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         # 4541

         The air was cool, but it wasn’t raining. Olga was already waiting at the kerb, bags piled at her feet, when I stepped out of the hotel. She had arrived late the evening before, and was now standing there in a light jacket, scanning the street. I had arranged for Henry to pick us up at eight, and the three of us would drive from Bremen to Val Benoît, on the outskirts of Liège.

         I handed Olga a pain aux raisins wrapped in a napkin, which I had picked up from the breakfast buffet. I had not seen her in a long time, but I knew her well enough to know that meeting this early meant she would not have had any breakfast. She smiled indulgently when I offered her the napkin containing the pastry. She has never quite grown used to my slightly over-solicitous ways, but she was evidently hungry, because a moment later the pain aux raisins was gone.

         In the morning light, I could see that she had changed. Not much, but she looked a little older than I remembered. The way she was standing, with her bags surrounding her and her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, made it quite clear that the person I was insisting on feeding was a grown woman, and I refrained from commenting on the jacket she 2was wearing, which was far too thin for the morning chill.

         This was a new thought. That she too could grow older. Not because she hasn’t changed in the time we have known each other, of course she has, but I have not thought of it as aging, only as variation. It had been her hair, her clothes or her way of greeting people when she came down in the late morning, but these changes seemed never to progress in a specific direction. It was just Olga, in different iterations. My image of her has always been inseparable from our first meeting: a very young woman who knocked at my door one rainy afternoon in Clairon-sous-Bois. A person with sharp opinions and an adamant will, but also someone I needed to look after. As though she could not quite take care of herself.

         It was obvious that Olga would have liked a little more sleep. She had folded the napkin from the pain aux raisins and put it in her pocket, and now she was standing there in her thin jacket on a lightly foggy morning: a grown woman with travel bags at her feet and a sleepy look on her face.

         Just moments earlier, I had stood in the hotel bathroom studying my own face in a magnifying mirror. There were wrinkles and pores and small brown spots I had not noticed before. Maybe that was why, suddenly, I could see that Olga too had aged. The thought was unsettling. Not because I am bothered by the small signs of age – no, those I find almost mesmerising: the skin’s miniature landscapes, surfaces in transformation. 3

         It is when the changes start to require action that I become uneasy. When the terrain no longer presents the usual obstacles: puddles and bumps, little dips to watch for so as not to stumble. It is when the landscape assumes new shapes, streams turning into rivers, into deltas, into sea. You reach a crossroads and must pause, make a choice, alter course.

         In front of the mirror, I began to apply mascara to my eyelashes. It is not something I do very often. Perhaps it was a preparation of sorts, for what lay ahead. I had been away for a long time, and I knew nothing would be the same: a new place to live, people I had not seen since I left the house in Bremen, new residents I had yet to meet.

         I had spoken to both Henry and Olga and to a few of the others during my absence. I knew things had changed. Most had left and settled elsewhere. Some had moved to Liège, where our first big assembly would soon be held. I was looking forward to the reunion. I did not regret leaving the house in Bremen. That wasn’t the issue. I was quite content to have returned to Clairon-sous-Bois. To have set off once more. To Paris. To the Hôtel du Lison. To the North Frisian Islands. To Welk and to the house outside Marholt, where I had lived. Or maybe not lived, exactly, but I had stayed there. For a good while.

         I had not minded the days of solitude. The chill in the air. The wind that picked up in the afternoons. My walks along the beach and the dykes, the calm that settled over me the 4moment I boarded the ferry to Welk, and which had trailed me through the many days I had stayed on the island. Or through most of the days, because sometimes I had missed my friends and the house and all our practical chores. Sometimes I had missed Thomas. But it was the calm I needed. The calm and the absence of people. Little outings to Marholt. Long walks along the coast. Paddling trips in a kayak I had borrowed – or whatever you call it when you take something without asking. But when I spoke with Henry and he told me they were trying to gather everyone in Liège, a longing took hold. I was ready to return, and we had arranged to meet in Bremen and travel to Liège together.

         Even so, I felt uneasy. Perhaps it was the thought of being part of a group again. Of seeing everyone. My flock. A strange bunch. Grouped together once more. I had lived alone in a house on a Frisian island and woken up alone and spent each day alone. Without my friends from the eighteenth of November. Without Thomas in the background. For that was how it had been: until I returned to Clairon, Thomas had travelled with me like an invisible companion. Someone who was waiting. My then-not-quite-lost love. Now lost.

         Standing in front of the mirror, I thought to myself that my eyesight had deteriorated. I had often noticed it when reading. I needed more distance, had to hold the page at arm’s length, and I needed more light. I had taken to switching on lamps and leaning closer to the window in the house on 5Welk, and it occurred to me that I ought to get hold of a pair of glasses.

         These are the sorts of changes I mean. They aren’t necessarily obvious, but they have come to stay, and when I handed Olga the pain aux raisins, it struck me that I needed to stop looking after her as though she were a child. I think that is what gives me pause. The days repeat, you wake to the same morning, yet something demands action, adjustment, a decision. Bridges must be built over waterways once crossed on foot. New modes of transportation must be found and new paths forged, but you don’t know where they will lead.

         Henry seemed to be running late. He had planned to load the last odds and ends from the house into the car, but it must have taken longer than he expected, or maybe he had got held up in morning traffic. We passed the time chatting about Olga’s journey and about Ralf, who was in Madrid.

         After she and Ralf left Bremen, they had moved in with a group who had settled in some abandoned greenhouses in a sparsely populated region of Spain. Ralf had continued working on his project with the help of some of the greenhouse dwellers. His BeDaZy project, Olga clarified when I hesitated – as if she thought I needed a reminder of the name or had forgotten what project she meant, but that was not what made me hesitate. It was the way she talked about it, which was different from before. As though it were a project 6that no longer warranted scepticism, and a name that could be spoken without irony.

         Recently a small contingent from the greenhouses had left for Madrid. They had been planning to go to Liège together, but Ralf had made a contact in Madrid who could help with some of the issues they had come up against. Something to do with reducing the density of information around individual incidents, Olga said. So while the others stayed in Madrid, she travelled ahead, stopping in Bremen to pick up some equipment from the attic in Ralf ’s apartment building. And to meet with the two of you, she added, because Henry had told her that he and I had arranged to meet in Bremen. She had intended to spend the night in Ralf ’s flat but changed her mind, and late in the evening, once she had finished packing, she checked into my hotel.

         We spoke briefly about my days on Welk and about Thomas. Olga knew what had transpired since we last saw each other. Not everything, but she knows I will not be returning to Clairon. We spoke about my visit to Thomas. How he had called, but not because he had recovered the memory of his eighteenths of November. She knew that I had visited him and that I had left. Or rather: that Thomas had sent me away. Asked me to leave. There was little else to say. Not while we were standing there outside the hotel, waiting for Henry, and she was wearing her much too thin jacket. We could talk about it later, I said. 7

         Every so often, one of us would cast a glance up the street, to where cars and trams were weaving in and out of traffic. The pavement across from us was piled with heaps of rubbish bags all the way from the station in the distance, past the hotel and right up to the junction where the trams veered onto the street. There were large plastic bags in various colours: yellow bags, blue bags and many transparent ones, which were filled with the city’s kitchen waste. Over the course of the morning, flocks of crows had gathered and torn holes in the plastic bags, but only the transparent ones.

         Further down the street, almost as far down as the station, a bin lorry could be glimpsed moving steadily in our direction. It worked its way along the pavement, breaking up the crows’ feast. Every time the lorry stopped in front of a cluster of rubbish bags, a flurry of birds shot into the air. Soon after, the lorry trundled on, and the crows, now congregating at the next heap, took flight once more. And so it continued as the bin lorry made its slow progress. Time and again the birds forfeited their meal, flying off to the next mound of rubbish, or the one after that. They aimed straight for the holes in the clear bags and began rifling through the contents with their beaks. No sooner had they tucked in than they were chased away. Bit by bit they advanced, leaving their meal behind and flapping off to the next rubbish pile, while the transparent bags in their wake vanished one by one into the lorry’s grinder. 8

         Before long the crows – and shortly afterwards the bin lorry – had reached the hotel, where we had an unobstructed view of the birds’ frantic scramble for food. The binmen hoisted the clear bags from the pavement opposite us and tossed them into the back of the lorry, leaving the blue and yellow ones behind. Meanwhile the flock of crows descended on the following mound, though they must have realised the effort was futile, because by the time the lorry had passed us and was nearly at the junction, the crows had scattered in every direction.

         Once both the bin lorry and the crows were gone, Henry D. appeared from the direction the crows had flown: a blue minivan in the distance, at the junction where both the crows and bin lorry had just disappeared. I recognised it immediately – shortly before I left for Clairon, a group of newcomers had arrived in Bremen in that same minivan – and moments later it crossed the tramline and pulled up at the kerb outside the hotel. Henry jumped out, greeted us with a quick wave, grabbed Olga’s luggage and started loading it into the rear. Olga lifted a couple of bags from the pavement, carried them over and stowed them on the floor by the front passenger seat while Henry wrestled the remaining baggage into place. He gestured towards everything he had already crammed into the minivan: several boxes of papers, extension cords and light bulbs, a plastic box of tools and two large crates filled with blankets and air mattresses, and said that these were the very last things from the house. 9

         We quickly got ourselves into the minivan while the trams rumbled past in the next lane. Olga climbed into the front seat beside Henry, and I sat behind them, squeezing in next to some cardboard boxes: two large ones on the seat nearest to me, and two smaller cartons wedged beneath another.

         Load after load had been driven to Liège over the past few days, Henry said, our furniture and belongings, and now the house was empty, even emptier than when we saw it for the first time. Especially the basement. He had locked up the house and closed the big wrought-iron gate, but kept the key. He thought we might need it one day.

         Gita Kreis and the other residents of Val Benoît were busy with preparations for the first meeting to be held on the abandoned university campus where we would be living. Or rather, smaller meetings had taken place on occasion in Liège and in other places where people had settled, but this would be the first communal assembly, and people were travelling from afar. A couple of the old auditoriums had already been refurbished, and classrooms and offices were being converted into bedrooms. There was plenty of space in Val Benoît, Henry said, and plenty of work to be done. They were always in need of more helping hands. We would swing by Osnabrück to pick up Aikaterini Erb and some of her friends, he said. He was not sure how many they would be, but we could repack the minivan once we were all together. 10

         When we were out of the city, Olga brought it up herself: she had grown older. I think she meant that the rest of us had too, because she glanced at Henry just before saying it. I asked whether the mirror at the hotel had prompted the thought. She turned to me and asked how I knew. But yes – it had. Late last night, she had caught sight of her face in the round bathroom mirror. She had tilted it towards herself and studied her magnified reflection. She could see that she had grown older.

         I said that I remembered my first visit to the hotel, back when I was on my way north, to snow and winter. Before I met any of you, I said. I had spent Christmas with my family and continued to Bremen – and now there was this reminder of time, triggered by the magnifying mirror. Slight changes, suddenly visible. A spurt of sorts, I said, as Olga began calculating how old she would be if our days were converted into years. My bio-age, she specified.

         Twenty-nine, she announced a few moments later. The same age I had been when I stepped into our loop, I said. And almost the same age her mother was when she passed away, she said. Her mother had lived to be thirty-one.

         Olga could see that she looked like her mother. She hadn’t noticed before. It wasn’t the face in the magnifying mirror that resembled her mother’s, only the one in the regular mirror. But it was when she saw her reflection magnified that the realisation struck her. As if the sight had stirred her mother 11to the surface of her memory. Whether the image came from photographs or from real life, she did not know, but she couldn’t recall a single wrinkle in her mother’s face. Not one. I said there probably weren’t that many wrinkles to be found on the face of a thirty-one-year-old. I don’t remember my own parents having any when I was a child either. Their wrinkles appeared only once I got older. Henry too had no memory of wrinkles, although his father, who was eighteen years older than his mother, certainly had them. They must have been there, the wrinkles. He simply didn’t remember them. Henry considered his father old only once he himself had grown up. As if when I became a teenager, the wrinkles appeared overnight, he said. All of a sudden, I could see the age on people’s faces. Before that, they were just one of the grown-ups. But not one of the elderly. They were a category of their own. And then, just as you were about to enter the category of grown-ups yourself, you moved the grown-ups into the category of the elderly. That’s when they start to look old. Yes, said Olga, or dead.

         I did not say anything. Henry responded with a soft mmm. He had lost his father shortly before his own son was born. I do not know what it is like to lose your parents. Even though I have not visited mine since we celebrated Christmas together, I cannot imagine how it would feel if they no longer existed. I asked whether anyone still visited their families, but Olga didn’t think many did. She hadn’t seen her father since he picked her up in Lugano. 12

         We have started catching up to our parents. My mother had just turned fifty-six when time ground to a halt. My father is fifty-four. It would be strange to meet them and feel our difference in age shrinking. I said that if Olga was twenty-nine, then I must be forty-one. Henry had to be fifty. Or thereabouts. He wasn’t thrilled about that. Turning fifty. It wasn’t something he was looking forward to.

         I said that I was. I was looking forward to his party. He said there would be no such thing, not when I had forgotten to invite anyone to my fortieth. Besides, he was born in June. He couldn’t celebrate his birthday in November. You can’t have a birthday party when you never pass your date of birth, he said.

         We will pass our date of death, though, Olga said. Or actually, we won’t. We’re living in it. That’s just the way it is, she said: the eighteenth of November. Unless we escape, Henry said. And who says that we’ll die. If time can come to a halt, other things might prove unpredictable too. Of course we’ll die, said Olga. We’ll grow old, and we’ll die.

         Henry said that we should change the subject. He couldn’t see any reason to talk about old age or death dates. Not when time isn’t passing anyway. So we dropped the subject. I said we could talk about glasses instead. I’d started having trouble reading. I was sure Henry could use a pair too. He said his eyesight was just fine. I was the one who insisted on far too much detail. 13

         Maybe you can find an optician in Osnabrück, he said. If there’s time. He had arranged for us to have lunch with Aikaterini before continuing on to Liège. Trini, that is, he said, and at the mention of her name, we began to discuss my days with Thomas. I told them I had never figured out why he had called. I had entertained the thought that I might have called him accidentally, since I had been trying to reach Trini, whose number I had entered into my phone that same morning. We had talked about meeting in town, Trini, Marlice and I, but the meeting never happened, because Marlice had returned to the house before I managed to get hold of Trini. If I had called Thomas by accident, that might explain why he had called me. If I had called the wrong T., I said. I could tell that my explanation was getting too detailed, so I simply said that Thomas couldn’t remember calling me, and I never got to the bottom of it. He could remember neither having called, nor having gone into the guest room and finding my papers.

         Henry wanted to know what it had been like to return to Clairon after such a long time. I said that everything had been the same. I had arrived by train, I had walked back to the house through the rain. I told them that Thomas had no memory of our conversation. He remembered only that I had left Clairon-sous-Bois on the morning of the seventeenth of November, and that he had spoken to me that evening. He kept saying yesterday about the seventeenth, convinced that he had awoken to a perfectly ordinary eighteenth of November: a rainy day, on which he had gone to the post office with 14parcels and letters. He had taken a walk in the woods and been caught in a downpour.

         The guest room showed no sign that anyone had set foot inside. Everything looked the same as when I left, and yet it had the air of something left to moulder. My papers lay where I had stashed them, and there was nothing to indicate that Thomas had read anything at all. He did not remember having gone into the room. Any traces had been erased. I was left only with this feeling of something musty and stale. It was probably due to all that time spent repairing, reupholstering and painting in the house in Bremen, Olga suggested. You start seeing things in a new light, and suddenly everything seems like it could do with a fresh coat of paint and new coverings. She may well be right. In any case, later on, when I moved back into the guest room, it felt weirdly unfamiliar.

         Although returning felt strange, our days together had been pleasant, I said. And our nights. That wasn’t why I had left again. If Thomas had been the same, I might have stayed. Maybe I would have found a way to explain everything to him. Perhaps I could have got used to the disquiet in his eyes. But he seemed changed, though he believed I was the one who had become someone else.

         And he was right. Of course I had become someone else. The first evening was almost comical, I said. Even I could see that: I’d arrived feeling hopeful, of all things. Because even though 15I knew it was the same November day, I still carried with me a feeling that something was different. Or could become different. If Thomas had gone into the room, if he had actually broken his pattern, if it could occur to him to call me up out of the blue, then something must have changed. And if it could happen once, surely it could happen again. His memory of our days together could return. Or so I imagined. In bits and pieces, perhaps.

         I had already noticed it as I sat on the train, and again when I stepped onto the platform in Lille. Hope. The thought that perhaps we could break through the eighteenth of November. That we belonged together after all. I hesitated, but it was a hopeful hesitation. I wandered the streets of Lille. Perhaps to hold on to that hope a little longer, perhaps to ready myself for meeting Thomas. To prepare for a new chapter, I thought as I boarded the train in Lille, and again as I alighted in Clairon, and maybe even as I began making my way through the streets in the rain.

         I had my bag slung over my shoulder, Olga’s sleeping bag in one hand and an open umbrella in the other, because the rain was falling hard. I had buttoned up the grey woollen coat I had borrowed, which, if I’m not mistaken, belonged to Anton Janas. I walked on – with no burn on my hand and not shaking with cold – until I reached the house, where everything looked exactly as it always had. Thomas was not in the kitchen, but I had known that he wouldn’t be. He was 16in the living room, reading Jocelyn Miron’s book. I could see him in there.

         I knocked on the front door. Not at the living-room window, as I did not want to startle him. I had to knock quite hard, because the door between the living room and the hallway was closed. And there I stood, until at last he came out and opened the door. I stood there in a grey coat with my hope, asking to become part of a very small set. A tiny fellowship of two.

         A minuscule society, I said, and I could tell that neither Henry nor Olga understood what I meant. Or at least, not immediately. But that was what I had hoped for when I knocked on the door: that some fragments of our shared life still remained, and that we might build from them a very small society. After all, a large group of people had managed to live together in Bremen without much difficulty. And here there were only two of us. Surely that was not too much to ask, even though we inhabited different timelines. I do not know where this new hope had sprung from. I had not forgotten how things had gone on my previous visits to Clairon, but it was as if the phone call had thrown open new doors. Or so I must have told myself.

         Thomas did not notice that I had aged. It was the clothes that drew his attention. Understandably, because they were not familiar to him, and it was obvious that he expected an explanation. First he asked whether I had lost my coat. Then 17he commented on my rather peculiar skirt and the oversized jumper I was wearing. I had tied up my hair, so he couldn’t see how long it had grown, only that my hairstyle was different. But once I had told him about all my many days, he began to spot the changes. He could see that I had grown older. That it was not just the clothes. My hands had changed, my hair was now long. Things like that.

         But Thomas was the same. Or that was how it felt at first. His memory, at least, was the same: there was not the faintest trace of our days in the eighteenth of November. He could remember neither our foggy days nor our aimless investigations. He had no recollection of his visit to the house on the rue de l’Ermitage, and there was nothing to suggest that he remembered the days we spent together before Olga arrived and asked me to help find Ralf. Nor did he have any memory of the phone call the previous night. My bringing it up only made him uneasy.

         So why had he called, then? Olga still wanted to understand why he had stumbled in his November day. Why had he gone into the guest room when he normally never did? I told her that I had searched and pondered and speculated. I had found no explanation.

         Olga insisted that there had to be a reason. We discussed various possibilities. Henry was focused on the road, so he said nothing. But maybe it didn’t take much to trip him up, Olga 18suggested. A sudden whim, an unexpected sound. Maybe that was all.

         But Thomas had never before been prone to sudden whims that led him astray. He moved within the boundaries of his pattern, and besides, where would such unexpected sounds have come from? Unless, of course, someone caught in the eighteenth had suddenly knocked on the window – or the door. Olga suggested something might have toppled from a shelf in the guest room, that I could have left something too close to the edge, and then, one day, it might simply have fallen. Perhaps it was something I had instigated before I left. Small coincidences and minor disruptions. There could have been irregularities of the sort you usually wouldn’t notice, and which might have drawn him towards the room. Maybe a bird flew into the window, she said. Maybe there were animals trapped in the eighteenth, just as we were.

         The birds in the tree outside the window lived in their own pattern, I said, this much I knew, but perhaps she was right: a wayward bird – a bird stuck in the eighteenth, if birds could indeed be stuck in the eighteenth – might have flown into the window. Thomas might have heard it, gone into the room to investigate and found the papers. Or something along those lines. It need not have been a bird. It could have been a mouse or a rat. There were plenty of possibilities but no one to confer with, because Thomas had forgotten everything again. According to Henry, it was a long-standing debate: whether 19animals could get stuck in time. There was no evidence of that being the case, so it was not the most likely explanation. And even if animals had been caught in the eighteenth, he argued, most would long since have perished. If they had aged as we had, we would hardly be encountering mice or rats or birds. A geriatric parrot, perhaps. A sea turtle. A horse.

         However it had come about, Thomas had called, and I had returned, knocked on the door, told him everything and moved in. But, of course, it all went awry. Of course it did. And in the end, I could see only one way forward: the way out. I knew I had to leave Thomas. I withdrew to the guest room. Sometimes I returned and tried again, experimenting with new variations and fresh starts, because it was hard to accept that the phone call had meant nothing after all.

         It sounds like quite the sad affair, Henry said. And that’s exactly what it was. A sad affair, I said.

         But why? This from Henry, who still didn’t feel he had been given an explanation for why it all went wrong. Not one that made sense. Was it that Thomas could no longer recognise the Tara he knew? Had I become someone else? Or was he the one who had changed? Had something happened between us? But I could not provide that kind of explanation, for I had none myself. All I knew was that Thomas had asked me to leave. 20

         Wasn’t it just all the days that had come between you? Olga didn’t find it so strange that we hadn’t been able to find our way back to each other. After all that time. More than four millia had passed since time ground to a halt. Forty-five centia. No one can withstand that, she said. I bit my tongue, because I did not want to ask her what she knew about love, nor start a discussion about the names of our units of time. I suppose I could have asked, because later that day she told me that although there is still no consensus regarding our terms for time, the terminology we tried to introduce in Bremen was beginning to catch on. In the greenhouses, they had attempted a naming system based on the growth cycles of plants, from sowing to harvest. Olga never took to it. A puntarelle period. A rucola round. That sort of thing. None of those terms had ever really gained traction. Better to stick with millia and centia, decims and pentans. And as for love, she happens to know a great deal about it, for she has been together with Ralf since they left Bremen. They’d merely had a slow start, she said, and at first their age difference had seemed too great to overcome.

         Maybe your age was the problem, she suggested. I had thought so too: that Thomas felt I had become too old for him. But he had said that wasn’t it. The opposite, in fact. He found this Tara more interesting. Prettier, too, he had whispered one night as we lay naked in bed. A little softer to the touch, he said another night, and at one point he remarked that my hands had grown strong. He liked strong hands. I said it must 21be all the work we had done on the house in Bremen, all our chores and projects and repairs and upholsterings. Another time he said that I had become funnier, something about my sense of humour had changed. I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. I nearly asked what was wrong with the Tara from before, but I didn’t.

         Perhaps the problem was that when it was just the two of us, he felt we weren’t alone. In which case prettier and funnier and softer and strong hands were not enough. It was as if many more people had entered his life. At least that was how he put it. Meaning all of you, I said, nodding to Henry and Olga. That was the hardest part. He felt that we suddenly had company. That there were far too many interlopers. It was not only when I told him about my days in the eighteenth that he noticed the changes, though. Sometimes I would say nothing at all about the people I had met, only that many days had passed, but still, he noticed other things. My voice. The way I carried myself. A peal of laughter he had never heard before. Words I did not usually use. A turn of phrase which caught him off guard. A manner of crossing the room or rising from my chair.
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