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When the morning skies grow red


And o’er their radiance shed,


Thou, O Lord, appeareth in their light.


When the Alps glow bright with splendour,


Pray to God, to Him surrender,


For you feel and understand,


For you feel and understand,


That he dwelleth in this land.


That he dwelleth in this land.


— FIRST VERSE OF THE ‘SCHWEIZERPSALM’, THE SWISS NATIONAL ANTHEM


Like everything metaphysical the harmony between thought and reality is to be found in the grammar of the language.


— LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN


A man who has not passed through the inferno of his passions has never overcome them.


— CARL JUNG


Love is a fire. But whether it is going to warm your hearth or burn down your house, you can never tell.


— JOAN CRAWFORD
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1


ANNA WAS A GOOD WIFE, MOSTLY.


It was mid-afternoon, and the train she rode first wrenched then eased around a bend in the track before it pulled into Bahnhof Dietlikon at thirty-four past the hour, as ever. It’s not just an adage, it’s an absolute fact: Swiss trains run on time. The S8 originated in Pfäffikon, a small town thirty kilometres away. From Pfäffikon, its route sliced upwards along the shores of the Zürichsee, through Horgen on the lake’s west bank, through Thalwil, through Kilchberg. Tiny towns in which tiny lives were led. From Pfäffikon, the train made sixteen stops before it reached Dietlikon, the tiny town in which Anna’s own tiny life was led. Thus the ordinary fact of a train schedule modulated Anna’s daily plans. Dietlikon’s bus didn’t run into the city. Taxis were expensive and impractical. And while the Benz family owned a car, Anna didn’t drive. She did not have a licence.


So her world was tightly circumscribed by the comings and goings of locomotives, by the willingness of Bruno, Anna’s husband, or Ursula, Bruno’s mother, to drive her places unreachable by bus, and by the engine of her own legs and what distance they could carry her, which was rarely as far as she’d have liked to go.


But Swiss trains really do run on time and Anna managed with minimal hassle. And she liked riding the trains; she found a lulling comfort in the way they rocked from side to side as they moved forward.


Edith Hammer, another expatriate, once told Anna that there was only one reason the Swiss trains ever ran late.


‘When someone jumps in front of one.’


Frau Doktor Messerli asked Anna if she had ever considered or attempted suicide. ‘Yes,’ Anna admitted to the first question. And to the second, ‘Define “attempt”.’


Doktor Messerli was blonde, small-bodied, and of an ambiguous but late middle age. She saw clients in an office on Trittligasse, a cobbled, lightly trafficked street just west of Zürich’s art museum. She’d studied medical psychiatry in America but had received her analytical training at the Jung Institute in Küsnacht, a Zürich municipality not less than seven kilometres away. Swiss by birth, Doktor Messerli nonetheless spoke an impeccable, if heavily accented, English. Her w’s masqueraded as v’s and her vowels were as open and elongated as parabolic arches: Vhat dooo yooo sink, Anna? she’d often ask (usually when Anna was least likely to give an honest answer).


There was a television advertisement that promoted a well-known language school. In the ad, a novice naval radio operator is shown to his post by his commanding officer. Seconds into his watch the receiver pings. ‘Mayday! Mayday!’ a markedly American voice grates through the speaker. ‘Can you hear us? We are sinking! We are sinking!’ The operator pauses then leans towards his transmitter and replies, quite graciously, ‘Dis is dee Germ-ahn Coast Guard.’ And then: ‘Vhat are yooo sinking about?’


Anna would invariably shrug a sluggard’s shrug and speak the only words that seemed worth speaking. ‘I don’t know.’


Except, of course, Anna almost always did.


IT WAS A DRIZZLY afternoon. Swiss weather is mutable, though rarely extreme in Kanton Zürich, and typically not in September. It was September, for Anna’s sons had already returned to school. From the station Anna walked slowly the culpable half kilometre up Dietlikon’s centre street, lingering over shop windows, biding small bits of time. All post-coital euphorics had evaporated, and she was left with the reins of ennui, slack in her hand. This wasn’t a feeling she was new to. It was often like this, a languor that dragged and jaded. The optician’s display of glasses dulled her. She yawned at the Apotheke’s pyramid of homoeopathic remedies. The bin of discount dishtowels by the SPAR bored her nearly beyond repair.


Boredom, like the trains, carried Anna through her days.


Is that true? Anna thought. That can’t be entirely true. It wasn’t. An hour earlier Anna had lain naked, wet and open atop a stranger’s bed in an apartment in Zürich’s Niederdorf district, four storeys above the old town’s wending alleys and mortared stone streets upon which kiosks vended doner kebabs and bistros served communal pots of melted Emmental.


What little shame I had before is gone, she thought.


‘IS THERE A DIFFERENCE between shame and guilt?’ Anna asked.


‘Shame is psychic extortion,’ Doktor Messerli answered. ‘Shame lies. Shame a woman and she will believe she is fundamentally wrong, organically delinquent. The only confidence she will have will be in her failures. You will never convince her otherwise.’


IT WAS ALMOST 3.00 P.M. when Anna reached her sons’ school. Primarschule Dorf was positioned next to the town square between the library and a three-hundred-year-old house. A month earlier on the Swiss national holiday, the square was thick with citizens eating sausages and swaying like drunkards to the live music of a folk band under a sky made bright with fireworks. During army manoeuvres, soldiers parked supply trucks in sloppy diagonals next to the square’s central fountain, which on summer days would be filled with splashing, naked children whose mothers sat on nearby benches reading books and eating yoghurt. Bruno had finished his reserve duty years earlier. All that was left of the experience was an assault rifle in the basement. As for Anna, she didn’t care for paperbacks and when her sons wanted to swim she took them to the city pool.


That day, the traffic in the square was thin. A trio of women chatted in front of the library. One rocked a pushchair, another held a leash at the end of which panted a German shepherd, and a final one simply stood with empty hands. They were mothers waiting for their children and they were younger than Anna by a factor of ten years. They were milky and buoyant in places where Anna felt curdled and sunken. They wore upon their faces, Anna thought, a luminous ease of being, a relaxed comportment, a native glow.


Anna rarely felt at ease inside her skin. I am tight-faced and thirty-seven years, Anna thought. I am the sum of all my twitches. One mother tossed her a wave and a genuine, if obligatory, smile.


SHE’D MET THIS STRANGER in her German class. But Anna – his cock’s been in your mouth, she reminded herself. He’s not really a stranger any more. And he wasn’t. He was Archie Sutherland, Scotsman, expatriate, and, like Anna, a language student. Anna Benz, Language Student. It was Doktor Messerli who had encouraged her to take the German course (and, by a backspin of redoubtable irony, it was Bruno who’d insisted she see a psychotherapist: I’ve had enough of your fucking misery, Anna. Go fix yourself, is what he’d said to her). Doktor Messerli then handed Anna a timetable of classes and said, ‘It’s time you steer yourself into a trajectory that will force you into participating more fully with the world around you.’ The Doktor’s affected speech, while condescending, was correct. It was time. It was past time.


By the end of that appointment and with some more pointed cajoling, Anna conceded and agreed to enrol in a beginner’s German class at the Migros Klubschule, the very class she should have taken when, nine years before, she arrived in Switzerland, tongue-tied, friendless, and already despairing of her lot.


An hour earlier Archie had called to Anna from his kitchen: Would she like a coffee? A tea? Something to eat? Was there anything she needed? Anything? Anything at all? Anna dressed cautiously, as if thorns had been sewn into the seams of her clothes.


From the street below, she heard the rising cries of children returning to school post-lunch and the voices of American sightseers who moaned about the pitch of the hill atop which Zürich’s Grossmünster was built. The cathedral is a heavy building, medieval grey and inimitable, with two symmetrical towers that rise flush against the church’s façade and jut high above its vaulted roof like hare’s ears at attention.


Or cuckold’s horns.


‘WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN a need and a want?’


‘A want is desirable, though not essential. A need is something without which you cannot survive.’ The Doktor added, ‘If you cannot live without something, you won’t.’


ANYTHING AT ALL? LIKE Doktor Messerli, Archie spoke a magnificently accented English intoned not by the shape-shifting consonants of High Alemannic, but by words that both roiled and wrenched open. Here an undulant r, there a queue of vowels rammed into one another like a smithy’s bellows pressed hotly closed. Anna drew herself to men who spoke with accents. It was the lilt of Bruno’s non-native English that she let slide its thumb, its tongue into the waistband of her knickers on their very first date (that, and the Williamsbirnen Schnaps, the pear tinctured eau-de-vie they drank themselves stupid with). In her youth Anna dreamed soft, damp dreams of the men she imagined she would one day love, men who would one day love her. She gave them proper names but indistinct, foreign faces: Michel, the French sculptor with long, clay-caked fingers; Dmitri, the verger of an Orthodox church whose skin smelled of camphor, of rockrose, of sandalwood resin and myrrh; Guillermo, her lover with matador hands. They were phantom men, girlhood ideations. But she mounted an entire international army of them.


It was the Swiss one she married.


If you cannot live without something, you won’t.


Despite Doktor Messerli’s suggestion that she enrol in these classes, Anna did know an elementary level of German. She got around. But hers was a German remarkable only in how badly it was cultivated and by the herculean effort she had to summon in order to speak it. For nine years, though, she’d managed with rudimentary competence. Anna had purchased stamps from the woman at the post office, consulted in semi-specifics with paediatricians and pharmacists, described the haircuts she desired to stylists, haggled prices at flea markets, made brief chit-chat with neighbours, and indulged a pair of affable though persistent Zeugen Jehovas who, each month, arrived on her doorstep with a German-language copy of The Watchtower. Anna had also, though with less frequency, given directions to strangers, adapted recipes from cooking programmes, taken notes when the chimney sweep detailed structural hazards of loose mortar joints and blocked flues, and extracted herself from summonses to appear in court when, upon the conductor’s request, she could not produce her rail pass for validation.


But Anna’s grasp of grammar and vocabulary was weak, her fluency was choked, and idioms and proper syntax escaped her completely. Occurring monthly, at least, were dozens of instances in which she commended a task into Bruno’s hands. It was he who dealt with local bureaucracy, he who paid the insurance, the taxes, the mortgage. It was he who filed the paperwork for Anna’s residency permit. And it was Bruno who handled the family’s finances, for he was employed as a mid-level management banker at Credit Suisse. Anna didn’t even have a bank account.


DOKTOR MESSERLI ENCOURAGED ANNA to take a more active role in family matters.


‘I should,’ Anna said. ‘I really should.’ She wasn’t even sure she knew what Bruno did at work.


THERE WAS NO REASON Anna couldn’t join the mothers chatting in the square, no rule forbidding it, nothing that prevented her from sharing in their small talk. Two of them she knew by sight and one by name, Claudia Zwygart. Her daughter Marlies was in Charles’s class at school.


Anna didn’t join them.


BY WAY OF EXPLANATION, Anna offered the following description of herself: I am shy and cannot talk to strangers.


Doktor Messerli sympathized. ‘It is difficult for foreigners to make Swiss friends.’ The problem runs deeper than a lack of command of German, itself problem enough. Switzerland is an insular country, sealed at its boundaries and neutral by choice for two centuries. With its left hand it reaches out to refugees and seekers of asylum. With its right, it snatches freshly laundered monies and Nazi gold. (Unfair? Perhaps. But when Anna was lonely she lashed out.) And like the landscape upon which they’ve settled, the Swiss themselves are closed at their edges. They tend naturally towards isolation, conspiring to keep outsiders at a distance by appointing not one, two, or three, but four whole national languages. Switzerland’s official name is in yet a fifth: Confoederatio Helvetica. Most Swiss speak German however, and it is German that’s spoken in Zürich.


But it’s not precisely German.


Written German in Switzerland is standard schoolbook Hochdeutsch. But the Swiss speak Schwiizerdütsch, which isn’t standard at all. There is no set orthography. There is no pronunciation key. There is no agreed-upon vocabulary. It varies from canton to canton. And the language itself leaps from the back of the throat like an infected tonsil trying to escape. This is only a minor exaggeration. To the non-Swiss ear it sounds as if the speaker is construing made-up words from the oddest rhythms and the queerest clipped consonants and the most perturbing arrangement of gaping, rangy vowels. It is impervious to all outside attempts to learn it, for every word is shibboleth.


Anna spoke the barest minimum of Schwiizerdütsch.


ANNA DIDN’T JOIN THE other mothers. Instead, she scuffed the sole of a brown clog against the pavement’s kerb. She fiddled with her hair and pretended to watch an invisible bird flying overhead.


It is hard to love a man outside his native tongue. And yet, it was the Swiss one Anna married.


The school bell rang and children spilled from the building and into the courtyard. Anna noticed Victor first, scuffling with two friends. Charles followed close behind, caught in a throng of jabbering children. He ran to Anna when he spotted her, hugged her, and began prattling about his day without Anna’s prompting. Victor lingered with his pals and dragged his feet. This was Victor being Victor – stand-offish and moderately aloof. Anna indulged his reticence and settled on just mussing his hair. Victor grimaced.


Anna experienced her first pinpricks of guilt as they walked towards the house (she couldn’t really call them pangs). They were random and non-debilitating. This level of indifference was fairly new to her pathology. It rendered her strangely self-satisfied.


The Benzes lived no more than a hundred metres away from Primarschule Dorf. Their house would be visible from the playground but for the Kirchgemeindehaus, the nineteenth-century timber-framed parish hall of the village church, which stood exactly between the two. Anna did not usually walk her children home. But it was an hour after the fact and she still felt Archie’s hands on her breasts; moderate remorse was in order.


They moved to Switzerland in June of ninety-eight. Anna, pregnant and exhausted, had no wherewithal for debate. She telegraphed her compliance in long, silent sighs and hid her many anxieties inside one of her heart’s thousand chambers. She looked for a bright side, a glass half full. Who, after all, wouldn’t snatch the chance to live in Europe were it offered? In secondary school Anna locked herself in her room most nights and obsessed over the many elsewheres her men would one day take her. In those limp, submissive dreams she gave her men entire charge. Bruno had worked for Credit Suisse for years. They wondered, Would he take a Zürich post? Anna was married and pregnant and more or less in love. That was enough. This will be enough, she thought.


And so they moved to Dietlikon. It was close enough to Zürich to be met by two city trains. It was near a large shopping centre. Its roads were safe and its houses were well kept and the town’s motto held great promise. It was printed on the website and on pamphlets. It was posted on the sign in front of the Gemeinde, and noted on the first page of the Kurier, Dietlikon’s small weekly newspaper: Menschlich, offen, modern. Personal. Open. Modern. Anna poured all optimism into those three words.


Dietlikon was also Bruno’s home town. His Heimatort. The place to which the prodigal returned. Anna was twenty-eight. Bruno at thirty-four strode effortlessly back into his native space. Easy enough to do – Ursula lived just a short walk away on Klotenerstrasse in the house in which she raised Bruno and his sister Daniela. Oskar, Bruno’s father, had been dead for over a decade.


Bruno argued a good case. Living in Dietlikon would provide for their children (We’re having more? Are you sure? They hadn’t even really deliberated the first) a wholesome, unbounded childhood, safe and stable. Once she settled into the idea of it (and after Bruno swore that all future children would be discussed prior to their conception), Anna was able to concede the move’s virtues. So when it did happen, rarely in those first months, that she grew lonely or wistful for people, things, or places she never dreamed she would miss, she consoled herself by imagining the baby’s face. Will I have a ruddy-cheeked Heinz to call me Mueti? A Heidi of my own with blonde and plaited hair? And Bruno and Anna were, more or less, in love.


THE QUALIFICATION ‘MORE OR less’ troubled Doktor Messerli.


Anna explained. ‘Is that not always the case? Given any two people in a relationship, one will always love more, the other less. Right?’


AT EIGHT, VICTOR WAS Anna’s eldest child. Charles was six. They were indeed the ruddy-toned, milk-fed children Anna had imagined. They were ash blond and hazel eyed. They were all boy, rowdy, absolutely brothers, and without a doubt the sons of the man Anna had married.


‘BUT YOU HAD MORE children, yes? It can’t have been entirely terrible.’


Of course not. It hadn’t been terrible at all. Not always. Not everything had not always been terrible. Anna doubled her negatives, tripled them. Ten months earlier Anna had given birth to a black-haired, tan-skinned daughter whom she named Polly Jean.


And so they were the Benz family and they lived in the town of Dietlikon, in the district of Bülach, in the canton of Zürich. The Benzes: Bruno, Victor, Charles, Polly, Anna. A plain and mostly temperate household who lived on a street called Rosenweg – Rose Way – a private road that cul-de-sacked directly in front of their house, which itself lay at the foot of a slow, sloping hill that crested half a kilometre behind their property and levelled off at the base of the Dietlikon woods.


Anna lived on a dead end, last exit road.


But the house was nice and their garden was larger than nearly all the other ones around them. There were farmhouses to their immediate south, whose properties abutted fields of corn, sunflower, and rapeseed. Eight fully mature Apfelbäume grew in their side garden and in August when the trees were pregnant with ripe, heavy apples, fruit tumbled from the branches to the ground in a thump-tha-thump-thump rhythm that was nearly consistent with light rainfall. They had raspberry bushes and a strawberry patch and both redcurrants and blackcurrants. And while the vegetable patch in the side garden was generally left untended, the Benzes enjoyed, behind a thigh-high picket fence in front of their property, a spate of rosebushes, blooms of every shade. Everything comes up roses on Rosenweg. Sometimes Anna thought this to herself.


Victor and Charles barrelled through the front door. They were greeted before they passed through the boot room by a dour-faced Ursula pressing her finger to her lips. Your sister’s asleep!


Anna was grateful for Ursula – really she was. But Ursula, who was usually never blatantly unkind to Anna, still treated her as a foreign object, a means to the end of her son’s happiness (if indeed ‘happy’ was the word for what Bruno was, and Anna was almost sure it wasn’t) and the vessel by which her grandchildren – whom she deeply loved – were carried into the world. The help that Ursula offered was for the children’s sake, not Anna’s. She had been a secondary school English teacher for thirty years. Her English was stilted but fluent and she made the effort to speak it whenever Anna was in the room, which sometimes even Bruno didn’t do. Ursula shooed her grandsons into the kitchen for a snack.


‘I’m taking a shower,’ Anna said. Ursula raised an eyebrow but then lowered it as she followed Victor and Charles into the kitchen. It was no concern of hers. Anna took a towel from the linen cupboard and locked the bathroom door behind her.


She needed the shower. She smelled like sex.
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‘WHAT CAN’T YOU LIVE WITHOUT?’


This, Anna asked Archie as they shared, incautiously, a cigarette in bed. Anna didn’t smoke. She was wrapped in a top sheet. It was Friday.


‘Whisky and women,’ Archie said. ‘In that order.’


Archie was a whisky man. Literally. He stocked it, stacked it, and sold it in a shop he owned with his brother, Glenn.


He laughed in an up-for-interpretation way. Archie and Anna were new lovers, green lovers, ganz neue Geliebte. Nearly virgin to each other, they still had reason to touch. Archie was ten years older than Anna, but his brown-red curls had not yet begun to thin and his body was taut. Anna responded to his laughter with laughter of her own: the sad, empty laughter of knowing that the newness, nice as it was, wouldn’t last. Novelty’s a cloth that wears thin at an alarming rate. So Anna would enjoy it before it tattering. Because tatter it surely would.


‘IF,’ DOKTOR MESSERLI ASKED, ‘you are miserable, then why not leave?’


Anna spoke without reflection. ‘I have Swiss children. They belong to their father as much as to me. We are married. I’m not really miserable.’ Then she added, ‘He wouldn’t accept a divorce.’


‘You have asked him.’ This wasn’t a question.


Anna had not asked Bruno for a divorce. Not directly. She had, however, in her most affected and despondent moments, hinted at the possibility. What would you do if I went away? she’d ask. What if I went away and never came back? She would pose these questions in a hypothetical, parenthetically cheerful voice.


Bruno would smirk. I know you’ll never leave because you need me.


Anna couldn’t deny this. She absolutely needed him. It was true. And honestly Anna had no plans to leave. How would we split the children? she wondered, as if the children were a plank of wood and the divorce an axe.


‘Anna,’ Doktor Messerli asked, ‘is there someone else? Has there ever been anyone else?’


THE LUNCH HOUR FOLDED into early afternoon. Archie and Anna shared a plate of cheese, some greengage plums, a bottle of mineral water. Then they set everything aside and fucked again. Archie came in her mouth. It tasted like flour-and-water glue, starchy and thick. This is a good thing I am doing, Anna said to herself, though ‘good’ was hardly the right word. Anna knew this. What she meant was expedient. What she meant was convenient. What she meant was wrong in nearly every way but justifiable as it makes me feel better, and for so very long I have felt so very, very bad. Most accurately it was a shuffled combination of all those meanings trussed into one unsayable something that gave Anna an illicit though undeniable hope.


But all things move towards an end.


That night, after she had put the children to bed and washed the dinner plates and scoured the sink to the unimpeachable shine that Bruno demanded (Doktor Messerli asked ‘Is he truly that much an ogre?’ to which Anna responded no, which translated as sometimes), Anna spread her notebooks on the table and began her German exercises. She’d fallen behind. Bruno was locked in his office. Separate solitudes were not an unusual arrangement between them, and Bruno retreated to his office most nights. Left alone, Anna would either read or watch television or put on a jacket and take an evening walk up the hill behind the house.


The house, when Anna was alone inside it, often assumed a pall of unbearable, catatonic stillness. Has it always been like this? Anna would be lying if she said it had. They’d shared good times, Bruno and she. It would be unfair to deny it. And even if he barely tolerated what he called her ‘melancholic huffs’ or her ‘sullen temperaments’, Bruno too, if pressed, would have admitted a love and fondness for Anna that, while often displaced by frustration, held an irrefutable honour in his heart.


IT WAS JUST THE previous Monday that Anna had steeled herself to go to school for the first time since college. The class at the Migros Klubschule was called German for Advanced Beginners. This was the course intended for anyone pre-equipped with a minor to moderate knowledge of the language but who lacked a rigorous understanding of grammar and a nuanced usage of syntax.


Migros is the name of the largest chain of supermarkets in Switzerland and is Switzerland’s biggest employer. More people work for Migros than any Swiss bank worldwide. But Migros is bigger than supermarkets alone. There are Migros-owned bookshops, Migros-owned petrol stations, Migros-owned electronics outlets, sports stores, furniture dealers, menswear shops, public golf courses, and currency exchanges. Migros also governs a franchise of adult education centres. There isn’t a Swiss city of significant population where at least one Migros Klubschule doesn’t exist. And it’s not just language classes they offer. You can study almost anything at the Migros Klubschule: cooking, sewing, knitting, drawing, singing. You can learn to play an instrument or how to read the future with tarot cards. You can even learn how to interpret dreams.


DOKTOR MESSERLI, AT THE onset of Anna’s analysis, asked Anna to pay attention to her dreams. ‘Write them down,’ the Doktor instructed. ‘I want you to write them down and bring them to our meetings and we will discuss them.’


Anna protested. ‘I don’t dream.’


The Doktor was undeterred. ‘Nonsense. Everyone dreams. Even you.’


Anna brought a dream to her next appointment: I am sick. I beg Bruno for help but he won’t give it. Someone makes a film in another room. I am not in it. A dozen teenage girls kill themselves for the camera. I don’t know what to do so I do nothing.


Doktor Messerli arrived at an immediate interpretation. ‘It’s a sign of stagnation. The film’s being made and you’re not in it. This is why the girls do not survive. The girls are you. You are the girls. You do not survive. You are ill with inaction, a person sitting passively in a dark cinema.’


Anna’s passivity. The hub from which the greater part of her psychology radiated. Everything came down to a nod, an acquiescence, a Yes, dear. Anna was aware of this. It was a trait she’d never bothered to question or revise, which, through the lens of a certain desiccated poignancy, seemed to be its proof. Anna was a swinging door, a body gone limp in the arms of another body carrying it. An oarless ocean rowing boat. Am I as assailable as that? Yes, it sometimes seemed. I have no knack for volition. My backbone’s in a brace. It’s the story of my life. And it was. The very view from her kitchen window looked out upon it. Triangulated by the street and the apple trees and the path that led up the hill an invisible awning flashed over a secret door that led into that same dark cinema she dreamed of. Anna didn’t need to see it to know it was there. The titles changed but the films were all of a sort. One week it was You Could Speak Up, Have Your Say!, the next it was You’re No Victim, You’re an Accomplice. And Not Choosing Is Still a Choice was shown year after year.


Then there were the children. Anna hadn’t longed to be a mother. She didn’t yearn for it the way other women do. It terrified her. I’m to be responsible for another person? A tiny, helpless, needy person? Still, Anna got pregnant. And then again and then again. It seemed to just happen. She never said Let’s do this and she never said Let’s not. Anna didn’t say anything at all. (Nor in this case, did Bruno. That discussion regarding future progeny? It never happened.)


But it wasn’t as terrible as she’d feared and for the most part and for most of the time, Anna was glad to be someone’s mother. Anna loved her children. She loved all her children. Those beautiful Swiss children that a firmer-footed Anna would never have known. So Anna’s passivity had merit. It was useful. It made for relative peace in the house on Rosenweg. Allowing Bruno to make decisions on her behalf absolved her of responsibility. She didn’t need to think. She simply followed. She rode a bus that someone else drove. And Bruno liked driving it. Order upon order. Rule upon rule. Where the wind blew, she went. This was Anna’s natural inclination. And like playing tennis or dancing a foxtrot, or speaking a foreign language, it grew even easier with practice. If Anna suspected there was more to her pathology, then that was a secret she kept very close.


‘WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN passivity and neutrality?’


‘Passivity is deference. To be passive is to relinquish your will. Neutrality is non-partisan. The Swiss are neutral, not passive. We do not choose a side. We are scales in perfect balance.’ Doktor Messerli spoke with something that might have been pride in her voice.


‘Not choosing. Is that still a choice?’


Doktor Messerli opened her mouth to speak, then changed her mind.


ANNA SAT AT THE dining table for almost half an hour fumbling through homework before Bruno emerged from his office like a marmot from a burrow. He came to the table, yawned, and rubbed his eyes. Anna saw their sons in that gesture. ‘How’s the class?’ Bruno asked. Anna couldn’t recall the last time Bruno had asked after her. She surged with a momentary affection for him and reached around his waist with her arms and tried to draw him closer into her. But Bruno – impervious or obstinate – did not respond in kind. He reached down and riffled through her papers. Anna dropped her arms.


Bruno picked up a page of exercises and skimmed it for accuracy. ‘Du hast hier einen Fehler,’ he said in a voice he intended to be helpful, but one that Anna interpreted as condescending. She had made a mistake. ‘This verb goes at the end,’ Bruno said. He was right. In both the future and the past tense, the action comes at the end. It is only in the present tense that the verb is joined to the noun that enacts it. Bruno returned her work absently. ‘I’m going to bed.’ He didn’t bend to kiss her. Bruno shut the bedroom door behind him and went to sleep.


Anna lost all interest in her exercises.


She checked the wall clock. It was after eleven but she wasn’t tired.


‘A DREAM IS A psychic statement,’ Doktor Messerli explained. ‘The more frightening the dream, the more pressing the need to look at that part of yourself. Its purpose is not to destroy you. It simply fulfils its compulsory task in a highly unpleasant manner.’ And then she added, ‘The less attention you pay, the more terrifying the nightmares become.’


‘And if you ignore them?’


Doktor Messerli’s face took on a cast of gravity. ‘Psyche will be heard. She demands it. And there are other, more threatening ways of capturing your attention.’


Anna didn’t ask what those were.


THAT LATE IN THE evening, most of the houses on Rosenweg were entirely dark, their inhabitants already asleep. It took years for Anna to get used to this, how Switzerland, machine that it is, powered down at night. Shops closed. People slept when they were meant to. In the States if you couldn’t or didn’t want to sleep, you could always shop at a twenty-four-hour supermarket, wash clothes at a twenty-four-hour launderette, eat pie and drink coffee at a twenty-four-hour diner. The television networks ran programmes all night. Nothing ever shut off. Lights always burned somewhere. It was an insomniac’s solace.


DOKTOR MESSERLI ASKED ABOUT Anna’s insomnia. How long she’d suffered, how it presented. How she curbed it. Anna had no real answer and instead replied, ‘Sleep won’t solve my situation.’ Even to Anna’s ears it sounded hollow.


WHEN ANNA STEPPED OUTSIDE, the porch lamp, sensitive to motion, flickered on. The front steps led to the driveway. The driveway opened on to the street. The playground of the Kirchgemeindehaus was across the way. Anna crossed the street and stepped over a small wooden fence and took a seat on a wooden swing intended for very young children. She was uneasy and perturbed and the night air was just damp enough to be cruel.


Even Anna would admit she prowled Dietlikon’s streets too often in the dark hours. In her second month in the country, Bruno woke in the middle of the night and Anna was gone. She wasn’t in the house or the attic or the garden. He ran outside and called for her. When she didn’t answer, he called the Polizei. My wife is gone! My wife is pregnant! The officers came to the house and asked insinuating questions and swapped readable looks. Had they fought recently? Did she take anything with her? What was their marriage like? Did he know if she’d been seeing anyone? Bruno had screwed his face into a question mark and forced his fists into his pockets. She is pregnant and it’s two a.m.! By the time he steered them away from that line of questioning Anna had come home. She’d barely crossed the threshold when Bruno threw himself around her as if she were a soldier back from battle. One policeman said something low and curt in Schwiizerdütsch that Anna didn’t understand. Bruno answered with a grunt. The officers left.


When they were alone and out of earshot, Bruno dug his fingers into Anna’s shoulders and shook her. Who are you fucking? Who were you with? She’d embarrassed him in front of the policemen. No one, Bruno – never! I swear! Bruno cursed at her and called her a whore and a cunt. Who did you suck off? Whose cock was in your mouth? – Nobody’s, Bruno, I swear! That was the truth. Anna and Bruno were in a version of love and Anna had gone for a walk because she couldn’t sleep. It was just a walk! That’s it! And whose cock would it have been, anyway? This she thought but did not say. It took almost an hour, but Bruno finally came to believe her. Or said he did.


A neighbour’s cat hissed and sputtered at what was probably a hedgehog. Three minutes later, the quarter-hour toll of the church bell rang.


WHEN SHE’D PRESENTED HERSELF for the first of her German classes, Anna was empty of expectation. She was not fully indifferent to first-day-of-school jitters, even at her age. At breakfast she told her sons that she was starting school. Charles sweetly offered his pencil case. Charles was like that. Victor was silent; he had no opinion. Ursula made a show of snapping out a dishtowel.


The Deutschkurs Intensiv met mornings, five days a week. That first day, Anna arrived six minutes late and knocked into a woman with her book bag as she tried to wedge past and take the last seat at the table. It was a modest-sized class, fifteen students whose ages varied and whose nationalities and reasons for expatriation diverged. Their teacher was Roland, a tall Swiss man whose first command was that they go around the room and introduce themselves using whatever German they already knew. He pointed to a blonde woman with heavy-lidded eyes and a darting gaze. Her name was Jeanne and she was French. The woman next to her, Martina, was also blonde but ten years younger than Jeanne. She told the room she came from Moscow, that she loved music but hated dogs. Then a woman Anna’s age introduced herself as Mary Gilbert and said she was from Canada and that she’d come here with her children and her husband, who played left wing for Zürich’s hockey team. She’d only been in Switzerland for two months. Mary apologized for her ham-fisted German but she’d finished the basic class and there was no place for her but here. It didn’t really matter. Everyone’s German was unmistakably foreign, slow and littered with mistakes.


Then the man sitting next to Mary leaned forward. His accent, even over broken German, was irrefutably Scottish. Glaswegian, Anna would come to learn. His name was Archie Sutherland. As he talked, his eyes scanned the perimeter of the table. By the time his introduction was over, he’d locked his gaze on Anna, who sat across the room at an angle from him. He ended with a small, slight wink, intended for her alone. She blushed beneath her clothes.


Something in Anna started to burn.


There was Dennis from the Philippines. Andrew and Gillian, both from Australia. Tran from Vietnam. Yuka from Japan. Ed from England. Nancy from South Africa. Alejandro from Peru, and two other women whose names Anna didn’t catch. They made all together a little UN.


When Anna introduced herself, she flashed a sincere-seeming smile (a trick she’d taught herself) and spoke the words she’d practised in her head. Ich bin Anna. Ich bin in die Schweiz für nine years. Mein Mann ist a banker. Ich habe three children. Ich bin from America. Ich bin, ich bin, ich bin. When she couldn’t lay her tongue on the German word, she substituted an English one. Anna hated introducing herself. It was like opening a door.


Anna looked to Archie. She was compelled by how strong his hands seemed, even from across the table. A man’s hands always got to her. A cock wants a hole. There are only so many. But a man can put his hands anywhere he wants, anywhere I ask him to.


While queuing in the canteen during their first coffee break, Archie leaned towards Anna and spoke in a low, purling voice rarely heard outside of chapels or museum alcoves.


‘Anna, is it?’


‘It is.’


‘I’m Archie.’


‘So I heard.’ Anna was tentative, but kittenish. Volley and lob. He wants a game of ping-pong. Sure, she thought, I’ll play.


Archie took a chocolate croissant from a row of plated pastries and put it on his tray. ‘You want one?’


Anna shook her head. ‘Not a big pastry fan.’ The queue moved forward at an even clip. The Kantine was crowded, but the Swiss cashier was efficient.


‘So what do you nosh on when you fancy a bite?’


Oh, this man’s good, Anna thought. ‘A bite? Or a bite to eat?’


Archie put on an act of impatience. It was husky and hot. ‘What do you eat, woman?’ Anna responded with a blushing, sidelong glance and a half-cocked smirk. They moved forward again. Archie grinned. ‘Banker husband, you say?’


‘I say indeed.’ The reply was all cheek. Am I flirting? I’m totally flirting. It had been a while. I’m going to play this out.


‘And what about Anna? What does Anna do when she isn’t learning German?’


Anna waited a beat before answering. ‘Anna does what Anna desires.’ Say anything with confidence, Anna thought, and the world will believe it’s true.


Archie’s laugh was sportive, vulpine. ‘Good to know.’ They’d reached the front of the queue. Anna paid for her coffee then turned briefly back to Archie and presented a terminal smile before walking away.


Back in the classroom, Roland reviewed a list of German prepositions: under, against, on top of, from behind.


Later, at the end of their second break, Archie cornered Anna by the rubbish bins. ‘What are you doing this afternoon?’


A dozen chaste answers came to mind. Anna ignored every one. She put her hand on Archie’s arm and brought her mouth very close to his ear. ‘You,’ she whispered. And that was all.


Well how about that? Anna thought as she walked away. A woozy, tinny thrill shot through her. Yes, how about it. The enquiry was irrelevant. The answer to every question that day was yes.


But they were not arduous assents. She’d said yes before.


After class, Anna telephoned Ursula and told her there were errands she needed to run in the city and she wouldn’t be back until three. Then Anna and Archie took the number 10 tram from Sternen Oerlikon, where the streets ray out from an interior middle like a five-point star, to Central, a stop at the north end of Zürich’s Niederdorf district. From there it was a five-minute walk to Archie’s flat. What followed was an hour and a half of uninhibited sex.


On Tuesday and again on Wednesday Anna followed Archie home after class. On Thursday and Friday, they skipped school altogether.


ANNA TWIRLED HERSELF IN the swing, winching the chains so that they lifted her higher off the ground than she was to begin with. Then she pulled up her feet and let herself spin quickly down. She accomplished this multiple times unto dizziness.


Eventually the church bells rang their midnight toll. A low, wormish feeling of a reckoning approached her. Only in the present tense is the subject married to its verb. The action – all action, past and future – comes at the end. At the very end, when there is nothing left to do but act.


Even so, Anna was back inside the house before the chime of the twelfth bell.
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ANNA COULD NEVER REALLY LOVE A STEVE, A BOB, A MIKE.


She abhorred the casual apathy a diminutive implied. How a nickname more often than not announced ‘I am the sum of every Matt you’ve ever met, the arithmetic mean of a Chris, a Rick, a Jeff.’ It wasn’t the length – names don’t get much shorter than ‘Anna’. She felt a person’s name should resonate with dignity and significance. It should be able to heft the weight and bear the pressures of his personality. A Steffi would never be appointed to a presidential cabinet; a Chad would never appoint her.


Anna named her children with a seemly eye. Their names were American, but many Swiss had non-native names; one-third of Zürich’s population is foreign, thanks to the banking industry. The Credit Suisse in which Bruno worked, for example, employed many Swiss, several Germans, some Brits, a few Americans, and an impossibly handsome Nigerian whose skin was as smooth and dark as Sprüngli chocolate. Everything’s eventually normalized by diversity. The names of Anna’s children were uncommon in Switzerland, if not rare. She chose them with that in mind. She liked their names. They seemed to fit.


A name is a fragile thing. Drop it, and it might break.


Like Steve. The name of a man Anna could never love.


ANNA BROUGHT AN EXTREMELY convoluted dream to her analysis. It was organized chaotically with no regard for theme or circumstance, and it was unbound by the geographies of time and space. A dream of pointed symbols, archetypal images, and allegoric nuances, Anna was sure.


There were twenty doors the Doktor could have walked through if there was one. Let’s begin with the significance of the horse, Doktor Messerli might have said. What are your associations with balloons and aeroplanes? What do you think it means that the roller coaster only runs backwards? Why, Anna, were you naked in the church? But the Doktor didn’t ask those questions and instead posed the single one that Anna wished she hadn’t.


‘There is a Stephen in your dream. Who’s he?’


Psychoanalysis is expensive and it is least effective when a patient lies, even by omission. But analysis isn’t pliers, and truth is not teeth: you can’t pull it out by force. A mouth stays closed as long as it wants to. Truth is told when it tells itself.


Anna shook her head as if to say He is no one of significance.


AT 5.45 A.M. ON SATURDAY Anna was jolted awake by an unnatural scream. She threw herself out of bed and raced up the stairs two at a time. It was Polly Jean. She was cutting a tooth. Ten months was late for a first tooth; Victor’s came in at five months, Charles’s at four. Anna slipped her thumb into Polly Jean’s mouth and confirmed the presence of a small white nub. Polly countered with a string of wild infant curses. Anna picked her daughter up, shushed her, rocked her, tried to lull her back into sleep. Or a version of sleep.


Make no mistake: everything has a variant. Like versions of truth, like versions of love, there are versions of sleep. The deepest sleep is meant only for children and perfect fools. Everyone else must pay each night her restless due.


The sky was still dark and the neighbourhood silent. From the square of window above Polly’s cot, the modest spire of the parish church was visible. The Benzes resided, quite literally, in the shadow cast by Dietlikon’s Swiss Reformed church. They lived in its figurative shadow as well. For a thirty-year tenure that ended only at his death, Oskar Benz, father to Bruno and Daniela and husband to Ursula, was the congregation’s Pfarrer. Its pastor.


Churchgoing in Switzerland is a matter of custom, not zeal. Even a practising Swiss Christian won’t engage in religious swagger. That’s an American antic. Swiss faith seems more bureaucratic. You are baptized in a church, you wed in a church, you are eulogized in a church, and that’s it. Still, when Bruno and Anna went to the Gemeinde to file the papers for her residence permit, she was asked her religious preference. The churches are funded by taxes; money is distributed according to citizen affiliation.


As in America, while most Christian Swiss don’t regularly attend, even the smallest towns have at least one Kirche. In Dietlikon there were three: the congregation Oskar Benz once pastored, a Catholic church half a kilometre away from Anna and Bruno’s house, and an Orthodox group so thinly populated that the church didn’t have a permanent address and met instead in a rented, unremarkable building just across the street from the cemetery. Ursula went to church on Sundays and sometimes took her grandsons with her. Bruno and Anna stayed at home.


Anna had a cursory, teetering knowledge of religion. Her parents, in a moment of conviction during Anna’s youth, flirted briefly with the Episcopalians. They attended church sporadically for almost a year before finding other things to occupy a Sunday morning’s empty hours (for Anna’s mother it was ladies’ brunch and for her father it was golf). It was a case of dispassion rather than one of theological opposition. They simply didn’t care enough to continue. So Anna’s spiritual formation was relegated to cultural expressions of faith: the Christmas Baby Jesus and his gifts, the Easter risen Christ and his chocolate bunnies, and a copy of The Thorn Birds pulled from her mother’s bookshelf.


Anna didn’t oppose religious belief. She endorsed it in principle, if not in practice. While she wasn’t sure if she believed in God, she wanted to believe. She hoped she believed. Sometimes, anyway. Other times, belief seized her with terror. From God there are no secrets. I’m not sure I like that. Except she was sure: she didn’t.


But anyone might feel that way on a walk through central Zürich; Altstadt is clotted with historically significant churches. Everywhere you turn the Eye of God is on you. The Fraumünster is famous for its Chagall-designed stained glass windows. The clock face on the steeple of St Peter’s is one of the largest in all of Europe. The Wasserkirche was built on the site where Felix and Regula – Zürich’s patron saints – were martyred. And the grey, imposing Grossmünster was erected on the very spot where those same martyrs are said to have delivered their severed heads before they finally (and with no further business to attend to) released their souls to death.


Felix and Regula. Happiness and order. How Zürich of them to carry their own heads up the hill! Anna thought. A perfectly Swiss way to die – pragmatic and correct!


Pragmatic, correct, efficient, predetermined. It was that theology that troubled Anna most of all. Anna had no qualms laying this anxiety directly at the feet of the Swiss; it was their adopted son John Calvin who insisted that it was impossible for sinners to consciously choose to follow God, taught that all are fallen, preached that all are lost. He called us slaves to depravity, helpless to the whims of Divine Will. There’s nothing we can do to free ourselves. The fate of every soul is foreordained. Eternity’s determined. Prayer is pointless. You’ve bought a ticket, but the raffle’s fixed. So what’s the use of worrying if there’s nothing to be done? That was just it. There was no use. So whenever this crisis arose, Anna would remind herself that one way or another, it didn’t matter. Either her fate was predecided or she had no fate. There was nothing she could do to change it. Therefore when she worried, it was never for very long.
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