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Praise for Mr Geography

‘Mr Geography is the work of a writer operating at the height of his powers. One follows the twists and turns of this story of discovery and self-discovery in a sustained state of delight’ J. M. Coetzee, Booker Prize-winning author of Disgrace

‘Tim Parks tells of a trek across Switzerland and into the past of his protagonist, each journey as eventful and adventurous as the other. Mr Geography is a beguiling tale about love and betrayal, wrong Is That One Day Yturns, dangerous aberrations and late salvation’ Peter Stamm, author of Seven Years

‘Journeys and quests are the stock in trade of novels; but this one shines thanks to its brilliant layering of time and place. It’s impossible to guess where it will lead – and yet astonishing and hugely satisfying at the end’ Jane Rogers, author of Conrad and Eleanor

‘A quicksilvery syntax slips through this compelling story of desire and loss and what it is to be a lonely man – so that each page, each paragraph, even, shifts between time zones and circumstances to give us a novel that keeps us at the very edge of our attention’ Kirsty Gunn, author of The Big Music

‘For forty years, Tim Parks has written, with accelerating acuity, about Italy, Europe, literature, art and above all the body – the body in relation to art. What survives? What doesn’t? If everything goes away, as it does, what is worth doing? What isn’t? Mr Geography is the fullest and most powerful expression yet of Parks’s (and “our”) obsessive concerns and themes’ David Shields, author of The Thing About Life Is That One Day You’ll Be Dead

‘Parks aficionados will recognise themes from his greatest works, Goodness, Destiny and Sex is Forbidden, but they will rejoice at the unsentimental tenderness, kindness and grace that he adds to the mix in this exquisite novel. Parks novices will simply wonder: where has this writer been all my life?’ Jan Wilm

‘An extraordinarily powerful, moving and intelligent novel, beautifully written and superbly paced’ Henry Sutton, author of My Criminal World
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The kingdom of the world had no significance: what could one do but wander about?

D. H. Lawrence, Twilight in Italy

Nothing like the mountains for remembering.

Paolo Cognetti, The Eight Mountains






‘Lady Chatterleys Liebhaber’

Many years have passed, Julia is dead, and this summer I decided to complete the walk we only began. I flew to Zürich, took the train to Konstanz. I remembered Julia hadn’t wanted to fly. She wanted to travel by boat and train, as Lawrence had done. So why didn’t we? I can’t recall. Perhaps it seemed important to get away fast. Or flights were cheaper.

I have booked a room at the Hotel Alte Post; the name rang a bell. It was here we stayed, I thought. But no, this is a modern, antiseptic, anonymous establishment. We had been in a shabby old place, with wood panelling and squeaky bedsprings. Unless there has been a radical makeover? It hardly matters. We punished the bedsprings and laughed. In our hearts, perhaps, we were afraid.

The present Alte Post is more comfortable. There are illustrations of airships on the walls. Stretching out for a few minutes, it occurs to me that this is actually my third time in the German–Swiss borderlands. I had come here between school and university, long ago, to work as a farmhand, near Basel. On that occasion I did travel by train. I remember reaching through the dark to touch the hand of the girl in the couchette opposite. We had been talking since Paris. I remember nothing of her physically. Nothing of what we spoke about. Not even her nationality. Only that it was my right hand I reached across the compartment; she let me hold hers; our heads were towards the window and a dimly lit platform where the train had stopped for a while. Then with a soft squeal the carriage began to roll and our fingers slid apart.

Konstanz seems entirely at ease with its blend of kitsch and quaint, its stone courtyards and half-timbered houses. Geraniums and tea rooms. How far is it important – I remember framing this question once for a mock A-level exam – that a tourist destination confirm its visitors’ stereotypes? To reach the lakefront you follow the road under the railway lines; the low sunshine is sharp and the great expanse of water shimmers: the German shore, the Swiss, the Austrian. A paddle steamer thrashes towards the pier. Our opportunist present embalms the picturesque past; that might be a good answer. Flower beds along the shore are laid out with impeccable symmetry, trees pruned to neat umbrellas of shade. On the steamer people are pressing at the rails. A sailor loops his rope over a piling and pulls it tight.

Back in the centre we had shaken our heads over the price of rings. There are so many jewellers in Konstanz. Not yet, Julia sighed. This evening I stand in front of a window displaying a watch on a gnarled log, as if it were some kind of shiny fungus. The hands point to 8.25. €2,700 the tag says. Time, I think, for me to find a table and order beer and salad with sausage. €26. Eating, I study the map on my phone: the river flows west out of the lake, towards Schaffhausen and Rhine Falls. The first boat leaves at 9.12 a.m.

Können wir uns dazusetzen?

It’s a young couple with a crying child; the table has benches both sides. Natürlich, I nod. You didn’t tell me you knew German, Julia had accused. She was delighted. She mussed my hair. That will make things easier! Only a few words, I protested. Schweizerdeutsch. So many things, she said, we still don’t know about each other.

The mother picks up the toddler and paces back and forth. They’re waiting for their food.

Ferien? the man asks.

Kind of.

He switches to English, a handsome young professional with a neatly trimmed moustache. Earring. Tattoo.

You are travelling?

Yes.

To where?

I have no desire to explain. But nor to be impolite. They seem nice people.

Across Switzerland.

You must go to Winterthur – the mother comes back to say – where we live. The little boy is clutching a frog that squeaks as he opens and closes his hand. There is a fine Kunstmuseum. Picasso. Caspar David Friedrich. Bruegel.

I’m sure he has plans already, the man smiles. Evidently it’s a pleasure for these two to use their English, which is excellent. I notice now that the tattoo, on the pale flesh inside the man’s forearm, shows an old-fashioned compass. North is his elbow. At other tables all around the customers seem cheerful and relaxed.

I try to calm myself. Wearing a loose dress, the mother exudes a sort of flustered sensuality. The little boy is the spitting image of his father. Julia agreed that children were out of the question. Across the table, the young father lifts an enquiring eyebrow.

I am following a route, I offer, that an English writer walked, in 1913, from Konstanz to Como, in Italy.

But that is a long way!

The waitress sets down plates of pork. The boy is refusing to be strapped to his seat.

Which writer?

D. H. Lawrence. Zahlen, bitte? I catch the waitress.

Lady Chatterleys Liebhaber! the mother remembers.

You are a professor, the man asks. Of literature?

I’m on my feet now. Not at all, I bow, just a whim. Guten Appetit.




‘When I went from Constance …’

The boat is not going to Schaffhausen, sir.

My plans are foiled before I start.

Only Stein am Rhein. This … Trockenheit. The water is too flat.

Trockenheit. A dry time.

I could take a bus, the man at the ticket desk tells me, or train, to complete my journey. But I don’t want to take a bus. I want to take the boat, as Lawrence did. As we had done. Or if not, to walk. I find a seat on the upper deck towards the back. There’s plenty of space. The boat leaves exactly on time. And it’s surprisingly hot already. White birds wheel. The sun gleams on the open water. The Rhine is wider and bluer than I recalled. Our minds were elsewhere that morning, no doubt. Bathers bob near the banks, men in small boats are hunched over fishing rods. The steamer chugs from one fairy-tale village to the next: pointed red roofs and frescoed facades. Around me people stand up to take photos. Then sit down. Stand up. Sit down.

So Lawrence was alone on this trip?

It had been chilly that day and I remember having this conversation over coffee in the cabin.

Frieda was visiting her family. In Baden. She and Bert had arranged to meet up in Milan.

Julia was the professor of literature. Not me. She had won a grant to research Lawrence’s psycho environmentalism. Or metaphysical environmentalism. There was some jargon term.

Funny, I said, to think of two such passionate lovers being out of touch.

For four years and nine months no day had passed without our exchanging scores of messages.

Imagine if we published them! she laughed. She had pulled up her hood on deck and now she shook out her hair and we kissed. Of course, she thought, if they’d had phones, they would have done the same, wouldn’t they? She had the pages of Lawrence’s account of his trip in her bag, torn from a book, and occasionally read a line as we watched the old villages come and go through spots of rain on the window. Ermatingen, Reichenau. The poignancy of the past, she read, was almost unbearable, floating in colour upon the haze of the river.

There is no haze this morning. A waiter is serving café crèmes on deck. With sticky pastries. And as the morning passes, I must say my heart lifts. The air is so fresh, the throb of the engine soft and easeful. A cloud of swans glide over their reflections. Two blimps dawdle in the sky. Whatever your reasons for making this journey, I tell myself, it seems you have done the right thing. The world is more friendly than you think, Mr Burrow. The coffee delicious.

All the same, as we proceed along the river – and now there are wooded slopes and sometimes vineyards – the thought of those messages rankles. Good morning, my love. The tiny screen of the old grey Nokia. Good morning beautiful. Just chasing the kids off to school. Lunch with Rachel today. Thinking about the corner of your mouth. Peter is away Thursday. The curve of your back. Why do you wear such boring shirts! Fraid I have an exam at three. Catherine is acting up again. Are you in a meeting? The body mist, not the perfume. It’s raining here. Can’t wait to be with you. Tomorrow at Caffè Nero. Sleep tight, Beautiful. Don’t dream anything I wouldn’t.

Four years and nine months. Three hundred and sixty-five times four, plus nine times thirty. One thousand six hundred, seven hundred? Times twenty. At least twenty. Maybe double that. Fifty thousand a conservative estimate? You’re so conservative! She pinched my cheek. How Bert Lawrence would have made fun of you!

But it’s getting seriously hot on the upper deck. The sun is relentless. I walk down to the cabin where everything feels uncannily familiar: a kitchen hatch at one end and meals being served. Could it be the same boat? By the door two men are sitting over beers, intent on a game of cards. They keep their hands tight to their chests.

We should turn our phones off, I told her.

This trip would mark the end of the phone era. From now on we would say good morning in the flesh.

There might be calls from the university, she thought.

I sit and order a beer myself. It’s strange, watching the card players, how their cheerful being together has to do with hiding things from each other. An ace, a joker. Scheisse! one man cries.

If I turn off the phone, she thought, it might seem I have something to be afraid of. We were sitting across the table from each other, a varnished wooden table, screwed to the floor. Like this one. The surface sticky. She took my hand, laid it palm down, placed hers above, then my other hand above hers, then her other above that. I pulled out my bottom hand and slapped it on top. Then she, then me. Faster and faster. Who could keep their hand on top? Until we were laughing out loud.

You’ll miss sending messages, she told me.

I shook my head.

You always write such lovely, loving things.

I will not miss sending messages.

I distinctly remember saying those exact words to Julia in the cabin of the steamer, somewhere between Konstanz and Schaffhausen. She really did have to be available to discuss students’ grades, she said. C’est la vie.

In the cabin a bit of a scene is developing at one of the tables: parents remonstrating with a girl who pushes her plate away and goes to stand at the window. A boy gets up to plead with her. Her younger brother? She must be sixteenish. Other diners are pretending not to notice.

I drain my beer and go out on the lower deck. The boat is approaching Steckborn. Another pretty riverside village, with its Hotel Alte Post. Of course the name rang a bell! The world once revolved around the tavern where the post-chaise would stop, the driver sound his horn, the locals come running. The message from far away is so exciting.

Julia’s phone vibrated. She never used the ringtone. But to me the low throb came loud as a klaxon.

Dean’s office, she said. For heaven’s sake, Dan.

I love the approach manoeuvre, how the steamer reverses its paddles and the water foams. Birds flapping away. Two of the crew, man and woman, stand by with their ropes, their white caps. The wooden pilings of the landing stage are cracked and slimy. The man has missed his throw and gathers his rope to toss it again. The woman laughs and ties off a hitch with gloved hands. Timbers creaking as the boat is hauled alongside, the gangplank thrust across the gap.

It’s a lively scene in hot sunshine. First the passengers on foot, then the cyclists, leaving the boat, joining the boat. With their little backpacks, their helmets. Calling to each other, in German. Julia was one of the first to start wearing a helmet, when they seemed the merest fad. You admire Lawrence so much for being bold and adventurous, I teased, for running off with another man’s wife, then you wear a helmet for a ride in the park. But she couldn’t see it: it was one thing to be romantically bold and quite another to be careless. You should wear one too, she told me. I don’t want to be the person calling the ambulance when you split your skull on the kerb. Headmaster Dies, she sang out, crossing Kew Bridge with Mistress! I don’t text while I ride, I said. Also, she added, you wouldn’t be so recognisable in a helmet. The famous forelock would be hidden. Crestfallen, I offered. We laughed and I bought my helmet. But only wore it when I was with her.

Stein am Rhein is another gem. Cobbled marketplace and old stone fountain. Breast-plated soldier on a column. I’m struck by the grey and pink frescoes thronging a grand facade. Recently restored, by the looks of it. Owls, fish, fruit, a sundial. Like the tattoos everyone has these days. Or the airships in my room last night. The same silky retro. Though you have to wonder what sense it can make frescoing a sundial with the light always at the zenith? Like having north always at your elbow. Rachel’s tattoo phase, I remember, picking up picnic stuff in a small supermarket, was also her time of maximum disorientation. Butterflies and roses and Celtic crosses. They all seemed like cries of help to me.

Enough. I cross a bridge blazing with petunias and start west along the path beside the river. For a while I’m extremely focused on the present, the map, the need to make it to my B&B before evening. For sure it’s hot weather to be tramping about with a backpack. To my right, two girls are floating in the stream, hanging on to an airbed and drifting along more or less at my walking speed. Lots of people are doing it. Old and young. Floating down the river in couples or little groups, calling to each other and laughing. I hadn’t expected the Swiss to be having so much fun. How do they get back to where they jumped in? The girls have been drifting along a good fifteen minutes now. Splashing about. A pink costume and a blue. Blonde and brunette. Now a little ahead of me, now a little behind, depending on the current, the meanders, my pace on the path. Their airbed is white. Eventually they wave. Across the water. They’ve become aware of me, marching beside them. One shouts. The blonde. Water glistening on bright skin. I can’t understand. They’re laughing, I’m sweating. I wave back. I wish I could drift down the river, letting myself go in the cool of the stream. It’s twelve miles to Schaffhausen. Another two to Rhine Falls. Then three to Jestetten. What are you doing, I wonder, re-enacting our Lawrence trip? Our catastrophe. You haven’t thought about this stuff in years. Two men and a boy are paddling upstream in an Indian canoe and the girls grab at the gunwales, one either side. Their shrieks are loud across the water. The men protesting. Then the path climbs steeply left, away from the river. A thick stand of maples hides the view. For a while I can hear their voices through the trees. Then I’m on my own, marching across a field of stubble. The ground is grey and hard under the hot sun. Trockenheit.

But is it true I haven’t thought about it for years? Isn’t there a way in which this trip has been there all the time? Life collects its background noises. The upsets and traumas. You get used to them and get on with it. Then a package arrives, forwarded from a previous address. Sadly, my mother has passed away. She left instructions to send these pages. And the noise is thunder again; but it always was. Finally you find yourself reading what you never previously bothered to: When I went from Constance, it was on a small steamer down the Rhine to Schaffhausen … D. H. Lawrence. 1913.

There is no noise in this dry field. The silence is uncanny. A hawk is drifting in the upper air. Like the girls in the river, it seems to be keeping pace with me. A party of cyclists obliges me to stand aside a moment, but I’m the only walker out here. After the stubble there is just parched grassland. Mainly flat. Low hills in the distance. Everything is parched and dry and flat. And surprisingly empty. Not a house in sight. There is something very dead about this country, Lawrence wrote. His pages surprised me. They weren’t what I had imagined from how Julia spoke of him. And now another surprise is a mobile toilet. In the middle of nowhere, an upright blue-and-white plastic box. As if Doctor Who’s Tardis had landed from a different time.

Despite having no need, I peek inside. Perhaps I can steer it back a decade or two. There’s a waft of chemical heat. It’s roasting in there. But perfectly clean, well maintained. Julia would have been appreciative. She hated having to go in the bushes. There’s a website address and a toll-free number to call. In case the paper has run out, I suppose. I imagine a helicopter racing across the scorched earth to winch down the wherewithal. And I imagine laughing about this with Julia. We were always laughing. Glancing up, the hawk is still there, scanning the withered grass.

But I’m hungry now. I’m pouring sweat. Eventually a little path drops down to the right, through a steep thicket, back to the river. It’s the kind of path people make by themselves, when there’s a real urge to get somewhere. An unofficial path. I have to shift aside branches of bramble and trip over a root. At the bottom there’s a stretch of mud and stones. The air hums with insects. I push my backpack under the shade of a willow. And yes it is the same backpack I used all those years ago. And my pocketknife, to slice my bread and cheese, is the same knife. But first I need to cool down.

I strip to my underwear and pick my way to the water’s edge. You can see the river is low. Big flat pebbles coated in dry mud. There’s still the occasional bather drifting by, voices calling. But it’s more remote here; the river glides green and glassy between heavy trees that bow towards it. And it’s moving fast. If I go in deep it will carry me off. If I stay on my feet I won’t get cool. The sun is burning. You’re so white, Julia protested. The only thing to do is to stretch out, on my stomach, in a foot of fast water, face to the current, fingers thrust into the mud to stay put. Then it’s gloriously fresh. The water flows over me from head to toe. Taking the heat with it. And the sweat. For a few minutes I lie like this, inches from the riverbed, fingers digging in, chill water lapping at my chin, eyes watching the surface slide towards me. Upstream, someone is kneeling on a paddleboard, trying to get to her feet. Floundering, trying again. Already she’s behind me. If I turn I’ll lose my grip. Again I feel a desire to let go, let the Rhine carry me off. But then where would I be?

Where would we be, she said, if you did that?

What Lawrence had done, she meant: the letter to Frieda’s husband announcing their love, burning their bridges.

Where they were, I suppose.

These were the first heady days. I wanted something to happen.

She shook her head: Lawrence didn’t have to teach Frieda’s children, did he?

I’ll give up my job.

There’s Catherine, she said.

I push my face down in the water, eyes closed. I would never have done something that changed Julia’s life without her consent. It was true her daughter Catherine was a constant worry. Yet, holding my breath now, in the cool river, I still have half a feeling that that was what she wanted, deep down: to have it over with, and not be responsible; if I had been man enough. As Lawrence was.

Coming up for air, there’s a large white rowing boat with a party of picnickers. They have a bottle of wine. The oars are splashing. For a moment I let the boat swell to a small steamer. After all, we must have passed this way. Here it comes. Sounding its horn to warn the bathers. The bow wave sparkles. The beat of the paddles. Julia is at the cabin window but doesn’t raise her head. She’s looking at a message on her phone.

I get to my feet and pick my way across the stones. I never wrote that letter, of course, but what I did do, after a year or so, was buy two super-light state-of-the-art hiking packs. If you’re going to research someone’s reflections on the environment, I told her, you should at least do the same walk he did. We saw at once how this would provide the perfect excuse. But the packs were three years old before we lifted them onto our backs. By which time the Rhine had become our Rubicon.

It’s wonderful how synthetics don’t decay. After all its years in garage and attic, the blue fabric is still shiny. The zips all zip. My red pocketknife is still in the belt pouch, the blade still sharp. Slicing an apple, it occurs to me that I have never really got used to life. The things that stay with us and the things that pass. Despite the decades devoted to teaching. The things that become softer and smoother with time, and the things that start to smell bad. Nor do I know what happened to the photos we took. She took, rather. Do they still exist? Did anyone ever look at them?

I eat staring at the river. Object of countless lessons. The rift valley. The barge traffic. Cologne. Düsseldorf. Rotterdam. You’re such a Boy Scout, Julia marvelled. Field trips, I told her. Best part of a geography teacher’s life.

But now two boys have found their way down the path. They are sorting through their fishing gear. I need to break out of this mood. The heat is oppressive. Perhaps the day will come when the Rhine dries up and there are no more boats and no more bathers. Consulting Google, I see there is a train from Diessenhofen, not far away. It was at Schaffhausen, after all, that we started walking.




‘Not very real’

I arrive in Jestetten later than planned, which adds a certain edge to my meeting with my landlady. I had booked the only place available in the village, estimating my arrival time at six p.m. But it’s almost nine when I show up. Everything has taken longer than expected. In particular, I wasted an hour trying to get a decent view of the Rhine Falls without paying. We didn’t have to pay to see them years ago. Why should one pay to see a natural landscape feature? But all my attempts to get round the barriers proved futile. The whole hillside has been fenced off.

Then the house, my B&B, is not actually in Jestetten, as I supposed, but half a mile down a side road that tracks back towards the Rhine. This is definitely not where we stayed years ago. That was the Hotel Bahnhof, now closed for holidays its website says. Nor had Lawrence stayed here. He walked ten miles further south, to Eglisau. But Julia was not a walker and we had decided to ease into our hiking with a mere six miles. There was no imperative to do the trip in the same time Lawrence did. A long summer was before us and after that our new lives together in the house I had bought. We even took the time to board one of the tour boats that creep up the wooded shore then break out into the turbulence under the great
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