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While visiting her son Jonathan in prison, Daisy heard a strange story from him. He’d befriended an old man who was serving a life sentence for a crime he hadn’t committed. Of course every inmate says that, but Johnny-John believed this man’s protestations of innocence and begged his mother to look into it.

	The facts of the case had taken place in Zambia long ago, when it was a British colony, so Daisy started her investigation among ex-colonials who’d returned to England. However, it soon became clear that the people holding the key to the mystery were still living in Africa, so Daisy took a flight to Lusaka to seek out these witnesses.

	The truth turned out to be as strange as life in the African bush can be. It slowly emerged from a missionary daughter’s rambling memoir about the long-lost world she grew up in. Daisy had to follow a winding trail, but in the end she was mysteriously led to unexpected revelations.

	 

	“Nick Aaron presents a missionary daughter growing up in the African bush, who tells us she’s very gullible. But the downside of being gullible is that “once you have the wrong idea in your head, it’s very hard to get rid of it.”

	The Weekly Banner

	 

	This 76k novel is a stand-alone in the Blind Sleuth series.

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	 


 

	 

	 

	And the Lord called Samuel again the third time. And he arose and went to Eli, and said, Here am I; for thou didst call me. And Eli perceived that the Lord had called the child. Therefore Eli said unto Samuel, Go, lie down: and it shall be, if he call thee, that thou shalt say, Speak, Lord; for thy servant heareth. So Samuel went and lay down in his place.

	1 Samuel 3:8-9
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1. Finny’s memoir: Singing stars

	 

	 

	In the beginning God created a hill.

	He created a solitary sentinel looking out over the arid expanse of a high plateau in Northern Rhodesia. He covered our hill with trees and various types of bushes, an oasis of green vegetation on the edge of the dry savanna. And He built a sprawling village at the foot of it, a white church and a large rectory on its flat top. Apparently I was born in this house, on this hill, but I don’t know anything about that, I wasn’t there, strangely enough. Only much later, many years after my birth did I come to realize that the village and the hill also had a name, that they were called South Ararat. Yet the place, as I have just described it, existed long before the name.

	But I ramble, sorry.

	Of course I could be wrong, I was always easy to deceive. I don’t know much about the world at large. What is there beyond the horizon, beyond the Kalambo Range to the north and the Mutumuna Hills just south of us? How should I know, I’ve never been there. Maybe this place isn’t called South Ararat at all, maybe it’s the Garden of Eden. Maybe I’m Eve, waiting to challenge God and to be exiled as a punishment. That makes a lot of sense to me, because the Bible is more familiar, more real to me than anything else.

	In the beginning God created admiration.

	He created an older brother for whom I felt a boundless admiration… in the beginning. He too has always been there, just like the hill, and he also has a name: Cain Esau Reuben; or, when he practices his brand-new autograph with its flourishing curlicues: C.E.R. Aaronsen; or, in the reality of our everyday life, just plain Nick. He was born in Holland, my brother, a fact that still confers a tremendous amount of prestige in these parts. He had already seen the world before he was even aware of it! He was born in Amsterdam, need I say more?

	Then Bart was born right here just like me. We all call him Little Bart, even I do, although I’m three years younger. My name is Finny by the way, but no one calls me Little Finny because the name already is a diminutive in its own right. In Daddy’s passport I’m entered as Adolphina Aaronsen, so it’s official: Finny is short for Adolphina. Incredible! Couldn’t ‘they’ have given me a decent name, or at least a biblical one like everyone else around here? But no, they had to give me the same first name as Hitler! They must have really hated me. At least the locals from the village call me Nsansa, which means ‘joy’ in the Bemba language. They call Nick Nkalamo, which means ‘the lion’, and Little Bart is Kolwe, which means ‘baboon’. Fair enough.

	In the beginning God created the stars that sing at night.

	In the tropics dusk comes at six o’clock and you don’t have to go to bed late to see the stars. Moreover, the nights in our remote corner of the bush, where there are no streetlights, are very dark, the Milky Way is a familiar string in the sky and the innumerable stars sing: vast crowds of distant voices sing like mad, all night long. But my brother Nick, whose opinion I respect, says it’s impossible: stars do not sing.

	After sunset the night falls fast in the tropics. And we gather around the table for supper in our darkened dining room, huddling in the light of the low-hanging electric chandelier. This is the only moment of the day when Daddy and Little Bart talk to us, to Nick and me. Daddy is at work with the parish all day long, and so is Little Bart with his roadbuilding. He is forever digging and rooting in the dirt around the house, pushing his Dinky Toys road grader along the extensive network of highways, bridges, canals and cloverleaf flyovers he is constructing all the time. When you still play at such games so seriously at the age of nine, it appears the results can become pretty impressive. After our cook Naomi has served the daily chicken broth, the young engineer announces spontaneously and proudly: “Today I found the solution! To metal my roads I need to mix the dirt with chicken shit. Looots of chicken shit. That’s the best road cover I’ve ever had!”

	Naomi turns around at the door and asks, “So that’s why you spent the whole morning cleaning out the chicken coops with your buddies from the village?”

	And Daddy asks, “Have you washed your hands?”

	Little Bart shrugs, and when challenged once more, raises his hands above the table: his fingernails are black! Daddy orders him off to the bathroom at once for a thorough scrubbing.

	The stars do not sing, Nick says, but what he doesn’t dispute, however, is that the roof of our house comes to life after the sun has gone down. It groans, it creaks, rattles and taps in short jerking bursts. “But that, you see, comes from the difference in temperature. The roof of our house is made of corrugated iron; the corrugated sheets are made of metal; metal expands due to the heat and shrinks by cooling. So—follow my reasoning—when the sun sets, the roof cools down, the corrugated sheets shrink and everything starts to creak… and besides, this is just a derelict old house that is on the verge of collapsing.”

	I listen carefully to the learned explanations of my eldest brother and I see our house with different eyes: it is true that the walls are no longer white, rather yellowish and grubby; that the plaster peels off a little everywhere and that the beams and balustrades of the veranda are parched and shriveled, full of cracks, gray with old age. Here and there you can still find some traces of paint clinging to the wood, of a burgundy color that must have been of the most beautiful effect. Just imagine: a vast whitewashed bungalow with a slightly raised floor, its walls resplendently white, a few steps leading up to a burgundy wooden veranda, the front door hidden in its deep shade. The whole thing covered with a monumental roof of sloping corrugated iron that didn’t yet have the slightest trace of rust. When it was new, the zinc layer still fresh, the galvanized iron sheets must even have glistened like silver in the sun; that must have been wonderful!

	Now I feel torn between the critical—even sarcastic—attitude of my brother and my sense of loyalty towards our daily décor. I worship our old house. I wouldn’t want it to be any different. I can hardly imagine that anyone could live anywhere else. Where would you otherwise find such round doorknobs of gold-colored brass, electric switches of enameled ceramics, a boiler in the bathroom that hums when it is stoked with coal and a woodstove in the kitchen? Rhetorical questions, I have to admit, but they reflect the stubborn loyalty with which I confront the rest of the world, which always seems to be more modern and up to date than we are.

	Remains the problem that stars do not sing. Nick eventually convinced me of the truth, but I abandoned my illusions only reluctantly; he had to put on a lot of pressure to make me change my mind. That’s the downside of being gullible: once you have the wrong idea in your head, it’s very hard to get rid of it.

	First of all, you have to understand that the rooms where we sleep—inevitably—look out on the veranda. But only through sash windows. For some unknown reason the bedrooms don’t have French windows on the outside like the sitting room or the dining room. Our rooms are connected to the rest of the house by way of an inner corridor that—inevitably—receives no light from the exterior, except through small glass panes set in the inner doors. I hope you get the picture.

	Now, often it stays quite hot at night and we can’t sleep because of the heat radiating down through the ceilings from the distant metal roof. We get thirsty and need to pee, two things that often go together. But the bathroom is located at the end of that long corridor, which is plunged into total darkness, and we’re not allowed to switch on the electric light, because then it shines straight into the other bedrooms through those small glass panes. And besides, the house still creaks from all sides and the corridor fills us with dread: we prefer not to venture inside, you never know if you might not brush against a roaming ghost; whether a secret trap couldn’t open up under your feet in the pitch dark… That’s why even Nick prefers to climb out through the open sash of his window and take the veranda rather than walk down the length of the inner passage. As he sneaks past I spy him, and without a word I climb out too and tag along. Together we pass by Little Bart’s open window, and then Daddy’s, but both are snoring to their heart’s content, enjoying the sound slumber of the righteous.

	At the end of the veranda we climb into the bathroom, we take turns on the open toilet there, and we drink a glass of water each. Then back on the veranda we use the opportunity to catch a breath of fresh air, to enjoy the relative coolness outside. Leaning against the balustrade we admire the clear nightly heavens, and I say to my brother, “Don’t you hear that racket? The stars are singing!”

	And Nick, next to me, repeats for the hundredth time, “No, stupid, what you’re hearing right now are the crickets. Just the crickets!”

	“Oh really? Well, you are not actually called Cain Esau Reuben either, you know.”



	




	2. Early 90s England: Bottomleigh House

	 

	 

	“If it weren’t for this loggia,” Daisy said, “the whole deal would have been rather worthless.”

	“Yes,” her husband agreed, “this and the air conditioning… I’m glad you made your demands, Baloo, where would we be without them?”

	They were sitting by a flimsy folding table, enjoying a glass of wine on a spacious terrace, half loggia, half balcony, that had been carved—as it were—out of the roof of Bottomleigh House. They’d just come back from a nice ramble around ‘their’ park, Daisy walking swiftly behind the wheelchair, pushing it firmly on the gravel paths, and Darren steering the course. Sitting out in the open was quite enjoyable after a little exertion. The loggia looked out over the north lawn from an elevated position, and afforded a magnificent view of the manor’s grounds and the West Sussex countryside beyond. Darren Miller, still in his wheelchair, was told to describe “something new”, like each time they came outside for a while. His wife was blind, so he was used to such requests, and he’d become quite proficient at singling out the details that were striking at any particular moment, such as the shape of the clouds on that day, or the first dead leaves on a particular tree in the late summer, the light already low at the end of the afternoon. Being married to a blind woman stimulated your sense of observation no end, he thought.

	“Remember the first time we met?” Daisy said, “you told me everything there was to know about Leicester Square.”

	“Yes, and you made a nice little wheelchair joke: you asked me if it would turn back into a pumpkin at midnight.”

	Darren looked fondly at his wife. Although she’d turned seventy now, he found her as attractive as ever. And in spite of her atrophied eyes, as she didn’t bother to wear prostheses or dark glasses when they were alone, he found her pretty enough, with her soft round face and her pert little pug nose.

	“Are you ogling me, darling? When you suddenly go quiet I can tell, you know.”

	“Guilty as charged, precious, I always enjoy looking at you, no problems there.”

	“Still, we’re not getting any younger, are we, especially me… Well, thank God my hearing is still all right, but do you know what the worst thing is for a person in my position? My sense of smell is no longer what it used to be. I was a real bloodhound once, and I solved some cases entirely by smell, you know… I’m not sure I would be up to it now, sometimes I wonder if my sleuthing days are over.”

	“Oh no, dear girl, don’t you worry. For one thing your sleuthing always relied much more on your brains than on anything else, and there’s nothing wrong with that superior little noggin of yours… and I don’t think your senses have changed much, really.”

	Often enough, when they were sitting out on their terrace, Daisy would tell Darren about the things she could hear and smell, a particular bird’s song or the scent of the lilac hedge when it was in bloom. But mostly she liked to reminisce, her memories of Bottomleigh House went all the way back to the summer of 1939, when at the age of sixteen she’d stayed as a guest for an unforgettable holiday. For her the north lawn was forever associated with a man they’d called ‘Uncle Clifton’, a First World War flying ace who’d landed his Tiger Moth there that summer. “Right on that lawn in front of us.” The loggia where they were sitting had been carved out of the huge and creaking attic where ‘the gang’ had gone hunting for old clothes when they’d put up a play, Murder of a Corpse. They went looking for costumes in the dusty old chests and wardrobes that cluttered the place, where generations of Prendergasts had hoarded the garments that were too outmoded to wear but too good to throw away. The gang wanted to dress up, the more outlandishly the better. Daisy let her friend Beatrice choose some things for her and help her put them on, like a lady being served by her personal maid. Bee didn’t mind one bit, dear thing, and they’d all laughed their heads off while they were changing into their stage outfits, as they had to strip down to their undergarments.

	This attic, and the servants’ quarters next to it, had been transformed into a vast flat by the new owner of Bottomleigh House, a developer named Sharp, whom Daisy and Darren always called Shark. He intended to sign a lease with a hotel chain to exploit the rest of the stately building and its grounds as a fancy resort, including a swimming pool and a golf course. The chests, wardrobes, and all the other junk had been offered wholesale to an antiques dealer who undoubtedly made a huge profit on them.

	Although Daisy had kept the flat on the top floor, she’d had no choice but to relinquish the rest of what she’d inherited. The manor was old and crumbling, and she was too poor to pay for its upkeep: it all turned out to be pretty expensive! Then the businessman, this ‘Shark’, offered to take the place off her hands in exchange for a flat of her own in the attic. She’d explained that her husband was a paraplegic, and that they’d just managed to adapt the ground floor for wheelchair use, somewhat. The man reassured them: he proposed to install an elevator for the hotel guests on the outside of the building, right against the wall at the back where the garages and the kitchen were situated. He could arrange for them to have their own entrance, so they would be completely independent, and perfectly comfortable. It had riled poor Daisy considerably that Shark proposed to take over Bottomleigh House without paying her a single penny for it.

	“I ask you! A manor house in exchange for a flat!”

	But she’d accepted in the end. At the last moment she’d had the presence of mind to demand some kind of large balcony, and a climate installation. After all, they loved to sit on their garden terrace in the evenings, and she remembered all too well how hot and stuffy the attic had been in the summer of 1939.

	The deeds were signed, permits obtained, and the works started in earnest. In fact a rickety freight elevator was the first thing the builders completed, while the real lift was being made to order in a factory somewhere. This in its own right was already quite impressive. Then the noisy transformations began high above their heads and put an end to all peace and quiet at Bottomleigh House. The large attic became a single living and dining room with an open kitchen and bay windows looking out onto the sizeable loggia. In the servants’ quarters partitions had been pulled down to join the different cubicles and the corridor into spacious sleeping quarters, with bathroom and toilets set apart from the main area. There was a guestroom for two still at the disposal of visitors if the need should arise. The kitchen and all the sanitary amenities were especially adapted to a wheelchair user as well as a blind person of normal height. This entailed a doubling of parts of the equipment, such as a low-slung washbasin next to a higher version, a kitchen unit with two levels, each with its own faucet. The cooking range was a compromise. It all looked a bit peculiar when you saw it for the first time.

	The whole interior, once Daisy and Darren had moved in, gave a rather bare and minimalist impression. Blind and wheelchair-bound people have a lot in common in their needs for living arrangements: no carpeting, no rugs, as little furniture as possible, placed as far apart as can be. No pictures on the walls, as most of those were slanting inwards anyway. The door openings had no thresholds, even the terrace was perfectly level with the floor inside, the frames of the sliding windows flush, so Darren as well as Daisy could move around unhindered. The many friends who came to their housewarming party, as well as those who visited afterwards, found all this rather forbidding, because they were under the impression that such minimalism reflected a stark intellect rather than an easy-going practicality.

	Once they’d moved into the attic, work had started on the hotel downstairs. The plan was to restore Bottomleigh House to its former glory, to carry out all those overdue repairs and maintenance works that the previous owners, the Prendergasts, and then Daisy herself, hadn’t been able to afford. The monumental portico with its classical columns, the massive and elaborately carved front door, the wide and high entrance hall with its stately staircase, the antique furniture, the Persian rugs, the oil paintings on the walls, even the leather-bound books in the library needed to be carefully restored, cleaned and brushed up. Then the amenities had to be brought up to modern hotel standards, each bedroom provided with an inconspicuous en suite bathroom, and the basement kitchen quarters in particular had to be refurbished to answer the strictest sanitary regulations and allow a more efficient operation.

	While all these works took place, the attic residents were subjected to a lot of noise and dust, it couldn’t be helped, and they were not looking forward to the next stages of Shark’s plans: digging a swimming pool right under their noses and laying out a golf course further away on the north lawn. But the young man, who visited them from time to time to check if the new flat was still to their satisfaction, shrugged off these particular “temporary inconveniences” with an easy-going practicality of his own, and tried to placate his “business partners” with the prospect of the wonderful life that awaited them at the end of their ordeals.

	“You’ll have a great time when everything is ready and you can make use of all the amenities of a high-end luxury resort, lucky you.”

	“A high-end luxury resort? Is that what Bottomleigh House will be called? Rather a mouthful, isn’t it?”

	“Please bear in mind that you’ll be the permanent tenant of its largest and most exclusive suite.”

	“Yes, and we’ll have to share our lift with perfect strangers.”

	“My dear Daisy, what does it matter, they’re all going to adore you.”

	This up-and-coming young developer had taken to calling the seventy-year-old ‘lady of the manor’ by her Christian name as a matter of course, without ever asking, but fortunately she wasn’t a snob and didn’t mind. At least the man handled their complaints quickly and effectively, making sure he kept his end of the deal, that had to be said.

	It was a Sunday, the builders and craftsmen had stayed home, peace and quiet had returned to the place, and they could hear birdsong and the rustling of the trees from their loggia again. Thinking back to their recent conversation with Shark, Daisy sighed, “When the ‘Bottomleigh Inn’ will finally be up and running, we’ll have the option of going downstairs and having dinner at a restaurant, right where we live, on a Sunday evening.”

	“Will we be able to afford that, precious?”

	“Of course, silly! Our financial troubles are over, I have a comfortable income now, thank you very much, and it’s time we live up to our newfound wealth a little.”

	“Is this a way of telling me you don’t feel like cooking today?”

	“Is it my turn, really?”

	“Yes, it is, but don’t you worry, I’ll do it. Tortellini, right? That’s so easy!”

	They always went out for groceries together in their little Japanese car, especially adapted for Darren to drive only with his hands, and then they were supposed to take turns cooking. But Daisy was a rather reluctant and slapdash cook, whereas Darren had developed a real liking for it because of their brand-new, adapted equipment, so he quite often volunteered. They repaired to the kitchen area and he set to work while his wife laid the table. Then she joined him at the counter and sat on a stool, nursing another glass of wine, and they continued their conversation.

	“Isn’t this lovely?” she said, “the day went by in a flash, and I enjoyed every moment of it.”

	“Good. No regrets then? You’re looking a bit despondent.”

	“Well, sometimes I just wonder: is this it? Now I retire and never get to solve another mystery again? It’s been a long time since I met with a serious challenge, you know.”

	“What are you talking about? Only last summer you had a wonderful adventure in Rome with your old friend Morag.”

	“Yes, but why do I have the feeling it was my farewell case, somehow?”

	“Rubbish! I’m sure something will turn up soon enough and you’ll be up and running again… Speaking of which, what’s on the agenda this week?”

	“Well, a trip to the jail in London, as it’s Jonathan’s visiting hour on Tuesday, and tomorrow an old friend of mine is coming to stay, remember? Polly Morgenthau, from New York, you don’t know her, and she’ll be driving over in her own car, so we won’t need to pick her up at the station.”

	“Great… looking forward to meeting this Polly. I like all your friends, Baloo, you know that.”

	 


3. Finny’s memoir: The chapel library

	 

	 

	Is it the light or the shade that blinds us? I’ve always wondered. I think you need both. When you leave the house you wouldn’t be blinded by the light outside if you hadn’t just been inside.

	First Nick and I have to cross the drive in front of the veranda. The sun is beating down on the blinding dirt and gravel that seem to vibrate in the light. Still, we have to step over Little Bart’s extensive network of roads, we hop-skip-and-jump over his cloverleaf flyovers, hoping for the best. Kolwe-the-baboon is pushing his grader along a stretch of road under construction, going “Brrrrr!” with his vibrating lips in a pretty convincing way. Half a dozen friends from the village are assisting him in his endeavors, so engrossed that they don’t even look up while we skip past them. Highways, bridges, canals and bypasses: as a little girl I always thought those things were just pure fantasy, the products of my brother’s feverish imagination. Only later did I find out that they also exist in real life, that such madness very much prevails in the world at large.

	We head for a small grove of acacias on the other side of the forecourt, where a modest chapel hides in the shadows.

	Just as our eyes have become accustomed to the sunlight out in the open, we push the heavy door and are blinded once more when we enter the place. It is like stepping into a white mist that makes your ears hum. But is it the light that your eyes carry in from outside that blinds you, or is it the gloom inside that, in fact, dazzles?

	We inhale deeply, enjoying the cool air. The mist swirls and dissolves, turning into whitewashed walls. The black spots that danced before our eyes become the shelves of the bookcases down the entire length of the chapel. Above the shelves that are packed with dark tomes, a number of bright spots continue to radiate with an intrusive glow: narrow windows with pointed arches, their glass panes covered with a layer of dust so thick that it filters the light like muslin curtains. In between these openings, frames are hanging on the walls at regular intervals, but it is difficult to distinguish what’s inside them because of the light coming from the windows.

	On the spot where you would normally expect an altar stands my father’s heavy desk. This is where he writes his sermons, keeps up his correspondence and updates his administration. Right now he is leafing through some kind of reference work and writing down the information in a notebook. His desk, as always, is strewn with papers and laden with books that accumulate in unstable stacks. My father’s eyebrows, as always, are frozen into a frown, giving him an air of fierce concentration. Daddy hates to be disturbed, so we have to be quiet.

	Now that we’ve had time to get used to the gloom inside, we look up at the roof and with some difficulty we can make out the bats hanging upside down from the rafters, high above our heads. They shudder silently in their dreams and contribute greatly to making this place so sacred and awe-inspiring. More than the windows with pointed arches, more than the masses of books or the gruff eyebrows of my father.

	Dad hates to be disturbed, but once we’ve managed to penetrate inside the chapel without being shooed off at once, which is already a great victory, we try to stay there as long as possible, and to disturb him anyway, but only a little bit at a time, so that he can’t reproach us, even when we manage to keep him off his work in the end.

	For example I’ll say: “Wait, Daddy, I’ll empty the wastebasket, it’s flowing over. That habit of yours of crumpling every piece of paper into a ball, wouldn’t it be better to throw them away without crumpling them?”

	“If you don’t mind,” Nick says, “I’ll replace the ribbon of your typewriter, it doesn’t look too fresh anymore.”

	The ink ribbon automatically spools back and forth, back and forth, until it becomes threadbare and almost dry, but our father never pays any attention to its condition, nor to the fading of the letters it produces. Without looking up he growls, “If you touch one hair of my typewriter, I’ll wring your neck!”

	“That man with the mustache on the wall, who is that again? Albert Schweitzer or David Livingstone?”

	Daddy doesn’t even answer, he knows well that I know. But then he does suddenly look up from the task at hand, and his eyes go wide with surprise. “Finny! Have you gone mad?”

	Oh… ah… did I mention that I’m only wearing a pair of snow-white knickers and nothing else?

	Daddy growls, “Finny! How many times must I tell you to put on some clothes? You can’t go through life completely naked!”

	“I’m not naked, and it’s so hot! Did you ever see a seven-year-old girl wearing clothes during a heat wave in Amsterdam, or anywhere else in Holland?”

	“What do you know about Holland? Nick! Are you putting these silly notions into your baby sister’s little head? She’s so gullible!”

	Nick, all of thirteen, just shrugs defiantly, and goes: “Heh-heh-heh!”

	But actually it was my idea. At the moment I want to be like Eve living in the garden of Eden. When we heard that story at Sunday school, our earnest Bible teacher—an educated young man from the village—insisted a lot on the fact that Adam and Eve were naked when they still lived together in Eden. “The only reason why we wear clothes today is because of the Fall,” he’d explained. Coming home from church on that Sunday, I felt pretty excited. It was so hot, and I had done nothing wrong in my entire life, so why shouldn’t I take off all my clothes? I consulted Nick about my plans, naturally, and at first he said, “What makes you so sure you’ve done nothing wrong? Only God can be the judge of that.” Then, when he noticed I wasn’t convinced by this argument, he said, “Well, at least keep on your knickers. This is not Eden, you know, whether you like it or not.” A moment later I was running up and down the veranda at the back of the house, flapping my arms, feeling the slipstream on my naked skin. I was wearing only my prettiest, frilliest, whitest knickers and I felt like I had become a little angel in heaven.

	Daddy frowns, fiercer than ever, and points a menacing finger at Nick. “Take your sister back to the house immediately and make her put on some clothes… and don’t come back!”

	As we leave the chapel, my big brother hisses, “Very clever, sis, we’d almost made it!”

	The old chapel in the shade of the acacia trees is the source of all knowledge, but this source is difficult to reach, the knowledge is difficult to find, and once you’ve found it you don’t necessarily know what to do with it.

	For me, at first, the problem was relatively simple: I was looking for books with pictures because I couldn’t read. They’re rather scarce, those, but in the end I managed to find a biblical atlas, and an album with photographs of Palestine, and some scholarly works on biblical archeology. It was for lack of better: it’s not really the stuff of dreams, certainly not of mine. But then one day I discovered “Rembrandt and the Bible”, and that was a revelation. The paintings printed in black-and-white next to the Bible text aren’t so interesting; the etchings all the more so. I like to sit on the cool concrete floor with the big book opened on my crossed legs, leafing through from one line etching to the next, and I’m amazed: “Waaauw!” I tell myself, “I wish I could draw like that!” Once again I’m in heaven.

	In one of the dark frames, the one hanging behind my father’s desk, above his head, there’s a text in Latin, written large in curlicued letters on what looks like a piece of worn parchment:

	In Necessariis Unitas

	In Dubiis Libertas

	In Omnibus Caritas

	 

	During one of our forays Nick has managed to winkle out of Daddy that this is the motto of the Moravian Brotherhood, our church. Meaning something like: “In necessary things, unity; in uncertain things, freedom; in all things love.” Since then Dad is under the impression that my brother is interested in theology and tries to get him to read a few little works by Paul Tillich and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the simple stuff he thinks is suitable for the young. And although accepting them would be an excellent strategy to invade and occupy the chapel, Nick declines and declares candidly that theology is too abstract a matter for him, that he wants to deal with more tangible subjects, preferably with the downtoearth. The only problem is that he doesn’t know yet what that might be. So with my father’s grudging permission he keeps exploring, wandering along the shelves laden with books, looking for something useful, while I sit on the floor with Rembrandt. Finally, after a long search, he comes to the conclusion that the only helpful topic that can be found in a pastor’s library is philosophy.

	“Listen, this is the thing: philosophy is concerned with concrete subjects: who are we, how do we see reality, what is our relationship to the world?”

	After some reading—meanwhile a couple of years have gone by—Nick explains Plato’s cave to me: we’re chained in a dark cave and see the world only as shadows on the wall. Real life is taking place behind our backs, without us knowing anything about it, and we can only see the silhouettes of the real world projected on the wall in front of us, in the glow of a flickering torch. Our everyday reality is but an illusion, the truth is as difficult to grasp as sunlight would be for the prisoners of the cave.

	Nick points with his finger at Dad’s desk: dark, heavy, loaded with books, and he says: “This piece of furniture, you see, is just a vague approximation of the Idea of a desk!”

	That must be quite profound, I’m deeply impressed, but I don’t know if I’m convinced yet. “But surely a desk is just a desk?”

	Sometime later my brother brings up Immanuel Kant. But first he takes me to the most remote corner of the veranda, the farthest from Dad’s bedroom, during the hour of his afternoon nap, so that we can discuss this in peace. Sitting next to me on the bench, with Bertrand Russel’s ‘A History of Western Philosophy’ on his knees, Nick tries to summarize the state of affairs.

	“First statement of fact from Kant: we can only know the world through our five senses. That at least is something that can’t be disputed.”

	“I suppose not, no.”

	“You mustn’t suppose anything, you must be sure! Second statement of fact: space and time are fully part of our way of perceiving things.”

	“Maybe.”

	“Not maybe; it is true, Kant says so, it’s a fact! And the conclusion that results from both previous observations is that we can’t know the world in any way but through time and space. That’s absolutely logical. And since time and space are not properties of the world in itself, but only of our organs of perception, it follows that we can’t know the world as it exists in itself, outside of time and space... that isn’t possible, you understand?”

	“Let’s admit it’s true, yes...”

	Nick explains that, according to Bertrand Russel, we’re wearing sunglasses all the time, like blue glasses that show everything to be blue. So our reality is coloured, distorted by the filters of space and time.

	I look at the quiet landscape that stretches outside the shady veranda: the village of South Ararat at the foot of our hill; the thatched roofs visible here and there between the trees and the bushes. Then the sparse plain, dotted with fields, banana groves and other, lesser villages, and on the horizon the hazy silhouettes of distant hills. I hear a lonely rooster crowing somewhere, then others answering his call one by one from far away, and these faint echoing cries sound like the voices of infinite space. Taking my eyes off the sundrenched panorama, I turn to my brother and look at him, seeing him through a swirling white haze.

	“And what if you’re blinded?” I ask, “When you’re blinded by the light, you see the world outside of space and time all right. Your ears can even hear infinity! Did he think about that, your precious Immanuel Kant?”

	 


4. Early 90s England: At Her Majesty’s pleasure

	 

	 

	The disturbing thing about Polly Morgenthau, Darren found, was that she turned out to be his age, fortyish, rather pretty, and very American. This meant that he had to own up to a number of uncomfortable truths when she arrived. First, that he himself was also a lot younger than his wife, while Polly claimed to be Daisy’s “youngest friend in the world”. Then, that he was still extremely partial to the fair sex in spite of having quite recently tied the knot, so that a pretty thing like Polly filled him with an uncontrollable ache of deep longing, which he knew to be completely inappropriate but couldn’t repress, no matter how hard he tried. And finally that with this sophisticated American woman his British jocularity fell completely flat, there was just no way to cheer up such a creature.

	Anyway, she arrived straight from New York—or at least from Heathrow—in a fancy hired car, a Jag, no less, and when she stepped out of the lift right into their living room she professed to be bowled over.

	“My dear Daisy, when you wrote that you’d inherited your first husband’s manor house, I had no idea that this would be the result. What a delightful apartment! Or should I call it a loft? At any rate it is pretty modern, quite impressive.”

	“Yes, well, your visit comes just a bit too late, I’m afraid. We lived downstairs for a couple of years, Darren and I, and now that we’ve moved up here, it will take some time yet again before they’ve refurbished the place and you can see the rest of the manor for yourself.”

	“Oh, but I love your attic loft very much, honey, you’ve really come up in the world since I last visited you in your poky little flat in Tufnell Park… whatever happened to that son of yours, the delightful little toddler you had back then?”

	“Jonathan? Well, erm… he’s ‘at Her Majesty’s pleasure’ right now, he’s been rather naughty.”

	“Do you mean to tell me he’s in prison?”

	“Yes, and the thing is, his fortnightly visiting hour is up tomorrow morning, so Darren and I will really need to go to London, I hope you don’t mind. You can come with us if you want.”

	“In that awful little Suzuki I saw in the parking lot downstairs? If you’re motoring to London tomorrow, wouldn’t you rather come with me in the Jaguar?”

	“Well… no. Darren loves to take me there, you understand, driving up to London is a treat for him.”

	“Oh, I see… My dear Darren, I couldn’t help noticing your car is adapted for hand driving… do you think you could transfer the special gear to the Jag?”

	“Only if it has an automatic transmission. As a paraplegic there’s no way you can handle a clutch and a manual gearbox, no matter what.”

	“Oh, but my Jag is an automatic all right, don’t you know? In the States I never drive anything else. The car rental people at Heathrow were all ruffled about it, but I insisted. So that’s settled then.”

	“All right then, erm, Polly. Hand me the keys and I’ll go down at once and fix it,” Darren said, struggling to hide his glee. He was going to drive a Jag!

	As soon as the elevator doors had closed and the husband in the wheelchair had disappeared, young Polly closed her old friend in her arms and enthused: “The beard! The long hair! What a delightful man! Here you are, living in a manor house, in this beautiful modern flat, with a rather good-looking  Jesus lookalike by your side… How thrilling!”

	“Oh, I’m sure your life in New York is pretty exciting too, now that you’ve divorced. You must tell me all about it.”

	The next morning they ‘motored’ up to London in the Jaguar, Darren driving, casually holding the special knob he’d fastened to the steering wheel as if he’d never had any other kind of car at his disposal. Awful little Suzuki, she says… I’ll show you! The offender was sitting in the back next to Daisy, the two of them chattering relentlessly, they had so much catching up to do, honey! Anyway, Darren enjoyed himself immensely, and had to admit it was Polly who’d proposed he drive in the first

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
