograph your papá must have called “father” (though never “Papá” surely?), just as the knowledge that this apparently very strict man who was dead had cast a shadow over your father lent him a hidden and disturbing side, your dead grandfather encapsulated a life you knew very little about. One thing you did know, though, even if it is unclear how you had found out about it: somewhere in that large, dark flat in Barcelona where your father grew up was the explanation as to why your parents, but not you, always slept with the bedside lamp switched on. The explanation would have to be either there – in the dark corridor full of brooding shadows and as long as a night – or in the black-and-white photographs of the desert that had been stuck neatly into the album with snakeskin-patterned cardboard covers. If you moved your hand from the dagger to the reddish-brown antelope heads mounted above the sofa you would be transported to another era in your father’s life, the skins had belonged to gazelles in the Sahara desert, that much you knew, the proof of the gazelles’ previous existence was to be found in two faded rectangles. The fact that your childhood home was made up of different rooms in time, rooms only your parents were familiar with but whose memory and access to which they preserved on the walls, in furnishings and photographs, was something you learned early on, the rooms your present lives occurred in were inserted in those other past rooms that could at any moment be folded out from various objects in the home. Your own memories and thoughts were wedged into the joints between those invisible rooms, where they would lie dormant for years and years. The skins of the Dama gazelles told you about a time when your father was no-one’s father, when he had already plunged towards the bottom of a swimming pool that would swiftly be dyed with blood after a dive from the topmost springboard (which was the reason his long nose was perfectly crooked and made his face seem so strange when seen from the front), when you tired of other games you could climb onto the sofa and run your fingers with or against the nap of the Dama gazelles’ skins, if you stroked against the nap circles and ridges formed that you would smooth out afterwards, as though to console the flayed and crucified animals (it was not for nothing your father had shot them), you used to draw on the skins with the tips of your fingers and the sensation of roughness which that evoked would rasp across the smooth vowels of the name El Aaiún, the word trembling like hot air at the boundary between understanding and mystery, el was the masculine article so many nouns were linked to in Spanish, el was like the familiar street you follow without any great thought as to where you are going or like the road you think you know well but which then takes you to a new and unfamiliar place: Aaiún, Aaiún was both real and unreal at the same time, it stood for sand and heat and the familiar smell of the barracks, but for something unfamiliar as well, like the open word África, so full of crackling sounds, like the crunch of the bread with margarine and sugar on top you were given as a snack after school.


“¡Viva la muerte! ¡A mí la Legión!” he would still sometimes yell at home, especially at weekends when the gramophone was turned on. The records were piled next to the bone-white artefact, usually on the floor, those legionnaire songs the parties ended with, one had to be sung very quickly, as if at a run, “legionarios a luchar, legionarios a morir”,1 while the other was so melancholy, slow and swaying, “El novio de la muerte”, “Death’s Bridegroom”, as all the legionnaires were, your father said, him too, not just the man with a dark hollow on his cheek and a black patch on his eye who was tacked to the wall and called El Fundador, just like the bottles of cognac that came with a vinyl disc with two songs on each side and had the same little jingle before the beginning of each one, “Fundador el coñac que mejor sabe, Fundador, porque es seco y es suave, Fundador, está como nunca, está como nunca, ¡Fundador!”2. “Legionnaires are always singing,” he said, “they sing when they go into battle to keep fear at bay” (you were allowed to be afraid but never cowardly, never cobarde, and the grin with which he pronounced that word was more frightening than anything else), though the legionnaires would also sing when they were wounded and in pain, which you could do as well if you fell over or hurt yourself, or had toothache, just like the Great Legionnaire there on the wall who had lost an arm and an eye and got a bullet through his heart, and just kept on singing through it all. ¡Legionarios a luchar, legionarios a morir!


Grandfather’s tall black bookshelves were in the best room as well, and contained books and more albums, only men were included in the photographs in the one with a snakeskin pattern, never any children or women, men who, apart from your father, were all ugly, there were legionnaires and men in turbans, but animals as well, camels and dogs, and especially a little puppy whose name, grifa, was written in blue ink in your father’s handwriting at the bottom of a photograph. In another picture he is sitting with the full-grown black mongrel above the sign on the wall of the fort:


LEGIÓN
FUERTE HAGUNIA
CONSTRUIDO
POR LA II BANDERA
1938


And the gazelles. Las gacelas dama, large princess-dogs with horns and long slender legs.


*


On another page of the album he is standing beside the metre-thick stone wall holding up both gazelles by the horns, the one he has in his right hand, higher than the other, so high that its front legs are extended in the air, is pointing its face and its half-open muzzle upwards, towards the white sky, its eyes too, while the other gazelle is closer to the stony sand and its head, which has slid into your father’s shadow, is held out straight at the level of his hips, from where the large mournful eye looks out of the picture. He is smiling, the legionnaire’s cap is aslant, the way it should be, it is kept in place by a leather strap under the chin, his shirt has been unbuttoned down to the broad black belt with the bronze buckle, on the breast pocket of the shirt is a white rectangle with two stars topped by a thick black border. You thought that the stars stood for gazelles, a star for every gazelle killed, like a badge, your father was the sort of man to have killed two gazelles. The picture underneath it shows seven Dama gazelles stretched out on the sand, the head of one gazelle on the rump of the one nearest to it, all the bodies turned in the same direction.


Behind the dead antelopes is a large group of men, some of them bareheaded, some with hats on, others wearing kepis, two of them are dressed in kaftans, one is wearing a dark turban wrapped around his head and throat. Your father is standing beside the man in a turban on the left side of the picture, he stands out from the group because of his height, his bearing, his entire appearance. He stands out in every picture. All the other men are ugly, some are old, everyone is always shorter than him, a fat man who really ought to have his shirt unbuttoned has obstinately tried to button it over his spare tyre, but he can scarcely do it up.


“¿Por qué los legionarios se quieren casar con la Muerte y no con mujeres? ¿Tú ya no eres legionario porque te casaste con mamá?”3


*


In the next two photographs your father is about to ride a dromedary. A Berber in a dark turban and kaftan is helping him to mount. Your father is wearing shorts, his long legs are very suntanned. In the background is the entire perimeter of Fort Hagunia’s stone wall, the one against which he is displaying the shot gazelles in the first picture.


If Death had to choose a legionnaire, she (ella) would choose your father, he was the most handsome legionnaire of them all although Death loved the animals most, in the snakeskin-patterned album there were only dead animals.


“Though in wartime you kill enemies,” he said. And then he told her about the good old days just a few years before he was born. An aristocratic lady arrived at the headquarters of the Foreign Legion intending to open a hospital and care for the wounded, a Red Cross hospital like the one on the other side of your street. She was so  high-born, the lady, that she was a friend of the then queen. The Duchess of la Victoria was dressed in a dazzling uniform with a thick white wimple on her head, like the nuns in your school although their wimples were black, not white like the Duchess’, and the general welcomed this lady with a large basket of red roses.
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