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For some time now, I have grown used to being dead.

JENSEN, Gradiva


PART ONE


CHAPTER 1

RIMINI WAS TAKING a shower when the entry-phone buzzed. He went out wrapped in a hand towel – the only one he could find in that bazaar of perfumes, shower caps, creams, salts, lotions, remedies and massage oils into which Vera had converted the bathroom – and a trail of obedient drops followed him into the kitchen. ‘Postman,’ he heard a voice say between the roar of two lorries. Rimini asked him to push the letter under the door, then all of a sudden, as if surprised by the shadow of an intruder in a room he had thought was empty, he caught sight of himself, naked and shivering, in a glass door panel blown open by a sudden gust of wind. The classic image of confusion: trivial, precise, too obvious. The wisps of steam from the bathroom – he had left the shower running as if this might shorten the interruption – made him feel somehow nauseous. ‘You have to sign for it,’ came the shout through the intercom. Snorting, Rimini pressed the buzzer to open the door, and looked on helplessly as the vistas of his happiness collapsed around him.

A morning at home; the pleasure of the sun’s rays caressing his face while he showered, the renewed enthusiasm he had felt, as though setting out on a journey, when he woke up and found himself alone; his first befuddled, innocent gestures that ended the silence of the night; the life-giving although slightly naïve sense of combativeness he experienced after strenuous bouts of love-making with Vera – all of this was crumbling about him. Although perhaps . . . Rimini tucked the receiver in the palm of his hand and stood for a few moments hunched over the hall table, as if trying to make himself invisible. But the buzzer rang again and the last glass panes of his morning happiness slowly crashed to the floor, as though in a scene from a silent film. Rimini, who most of all hated the way that the world sometimes seemed determined to imitate his private mishaps, did not feel plagiarised this time. He was in danger. He was not the victim of a marginal note, but of a plot. And yet he resigned himself to his fate and opened the door. While he was staring down at his feet – a giant’s feet, around which spread two tiny human oceans – he heard what he had been afraid of hearing from the start: the street door was locked.

Rimini ran down the three interminable flights of stairs that he cursed every day (‘Fantastic! I hate lifts!’ Vera had exclaimed the first time they had visited the apartment and she had seen the dark spiral of the staircase) and opened the front door, but could not see a soul. He felt so angry he thought he was going to explode. How was it possible? A battered old truck passed by in slow motion, a tangle of tanned forearms sticking out of the windows. The horn sounded repeatedly. ‘Sweetheart!’ a mocking voice shouted from somewhere among the throng of arms. Rimini looked down again at his feet (his left sandal was on his right foot, the right was on the left: a typical morning mix-up), at the pink towel just covering his thighs, like the garment of a Roman gladiator, and the raincoat getting soaked across his shoulders – but for some reason did not take the comment personally. He was about to step back inside when a smiling face popped up from behind the nearby newspaper kiosk and stopped him. It was a young man as gaunt as a fakir, with the kind of knotted, skinny body that rock musicians had stolen from Egon Schiele. But he was not tall, and was not wearing a uniform. ‘Remini?’ he asked, waving an envelope in the air. Rimini was about to correct him, but preferred to cut things short: ‘Where do I sign?’ The other man handed him the letter and a crumpled form covered with boxes with scrawled signatures and ID numbers. Rimini waited: a biro, a pencil, something. But the postman just stood there staring at Rimini’s toenails glinting in the sun while he produced strange gurgling sounds from a chewed plastic straw in an empty can. ‘Have you got something to write with?’ asked Rimini. ‘No, I haven’t. Daft, isn’t it?’ the other man replied, as if by showing his amazement he would be excused his imbecility.

Ten minutes later, by now in a thoroughly black mood (Rimini had asked the man in the newspaper kiosk to lend him a pen, but the man would only sell him one, so Rimini – whose emergency attire did not include a wallet – had to promise to pay him later; then Rimini claimed his missive, but the postman-fakir would not hand it over until he agreed to buy a Christmas raffle ticket, and when Rimini protested that he had no money on him, winked and suggested he use the same credit line he had just called on to buy his pen with), Rimini collapsed on to a chair and for the first time was able to look at the letter properly. He felt a sense of infinite relief, as if this tiny oblong envelope he now held in close-up were the only talisman capable of exorcising his nightmare morning.

What caught his attention was not so much the shape of the letter as the paper it was made from. It was shiny and soft as silk, and it was a pale sky-blue colour which when bought might have been lavender. As if observing a ritual common among recipients of such old-fashioned letters, Rimini lifted the envelope to his nose. Its perfume (a mixture of petrol, nicotine and strawberry or cherry chewing gum) seemed to match the postman’s fingers rather than the paper and its delicate colour: there were traces of his prints in one corner. There was no sender’s address, and the handwriting did not mean much to Rimini. His name and address were written in printed capitals that looked too impersonal to be spontaneous (dictated not by the heart but by strategy, he thought, suddenly finding himself in the middle of a libertine novel): no clue either that could be explained by chance or a lack of familiarity with writing letters. What did seem strange to him was the way the address was scrunched into one corner of the envelope, as if the person who sent the letter had been reserving the rest of the space for a message they never managed to write, or had changed their mind about. There was something there, that he hoped could be salvaged from the destruction of his morning happiness. He glanced at the postmark: ‘London’. Multiplied three times, an insolent, emaciated face wearing a wig stared out at him from the stamps. The figures of the date of posting formed a straggly moustache on one of the faces. With some difficulty, he managed to decipher it: a month and a half, he calculated. In a split second, Rimini saw the adventures on the letter’s tortuous journey, overcoming strikes, drunken postmen, wrong letter-boxes. He felt that six weeks was far too long a time for a letter sent to someone who was not used to receiving them.

The truth was that Rimini did not even know how to open them. He tried to tear a corner, but something resisted. He used his teeth, like a terrier, and when he spat out the piece of envelope, he realised he had also destroyed part of the contents. Inside was a colour photo: in the centre a red rose lay on a modest black stand in a glass case; beneath it on a white plaque in small but legible letters he could read: ‘In Memoriam Jeremy Riltse, 1917–1995’. He was shaken by an obscure sense of foreboding: the damp, the dust, the sordid alchemy starting to seep under a door. Another chunk of his innocence fell away. When Rimini, who somehow knew what he would find, turned the photograph over, he was less young than he had been ten seconds earlier.

Indelible dark-blue ink, microscopic handwriting sloping to the right. And that old compulsion of putting everything in brackets at the slightest excuse. He read: ‘In London (just like six years ago), except that now the window of the flat (rented from a Chinese woman who has a patch over one eye) looks out on to a yard with no flowers where dogs (the same ones, I think) rip open the refuse sacks every night and growl at each other over a few sad bones. (You should see the sight that greets me every morning when I wake up.) Two nights ago I awoke from a long, sweet dream: I can’t remember much, but you were in it, worked up as usual over something that wasn’t in the least bit important. At the same exact moment as I was having this dream (I learnt later) J.R. was killing himself. Things happen; they happen because they have to, without anyone putting them up to it. You can do what you like with this. (I’ve changed, Rimini, so much that you wouldn’t recognise me any more.) This paper seems to have been specially made for you: everything written on it can be rubbed out with your finger without leaving a trace. It may even be that these lines have disappeared before they reach you. But the photo and J.R. are not to blame. If you had been in my place (and you were, my dream tells me so) you would have taken the photo too. The only difference is that I have the guts to send it you. I hope young Vera does not get jealous over a poor dead painter. I hope you know how to be happy. S.’

Rimini turned the photo back over and studied it. He recognised the art gallery and then, at the right-hand edge, the outline of one of Riltse’s paintings that he had not noticed the first time. The glass case looked clouded, as if it were a double image. He brought the photograph closer and on the glass shielding the rose he could see the reflection of the flash, the small automatic camera, and finally, like a crown of shining light, the great blonde halo of Sofia’s hair.


CHAPTER 2

WHY WAS HE so surprised? The last time he had heard from her, six months earlier and a year and a half after they had separated, it had also been via a written message. It had not been a whole sheet of paper, but only half of one – torn off by hand, with that little piece left from the top half that a hasty or angry tug leaves above the line traced with a thumb-nail – from a yellow sheet at the foot of which there was an address in the Belgrano neighbourhood.

It had been Rimini’s birthday. Yet again, he had decided not to celebrate it, beyond enjoying the solitary pleasure of making a list of the friends who throughout the day left him congratulations on his answering-machine. But Vera, who interpreted his reticence as a form of male coquettishness (and Vera was right), sneaked the list of proven telephonic loyalties from him in an unguarded moment, counted them, and reserved a table for twelve at a restaurant in the city centre. (Only ten years separated her frank attitude to life and Rimini’s hysteria: he had been born with the Cuban Revolution; she with the landing of man on the moon.) Victor had been the first to arrive. Rimini saw him come in, scan the restaurant rapidly, then cross the empty room with his upper body tilted forward in that typically unstable balance of his, something Rimini put down to his feet being far too small compared to the rest of him. He sensed he would also be the first to leave. Victor sat down next to him, but did not wish him happy birthday. Something was on his mind. ‘Where’s Vera?’ he whispered. Rimini gestured towards the bar, where Vera stood rubbing the back of one calf with her other foot as she went through the evening’s menu with the maître d. ‘I bumped into Sofia this afternoon,’ Victor said. All of a sudden Rimini felt something pressing against his ribs, as if he were being held up. He looked down, and Victor’s fist opened: a delicate, carnivorous flower with slender petals and varnished nails. In his palm Rimini saw a piece of paper, uncurling as though released from prison. After a quick glance over at the bar (Vera was already coming towards them) he made it disappear as if by magic. ‘I’m sorry,’ said Victor with relief, as he stood up to greet Vera: ‘but as soon as she heard I was going to see you, there was nothing I could do to stop her.’

It was not until three hours later that Rimini remembered this secret time-bomb. He was in the restaurant bathroom, trying to clear his head by staring at himself in the mirror while rummaging for a coin to buy a tablet of soap. His fingertips brushed against his keys, the top of a biro which at that very moment, uncovered, was staining some pocket or other of his jacket, the indented rim of an Underground token and finally, the edge of the piece of paper. Just touching it gave him a shock, as if by merely opening it he might unleash a whole torrent of catastrophes. But it was now or never. So he unfolded the paper and read it in front of the mirror, swaying to and fro against the washbasins to catch the flickering light. ‘Happy birthday, beast. How can you carry on having birthdays without me? I woke up early this morning, too early (I’m not sure in fact I even slept), and it was only when I was out in the street (coat over my nightdress, woollen stockings, slippers) that I realised why. Another 14th August! I bought something for you (I swear I couldn’t help it). It’s nothing, I’ve still got it with me. I’m not giving it to Victor because I feel a bit ashamed of it (and you know I would never want to embarrass you in front of my successor. I’m sure I’ll regret it as soon as he’s gone (look after him, and make sure Vera does too, remind him to take his pills), but by then it’ll be too late. Call me if you want. I’m at the usual address. S. (Don’t worry, this message will self-destruct in fifteen seconds.)’

Someone pushed the door open. Rimini felt a blow in the small of his back and, fearing he had been found out, turned on a tap. The scrap of paper slipped from his fingers and landed in the bottom of the basin, where it was baptised by three tiny streams of water. ‘Bastard,’ he heard a voice he recognised say behind him. Rimini half-turned towards the intruder, as Sofia’s handwriting was slowly washed away in whirls of pale ink. It was Sergio, one of his guests. ‘You’ve done the lot?’ Rimini smiled: ‘I had every right to. It was a birthday present.’


CHAPTER 3

HER WRITING COMPULSION was nothing new to him. How often had he suffered from it in the past? How often in the long period since he had been apart from Sofia, and how often during the nigh-on twelve years he had spent with her? In opera, characters who have reached an emotional limit, a point of no return where imperious passion demands that they change register, stop talking and start to sing. Actors in musicals stop walking around and start to dance. Sofia wrote. As a young girl (she was the typical schoolgirl overwhelmed with a long list of extra-curricular activities, always half-asleep, always contented) she had studied singing, and later as part of her ‘corporal research’ – as she called all the different classes and workshops she put herself through when no longer an adolescent – on more than one occasion she had come across the discipline of dance. But when love was too much for her, when one of its accidents, either the happiest or the most wretched (when she was in ecstasy, for example, or in despair) somehow crossed the threshold where love renders words or gestures invalid, Sofia fell silent and withdrew, as though she had to disappear in order to move on. An hour, a day, sometimes a week later, when the economy of love had regained its daily balance and the ‘incident’, as Rimini had privately baptised those episodes of aphasia, seemed to have spontaneously healed, he would suddenly find a message, a letter of three cramped lines or whole pages of confessional renunciation that Sofia had written all alone, in the strange intervals when she existed without Rimini but entirely for him: shut in a room or bar, elbow-deep in small paper napkins, or sleepless in the early hours and seated at the kitchen table, while Rimini took advantage of her absence and sprawled diagonally across the bed, his legs spread in a perfect 4. Or two romantic lines, slipped as if by accident into a shopping list for groceries or cleaning products, would suddenly leap out at him. He would open his wallet at the bus-stop and in between two dog-eared bank-notes would discover the unexpected tip of an envelope, his initials traced on it by a loving hand. Inside, he would find the fruits of her passionate reflections crammed on to a medical prescription. Sofia’s messages lay in wait for him in the bathroom cabinet, stuffed at the bottom of a jacket pocket, on the notepad next to the phone, between the pages of the document he had to translate (where Sofia sprinkled them like hidden signposts) or even in the fridge, where they waited long hours for him to notice them, frozen but stoic, propped against a milk carton or pot of yoghurt.

In the beginning, Rimini saw them as love offerings and felt flattered. Written as though they were cries for help or secret messages on the back of already-used scraps of paper, they seemed to him like domestic gems, possessing the enchantment of a sentimental, loving craftsmanship, as moving as much for the gaps in them as for their insights . . . As if in a belated echo of the urgency with which Sofia had composed them, Rimini felt compelled to read all the messages the moment he found them. In his desire to savour the untimely phrase he was known to have turned on the gas on the stove and have forgotten to light it, to have dropped whatever work he was doing, or come to a halt in the midst of crossing a busy avenue, or with that rudeness so typical of people in love, to have left a question asked him floating in mid-air. Every message was a balm, a shot of happiness, the tiny dose with which the ultimate drug – his love for Sofia – confirmed his addiction when he was least expecting it, or when habit – and Sofia’s momentary absence – had led him to think he might be able to do without her. He was moved not so much by finding them, as by the fact that they unerringly found him. Like suicide messengers, they crossed and overcame obstacles that the world threw up between him and Sofia. He read them immediately, in even the most hazardous circumstances, when the slightest distraction could harm or endanger him. Somehow, they made him feel invulnerable: the letters – and above all the delicious fog they conjured up around him – were his armour and his antidote. And after he had read them, almost always whispering the words to himself in the hope that this would mean his voice and Sofia’s were in dialogue, Rimini went back to whatever he had been doing when the letters had interrupted him. He returned to work, to talking, to crossing the street like a robotic sleepwalker, still clutching them like a secret talisman. And then, when they met again at nightfall, Sofia did not even need to ask him if he had read them, because Rimini would leap in first and collapse in her arms, euphoric and vanquished at the same time. Before even greeting her, overwhelmed by the pleasure of finally being able to respond to the love-token she had offered him, he would smother her in kisses, and rush to carry on with the message from the very point she had decided to bring it to a close. They had been apart for scarcely eight or ten hours, sometimes even less, but the simple intervention of the letter – which Rimini, despite being familiar with the system, was always surprised and somewhat taken aback by, as if it were a chance occurrence – seemed to prolong their separation unbearably and to increase the distance between the worlds in which, throughout all those hours, each of them had gone on existing without the other. (Once Rimini, startled by a message while travelling on the Underground, almost fainted when his eyes lit upon Sofia’s handwriting: he found himself thinking that Sofia was dead, had been dead for years, while at the same time he was horrified to discover that these few lines slipped stealthily into a page of his diary like a voice from Beyond or an unexpected sign of life, destroyed this possibility at the same moment as he was injecting himself with it.) It was this strange rebirth of love – doubtless the fruit more of a retrospective hope than of love itself – which explained the deep, almost desperate trance-like state Rimini and Sofia fell into whenever they met again. They embraced more like victims than lovers, victims who at last had won their freedom, and the almost inaudible words of love they whispered as they kissed did not so much speak of the fatal distancing brought by daily life, but celebrated a reprieve from a sentence that would have kept them apart for all eternity.

As time went by, Rimini built up a vast collection of these messages. He kept them in secret hiding-places that he changed every so often out of fear that Sofia might discover them. He never re-read the notes: it was enough for him to possess them; but few things excited him, especially when he could hear Sofia’s footsteps approaching, as much as sniffing in an old shoe-box, a book, or in the pocket of a jacket he no longer wore, to add a new item to his hoard. (Rimini, who did not condemn adultery but saw it as something completely alien, something as outlandish and unlikely as levitating, astrology or drug addiction, had nevertheless found a way of practising it: he deceived his beloved with the love-tokens she herself had sent him.) He collected them in the same way that others keep photographs, locks of hair, beer mats, theatre tickets, boarding passes or postcards from foreign countries, relics that lovers contemplate from time to time in order to remember the historic dimensions of an everyday passion or to revivify it, to stoke up the flames whenever, stuck in some sluggish backwater, it runs the risk of turning into sterile repetition.

One day – a day like any other, with no portent or sign – Rimini found a message, and for the first time ever postponed the moment of reading it. He was late for something. He was charging down the Underground steps three at a time, pushing his way through a sleepy crowd, when he heard the sound of a train pulling up at the platform. He rummaged in his pocket for a token: his blind fingers had to rescue it from where it was hidden between the folds of a piece of paper. He rushed through the turnstile, skirted a line of travellers who had decided against getting on, and stopped the doors closing by forcing half his body into the carriage. Ashamed at his own daring, he travelled two stations without looking up, and when he thrust his hands in his pockets – to make himself smaller, as if this polite gesture, which no one noticed, could help redeem the rudeness of his barging in – he touched the letter again. At first he thought that to read it there, in such an extreme situation, squashed up against doors of the carriage, would be an irrefutable proof of love, but then he thought better of it and, after stroking the edges of the paper as though to silence this mute voice calling out to him, he let it lie in his pocket. But then, suffering from that strange knock-on effect which an initial lack of punctuality often triggers, he kept on arriving late, so that although it was only just beginning, he spent the whole of the rest of the day trying to recover the ten or twelve minutes he had lost at the start. He did not succeed. Every decision he made was wrong: he confused the times and places he had arranged to meet people, he caused incidents in the street, his lunch and his work went badly. He was tense, and got upset over the slightest thing (he read an eight instead of a three on his bill, and thought he had been swindled; he heatedly defended a footnote in a translation that was indefensible). And he completely forgot Sofia’s message.

Over dinner two days later, Sofia asked him if he had read it. Rimini’s head whirled, as if a sudden squall had blown up in the pit of his stomach. ‘Yes,’ he managed to say, ‘of course I did.’ For a few minutes, they went on eating in silence, avoiding each other’s gaze. Everything was white in front of Rimini’s eyes: that endless, dull, guilty white that often floods the memory of a student sitting down to an exam. He played with his food for a while, then, almost without realising it, crossed his knife and fork on the plate. Later, they fell asleep in bed watching an old Argentine film on TV. Rimini found himself struggling to keep his eyes open; he could hear the sound of the film like an indistinct background rumour, a sort of scummy foam over which the ripples of Sofia’s breathing came and went. He did not dare look at her. All his attention was fixed on her breathing, the tiniest movements of her body, the way in which her arm, flung across his chest, seemed to be getting heavier or lighter. At that moment it seemed to him that his whole life depended on which of the two of them would give in to sleep first, and that this key moment, usually eagerly awaited by them as a loving proof, the threshold of night where the weaker of the two finally entrusted themself to the other’s care, was on this occasion a battle to decide an undeclared war.

With her back to the camera, a young woman was undressing under a lascivious sculptor’s gaze. At the same time, she was writhing in ecstasy, dying of poison. In his dream, Rimini saw an image (a hand as white as ivory, its fingers slowly opening and letting slip a tiny phial of poison). He woke up. He was alone. It was morning, probably after eleven. As he started to dress, he saw the pair of trousers Sofia had rescued from the laundry the previous evening hanging from the wardrobe door. He decided to put them on. He put his hand into one of the pockets and at the bottom his fingers came into contact with a piece of stiff, rough paper, which crumbled beneath his touch.


CHAPTER 4

TO SAY THEY liked Riltse would have been an insult – the worst, most miserable, most philistine insult imaginable. They adored him. They had always adored him, from the moment they had become adults, a time that had begun, they told both themselves and any disbelieving observer who happened to be listening, the day they discovered that they loved each other. Rimini was sixteen; Sofia was seven months older – a gap Rimini could never get used to, and which he saw as equally distressing as the few, decisive metres separating Achilles and the tortoise. They adored Riltse and loved Tanguy, Fauxpass and Aubrey Beardsley, the dubious family of artists that students in the know – those experts in naïvety and petulance – stuck on their folder covers to humiliate their enemies, who put film or rock stars on theirs. It was not long before they changed their minds. Two or three years later, deliquescent objects, stalactites in the shape of loving couples, old-fashioned beds, eyes and hats floating in clear blue skies, the whole gamut of artistic tricks they had once worshipped as the height of imagination, now seemed completely fraudulent, and only produced a sense of rejection. They had discovered (although they only realised it later on, when they were living together in a carpeted den in Belgrano R, and their former schoolmates, in a typical outburst of sarcastic admiration, had started referring to them as the ‘young fogeys’) that youth does not adore artists and their works, but simply different kinds of families, and that beyond their indiscriminate adoration, equally indiscriminate disappointments lay in wait. To discover this was painful. They felt complete and utter idiots, because anything one is proud of that is later found to be ridiculous is twice as painful, while in this now aching wound they realised that a small but real part of their youth had vanished. It was this sensible self-criticism that saved them. It saved them from the scorn of their friends and the rest of the world, always the first to detect any lapse in taste; and it saved Riltse from the disdainful fury with which Rimini and Sofia rid themselves of the gang of swindlers they had previously worshipped.

They made short work of Tanguy. The painter rewarded them by scattering the last few ashes of his glory while the dew still glistened on the grass. They burnt all Fauxpass in an afternoon, in the fly-filled jungle which one of Sofia’s grandmothers had behind her house in City Bell. They did not even waste any time watching how the flames purified their betrayed hearts. Max Brauner took even less time: they had very few reproductions of his work. They only knew of it at second-hand, thanks to the exalted descriptions in the autobiography by an astute contemporary, a failed painter who forty years later, when Brauner himself had been rotting in a Polish graveyard for some thirty years, became the Soviet Union’s richest and most elusive marchand. They also destroyed the autobiography.

Then it was Riltse’s turn. Sofia gathered up the posters. By now an accomplished arsonist, Rimini got the kerosene and the matches. Until that moment, less out of rancour than superstition, they had denied the condemned artists that last look of farewell rather than forgiveness which softens the walk to the gallows. But when it came to Riltse, Sofia hesitated, as if the shadow of committing an irreparable error had flitted across her mind. The posters dangled for a second above the flames. Rimini, whose fingers were already being singed, dropped them. Sofia pushed them away from the fire and, like someone searching through piles of identical-looking papers to find the safe-conduct that will permit them to cross a frontier, she rummaged among them for one in particular. Rimini was about to protest. He was stubborn: there was nothing he hated more than breaking rules he had set himself. He allowed his anger to simmer while he looked at the fire for a few moments, and then, when the length of time he had mentally given Sofia to change her mind was over, he turned back to her. She was sitting on the grass with her back to him; her shoulders were gently shaking. He went over and asked what was wrong. Sofia was crying silently: between her legs, three reproductions from Riltse’s series The Tortures lay cradled like tiny corpses. Rimini cast another glance at the round platforms, the bodies hanging like sides of beef, their long white ribcages, the dress suits hanging neatly from the portable clothes racks, and smiled. Riltse survived.

Their first trip to Europe had simply been an excuse to see the originals of Riltse’s work. Sofia had already travelled there with her parents, and so she used this second slight advantage of hers to oblige Rimini’s father – one of the sponsors of the journey – to base their itinerary on the rather old-fashioned but unforgettable path traced on her previous one, which Sofia’s parents had in turn inherited from a couple who were friends ‘with the whole world’ and who liked sportswear (Rimini swore they had been the pioneers of jogging – the clothes, the sport and the militant attitude – in Belgrano and perhaps the whole of Argentina), glass miniatures and Spanish art part-works. Out of the seventy days for the half-a-dozen countries their trip covered, fifteen were reserved for Austria. Rimini thought this rather exaggerated: not that he had anything against Austria, but a glance at a map of Central Europe, an estimation of how big Austria was and how complete his lack of German, compared to the length of the fortnight to be spent there, made him realise he was missing some essential element to help him understand what was going on. It was only on the flight out that Sofia, emboldened by the little bottle of wine she had with her meal, confessed that the married couple her parents were friendly with were Austrian.

Rimini saw this simply as another of her lovable quirks, one of the many that gave his relationship with Sofia that slightly old-fashioned eccentricity which won both respect and ridicule from his closest friends. That same year, more than half the class they had finished secondary school with travelled to Europe, but apart from César Lichter, whose glasses Rimini thought he saw glinting behind a sports-car magazine in the station they had alighted at to change trains, they never met any of their former schoolmates. The fact was that the Europes they were roaming round were the same continent only for tourist guides and travel agents’ maps. Fels and Matheu zigzagged their way around Amsterdam laden with drugs, scarves, and pornographic miniatures. Catania went back to his native Turin and joined a group of ‘theoretical debate’ – the intellectual embryo, it later transpired, of the first Brigate Rosse cells. Bialobroda and his legendary two canine teeth – one broken, the other made of gold – put an end to two decades of dissolute living by hanging himself with a belt in the Hôtel du Vieux Paris, two blocks from the Seine, in a room that was never paid for. Maure slept rough in Ibiza and Nepper, blond, skinny as a rake and extremely good-looking, was arrested in the toilets of a bar in Barcelona’s Chinese Quarter. While all this was going on, Rimini and Sofia, insulated by the asbestos of a parallel, more Alpine and less disturbing Europe, collected medieval villages, snow-capped mountains, squares as clean as clinics, traditional costumes, trams, stifling eiderdowns, beer festivals and folk songs celebrating nightingales, hills, harvests and hearts, all of which after half a dozen energetically downed steins of beer, somehow turned into raucous battle hymns.

More than once, as Rimini changed trains, marvelling at the promiscuous punctuality of his Railpass, struggling with their suitcases and his heavy suede overcoat – his mother’s last-minute contribution – which made him look like a stiff snowman as he walked along, he suspected he might be making the wrong journey. There was not much for him to object to: the trains were comfortable, the service efficient; the locals compensated in a friendly way for the difficulties he found in communicating; the cafés had newspapers from all over the world waiting for him on charming wooden poles; and the cakes were irresistible. Almost unrecognisable due to the amount of clothes she was wearing, Sofia dragged him down blind alleys she claimed to remember, rather vaguely, from her previous trip and was keen to verify according to what she said she had written in her diary. ‘Wait . . . down here there was an in-cred-ible lace shop . . . I’ve got it written down . . . Here it is: lace! “at the far end of Blacksmiths’ Court” . . . that’s where we are, isn’t it? “Beyond the Grillpärzer pastryshop” . . . There, that’s Grillpär . . . It must be down here . . . they had wonderful strudel, we can have one afterwards . . . There! That’s it, I remember now! The window was all white . . .’ ‘It’s a music shop, Sofia.’ ‘Don’t be so negative. Let’s cross over and look.’ ‘Can’t you see? It says old instruments.’ ‘It must be wrong.’ ‘You came two years ago, Sofia: things change here as well.’ ‘Look at that lute, isn’t it beautiful?’ No, the problem for Rimini was not the lace (most of which was to be found, naturally enough, on Lacemakers’ Street), nor the strudel in Grillpärzer (delicious), nor the lutes (although as soon as they had entered the shop, the owner had asked them to put their cigarettes out, shake their boots off outside and not to talk so loudly), nor anything else he encountered. The problem was everything he did not encounter, the kind of negative journey that persistently troubled him, like an unpaid debt, and caused him secret regrets. Shouldn’t we be a bit dirtier? Shouldn’t we have lost our passports? Shouldn’t we quarrel more? Shouldn’t the police look at us suspiciously, stop us, demand to see our passports? Where had the discos got to, where were other youngsters like us, the youth hostels, the syringes?

These were only fleeting doubts – the wingbeat of a distracted bird, too fleeting, thought Rimini, to do any real harm – and they left no traces. Besides, every new destination seemed to belie the suspicions aroused by the previous one. Salzburg made up for Innsbruck’s blind spots, Vienna compensated for those of Salzburg, and so on. And it was in Vienna, once Sofia had emerged beautiful and gaunt from the flu ordeal that had kept her in bed for five days, that the paintings by Klimt, Egon Schiele and Kokoschka were like a foretaste of the ecstasy he dreamt of finding in London when he came face to face with Riltse’s works, so that he finally came to terms with the trip. Before this, Rimini had sat watch over the bed where Sofia raged with fever. The first day, he found it impossible to tell when she was asleep or awake. She threw off the covers as if they were burning her, then five minutes later, shivering with cold, searched desperately for them in the darkened room. In the middle of the night, she sat bolt upright, her pale lips mouthing words in an unknown language. Rimini searched for the hotel doctor; he spoke to the woman at reception, the night porter, the maître d in the restaurant, and finally the hotel manager. By the time he had exhausted the list of possible English-speakers and exhausted himself along the way, he thought he had understood that ‘for the first time in twenty years, Doctor Kleber had called in sick’. But they did not abandon him. They sent up aspirins, tepid soups (there were six floors between the kitchen and the room they were in) sets of towels with another hotel’s monogram on them, an abnormally slow thermometer, some back copies of the Austrian airline magazine. Rimini was on the go the whole time; he had never opened the same door so often, or felt so discouraged when he closed it again. Whenever Sofia lay quietly for ten minutes at a time, he was so happy he felt rejuvenated; barefoot, he would tiptoe over to the window and celebrate the miracle by watching the slow, stupid snowflakes falling through an impossibly red night.

The next day, the fever had gone down slightly. Sofia had already begun to notice some old-fashioned features in the room when Rimini, sleepless but lucid, picked up the telephone directory and found the address of the British Hospital. A short while after they got there, a young doctor attended them. He seemed very distinguished, and wore a white coat that was so crisp it crackled. In order to gain their confidence, or perhaps just to practise, he spoke a few words with a distinct Spanish lisp – Rimini deduced that he must go to Spain for holidays – then prescribed them antibiotics – he spoke to them both, as if Rimini was as ill as Sofia – and had the courtesy to suggest a pharmacy where English was spoken. The two of them left the hospital and hugged each other. Overcome with gratitude, each of them thought that it was the other who was on the point of bursting into tears. Sofia suggested they go and buy the medicines and, when they were back in the hotel, that they write the doctor a thank-you letter. They had to tell him, she said, all he had done for them: it was an opportunity they could not miss. Yet again, Rimini talked her out of it. Throughout their journey he had sabotaged half a dozen similar epistolary urges, all of them aimed at repaying the generosity of gondoliers, taxi-drivers, museum attendants, waiters or bank clerks – anonymous saviours whose merits often consisted in little more than helping them spell a street name properly, asking them where they were from, smiling vaguely, or even simply not raising their voices to them.

Sofia got better. She was starting to get her appetite back: after polishing off her own plate, she would tuck into the mounds of spätzle that Rimini had left untouched. By the fifth day, when Rimini no longer needed to stand by the window to describe everything that was going on around the street corner visible from their room, Sofia suggested he go out for a while. Rimini protested. ‘Just for a while,’ she insisted, ‘an hour won’t make any difference.’ Rimini decided to go and visit the Freud museum, an idea which, according to the visitors’ book, had occurred to at least three and a half dozen Argentines in the previous six weeks. He read through the list quite carefully, but did not spot any names he knew. And yet, no sooner had he added his signature at the bottom – without adding any comment, just his first and family names, rendered unrecognisable by the speed of his signing, plus the date – than something made him look elsewhere on the page: an ‘irregularity’, something indefinable that seemed to be lurking just outside his visual field, which suddenly seemed to be waving like the dark branch of a tree. Rimini scanned the list of visitors again, and his eyes lit on an almost illegible one – Ezequiel, Rafael, Gabriel – written in flowery curlicues, but he immediately dismissed it. By the time he left the museum it was half-past five. Night had fallen. It was not snowing, the air was clear, and there were none of the usual patches of mist around the street-lamps.

Rimini felt strange. After an hour without Sofia, he had the not unusual sensation that he was the only living being in the entire city. He was desperately lonely: at the very moment when Sofia was returning to life, their journey seemed to him completely ridiculous. He decided to call Buenos Aires and ask his father why he had included Vienna in their itinerary. The cold was so piercing he wanted to ignore the traffic light and run across the deserted avenue, but was dissuaded by the barking of a dachshund whose owner, a hunched, trembling woman, had just positioned it next to a tree. Ten or twelve blocks further on, a public telephone refused to allow him to make a reverse charges call, but did accept the two extras coins he had inserted from fear of being cut off. At the far end of the line, a new maid, who repeated the name Rimini several times in a dubious way, told him somewhat suspiciously that his father had gone to Villa Gesell for the weekend.

Two days later (two days which Vienna, in the final reckoning, would end up having stolen from London), when they entered the Klimt rooms in the Österreichische Galerie – Rimini on his guard, Sofia weak and adorable, wrapped in a poncho like some wintry Bedouin, both of them enlivening the warm air inside the gallery with little white clouds of breath they brought in from the street – Rimini felt safe and protected like someone who has returned home after long, sad years in exile. He drifted through the rooms, lulled by the soft yellow lighting, gazing at the paintings with a happy detachment, as though he were so distant from everything that not even their beauty could disturb his sense of well-being. The two of them came to a halt in front of The Kiss. They wrapped their arms around each other, in an act of mimetism lovers invariably indulge in when confronted by an image they have always imagined to be looking and speaking directly to them. ‘The worst is over,’ thought Rimini, and when he tried to decide what ‘the worst’ meant, what came to mind was not Vienna and their problems with the language, not Sofia’s fever, not even the money and time that what he had begun to call ‘the Austrian mistake’ had robbed them of, but the simple possibility, which he saw as something from the past rather than the future, that Sofia, that small, solid ball of warmth he could feel pressing against him, might have disappeared for ever from his life. Like a survivor who each night before falling asleep relives the accident that almost killed him, and only after going over all the details realises that on that particular day nothing had distracted him, there were no slippery pavements or fatal cars, and that even so the accident which never happened had stolen part of his future, tearing a gaping wound in his soul, Rimini again saw himself far from Sofia, saw himself without her, and this orphaned, bereft figure chilled him to the bone. He had just had a glimpse of what is left of a man when the woman he loves is subtracted from the sum of everything he is or believes himself to be.

The membranes of love are fragile: it takes only the most casual touch to tear them. If they had been torn by Rimini’s doubts, exposing them to the infection always lying in ambush for the person in love who is trying to lead a different life, this flirtation with catastrophe was enough to regenerate them. And perhaps this was the true function of those unlikely tragedies, which existed only in a world and time created by the backward glance of the imagination: to drown him in horror and immediately rescue him; to crush him and then save him; to minimise almost to the point of ridiculousness the unwelcome eventualities which might cloud his love at some distant point in the future. Sofia had not disappeared or died, she was with him and still loved him: what did the rest – any of the rest – matter?


CHAPTER 5

RIMINI HAD ALREADY spent three years cultivating this mixture of humility and superstition; since it had begun six months after he had met Sofia, it was natural for him to think it was part and parcel of their relationship. Excited, in a kind of trance, Rimini had just told her about the conversation he had had that afternoon with a friend. They had been talking, he said, about ‘commitment in love’. His friend was completely against monogamous relationships. As a precocious expert in dissolute living, he was taken aback by Rimini’s attitude to love – his strange constancy, the depth of his feelings, his laborious faithfulness, like that of a goldsmith. Six months with the same woman? He could hardly bear to see the light of day on the face of the woman he had spent the night with. How was it possible? Didn’t Rimini desire other women? Didn’t he need others? Rimini realised that beyond this bewilderment lay a theory, but he never tried to refute it. That afternoon, as on several previous occasions, Rimini turned his back on his friend and, like the extra who goes unnoticed on stage for almost three acts and then finally gets to the speech that will make it all worthwhile, that will imprint his unremarkable face on the mind of even the least attentive spectator, launched into a monologue about trust and the spontaneous and therefore somehow magical way in which that trust, if it were mutual, could suspend – Rimini corrected himself, he had wanted to say abolish, but the word resisted, sneaked away and would not come back to him – even the most apparently natural of needs.

This was the defence of love that Rimini had repeated to Sofia, standing in front of her as she sat on the bed – a clumsy, passionate monologue throbbing with intensity as if he were delivering it at last to the person for whom it was really intended. But when he finally fell silent, moved by his own emotions, Sofia said nothing, and Rimini could see a dark cloud flit across her face. ‘Trust’ . . . ‘mutual feelings’ . . . as though in a dream, Rimini thought he could hear his own voice fading away, being torn to shreds. ‘Rimini,’ Sofia said very quickly, ‘I slept with Rafael.’ For a split second, Rimini looked on as a procession of conflicting emotions fought over his poor, stunned and betrayed body. He was going to die. Or to be sick. He was going to trash his room, hurting – accidentally of course – Sofia in the process. He would never speak again. A blood clot would strike him down. Someone was coming into the room, and he had to hide his feelings. He contemplated all these possibilities, but they slipped away from him, as though more interested in someone else. So instead he opened his mouth and burst into tears. Then somebody with less trembling lips than his spoke in his place and demanded the most trivial, sordid and yet voluptuous of satisfactions: he wanted to know the details. Sofia pretended not to have heard him. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘that it was something I had to do. If I hadn’t got it out of the way, I couldn’t have continued with you.’ She stood up. Rimini was leaning against the window-frame, looking down through a veil of tears at the fountain in the garden three floors below. He could feel Sofia’s fingertips close to his face, then stroking his cheek, less in order to comfort him than to get him to look at her. He felt a deep sense of shame. As if by magic, his tears dried up. Sofia was examining him closely. It was then that Rimini realised it would take more than another man or woman for him to stop loving her: it would have to be something inhuman and blind like a disaster, a plane crash or an earthquake. Only something like that could tear her from his side and expunge her from his soul. But Sofia was not exactly looking at him, and was certainly not looking him in the eye; in fact her almost lascivious curiosity was fixed on a point just below one of them. Turning back to the window, Rimini stared at his own reflection in it. He saw a dark spot, like a beauty mark, the scab of a tiny wound he could not even remember having done to himself. For another few seconds, Sofia seemed completely absorbed by it, but then she snapped out of it, blushed, and stroked his face again very gently with one hand. ‘Give me a call. I’ll be at home,’ she said.


CHAPTER 6

EVEN RILTSE’S MOST devoted fans admit it: Spectre’s Portrait is not one of his best. It is a small painting (Riltse always shone in large formats) and dark (the maestro was still painting against Cézanne’s light), and seems to be pulling in two opposite directions at the same time: while formally it demonstrates the painter’s expressionist fervour, his spirit seems to be tiptoeing out by the side-door. It is a typical transitional work, in which the voices of the past refuse to die, whereas the future, with all its outpourings of light and cruelty, is still stated with bewildered hesitancy. When he painted it, Riltse wanted to go back to London. He had gambling debts, he hated the sun, and the first signs of illness were becoming evident: he had two purple blotches on his legs, felt dizzy in the mornings, and had some difficulty remembering what had happened in the previous half-hour. It was only his relationship with Pierre-Gilles, by then in its final stages, that kept him in Aix-en-Provence. To kill him or kill himself ? Kill him and kill himself ? Not a day or hour went by without Riltse fleetingly considering these alternatives. His only reason for going out in the countryside to paint was to get away from his lover, although perhaps he also hoped that a new painting or the effects of sunstroke would once and for all remove this thorn from his tormented heart. In its childish way, Spectre’s Portrait shows the failure of these attempts. Despite the fact that Riltse coated it with layer upon layer of muddy violet, and replaced the noonday sun with cave-like gloom, the landscape in the picture is still recognisably the countryside, with its unmoving air, its relentless horizon, its trees which, although unrecognisable, are still weighed down with fruit. It is as though Riltse had painted the countryside through their eyes, through the eyes of that fruit, not in the state they were in when he was studying them at the start of spring, but in their final moments, in the state of rapid putrefaction Riltse seems to wish on them. In the foreground there are two patches of colour, two lighter touches that break the monotony of the painting as a whole. At first sight, these could be confused with the halos of light around two street-lamps, or two glow-worms whose size is exaggerated by their closeness. On further inspection, however, this overall sense of luminosity vanishes, or becomes more precisely situated: the two patches have the same internal structure made up of the thinnest of concentric circles which, like the trunks of trees, seem to radiate out from a dark central core. The effect is forced, but after a few moments, it takes hold: the dark centre is an open mouth screaming with terror, and the patches become the faces created by the reverberation of this horror. Another step closer makes everything clear, like the veins of a leaf brought into focus under a microscope: inside the dark circle of the mouth there are teeth and a tongue; above them the outline of a nose; the eyes repeat the mouth’s terror: they are wild and stare directly at the viewer of the picture, who by this time, if the spell has worked, will have his face pressed right up against the canvas. The viewer understands, or thinks he does, that the figures are calling for help, and feels sorry for them. But then if he looks down at the bronze plaque and reads the work’s title, he realises both how wrong he was, and the artist’s secret intention. Spectre’s Portrait. It is his own face which is terrifying the patches. Riltse has portrayed himself as the spectre.

Myopic in their enthusiasm, they stared at the painting from so close that they began to steam up the glass with their breath. For a second, two damp circles obscured the two patches staring in terror out of the canvas. Who could have criticised such devoted insolence? After all, it was at this distance that the painter had wanted his work to be studied. Spectre’s Portrait was the only Riltse on show. Somebody – an Argentine tourist, one of those bearers of bad tidings whom Argentines love to represent whenever they meet a fellow countryman abroad – had told them as much when they were climbing the museum staircase, intoxicated with anticipation: the rest of his work (the diptychs, triptychs, the retouched photographs, even the monumental The Middle of the Event, brought back home after a quarter of a century of ignominious German captivity) had been transferred to an official warehouse on the outskirts of London, where it would slumber throughout the three months needed by the State to refurbish the museum.

While Sofia was trying to confirm the news at the information desk, Rimini spent twenty minutes outside, protesting out loud and deliberately getting in the way of the workmen moving to and fro among their scaffolding. What was the purpose of their journey now . . . ? What right did they have . . . ? Shouldn’t they at least have been warned . . . ? He searched for reasons, for some comfort; all he could think of were reprisals. All at once he thought he had found the worst, the most wounding of all: to leave without even going in. ‘Fuck them . . .’ ‘Are you sure?’ replied Sofia, worried she would have to spend the whole night calming his desperate regrets: ‘We’re here now, Rimini. One is better than nothing at all; we may as well go in.’ They went in. To show he was not convinced, Rimini dragged his feet as noisily as he could, like a reluctant pilgrim. Sofia suggested they stop off first at the cafeteria: perhaps a drink would lessen their disappointment. But this interlude only served to increase Rimini’s annoyance. Like the rest of the museum, only half or even a quarter of the café was open; flimsy partitions separated the part they could use, with its dozen tables, flickering lights and floor covered with double newspaper sheets, from the work area, out of which issued the regular thud of hammers and delicate little clouds of white dust. Sofia, who never shirked her responsibility for a mistake, offered to queue for their drinks. Strangely, Rimini agreed. (Expecting him to refuse, as he usually did whenever she offered to sacrifice herself for him, Sofia was somewhat taken aback, and for a split second stood rooted to the spot, as though frozen at the exact point at which the two situations – one virtual, the other real – had overlapped.) Rimini had in fact felt the urge to behave like a gentleman, but was so exhausted – disappointment always affected him much more on a physical than a moral or psychological level – that all he could think of was to get rid of the immense weight of his body by sitting down. Five minutes later, by which time the palms of his hands, his forearms and even his left cheek (which he had rested on the table for a moment) were already covered in a film of white dust from the building works, Sofia reappeared carrying a tray with two polystyrene cups of coffee and a plastic plate with two brownies on it. Close behind her came a tall, thin man who had that air of precarious dignity – held together with bits of thread, adhesive tape, clips, metal clasps – typical of people who have not washed in weeks. A bottle of beer dangled from his hand. Sofia sat down. As he went past their table, the man bowed to her in a rather old-fashioned way. ‘Who’s that?’ Rimini asked, slightly stunned by the foul smell the stranger had left in his wake. ‘I don’t know. He was in the queue. He was asking for change so he could buy himself something. But you know what English people are like: you should have seen how they looked at him. Or rather, didn’t look at him. That would have been something, at least.’ ‘Did you give him money?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Hadn’t you decided to stop giving to beggars?’ ‘This is different. I’m sure he’s someone. Mmm . . . try these brownies, they’re excellent.’ ‘Someone?’ Rimini was growing impatient. ‘How do you know?’ ‘I know. I can see these things.’ ‘You ought to try smelling them as well.’ ‘I still have a bit of a cold from Vienna.’ Sofia suddenly leaned forward and sniffed at her plate and the steaming coffee cups. ‘Is something off? Shall we ask them to change it?’ ‘Anyway, everyone is someone: isn’t that a bit of a weak excuse to help a stranger?’ ‘Don’t be silly. I mean someone important.’ ‘The museum director for example,’ scoffed Rimini. Sofia looked over his shoulder and smiled into the distance as she chewed, then covered her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘Don’t turn round, but I’m almost certain that . . .’ Rimini saw she was blushing. ‘That what?’ ‘No, it’s crazy.’ ‘What is it you’re certain of ?’ ‘Nothing, nothing; don’t pay any attention. Do you want some cream?’

They went into the gallery separately, without speaking. Rimini was the only one aware of what was going on. As always when something caused a rift between them, it was Rimini whose behaviour remained bogged down in the episode that had caused the tension, circling round it like a useless, childish and slightly ridiculous planet. Sofia, on the other hand, appeared to forget the incident at once, so that everything she did subsequently – everything which, for Rimini, was the sad, sterile consequence of their quarrel – was born of different causes and interests, which might not be important but were at least new. Whereas for Rimini life had become stuck at this one painful moment which could not be resolved, for Sofia life just went on. But it was only Rimini who noticed this difference, and only he could see the abyss opening between them. As always when he wanted to appear indifferent, his body had become a mass of hostile impulses. He felt hot, but there were no more clothes he could take off. He spotted a few crumbs of chocolate on his sleeve, and brushed them away as if they were poisonous. Someone – someone exactly the same height as him – obscured his view while he was looking at a Turner. Responding with a fluency he had not known he was capable of, Rimini unleashed a long stream of silent Argentine curses at the back of the man’s neck.

All this changed when he saw the Riltse. He caught sight of it all of a sudden, at exactly the same moment that Sofia had spotted it too, which made him think with sly satisfaction that this coincidence would put a stop to the insulting autonomy that Sofia had shown ever since the incident in the café. So, when she turned towards him with the obvious intention of inviting him to look at the picture together, he looked the other way and, pretending to be staring at something else, left her on her own in front of the picture. Only then, with her facing the other way, did Rimini deign to examine it as well.

Hanging in amongst huge paintings by others, it looked too modest, or too intimidated. Rimini did not know the painting. The few visitors to the gallery – a group of tourists, a dozen or so sleepy school-kids, a couple who went, or rather jumped from painting to painting with their arms round each other and their legs intertwined like a pair of obscene gymnasts – walked past it as though they had not noticed it. Rimini felt an unknown fervour that was so intense it troubled him: this was ecstasy, the messianic joy an idolater feels when in a crisis his idol decides to honour him, entrusting him with the hardest, most crucial task



OPS/images/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

The Past

Alan Pauls






OPS/images/logo.jpg
VINTAGE BOOKS

g





