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1


No getting away from it. A quick glance at the image was enough to give shape to the dim suspicions of the past months. The embryo lay curled up like an amphibian, one eye looking straight at him. Was that a leg or a tentacle above the dragon’s tail?


Moments of absolute certainty in life are few and far between. But in this instant, Henry saw into the future. The amphibian would grow into a person. It would have rights and claims, it would ask questions, and at some point it would experience everything it takes to become a human being.


The ultrasound image was about the size of a postcard. On it, to the right of the embryo, a spectrum of grey could be made out; to the left were letters; at the top were the date, the mother’s name and the doctor’s name. There wasn’t the slightest doubt in Henry’s mind that it was real.


Betty sat beside him at the steering wheel, smoking, and saw tears in his eyes. She laid her hand on his cheek; she thought they were tears of joy. But he was thinking of his wife, Martha. Why couldn’t she have a child with him? Why did he have to be sitting here in the car with this other woman?


He despised himself, he felt shame, he was genuinely sorry. His motto had always been that life gives you everything—but never everything at once.


It was afternoon. The monotonous rumble of the surf rose from the cliffs; the wind flattened the grasses and pressed against the side windows of the green Subaru. Henry only had to start the engine and put his foot on the accelerator and the car would shoot over the cliffs and plunge into the surf. In five seconds it would all be over; the impact would kill all three of them. But first he’d have to get out of the passenger seat to change places with Betty. Much too complicated.


‘Say something, Henry!’


What should he say? The whole business was bad enough as it was; this thing in her womb was no doubt already moving, and if Henry had learnt anything, it was to reveal nothing that’s best left unsaid.


Betty had only ever seen him cry once—when he was awarded an honorary doctorate at Smith College in Massachusetts. Until then she had thought he never cried. Henry had sat quietly in the front row, thinking of his wife.


Betty leaned over the gearstick and hugged him. They listened in silence to one another’s breathing, then Henry opened the passenger door and threw up in the grass. He saw the lasagne he’d made Martha for lunch. It looked like an embryo compote of flesh-coloured lumps of dough. At the sight of it, he choked and began to cough uncontrollably.


Betty slipped off her shoes, jumped out of the car, pulled Henry up from his seat, locked her arms round his ribcage and squeezed energetically until lasagne streamed from his nostrils. Phenomenal, the way she did the right thing without thinking about it. The two of them stood there in the grass next to the Subaru, while sea spray whipped about them in the wind.


‘Tell me. What should we do?’


The right answer would have been: My love, this is not going to end well. But that kind of answer has consequences. It changes things or makes them disappear altogether. Regrets are no more use then. And who wants to change anything that’s good and convenient?


‘I’ll drive home and tell my wife everything.’


‘Really?’


Henry saw the astonishment on Betty’s face; he was surprised himself. Why had he said that? Henry wasn’t given to exaggeration; it hadn’t been necessary to say he’d tell Martha everything.


‘What do you mean, everything?’


‘Everything. I shall quite simply tell her everything. No more lies.’


‘And what if she forgives you?’


‘How could she?’


‘And the baby?’


‘I hope it’s a girl.’


Betty hugged Henry and kissed him on the mouth. ‘Henry, you can be a great man.’


Yes, he could be a great man. He would drive home and put truth in place of falsehood. Reveal everything at last, all the nasty details—well, maybe not quite all, but the essentials. It would mean cutting deep into healthy flesh. Tears would flow and it would hurt dreadfully, himself included. It would be the end of all trust and harmony between Martha and him—but it would also be an act of liberation. He would no longer be an unprincipled bastard, no longer have to be so ashamed of himself. It had to be done. Truth before beauty—the rest would sort itself out.


He put his arms around Betty’s slender waist. A stone was lying in the grass, big enough and heavy enough to inflict a lethal blow. He had only to bend down to pick it up.


‘Come on, get in.’


He sat behind the steering wheel and started the engine. Instead of shooting forwards over the cliffs, he put the car into reverse and let the Subaru roll backwards. A great mistake, he would later decide.


Barely visible, the narrow road of perforated concrete slabs wound its way through a dense pine grove from the cliffs to the forest track where his car was parked, concealed by low-hanging branches. Betty lowered the window, lit herself another menthol cigarette and inhaled deeply.


‘She won’t do herself any harm, will she?’


‘I certainly hope not.’


‘How will she react? Will you tell her it’s me?’


That what is you? Henry wanted to ask.


Instead, he said, ‘I’ll tell her if she asks me.’


Of course Martha would ask. Anyone who discovers they’ve been systematically cheated on wants to know why and for how long and with whom. It’s normal. Betrayal is a riddle we want to solve.


Betty laid her hand with the lighted cigarette on Henry’s thigh. ‘Darling, we were careful. I mean, neither of us wanted a child, did we?’


Henry could not have agreed more wholeheartedly. No, he had not wanted a child, least of all with Betty. She was his lover, she’d never make a good mother; she was far too hard-hearted, too wrapped up in herself for that. Having his child would give her power over him; she would destroy his cover and put pressure on him, until everything reached its logical conclusion. For a time he had toyed with the idea of a vasectomy, but some vague impulse had held him back—maybe his desire to have a child with Martha after all.


‘It looks as if it wants to exist,’ he said.


Betty smiled; her lips were trembling. Henry had pitched it just right.


‘I think it’ll be a girl.’


They got out, swapped places again. Betty sat behind the steering wheel and pulled on a shoe. Without thinking, she put her foot down on the clutch and moved the gearstick back and forth.


He’s not pleased, she thought. But wasn’t that asking a bit much of a man who had just decided to change his life and end his marriage? Although their affair had been going on for years, Betty knew very little about Henry, but this much she did know: Henry was not a family man.


She can’t wait, he thought. She can’t wait for me to give everything up for her. He did not, however, intend to exchange his quiet, carefree existence for a family life he wasn’t cut out for. After the grand confession to his wife, he’d have to see about a new identity. It would be hard work, thinking up another Henry, a Henry just for Betty. The mere thought made him feel tired.


‘Can I do anything?’


Henry nodded. ‘Stop smoking.’


Betty took a drag on her cigarette, then flicked it away. ‘It’ll be awful.’


‘Yes, it’ll be awful. I’ll give you a ring when it’s over.’


She put the car in gear. ‘How are you getting on with the novel?’


‘Not much more to go.’


He bent down to her through the open door. ‘Have you told anybody about us?’


‘Not a soul,’ she replied.


‘It is my child, isn’t it? I mean, it really is there, it is going to happen?’


‘Yes, it’s yours. It’s going to happen.’


She offered him her slightly parted lips for a kiss. Reluctantly, he stooped to her; her tongue penetrated his mouth like a fat, threadless screw. Henry closed the driver’s door of the Subaru. She drove down the forest track in the direction of the main road. He watched her until she had disappeared. Then he stamped out her half-smoked cigarette that lay smouldering in the grass. He believed her. Betty wouldn’t lie to him; she had far too little imagination for that. She was young and sporty, and much more elegant than Martha. She was beautiful and not as bright, but extremely practical. And now she was pregnant with his child—a paternity test was hardly necessary.


*   *   *


Betty’s cool pragmatism had impressed Henry from the first time they’d met. If she liked something, she took it. She had wit, she had slender feet, she had freckled breasts as round as oranges, green eyes and curly blonde hair. The first time he saw her she was wearing a dress with a print of endangered species.


Their affair had begun the moment they met. Henry hadn’t had to make an effort or put on an act or court her. As so often, he hadn’t had to do anything, because she thought he was a genius. For that reason it didn’t bother her in the slightest that he was married and didn’t want children. On the contrary, it was all a question of time. She had waited a long time for a man like him—she was quite frank about that. In her opinion most men lacked greatness. What she meant by that, she didn’t say.


Now, Betty was editor-in-chief at Moreany Publishing House. She’d started out as a temp in the marketing department, although she considered herself overqualified because she already had a degree in literature. Most of the seminars had been boring and she regretted not having taken her parents’ advice and studied law. In spite of her qualifications, the prospects of promotion at the publishing house were limited. In her lunchbreak she would sneak into the editors’ offices to browse. One day, out of sheer boredom, she pulled Henry’s typewritten text out of the slush pile and took it with her to read in the staff kitchen. Henry had sent the typescript without an accompanying note, so as to save on postage. Until then he’d always been strapped for cash.


Betty read about thirty pages, leaving her food untouched. Then she rushed up to the third floor, into the office of Claus Moreany, the founder of the publishing house, and put an abrupt end to his afternoon nap. Four hours later the man himself was on the phone to Henry.


‘Good afternoon, this is Claus Moreany.’


‘Really? Gosh!’


‘You have written something marvellous. Something truly marvellous. Have you sold the rights yet?’


He hadn’t. Frank Ellis sold ten million copies worldwide. A thriller, as they’re so wonderfully called, with a great deal of violence and little of a cheering nature. It was the story of an autistic man who becomes a police officer in order to find his sister’s killer. The first hundred thousand copies sold out in only a month and were no doubt read cover to cover. The profits saved Moreany Publishing House from bankruptcy. Today, eight years on, Henry was a bestselling author, translated into twenty languages around the world, a winner of countless prizes and God knows what else. Five bestselling novels had now been published by Moreany; all of them had been made into films and adapted for the stage, and Frank Ellis was already being used as a set text in schools. Almost a classic. And Henry was still married to Martha.


Apart from Henry, only Martha knew that he hadn’t written a single word of the novels himself.
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Henry had often wondered what course his life would have taken if he hadn’t met Martha. The answer he gave himself never varied—the same as before. He would not have become a significant author; would not, as a result, have been able to live a free and prosperous life; certainly wouldn’t drive an Italian sports car—and no one would know his name. Henry was quite straight with himself on the matter. He would have remained invisible—an art in itself. Of course, the struggle for survival is exciting. It is, after all, only scarcity that gives things their value; money loses all meaning as soon as there’s plenty of it. No denying any of that. But aren’t apathy and indifference a reasonable price to pay for a life of wealth and luxury, and better than hunger and suffering and bad teeth any day? You don’t have to be famous to be happy, especially as popularity is all too often confused with significance. But ever since Henry had stepped out of the shadows of anonymity into the light of a particular existence, his life had been incomparably more comfortable. And so for years now his sole concern had been to preserve the status quo. There was no more for him to achieve. In that, he remained a realist. Even if it was boring.


The manuscript of Frank Ellis was his discovery. It was lying wrapped in greaseproof paper under a stranger’s bed. Henry found it, his head throbbing with pain, as he hunted for his left sock so that he could steal out of the stranger’s room as he’d stolen out of so many others. He couldn’t remember the woman lying next to him in bed, and he felt no desire to get to know her now. He could only see her foot and the feminine silhouette running from the dip of her pelvis up to her fine, chestnut-brown hair, and he investigated no further. The stove was cold; the room was dark. It smelt of dust and bad breath. Time to make himself scarce.


Henry was hideously thirsty because he’d drunk a particularly large amount of alcohol the night before. It had been the eve of his thirty-sixth birthday. Nobody had wished him any happy returns. How could they? Nobody knew. Who could possibly know? Drifters don’t form close friendships, and his parents had been dead for a long time.


He had no flat of his own, no fixed income and no idea what he was to do next in life. Why should he? The future is uncertain. Anyone who says they know what the future holds is a liar. The past is nothing but memory and thus pure fabrication—the present alone is certain, gives us space to evolve, and is over again in an instant. What tormented Henry far more than uncertainty was the thought of certainty. Knowing what lay in store for him was tantamount to the pendulum over the pit. What was there left to hope for except remorse, death and decay? In keeping with this entirely clear-eyed outlook, Henry defined his life as a cumulative process, to be judged by historians only after his death. And happy is he who leaves nothing behind; he need fear no judgment.


Keeping silent goes against human nature. Thus, the opening sentence of the manuscript. It might easily, Henry thought, be something he would say. Absolutely to the point and so simple. He read the next sentence, and then on and on. His left sock stayed off; he didn’t creep out of the little flat. Nor did he, as was his wont, walk off with whatever cash or items of value happened to be lying around in order to buy himself something to eat.


From the first paragraph he had the impression that the story was not unlike his own. He read the whole manuscript in a sitting, turning the pages as quietly as he could, so as not to wake up the unknown woman gently snoring beside him. There were no corrections on the densely typed pages as far as he could make out, and no typos either—not a comma out of place. Every now and then, Henry stopped reading for a moment to take a closer look at the sleeping woman. Was it possible they’d met before? Had he told her about himself and then forgotten they’d ever met? What was her name again? Had she even mentioned it? She hadn’t talked much, that was for sure. She was unprepossessing, delicate, with long eyelashes that now shielded her closed eyes.


*   *   *


When Martha awoke in the early afternoon, Henry had already lit the stove, solved the mystery of the dripping tap, fixed the shower curtain, cleared up the kitchen and made fried eggs. He had oiled the small typewriter that stood on the kitchen table and straightened out a jammed key over the gas flame. Martha’s manuscript was lying wrapped up under the bed again. She sat down at the table and devoured the fried eggs.


He suggested they live together and she said nothing, which he took for a yes.


They spent the entire day together. She told him how he had carried on the night before, declaring that he was insignificant in every way. Henry agreed with this, but could no longer remember anything.


Later, they ate ice cream and sauntered through the botanical garden, where Henry told her a bit more about his past. He spoke of his childhood, which had ended with his mother walking out and his father falling down the stairs. He didn’t mention the years he’d spent in hiding.


Martha didn’t interrupt him once, nor did she ask any questions. She held his arm tight as they walked through the tropical hothouse, and at some point she laid her head on his shoulder. Until that day, Henry had never told anyone so much about himself, and most of what he said was actually true. He left out nothing important, didn’t gloss over anything, and made almost none of it up. It was a happy afternoon in the botanical garden, the first of many happy afternoons with Martha.


The next night too they slept in Martha’s bed near the stove. He was tender and sober this time, gentle and almost shy. And she was completely silent, her breath hot and quick. Later, when he was fast asleep, Martha got up and sat down at the typewriter in the kitchen. Henry was woken by the clatter of the keys. Steady, with short breaks, a full stop. Then the ringing of the little bell at the end of the line. Full stop, new line, full stop, paragraph. A high-pitched rasping sound as she pulled the typed paper out of the typewriter, and several short rasping sounds as she put in the new sheet. So that’s how literature is born, he thought. The clatter went on all night until morning.


The next thing Henry did was to mend the bed. Then he got hold of a rubber mat for the typewriter to stand on, procured two new kitchen chairs, and bored open the electricity meter to save on heating costs. While he was getting all that done, he reflected on the possibilities of creating a home without any capital and wondered to what extent he was cut out for it.


He tidied and cleaned. Martha didn’t comment on his domestic activities. She didn’t ever comment on anything; Henry admired that. He didn’t, however, have the feeling that she was indifferent or devoid of opinion—no, she was quite simply contented and could find no fault with him. It was as if she had foreseen everything.


It struck Henry that Martha never read her stories herself. She never talked about them; she wasn’t proud of them. When she’d finished one, she started on the next, like a tree shedding its leaves in the autumn. The story must have taken shape in her mind even as she was working on the previous one, for there was no pause for inspiration. For a long time it remained unclear to Henry what she lived off. She had studied, but did not reveal what. She must have had some savings, but only rarely went to the bank. If there was nothing to eat, she ate nothing. In the afternoon she regularly left the flat to go swimming in the municipal baths. Henry followed her once; she really did just go swimming.


In the cellar, Henry found a suitcase filled with rotting manuscripts, hastily buried like children’s corpses beneath mouldy rat droppings. The pages had clumped together into a pulp; only the odd phrase was still legible. Lost stories. The manuscript of Frank Ellis would have rotted too, or been turned into a brief blast of heat in the stove on a cold day, if Henry hadn’t hidden it. He was to thank for that. As he would later tell his conscience, even if he hadn’t created Frank Ellis, he had at least rescued it. That had to count for something.


‘I’m not interested in literature,’ Martha said on the subject. ‘I just want to write.’


Henry made a mental note of the sentence for later. Where Martha in her hermetically sealed world got hold of the ideas for creating such illustrious characters remained a mystery to him. She wasn’t well travelled, and yet she knew the whole world. He cooked for her; they talked, were silent, made love. At night she got up to write; in the early afternoon he made them something to eat, and then read what she’d written. He kept every single page of her writing safe; she never asked about it. In this way their love grew quietly, as a matter of course. They took pleasure in doing things together and profited from one another. Henry could not imagine ever being happier. It was just up to him not to destroy the harmony.


Henry sent the manuscript of Frank Ellis in his own name to four publishers he’d looked up in the Yellow Pages. First, he had had to make a solemn vow to Martha that he would under no circumstances reveal who had written it. It was to remain a lifelong secret, and if anything actually got published, then it could only be under his name. Henry thought that was all right and swore not to tell. In his own way, he kept his word.


*   *   *


For a long time, there was no reply. Henry forgot he’d sent it off, and if he’d known how infinitesimal the chances of an unsolicited manuscript are, he wouldn’t have invested in the postage. But ignorance often proves to be a true blessing.


Meanwhile, Henry worked at the fruit market. He got up at two in the morning and came home towards midday, dead tired and reeking of vegetables, to set to and cook something for Martha.


Martha introduced Henry to her parents. She had hesitated for a long time, and Henry understood why when he met her father. Throughout their first meeting, Martha’s father, a fireman who’d taken early retirement, eyed Henry with smouldering ill will from his velour armchair. Rheumatism was gnawing away at his joints and had already claimed his thumb. Martha’s mother was a cashier at a supermarket checkout, a cheerful woman, warm and sensitive, just the way a mother ought to be.


They drank coffee with cardamom in the upholstered landscape of the living room and chatted about trivialities. Henry saw yellow birds in a cage on the sideboard, waiting for death. The father’s pride and joy was his collection of historic firemen’s helmets, which he kept in an illuminated glass-fronted cabinet. He told Henry all about every one of them, specifying date, place of origin and function, while his eyes scrutinised Henry’s face for signs of weariness or indifference. But Henry endured the ordeal with unflagging stoicism and even interrupted him to ask interested questions.


There was a cold winter. Henry got hold of a new door and two fabulous electric blankets, and insulated the windows. He had spotted the door in a skip full of scrap timber. He climbed into the skip in thick, driving snow to salvage the heavy door, which he shouldered and lugged home on his back like a leaf-cutter ant. He took the plane to it here and there, added a piece at the bottom and hung it. Now there was no longer a cold draught coming in.


Martha was delighted. Henry’s handyman skills had always turned women on. DIY and hobbies drive away the demons of boredom and negative thoughts. Henry simply liked mending things—not in order to impress, but because it was fun and because there was nothing better to do.


The following spring, Henry killed his father-in-law. He bought him an historic helmet once worn in the Vienna fire brigade, which is, as it happens, the oldest professional fire brigade in the world. The ageing collector’s surprise and pleasure were so great that his aneurysm ruptured and he fell down dead. Henry had carried off the perfect tyrannicide without either knowing what he was doing or meaning to do it. As a result he had no guilty conscience, because, as Henry said to himself, the insidious blood vessel in the old man’s brain could have burst when he was taking a shit. Everyone was pleased and no one suspected anything.


The entire helmet collection disappeared into the earth along with the dead fireman. Martha’s mother blossomed; she gave away the yellow birds and emigrated a year later with an American businessman to Wisconsin, where she was struck by lightning. From then on she wrote long (now only ever left-handed) letters about her new life in America.


Then Moreany’s call came. Henry cycled to the publisher’s. If he had had any idea what a fateful course the whole affair would take, he might perhaps not have gone.


*   *   *


Betty was waiting for him in the lobby. They got into the lift together and went up to the sixth floor. Her lily-of-the-valley perfume filled the lift. She saw that he had handyman’s hands; he spotted a small hole in her earlobe and the constellation of the Plough mapped out on her throat in ravishing freckles. On the regrettably short journey up, he could intuit her sizing up his DNA. When the lift doors opened, the essentials between them had been settled.


Moreany came round the side of his publisher’s desk and touched Henry with both hands, as you might greet a long-lost friend. His desk was laden with books and manuscripts. Right on top was the manuscript of Frank Ellis. This was pretty much what Henry had imagined a publisher would look like.


Henry kept his promise to Martha and introduced himself as the author. This turned out to be quite straightforward. He didn’t have to say or prove anything special, because everyone knows an author can’t do anything except write, and anyone can write. You don’t need any particular knowledge or skill, or have to say anything particular about yourself. Apart from a modicum of life experience, you don’t require any education to speak of; there’s no need to produce a diploma, only a manuscript. You leave the final judgment to your critics and readers, because the less you speak about your work the more radiant your aura. He wasn’t interested in literature, Henry explained. He just wanted to write. That hit the spot.


The novel sold fantastically well. When the first royalty cheque arrived, he and Martha moved into a larger, warmer flat and got married. The money kept on pouring in, heaps of it. Money didn’t trigger any kind of buying reflex or wasteful impulses in Martha. She carried on writing undeterred, while Henry went on shopping sprees. He bought himself costly suits, expensive moments with beautiful women, and an Italian car. Moreany gave Henry a share in the profits that were now raining down on Moreany Publishing House. Henry felt like a gangster who has pulled off the perfect crime, and drove Martha all the way across Europe to Portugal in the Maserati. They stayed in good hotels; otherwise nothing much changed. Martha continued to write at night; Henry played tennis and saw to everything else. He did the shopping, wrote shopping lists and learnt to cook Asian food.


Every afternoon he would read the new pages. No one except him got to see a single line before the book was finished. He only ever said whether he liked it or not. Mostly he did like it. Finally, he would take the finished manuscript in person to Moreany. Betty and Moreany would read it simultaneously in Moreany’s wood-panelled office, while Henry lay on the sofa in the adjoining room and read the Adventures of the Grand Vizier Iznogoud, which are, as it happens, the best comics in the world.


For hours, absolute silence would reign in the publishing house, until Betty and Moreany had finished reading. Then Moreany would summon the sales manager. ‘We have a book!’ he would shout. Eight weeks later the press campaign would be launched. Only selected journalists were allowed a look at a proof copy in Moreany’s office. They had to sign confidentiality agreements, because although they were expected to hype up the novel in the media they were also to torment the public by withholding information.


Martha never accompanied Henry to public appearances. When he went to writers festivals or public readings it was Betty who went with him. A lot of people took her for his wife, which to all appearances made complete sense, because they looked like the perfect couple.


Wherever he went, Henry was greeted with applause, smiled at, shown around and congratulated. He didn’t look particularly happy on such occasions, because he didn’t enjoy the walkabout. This, however, strengthened the general delight at his modesty, especially among the women. Henry’s shy, understated manner was purely precautionary, for he never forgot that he wasn’t a writer but a mere fraud, a frog in a snake’s territory.


Besides, he had trouble remembering all the friendly faces and new names. Whenever he stood still, knots of people formed. Cameras flashed, greedy eyes drank him in without let-up, and he was always being shown something he wasn’t interested in or having something explained to him he didn’t really understand. He gave short interviews, but refused to discuss his working methods. The feeling of unreality intensified; reality began to blur like a watercolour in the rain—first at the edges, then altogether. Martha had warned him that success was a mere shadow that shifts with the moving sun. The day will come, Henry thought, when the sun will set and they’ll realise I don’t exist.


It was from his critics that Henry learnt how his work was to be interpreted. He knew himself that the novels were good—after all, he was the one who’d discovered them. But just how good they were, and why exactly, came as a surprise to him. He felt sorry for all those poor artists who aren’t discovered until after they’ve perished from nutritional oedema. He would have liked to have read Martha some of the most flattering reviews, but she didn’t want to know anything about them. She was already at work on the next novel. Fame meant nothing to her. She read no reviews on principle, while he read every single one, underlining the most flattering passages with a ruler, cutting them out and sticking them in a scrapbook. Every sentence a stronghold. He particularly liked that phrase. It was in bold type in the blurb and had been penned by a certain Peffenkofer, who wrote for the literary supplement of one of the big dailies. It was so wonderfully pithy, Henry thought, it might have been something he would say. But it wasn’t. Nothing was his.
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Death of an author on a wet road. A lurch, one’s entire life flashing past, then eternity. Such were Henry’s thoughts as he drove home from the cliffs past luminous yellow rape fields. Could any death be more tragic and at the same time more unjust than that inflicted by the cold hand of chance? And so fitting for him. Camus had died such a death, and Randall Jarrell and Ödön von Horváth—no, not him, poor thing. He was killed by a branch falling from a tree on the Champs-Elysées.


Henry was now forty-four. The sun of success was beating down on him; death would immortalise him, and the secret was safe with Martha. She would carry on writing after his death and leave all the manuscripts to rot in the cellar. Henry found that very reassuring, even if he didn’t intend to die before his wife. In this instant, however, he wished he could. Anything was easier than to confess to her that he was to father a child with another woman. And with Betty, of all people.


Henry saw the two women standing at his grave. Martha, the hidden source of his fame, so delicate and unfathomable, side-by-side with Betty, the freckled Venus, the mother of his child. He hoped the two of them would get along and not wage war on one another; they were after all so very different. And between them his child. Martha would spot the child’s resemblance to Henry straight away. Would she ever be able to forgive him? Did Betty have what it took to make a good mother? Not really. But what did it matter to him now? A lot of people would weep at his grave, some indeed would suffer, others would be jolly pleased. But the best thing was that he wouldn’t be available for anyone; he’d no longer have to be ashamed of himself, or put on an act, or be afraid of anything. Terrific.


Unfortunately, the road was dry and there wasn’t a tree in sight. Henry’s dark blue Maserati had every conceivable safety gimmick: ABS and EPS, and all the rest of it. The airbag would cushion his head, the explosive charge would tighten his seatbelt. The car wouldn’t let him die—and Henry saw himself joining the undead, dwindling on a heart-lung-machine. A ghastly thought. Henry cranked up the speed. At two hundred kilometres an hour, even the best safety system would be no use if a tree came along now.


His phone rang. It was Moreany. Henry took his foot off the accelerator.


‘Henry, where are you?’


‘On page three hundred.’


‘Oh, how splendid. How splendid!’ Moreany liked to say anything gratifying twice over. Quite unnecessarily, in Henry’s opinion. ‘Can I read some?’


‘Soon. I’m still twenty pages short, I reckon.’


‘Twenty? That’s fantastic, fantastic. How much longer do you need?’


‘Twenty minutes.’


Moreany laughed.


‘Then I’ll be home and can get back down to it.’


‘Listen, Henry, I’ve decided we’ll come out with two hundred and fifty thousand copies.’


Henry knew that Moreany didn’t borrow any money from the bank. He didn’t want to. Moreany liked to deploy his entire personal wealth in financing the printing and marketing of Henry’s books.


‘Don’t you want to read it first, before you mortgage your house again?’


‘I’ll mortgage my house when it suits me, old boy, and never more willingly than today. Just imagine—Peffenkofer is asking for an advance proof copy. He begged me. What do you think of that?’


Peffenkofer, the man behind Every sentence a stronghold, was a magnet among the critics. In this capacity he drew everything bad out of literary production and left only the good things. There was little that impressed him, nothing that surprised him, and nothing original he didn’t already know about. But, whatever one might think of him, he had an eye for what mattered and he revealed beauty, making it shine. He worked out of the public eye; no one knew what he looked like and whether he didn’t perhaps still live with his mother.


‘Let him wait till you’ve read it.’


‘Of course! Do you have a title?’


‘Not yet.’


‘We’ll think of one. Tell me, when can I read it?’


Henry saw a deer standing in the rape field. He reduced his speed some more. ‘You’ve gone and done it again, Claus. You weren’t going to put pressure on me. You might be disappointed.’


‘Let me worry about that.’


Henry stopped the car at the side of the road. ‘Claus, I still haven’t decided how the story’s going to end.’


‘You’ve always made the right decision so far.’


‘This time it’s going to be hard.’


‘Have you discussed it with Betty?’


‘No.’


‘Talk to her. Give her a ring. Arrange to meet her.’


‘All in good time, Claus.’


‘Only twenty pages to go. I’m thrilled, thrilled. Shall we say . . . mid August?’


‘Mid August sounds good.’


*   *   *


Martha and Henry’s property stood on a hill, surrounded by thirty hectares of fields and meadows that they leased to farmers. It was a classic half-timbered manor house, with barns built on fieldstone foundations, and its own chapel. Symmetrically planted poplars ran in a straight line to the house. There was no fence enclosing the overgrown garden with its old trees, no sign to keep trespassers out, no name at the door. And yet all the locals knew who lived here.


The black hovawart came bounding towards Henry, twisting energetically in the air. Poncho’s joy, untroubled by any knowledge of human nature, never failed to touch Henry. The Maserati rolled on its gently grinding wheels up to the house. Martha hadn’t yet returned from her daily swim in the sea, otherwise her folding bicycle would have been propped up next to the front door, which was, as always, open. For almost a year the flyscreen door had been hanging in shreds, because Poncho had simply run through it. Henry had often mended Martha’s folding bicycle, and was always patching up the tyres. Her Saab was parked in the barn, but she almost never used it. She could have had a plane or a yacht, but she was content with a folding bike.


Henry stroked the cashmere-like coat of the dog, and let it give the back of his hand a good lick. Then he took a stone and threw it far out into the meadow. He watched Poncho vanish into the long grass to look for it, as if released from a catapult. Fortunate dog—only needs a stone.


As soon as Martha’s back from her swim, Henry decided, I shall tell her everything.


Six typed pages lay on the oak surface of the kitchen island, neatly arranged one beside the other. The third part of Chapter Fifty-four. Martha had finished it the night before; Henry had heard the typewriter tapping away into the early hours of the morning. He flung the car key onto the counter, took a carrot out of a wooden dish, bit into it and began to read. Clear and in quick succession, Martha’s words followed one upon the other; no word could be added, no word removed without wrecking her trademark style. The chapter fell seamlessly into line with the previous one; the story flowed towards its climax with such assurance that it was as if, instead of having been thought up, it had emerged from itself, like a plant from a seed. Incomprehensible, Henry thought. Just where did this knowledge come from? What was this voice that spoke to her and was so inaudible to him?


When he’d finished reading, Henry opened the selection of fan mail that was forwarded to him by his publisher every day. He signed a few copies of Frank Ellis, most of them sent by women. Some of the copies he signed turned up later on eBay at prices which were, in Henry’s opinion, completely ridiculous. Some women enclosed photographs of themselves, or pressed flowers, and quite often kiss prints. Henry regularly found locks of hair too, and there were even proposals of marriage, although all the media broadcast the fact that he was already married.


Where should he begin? Start with the worst, the thing about the baby? Or better to leave that out—not everything at once? It wasn’t love he felt for Betty; it was more like a cyclical urge such as comes over every man, regardless of the object of his desire. How long had it been going on with her now? Should he count their first meeting or only the exchange of bodily fluids in the Sea Breeze beach motel? When had that been, anyway? Martha would ask. The correct answer called for meticulous checks—Henry owed that to his wife. He took the post with him into his study to look through his papers and find out how long he’d been cheating on his wife. If it had to be the truth, then make it the whole truth.
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